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Abstract






Orientation: Organisations will not be able to maintain a competitive advantage by merely focusing on the development of their employees’ weaknesses. Employees should also be provided with sufficient job resources and opportunities to develop and use their strengths, as this could lead to work engagement.Research purpose: To test a structural model of job resources, perceived organisational support for strengths use, proactive behaviour towards strengths use and work engagement amongst South African employees.
Motivation for the study: To gain more knowledge and a better understanding of the outcomes of following an organisational and individual strength-based approach focused on the use of strengths within the South African context.
Research approach, design and method: A quantitative approach with cross-sectional research design was used. An availability sample (N = 401) of employees from various occupational groups in South Africa was used. Structural equation modelling was used to test the model.
Main findings: The results indicated that perceived organisational support for strengths use and employees’ proactive behaviour towards strengths use were strongly and positively associated with work engagement in the structural model.
 
Practical/managerial implications: Knowledge of using strengths from an organisational and individual perspective could assist organisations in gaining a better understanding of the relationship with work engagement. 
Contribution/value-add: This study adds to the limited research on using strengths from both an organisational and individual perspective and possible outcomes within the South African context.















Introduction





The most valuable asset of any organisation is its human capital (Shults, 2008). It is therefore of the utmost importance to develop employees in order to optimise performance towards a competitive advantage. However, in order to increase performance, many organisations are following a ‘deficiency approach’, that is developing their employees’ weaknesses (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001). According to Clifton and Harter (2003), an organisation that follows a deficiency approach focuses on employees who do not function well by providing them with training around their weak points or areas of underdevelopment.At the turn of the century, a paradigm shift occurred, and the science of positive psychology emerged (Kristjánsson, 2010; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). This positive approach to psychology is concerned with the well-being and the optimal functioning of the individual (Duckworth, Steen & Seligman, 2005). The development of individuals’ talents into strengths is at the forefront of the positive psychology movement (Jimerson, Sharkey, Nyborg & Furlong, 2004). The development of the positive psychology movement also gained popularity, with organisational researchers focusing on its implications in the work environment (Luthans & Youssef, 2007). In this respect, a number of domains and approaches have recently emerged (Luthans & Youssef, 2007). One of these new domains for application in the work context is called ‘positive organisational behaviour’ (Luthans, 2002a; Luthans & Youssef, 2007). According to Luthans (2002b, p. 59), positive organisational behaviour can be defined as ‘the study and application of positively oriented human resource strengths and psychological capacities that can be measured, developed, and effectively managed for performance improvement in today’s workplace’. Therefore, with reference to the definition of positive organisational behaviour and the basis of positive psychology, there seems to be a link between positive organisational behaviour and a focus on strengths.
Research has indicated that when people develop and use their strengths, it leads to positive psychological and behavioural outcomes (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan & Minhas, 2011; Linley, Nielsen, Wood, Gillett & Biswas-Diener, 2010). They are happier, have fewer feelings of depression (Seligman, Steen, Parks & Peterson, 2005) and are more productive (Clifton & Harter, 2003). These findings also correlate with the ‘happy-productive’ thesis, which indicates that happy employees are more productive (Zelenski, Murphy & Jenkins, 2008). Studies done by Govindji and Linley (2007), and Linley et al. (2010) have indicated that when applying their strengths, people have higher levels of energy and vitality. When employees indicated that they had the opportunity to develop and use their strengths, organisations demonstrated higher customer loyalty and lower employee turnover (Clifton & Harter, 2003).
The use of strengths is important both on an organisational and an individual level (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Els, Mostert, Van Woerkom, Rothmann & Bakker, in press). According to Linley and Harrington (2005, 2006), individuals have a natural tendency to grow and develop their potential and if they find themselves in an environment that supports their specific need for development, they will flourish. Research has indicated that when employees’ strengths are implemented, it adds to their goal attainment, and enhances their self-esteem and well-being, which results in them feeling happier and more fulfilled (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley et al., 2010). These positive emotions result in their functioning at a higher level (Fredrickson, 2004), which, in the long term, contributes to the well-being of the organisation (Liehmann, 2009).
Strengths use can be instilled from an individual (employee) and an organisational perspective (Clifton & Harter, 2003). It is therefore important for employees to perceive their organisations as supportive of the use of their strengths. By supporting the use of their employees’ strengths, organisations can assist them to reach their full potential, which is beneficial to the family, the organisation and to society (Linley & Harrington, 2006). However, it is equally important for employees themselves to display proactive behaviour towards using their own strengths (Els et al., in press), which may be associated with enhanced experiences of positive emotions and personal well-being (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Proctor, Maltby & Linley, 2011).














Research purpose and objectives





It is important to focus equally on both developing and using strengths. However, although previous research has consistently showed that there is an association between the use of strengths and higher performance, better goal progress, greater well-being and vitality (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Linley et al., 2010; Wood, Linley, Maltby, Kashdan & Hurling, 2011), the majority of research focuses on the consequences for well-being of having strengths, whilst very few studies investigate whether using strengths also leads to beneficial outcomes. Possessing more of a strength compared to other people may be related to positive outcomes, but it is the unblocked use of a certain strength that would most probably be associated with the most benefits (Wood et al., 2011). Furthermore, only two studies could be found that focused on the relationship between strengths use and well-being (cf. Govindji & Linley, 2007; Wood et al., 2011). However, they measured individual strengths use and well-being in very general terms, applicable to a variety of settings and not specifically in the workplace. Within the organisational context, it is important to investigate the relationship between the use of strengths, both from an organisational and an individual perspective, and work engagement (an indicator of work-related well-being). The central research question of this study is therefore: What is the relationship between perceived organisational support for strengths use (POSSU) and employees’ proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU), whilst controlling for job resources, and work engagement?The limited research on the relationship of strengths use to positive outcomes is surprising, since the underlying assumption of most theories on how strengths work to improve well-being is based on the application of strengths in personal and organisational settings (Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002; Seligman, Rashid & Parks, 2006). The objectives of this study were therefore to develop and test a structural model and to test whether perceived organisational support for strengths use and individual proactive behaviour towards strengths use, in addition to job resources, are significantly related to work engagement.
This research extends the focus on strengths use by applying it specifically within the organisational context through an empirical consideration of how strengths use (on both organisational and individual levels) may influence work engagement. This could help the organisation to gain a better understanding of whether or not the employees feel that their talents are being used. The organisation can then work in collaboration with its employees to use their strengths. 
Next, a concise literature review will be provided. Research hypotheses will follow from the literature review. This will be followed by a description of the method and presentation of the results. Finally, a brief discussion and interpretation of the results will follow, as well as the limitations and recommendations.












Literature review













The job demands-resources model and work engagement




The job demands-resources (JD-R) model can be used to explain how job resources affect employees’ work engagement levels. The JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker, Demerouti, Taris, Schaufeli & Schreurs, 2003; Demerouti & Bakker, 2011) recognises that every occupation has its own specific risk factors that are associated with job-related stress. According to Demerouti and Bakker (2011), these factors can be categorised into two groups, namely job demands and job resources. The above model can be applied in various occupational settings, irrespective of the particular demands and resources involved (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). Job demands can be defined as the physical, psychological, social and organisational aspects of a job that require sustained physical or psychological (cognitive and emotional) efforts, and are associated with physiological or psychological costs (Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke, 2004). A job resource is the physical, psychological, social or organisational aspect of an individual’s job that decreases the job demands and the physiological and psychological costs that are associated with it; therefore, a job resource helps individuals to attain their goals and encourages their personal growth, learning and development (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) define work engagement as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption (see also Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá & Bakker, 2002). According to Schaufeli et al. (2002), vigour refers to the consistent high energy levels and mental resilience that individuals experience whilst they work. Dedication implies that individuals are strongly involved in their work, and experience feelings of significance, enthusiasm and challenge. Absorption denotes that the individuals are fully concentrating on and happily engrossed in their work, such that time passes quickly and it is difficult to detach them from their work. These engagement dimensions are seen as the opposite of the burnout scales, except for absorption, which is not considered the opposite of professional inefficacy (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Absorption is also considered to be a relevant aspect of work engagement, but plays a less central role; it can rather be seen as a consequence of engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Therefore, only the ‘core’ concepts of engagement, namely vigour and dedication, were used (see Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
It is very important for the employees of any organisation to stay engaged, because of all the positive outcomes of engagement for both the employees and the organisation (Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti & Xanthopoulou, 2007). Research has indicated that work engagement contributes to employees experiencing good health, as well as a positive work affect (Demerouti, Bakker, De Jonge, Janssen & Schaufeli, 2001; Rothbard, 2001). According to Demerouti et al. (2001), employees who are engaged in their work are more committed to the organisation, and they express this positive behaviour by taking personal initiative; they are also motivated to learn (Sonnentag, 2003). A study done by Harter et al. (2002) found that employees’ engagement levels have a positive impact on the performance of the organisation’s business units (i.e. higher organisational profitability, enhanced productivity, more customer satisfaction and loyalty, a lower employee turnover and improved safety). Therefore, it is crucial for employees to be engaged in their work, because it will help the organisation to attain and to maintain a competitive advantage (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter & Taris, 2008).
Bakker and Demerouti (2007) found that there is a positive relationship between the job resources that are offered by an organisation (for example, support from colleagues and supervisors, feedback on an employee’s performance, a variety of skills, autonomy and learning opportunities) and employees’ work engagement levels. Indeed, several studies, internationally and in South Africa, have reported positive relationships between job resources and work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Mostert, 2006; Mostert, Peeters & Rost, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Hypothesis 1: Job resources have a significant positive relationship with work engagement.












Perceived organisational support for strengths use and employees’ proactive behaviour towards strength use




To optimally develop and use employees’ strengths, organisations need to show support for employees. Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison and Sowa (1986) define perceived organisational support as when employees form general beliefs about the extent to which the organisation values their contributions and cares about their well-being. The authors further state that these general beliefs are formed to meet employees’ needs for praise and approval from the organisation as well as to infer the organisation’s readiness to reward greater efforts to meet organisational goals. When employees perceive the organisation’s support and general positive orientation towards them, this may result in employees feeling indebted to strive towards achieving the organisation’s goals (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002).Employees can experience different forms of organisational support, including perceived organisational support for innovation (Henkin & Holliman, 2009), creativity (Zhou & George, 2001) and personal development (Hung & Mondejar, 2001). Against this background, Els et al. (in press) identify an additional form of perceived organisational support, namely perceived organisational support for strengths use, and define it as the extent to which employees perceive their organisation to be supportive of them using their strengths in the workplace.
Proactive behaviour is evident when people take the initiative to improve their current situation or circumstances or when they create new advantageous conditions for themselves, rather than passively adapting to present circumstances (Crant, 2000). Proactivity at work can also be seen as taking initiative (e.g. performing an assignment without specifically being asked to do so) and displaying assertiveness – taking charge in general (Crant, 2000; Morrison & Phelps, 1999). Furthermore, proactive behaviour in the working environment is characterised by self-starting behaviour of an employee aimed at, amongst other things, improving working conditions and developing personal prerequisites to meet work demands, as well as seeking learning opportunities (Frese, Kring, Soose & Zempel, 1996; Parker, 2000). Proactive behaviour involves personal initiative, which can be defined as ‘work behaviour characterised by its self-starting nature, its proactive approach and by being persistent in overcoming difficulties that arise in the pursuit of a goal’ (Frese & Fay, 2001, p. 134).
Although there are different types of proactive behaviour that can be found in the literature (e.g. demonstrating initiative, Frese & Fay, 2001; seeking information, Morrison, 1993; taking charge, Morrison & Phelps, 1999), Els et al. (in press) argue that another form of proactive behaviour can occur when employees actively look for opportunities to use their strengths within the work context. They define proactive behaviour towards strengths use as employees’ self-starting behaviour directed towards using their strengths in the workplace.











The broaden-and-build theory




According to Linley et al. (2010), little is known about the mechanisms by which strengths use might lead to psychological benefits such as greater well-being. Except for their own study, very few published studies specifically test the underlying mechanisms by which the use of strengths might lead to enhanced well-being. One theoretical framework that might explain the underlying processes of the relationship between POSSU and PBSU with work engagement is the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2004; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005).The broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions explains the psychological mechanisms through which positivity influences human flourishing. According to this theory, positive emotions broaden peoples’ momentary thought-action repertoires and build their enduring personal resources, such as social connections, better coping strategies and knowledge about the environment. Through the experience of positive emotions, people then transform themselves, becoming more creative, knowledgeable, resilient, socially integrated and healthy (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2004; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005). By broadening individuals’ mindsets and building their psychological resources, positive emotions should also enhance peoples’ emotional and physical well-being over time.
Fredrickson and Losada (2005) state that positive emotions or moods change individuals for the better by making them more resilient, socially integrated and effective. Positive emotions may also lead to better performance in more complex jobs because it could enhance creative problem-solving (Estrada, Isen & Young, 1997; Madjar, Oldham & Pratt, 2002). Martin, Ward, Achee and Wyer (1993) showed that positive moods predicted persistence when people were told to work until they felt like stopping. The broaden-and-build theory also suggests that positive affect produces future health and well-being (Fredrickson, 2001). Indeed, studies by Fredrickson and her colleagues show that positive affect at the initial assessment predicts increases in well-being several weeks later, mainly because people’s mindsets were broadened (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002) and because their psychological resources were built (Fredrickson, Brown, Cohn, Conway & Mikels, 2005). The underlying processes described by the broaden-and-build theory motivate our prediction that the use of strengths, which creates positive emotions, is associated with work engagement.












The relationship between POSSU and PBSU and work engagement




POSSU can be conceptualised as a job resource at the macro or organisational level that can play an extrinsic motivational role (in addition to other job resources) in the sense that a work environment that focuses on and uses its employees’ strengths may foster the willingness of the employees to dedicate their efforts and abilities to the work task (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011; Els et al., in press). Job resources have a positive impact on employees’ work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2009). Because POSSU can be seen as a job resource, it seems possible that it will play a fulfilling and motivational role and will provide employees with an additional resource, which, in turn, could be associated with an eagerness to perform their tasks and increase their engagement in their work (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008).In a study done by Linley and Harrington (2006), the results indicate that when an organisation focuses on the development of its employees’ strengths, the employees are likely to be more engaged, have higher energy levels and be more motivated, which will lead to improved work performance. Other research findings have also indicated a significant relationship between the development of employees’ strengths and work engagement levels (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Harter et al., 2002).
Hypothesis 2: There is a significant positive relationship between perceived organisational support for strengths use and work engagement. 
It appears that research has confirmed that the use of strengths by individuals is associated with a wide range of desirable psychological and behavioural outcomes: Seligman (2002, 2011) and Littman-Ovadia and Steger (2010) show that positive experiences at work – including job satisfaction, pleasure, engagement and meaning at work – are facilitated when individuals’ strengths are applied at work. The use of personal and psychological strengths has been suggested to lead to energising experiences and elevated, sustainable well-being (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Longitudinal research by Wood et al. (2011) confirms this finding and shows that people who reported a greater use of their strengths develop greater levels of well-being over time – greater strengths use was related to greater self-esteem, vitality, positive affect and lower perceived stress. Within the coaching psychology literature, Govindji and Linley (2007) report that individuals who use their strengths more frequently experience more subjective and psychological well-being, even when controlling for the effects of self-efficacy and self-esteem. In a follow-up study, Proctor, Maltby and Linley (2009) replicated these findings. Harter et al. (2002) found that people who regularly use their strengths are more engaged at work. Similarly, Peterson, Stephens, Park, Lee and Seligman (2009) provide initial evidence that strengths are related to work satisfaction. Taken together, it seems likely that employees’ PBSU will be positively related to work engagement. 
Hypothesis 3: There is a significant positive relationship between individual proactive behaviour towards strengths use and work engagement.














Research design















The research approach





A quantitative approach was followed using a cross-sectional design. A cross-sectional method examines numerous people at one point in time (Salkind, 2009). This approach is appropriate for this study due to it being economical and time effective. The study is both descriptive and exploratory. The hypotheses are supported by existing theory from a strength-based approach. The data analysis was done by making use of a correlation approach.












The research method















Research participants




For the purpose of this study, a convenience sample of employees from various occupational groups in South Africa was used (N = 401). The mean age was 36.82. The sample consisted of 234 (58.4%) women and 161 (40.1%) men. The two dominant language groups were Afrikaans (35.2%) and English (24.7%), whilst 40.1% were other African languages. Furthermore, 174 (43.4%) of the sample were White people, 153 (38.2%) Black people, 52 (13.0%) people of mixed-race, 12 (3.0%) Asian people and 9 people (2.1%) fell into other racial groups. Of the sample, 166 (41.4%) indicated that they had a Grade 12 certificate and 196 (48.9%) had a tertiary qualification. The sample spanned various industries within the South African context: automotive (0.7%), chemicals (0.2%), engineering (7.2%), education (5.2%), finance (3.7%), media (0.2%), mining and metals (23.4%), nursing (6.0%), oil and gas (0.2%), police (0.7%), retail (3.7%), sport (0.2%), telecommunications (1.0%), tourism, leisure and recreation (0.2%), transportation (1.5%) and other (18.0%). Of the participants, 87 (21.7%) were single without children living at home, 55 (13.7%) were single with children living at home; 63 (15.7%) were married or living with a partner, without children living at home, 152 (37.9%) were married, or living with a partner, with children living at home and 25 (6.2%) were living with their parents.









Measuring instruments




Biographical questionnaire: A biographical questionnaire was utilised to determine the biographical characteristics of the participants. Characteristics such as year of birth, gender, home language, race, level of education, household status (marital and parental status), years working in the organisation and current position were measured by means of this questionnaire. Job resources: Five resources, namely autonomy, relationship with colleagues, relationship with supervisors, information and participation, were measured with the questionnaire on the experience and assessment of work (Van Veldhoven, Meijman, Broersen & Fortuin, 1997) for the purpose of this study. All the items were scored on a four-point frequency-rating scale ranging from 1 (always) to 4 (never). Autonomy was measured by means of five items: relationship with colleagues was measured by means of three items, relationship with the supervisors was measured by means of four items, information was measured by means of four items and participation was measured by means of four items. The validity and reliability of the questionnaire have been proven on numerous occasions (Van Veldhoven, Meijman, Broersen & Fortuin, 2002). Van Veldhoven et al. (2002) report sufficient Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for autonomy (α = 0.82), relationships with colleagues (α = 0.71), the relationship with the supervisor (α = 0.82), information (α = 0.86) and participation (α = 0.88).
Perceived organisational support for strengths use and proactive behaviour towards strengths use: POSSU and PBSU were measured by means of the new questionnaire developed by Els et al. (in press). POSSU was measured by means of seven items (e.g. ‘This organisation uses my strengths’) and PBSU was measured by means of eight items (e.g. ‘I use my strengths at work’). All the items were scored on a seven-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (almost always). Els et al. report a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.96 for POSSU and 0.92 for PBSU.
Work engagement: Work engagement was measured by means of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The UWES is scored on a seven-point frequency-rating scale, varying from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). Vigour was measured by means of four items (e.g. ‘At my work, I feel I am bursting with energy’). Dedication was measured by means of four items (e.g. ‘I am enthusiastic about my job’). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients range between 0.75 and 0.86 (Schaufeli et al., 2002). In a sample of 2396 members of the South African Police Service, Storm and Rothmann (2003) obtained sufficient Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for vigour (α = 0.78) and dedication (α = 0.89).













Research procedure and ethical considerations




After permission was obtained from the management of the various occupational groups, a letter requesting their participation was emailed to the individuals who were to take part in the study. The letter explained the objectives and importance of the study. The questionnaire was then sent to different organisations and sectors in South Africa. The participants completed the questionnaires electronically or manually, being provided with an electronic questionnaire or manual booklet based on their need or preference. The questionnaire was completed by the different departments or clusters within the organisations. The time frame indicated for the completion of the questionnaire was approximately 40 minutes. The participants were given two to three weeks to return the questionnaires. They were reminded of its completion a week before the questionnaires were to be collected. Thereafter, the data analysis was performed. Participation in the study was voluntary, and the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants were emphasised. Organisations that requested feedback were given feedback on the results that were obtained.










Statistical analysis




The statistical analysis of this study was carried out using the SPSS program and Mplus 6.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 2010). The rho coefficients (the proportion variance explained by the factor divided by the total variance; Wang & Wang, 2012) were used to determine the reliability of the constructs that were measured, and effect sizes were used to determine the practical significance of the results (Steyn & Swanepoel, 2008). Cut-off points of 0.30 (medium effect) and 0.50 (large effect) were set for the practical significance of the correlation coefficients (Cohen, 1988). The confidence interval level for statistical significance was set at a value of 95% (p ≤ 0.05). The specification of continuous latent variables in this model investigation was conducted with Mplus. It is assumed by the popular maximum likelihood (ML) estimator that the observed variables are measured on a continuous scale. The covariance matrix represented the input type. The latent variables were created using individual items as indicators – no item parcelling methods were used (Bandalos & Finney, 2001). The goodness-of-fit of the models was tested using the traditional χ2 statistic, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). Even though there is limited agreement on the cut-off values for adequate fit (Lance, Butts & Michels, 2006), general guidelines were followed for this study whereby fit was considered adequate if CFI and TLI values were larger than 0.90 (Byrne, 2010; Hoyle, 1995). An RMSEA value of 0.05 or less indicates a good fit, and values between 0.08 and 0.05 represent a moderately good model fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). According to Hu and Bentler (1999), the SRMR value should be smaller than 0.05. The Akaike information criterion (AIC) and sample adjusted Bayesian information criterion (BIC) were used to compare the fit of competing models.













Results





To examine the validity of the measurement model, various models were systematically compared. Firstly, the hypothesised model (Model 1) was tested. This model was tested by creating eight latent variables, which included autonomy (five items), relationship with colleagues (three items), relationship with supervisors (four items), information (four items), participation (four items), POSSU (seven items), PBSU (seven items) and a one-factor work engagement variable (eight items). Items with poor factor loadings (≤ 0.40) were omitted. The items were used as indicators of each latent variable in the measurement model. No errors were allowed to correlate.In order to test whether alternative models might provide more plausible explanations for the observed inter-item covariance matrix, competing models were tested. Model 2 is similar to Model 1, but instead of a one-factor engagement model, a two-factor engagement model was tested (treating vigour and dedication separately). However, when this model was tested, the latent variables’ covariance matrix was not positive definite. Therefore, in Model 3 and Model 4 work engagement was again tested as a one-factor model. In Model 3, four latent variables were created: all five job resources were specified as one factor, engagement was specified as one factor, POSSU as one factor and PBSU as the final factor. Finally, Model 4 was specified with three latent variables: a one-factor job resources variable, a one-factor engagement variable and a one-factor strengths variable (where POSSU and PBSU loaded on one factor). The results are reported in Table 1.
As can be seen in Table 1, Model 1 had the lowest AIC and BIC values, indicating that this model fitted the data best (χ2 = 1769.14; df = 791; p < 0.05; CFI = 0.91; TLI = 0.90; SRMR = 0.05; RMSEA = 0.06). Model 1 therefore shows good model fit and can be considered a plausible explanation for the observed inter-item covariance matrix. The non-standardised and standardised loadings, intercept and residual variances are shown in Table 2.
Table 3 shows the correlation statistics and descriptive statistics of the latent variables for Model 1. All means were zero because the latent variables were standardised.
 
As can be seen in Table 3, all relationships were positive. Autonomy, relationship with colleagues, relationship with supervisors and participation had statistically and practically significant (medium effect) relationships with engagement. Information had the highest correlation with engagement (0.50). POSSU had a statistically and practically significant (large effect) relationship with engagement, whilst PBSU had a statistically and practically significant (medium effect) relationship with engagement.
In order to test the hypothesised structural model (Model 1), direct paths were specified between job resources and work engagement (Hypothesis 1), POSSU and work engagement (Hypothesis 2) and PBSU and work engagement (Hypothesis 3). Competing models were tested where the paths were constrained to zero from both POSSU and PBSU (Model 2), only POSSU and only PBSU (Model 4). The results can be seen in Table 4.
The estimates and significance of the direct structural paths in the model are indicated in Table 5.
With regard to the paths investigated in Hypothesis 1, the results indicate that there was only one significant relationship between
job resources and work engagement – that of relationship with supervisors and work engagement (β = 0.21; p = 0.01). This provides
partial support for Hypothesis 1. The results show that there were significant positive relationships between POSSU and work
engagement (β = 0.22; p = 0.00) and between PBSU and work engagement (β = 0.22; p = 0.00), which provides
support for Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3.




























































Discussion
















Outline of the results





The aim of this study was to test a structural model of job resources, perceived organisational support for strengths use, proactive behaviour towards strengths use and work engagement amongst South African employees. The relationship between these specific variables has never been tested in the South African context. The hypotheses were based on the broaden-and-build theory. Hypothesis 1 stated that job resources have a significant positive relationship with work engagement. Based on the assumptions of the JD-R model, it was argued that employees will be more engaged in their work if they are provided with job resources to help them decrease the demands of their work, because of the motivational role that job resources fulfil (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). The results indicated that only one job resource was related to work engagement: the relationship between employee and supervisor. This result shows that employees are more engaged in their work when they have a positive relationship with their supervisors, which will most likely motivate them to achieve their work goals, leading to better work performance (Bakker et al., 2008). This is in concurrence with several previous research studies that also found a significant relationship between having a positive relationship with one’s supervisor and increased work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Hakanen, Bakker & Schaufeli, 2006) and ultimately increased overall performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). No significant relationships were found between the other job resources that were included in the study and work engagement. These findings were unexpected, since they were not concurrent with previous studies that found significant relationships between autonomy (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), relationship with colleagues (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), information (Bakker et al., 2008) and participation (Bakker, Van Veldhoven & Xanthopoulou, 2010). Hypothesis 1 was therefore partially accepted. 
The unique contribution of this research is that, for the first time, both organisational and employees’ strengths use were included in a structural model to determine whether they have a relationship with work engagement. Hypothesis 2 stated that there is a significant positive relationship between POSSU and work engagement and Hypothesis 3 stated that there is a significant positive relationship between PBSU and work engagement. The results supported both these hypotheses.
It was argued that POSSU is a job resource that fulfils an extrinsic motivational role at a macro level. This reasoning was based on the JD-R model’s definition of a job resource (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) and on the motivational nature of job resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Organisations that show support for employees in using their strengths may foster the willingness of employees to dedicate their efforts and abilities to the task at hand (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). The significant relationship between POSSU and work engagement was also confirmed by a previous study by Linley and Harrington (2006), who found that an organisational focus on strengths use will lead to higher energy and engagement levels, more motivation and higher performance. This finding expands the literature on the JD-R model by confirming that POSSU as a job resource is positively related to engagement (which is in accordance with several studies providing evidence that job resources are linked to work engagement, e.g. Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 2008; Mostert, 2006; Mostert et al., 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Therefore, adopting a strengths approach by providing support to employees in using their strengths allows employees to engage in what they do best. Wood et al. (2011) reported that strengths use leads to well-being over time. If support for strengths use naturally leads to work engagement, organisations may focus interventions in such a way that they build long-term work engagement and optimal functioning.
Employees’ PBSU also had a significant relationship with work engagement. This finding supports the theoretical notions that have been put forward for strengths by several researchers (e.g. Clifton & Anderson, 2002; Peterson & Seligman, 2004), who argue that individuals have an intrinsic motivation to apply their strengths. When they do so, they could experience authenticity, vitality and well-being. Park, Peterson and Seligman (2004) also argue that when people are playing to their strengths, it improves well-being because they are doing what they naturally do best. This generates feelings of autonomy, competence, confidence, and self-esteem. When employees proactively use their own strengths, it can also create energy and enhance dedication, because they behave according to their own flow, rather than struggling upriver against the currents of their natural capacities (Clifton & Harter, 2003).
These findings are also in line with the views of human nature proposed by Karen Horney (1951) and Carl Rogers (1963), amongst many others (including Aristotle and Jung: see Joseph & Linley, 2005). Horney and Rogers proposed that people have within them socially constructive and directional tendencies that guide them in realising their potential, that is, playing to their strengths. Both Horney and Rogers believed that people yearn to express and activate themselves. When they are able to do so, they are more authentic and as a result achieve higher levels of well-being. This can possibly be used to explain why PBSU is linked with work engagement. When employees are proactive in using and applying their own strengths in the workplace, they feel good about themselves, are better able to achieve things and are working towards fulfilling their potential (Linley & Harrington, 2006).
It was interesting to note that the relationships POSSU and PBSU had with work engagement were of equal strength. Although both models – where first POSSU and then PBSU was constrained – were significantly associated with work engagement, the model that fitted the data best was the model where both POSSU and PBSU were included. This implies that both the individual and the organisation should work together using employees’ strengths in order to promote work engagement. It is therefore possible that, according to the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, the support of strengths use by the organisation as well as the proactive behaviour towards the strengths use of employees create positive emotions that broaden peoples’ thought-action repertoires and build their personal resources. This helps employees to become more creative, knowledgeable and resilient, which in turn is associated with more work engagement.











Practical implications





Organisations will not be able to attain and keep their competitive advantage by merely focusing on developing their employees’ weaknesses (Luthans & Youssef, 2007). It is of vital importance that organisations use employees’ strengths, but also that employees show more proactive behaviour towards using their own strengths. Together with job resources, POSSU and PBSU will lead to happier and more engaged employees working towards goal achievement.The results indicate that if organisations provide their employees with sufficient job resources, such as supervisory support and support for strengths use, it could be associated with their work engagement levels. Job resources will not only assist the employees in handling high job demands, but will most likely be associated with self-starting behaviour. This will not only be beneficial to the employees themselves, but also to the organisation. Employees who are engaged in their work experience good health and a positive work affect (Demerouti et al., 2001; Rothbard, 2001). Harter et al. (2002) also reported that employees’ engagement levels have a positive impact on the performance of the organisation’s business units (i.e. higher organisational profitability, enhanced productivity, more customer satisfaction and loyalty, lower employee turnover and improved safety).












Limitations and recommendations





It is important to note certain limitations of this study. The first limitation is that a cross-sectional research approach was followed, which does not allow for the measurement of variables that change over time. Therefore, the relationships that existed between the different variables were interpreted, and not established. It is therefore recommended that future research should include longitudinal studies in order to evaluate the longer-term outcomes and the relationships between job resources, POSSU and PBSU and work engagement.The second limitation is that self-report questionnaires were used to obtain the data. This could have increased the problem of having to deal with common method variance. This means that self-report questionnaires are biased in nature, and could therefore have influenced the results that were obtained. However, there are few alternative methods available that can be used to deal with the problem of self-report questionnaires. It is recommended that future research studies make use of measurement methods that are more objective.
The third limitation is that this study only focused on the positive aspects in the field of psychology. According to Peterson and Seligman (2003), the positive psychology movement’s aim is to correct the imbalance that occurred due to only focusing on the negative aspects. Even though the positive psychology movement only made its appearance in recent years and the literature on the positive aspects is still relatively limited, it is important to also take the negative aspects (e.g. job demands, following exclusively a deficiency-based approach, burnout) into consideration in order to ensure that a balance is kept. It is therefore recommended that future research studies should also include other variables, such as those indicated above, when testing a structural model.
The sample group included several occupational groups in different industries, as well as different genders, marital statuses, ages and racial groups. However, the fourth possible limitation is that the participants were required to have at least a Grade 12 qualification and, if not, a good understanding of the English language. Furthermore, they had to be part of South Africa’s workforce. This means that the results cannot be generalised to all South African employees. Additionally, English may have been the respondents’ second or even third language, which increased the chances of the participants not understanding the questions correctly. It is recommended that future research consider these factors and not limit their sample group to language or qualification factors.
Even though this study delivered interesting and meaningful results, it should be noted that certain limitations may be overcome by future research studies. It is recommended that future studies employ a longitudinal design. A longitudinal design will assist in determining the positive outcomes of job resources, POSSU and PBSU with regard to employees’ work engagement over a long period. 
It is further recommended that future research consider the fact that the newly developed instrument that was used to measure POSSU and PBSU is only available in English. South Africa has 11 official languages and English is a second or even third language for many people. It is therefore recommended that future research adapt this questionnaire to be used by other language groups in the South African context.












Conclusions




Taken together, this research on perceived organisational support for strengths use and employees’ proactive behaviour towards using their own strengths, and the relationship thereof with work engagement, suggests that the use of strengths is more than a passing fad. POSSU and PBSU could be potentially important tools in personal and organisational development. The combination of organisational and individual approaches towards using strengths explained a substantial proportion of variance in work engagement. The findings therefore demonstrate that POSSU and PBSU are both important and independent factors that are associated with work engagement. This is the first empirical research to link the use of strengths from both an organisational and an individual perspective to engagement specifically in the workplace. This provides an important, but preliminary, basis for adding to the development of work engagement interventions.
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