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ABSTRACT 
 

TOWARDS A WORK ENGAGEMENT FRAMEWORK CONSIDERING 
PERSONALITY TRAITS AND BASIC PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS FROM AN 

ORGANISATIONAL NEUROSCIENCE PERSPECTIVE 
 

By 
 

Petrus Johannes Vorster 
 

SUPERVISOR:  Prof. D.J. Geldenhuys 
DEPARTMENT:  Industrial and Organisational Psychology 
DEGREE:  PhD in Industrial and Organisational Psychology 

 

Summary: Despite extensive theoretical exploration, a unified conceptual framework 

for work engagement remains absent, as reflected by persistently high global 

disengagement levels. Research indicates that personality traits, as defined by the 

five-factor model, and the fulfilment of basic psychological needs, both play vital roles 

in sustaining engagement. However, limited studies have examined their combined 

predictive influence on engagement, particularly from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective. Addressing this gap, the present study investigated how personality traits 

and basic psychological needs together predict engagement, and whether the 

inclusion of psychological needs enhances explanatory power beyond personality 

traits alone. Adopting a quantitative, non-experimental design, data were collected 

from 118 employees of a single South African organisation via an online survey. 

Instruments included the nine-item Utrecht work engagement scale, the shortened 

version of the basic traits inventory, and a novel measure of basic psychological 

needs. Analyses comprised exploratory- and confirmatory factor analysis, correlation 

analysis, and hierarchical multiple regression analysis. The results supported a two-

dimensional structure of basic psychological needs, ‘joyful connection’ and 

‘autonomous mastery’, which demonstrated acceptable reliability but required 

refinement to improve convergent validity. Work engagement correlated positively with 

extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness, and negatively with 
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neuroticism. Both basic psychological need dimensions correlated positively with work 

engagement and with most personality traits, except neuroticism. Regression analysis 

revealed that extraversion and conscientiousness significantly predicted work 

engagement, and that adding basic psychological needs significantly increased the 

explained variance. ‘Joyful connection’ emerged as a strong predictor, confirming the 

incremental value of need satisfaction alongside personality traits. The findings 

underscore that an integrated framework considering both personality traits and basic 

psychological needs offers a more comprehensive explanation of work engagement. 

Practical recommendations include fostering supportive and enjoyable work settings, 

promoting independence and skill development, and addressing emotional stability 

through mental health support. This comprehensive approach could not only enhance 

work engagement but also improve overall employee well-being, providing valuable 

insights for organisational strategies. This study, therefore, bridges gaps in the 

literature by integrating personality psychology with basic psychological needs within 

an organisational neuroscience framework, setting a solid foundation for future 

research and practical applications in enhancing work engagement. 

 

Key terms: Work engagement; personality traits; basic psychological needs; big five 

personality model; organisational neuroscience; consistency theory; motivational 

schemas; extraversion; conscientiousness; joyful connection; autonomous mastery; 

employee well-being. 
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CHAPTER 1: BACKGROUND AND SCIENTIFIC 
ORIENTATION TO THE RESEARCH 

 

“Very few organizations have cracked the code on how to ignite and sustain 

employee engagement while boosting individual and overall organization 

productivity” (Zenoff, 2013, p. 1). 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The study of human consciousness, specifically within the areas of social-, cognitive- 

and emotional neuroscience is starting to deliver certain fundamental brain insights 

that can be utilised in organisational settings (Ashkanasy et al., 2014; Dahlitz, 2017; 

Du Buisson-Narsai et al., 2024; Habermacher et al., 2014). Despite the significance of 

creating and maintaining work engagement, it remains clear that organisations are still 

struggling to develop an engaged workforce (Gallup, 2025; Mone & London, 2018; 

Pati & Kumar, 2010; Serrano & Reichard, 2011). However, by gaining an improved 

comprehension of the underlying factors impacting employee motivation, 

organisations could be better equipped to develop and sustain enhanced levels of 

work engagement (Badenhorst, 2015; Brown & Brűne, 2012; Mobbs & McFarland, 

2010; Viljoen-Terblanche, 2009). 

 

This study aims to focus on establishing a foundation for a work engagement 

framework to enhance work engagement practices by considering personality traits 

and basic psychological needs from an organisational neuroscience perspective. The 

research that is captured in this thesis, therefore, contributes to research conducted 

in the field of industrial- and organisational (I-O) psychology, and investigates the use 

of Kahn’s (1990) academic framework of work engagement, the five-factor theory of 

personality (Digman, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987), and Grawe’s consistency theory 

(Grawe, 2007). Chapter 1 provides the background and the motivation for the study, 

as well as the problem statement of the research. The research aims, paradigm 

perspectives, central hypothesis, research design and method, ethical considerations, 

preliminary conclusions, limitations, and recommendations of this study are also set 

out. This chapter ends with the chapter division of the rest of this study. 
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1.2 BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION FOR THE STUDY 
 

The following section provides a discussion on the importance of work engagement. 

The significance of personality traits and basic psychological needs in organisational 

settings are also emphasised. Furthermore, Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory, 

motivational schemas, and neural networks are introduced to establish the foundation 

for the organisational neuroscience perspective adopted in this study. The function of 

industrial- and organisational (I-O) psychologists in developing an engaged workforce 

is also highlighted. Finally, the academic value and envisioned contribution of the 

study are set out. Thus, the background and motivation for the study are established. 
 

1.2.1 The significance of work engagement 
 

Work engagement can be defined as “… a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 

that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 

74). Johnson (2004) opines that creating and sustaining work engagement is one of 

the most significant challenges faced by contemporary organisations. Wah (1999) also 

notes that work engagement is one of the top five most significant challenges for 

businesses. Work engagement is a prevalent concept, both in organisational settings 

and academia. Schaufeli (2012) states that the term first emerged in the 1990s and 

since then, numerous scientific studies have been conducted on the subject. Yet, to 

date, research on work engagement remains troubled by inconsistent construct 

definitions and operationalisations (Macey & Schneider, 2008). 
 

According to Gallup (2025), 79% of employees worldwide are disengaged or not 

thriving in their occupation, creating a barrier to developing high-performing cultures. 

Gallup (2025) further indicates that at the moment, 62% of employees worldwide are 

not engaged or quietly quitting (i.e., exerting minimum effort and being psychologically 

disconnected). In addition, 17% of employees worldwide are actively disengaged or 

loudly quitting (i.e., resentful and employing harmful tactics at the workplace) (Gallup, 

2025). In Sub-Saharan Africa, only 19% of employees are engaged at work, 62% are 

not engaged or quietly quitting, and 18% are actively disengaged or loudly quitting 

(Gallup, 2025). Engagement statistics reported for South Africa were somewhat more 

favourable than the global average, with 23% of South Africans thriving at work 

(Gallup, 2025). 
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According to Deloitte (2015), 78% of business leaders consider work engagement as 

important, but 75% of organisations have no engagement strategy. Gallup (2025) 

reports that disengaged employees result in an estimated US $438 billion lost in 

productivity. There are various organisational- and employee benefits of developing 

work engagement, including decreased absenteeism, improved employee retention 

and productivity, enhanced organisational performance, increased bottom-line profit, 

and greater employee health and well-being (Bakker & Demerouti, 2009; Harter et al., 

2002; Harter et al., 2006; Robertson-Smith & Markwick, 2009; Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2003). Organisations are, therefore, realising that work engagement is vital to 

successful financial- and organisational performance, where engaged employees are 

considered the cornerstone of effective working environments (Cleland et al., 2008; 

Davila & Pina-Ramirez, 2014; Gallup, 2025; Levinson, 2007; Robertson-Smith & 

Markwick, 2009). 

 

It is, therefore, evident that cultivating work engagement is vital for organisations and 

employees alike. To thrive and flourish in a constantly changing world of work, 

contemporary organisations do not simply require a healthy workforce but an engaged 

workforce who are energetic, committed, and immersed in their jobs (Albrecht, 2010; 

Erickson, 2005). Therefore, an engaged workforce may be significant in establishing 

a competitive advantage over competitors (Macey & Schneider, 2008). Macey and 

Schneider (2008, p. 26) opine that “… companies that get these conditions right will 

have accomplished something that competitors will find very difficult to imitate.”  

 

Nevertheless, as with most good things, the challenge of creating the correct 

environment for work engagement remains a challenge (Gallup, 2025). There appears 

to be no silver bullet. I-O psychologists have indicated that overcoming the issue of 

disengagement is an overwhelming challenge (Robertson-Smith & Markwick, 2009). 

Unfortunately, whilst organisations are cognisant of the significance of work 

engagement, many professionals remain uncertain about how to create the conditions 

for engagement to thrive (Gallup, 2025; Hamel, 2012; Laloux, 2014; Pech & Slade, 

2006). 
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Recent research does, however, demonstrate a clear link between personality traits 

and work engagement, highlighting the importance of considering stable dispositional 

factors when examining engagement (Fukuzaki & Iwata, 2024; Sun et al., 2024). 

Accordingly, the following section explores the significance of personality traits as a 

key factor influencing work engagement. 

 

1.2.2 The significance of personality traits 
 

Personality traits can be defined as “… consistent patterns of individual differences in 

thoughts, feelings and behaviours” (McCrae et al., 1993, p. 4). Various studies and 

meta-analyses have indicated that personality traits influence key life outcomes 

including academic success, increased job satisfaction, improved job commitment, 

and enhanced job performance (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Erdheim et al., 2006; Judge 

et al., 2002; Judge et al., 2005; O’Connor and Paunonen, 2007; Salgado, 1997; 

Salgado et al., 2013). Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest parallel relationships with 

work engagement, which has inspired numerous empirical research efforts (Fukuzaki 

& Iwata, 2024; Sun et al., 2024) 

 

In the I-O psychology profession, personality measures are often utilised for informing 

personnel decisions (Hogan & Holland, 2003; Ones et al., 2007; Ones & Viswesvaran, 

2001). According to Salgado et al. (2013, p. 277), this is as a result of “… the finding 

that the personality dimensions defined within the five-factor model (FFM) are 

excellent predictors of job-related behaviors.” The FFM or big five model of personality 

offers a valuable starting point for creating a personality inventory (DeYoung & Blain, 

2020). It comprises of the following five personality dimensions: openness to 

experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism 

(Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987; McCrae & Costa, 2004). 

DeYoung and Blain (2020) opine that the FFM has become the genesis of 

contemporary personality research. 
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Various studies further confirm that the FFM of personality is valuable for investigating 

the basis of work engagement. A synthesis of the literature reveals common themes, 

such as high extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to 

experience together with low neuroticism are present in employees with significant 

work engagement levels (Kim et al., 2009; Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 

2008; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; Watson, 2000). It is, therefore, clear that 

personality traits, particularly within the framework of the FFM, are significant when 

predicting and explaining work engagement in the field of I-O psychology. In addition 

to personality traits, the satisfaction of basic psychological needs has also been found 

to significantly predict variations in work engagement (Liebenberg et al., 2022). 

Consequently, the next section discusses the role of basic psychological needs in 

fostering enduring work engagement. 

 

1.2.3 The significance of basic psychological needs 
 

Organisations are beginning to recognise the value of attracting, developing, 

engaging, and retaining employees to promote their competitive position (Torrington 

et al., 2009). However, Hamel (2012) and Laloux (2014) both indicate that modern 

organisations fall short in engaging and retaining their workforce. According to De 

Villiers (2006), the significance of work engagement has never been more significant 

than in the modern world of work, where the ‘war for talent’ is prevalent, and 

professionals have increased employment options. “Coupled with the changing type 

of work, tough economic times and the increasingly competitive nature of the global 

marketplace, organisations have begun re-examining traditional reward methods” 

(Jacobs et al., 2014, p. 1). This has resulted in an increased interest in the basic 

psychological needs of employees that affect individuals’ engagement at work 

(Coetzee & Gunz, 2012). Grawe (2007, p. 167) defines basic psychological needs as 

“… needs that are present among all humans, and their violation or enduring 

nonfulfillment leads to impairments in mental health and well-being.” 
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Companies striving to retain the top talent must create favourable work environments 

that will satisfy employees’ basic psychological needs (Albrecht, 2010; Coetzee & 

Schreuder, 2008; Kniveton, 2004; McNeese-Smith & Van Servellen, 2000). If these 

basic psychological needs are not met, employees are prepared to resign and search 

for alternative employment opportunities (Tsui & Wu, 2005). Successful organisations 

often create a highly engaged workforce by establishing an environment that ensures 

satisfaction of basic psychological needs (Gallup, 2025; Green et al., 2017). 

 

Van den Broeck et al. (2010, p. 982) state that basic psychological need satisfaction 

is regarded as “… the essential nutriment for individuals’ optimal functioning and well-

being, as water, minerals, and sunshine are essential for plants to bloom.” Gallup 

(2023, p. 95) further opine that employees “… can become engaged when their basic 

needs are met and when they have a chance to contribute, a sense of belonging, and 

opportunities to learn and grow.” Therefore, the consistent satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs in the workplace drives employee motivation (Gallup, 2025; 

Green et al., 2017). Thus, it is evident that basic psychological need fulfilment is 

considered a fundamental mechanism for employees’ flourishing at work and 

experiencing a sense of engagement while completing their job tasks (Van den Broeck 

et al., 2008). 

 

1.2.4 Grawe’s consistency theory, motivational schemas, and neural networks 
 

Building on the central role of basic psychological needs in motivation and well-being, 

Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory provides an integrative explanation of how the 

continual striving for need satisfaction drives human behaviour and psychological 

coherence. Habermacher et al. (2014, p. 7) note that there appears to be: 

 

… an overlapping consensus that basic needs are crucial to human beings, to 

human well-being, to mental health and to motivation systems, yet there are 

few models that have widespread acceptance as the model despite a rich and 

diverse background with vast quantities of theoretical and empirical research 

over more than a century. 
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Grawe (2007, p. 169) states that “… the goals a person forms during his or her life 

ultimately serve the satisfaction of distinct basic needs.” Grawe (2007) identified key 

psychological basic needs as the crux of his consistency theory – our behaviour is 

driven to satisfy these needs, either in a healthy way (approach driven from cortical 

processes) or in a pathological way (avoidance driven from limbic processes). 

According to Grawe (2007), these four basic psychological needs include: the need 

for attachment, the need for control and orientation, the need for pleasure 

maximisation and pain minimisation, and the need for self-esteem enhancement. 

These basic psychological needs serve as the foundation for human motivation, giving 

rise to approach and avoidance schemas that guide behaviour toward need 

satisfaction or protection from threat (Grawe, 2007). 

 

Various studies have confirmed the presence of two significant motivational schemas, 

one inclined toward possible positive effects, coined the approach motivational 

system, and the other inclined toward possible adverse effects, named the avoidance 

motivational system (Elliot & Covington, 2001; Grawe, 2007; Lang, 1995). Put 

differently, approach motivation is driven by a desirable outcome, whereas avoidance 

motivation is driven by an undesirable outcome (Elliot, 1999). According to Grawe 

(2007), approach motivation and avoidance motivation operate on different neural 

networks. If an individual develops in an environment where needs have been fulfilled, 

especially during the critical early attachment phase, then approach schemas of 

interacting with the environment are likely to develop, resulting in approach-oriented 

behaviour. 

 

Conversely, an individual whose needs are continually threatened and violated will 

likely develop avoidance schemas that will motivate insecure, anxious, and avoidant 

behaviour” (Dahlitz, 2017, p. 113). Approach- and avoidance motivation is, therefore, 

viewed as “… psychological orientations toward or away from stimuli (whether 

concrete objects, events, and possibilities or abstract subjective representations) that 

may or may not have a corresponding somatic movement or action” (Dahlitz, 2017, p. 

113). The underlying neural architecture supporting these motivational systems can 

be understood through the lens of three core self-organising brain networks which 

dynamically regulate emotion, cognition, and behaviour (Arden, 2019; Menon, 2023).  
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Therefore, to understand the neurological foundations of behaviour, Arden (2019) 

identifies three key self-organising mental operational networks: the salience network 

(SN), the default mode network (DMN), and the executive network (EN). These 

networks integrate sensations, emotions, and thoughts to preserve a balanced mental 

state. According to Siegel (2019), mental health is rooted in the optimal self-

organisation of these systems, which emerge from the integration of differentiated 

neural elements, with dysfunction leading to rigidity or pathology. 

 

The SN, also coined the feeling network, with hubs in the anterior cingulate and ventral 

anterior insular cortices, detects emotionally salient stimuli and facilitates transitions 

between the internally focused DMN and externally directed EN (Chen et al., 2016; 

Menon & Uddin, 2010). The DMN, comprising regions such as the ventral medial 

prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate cortex, is active during rest and internal 

processes like self-reflection, contributing to a coherent self-concept (Buckner & 

DiNicola, 2019; Menon, 2023). In addition, the EN, mediated by the dorsolateral 

prefrontal cortex, supports higher-order executive functions such as cognitive flexibility 

and inhibitory control, essential for goal-directed behaviour and emotion regulation 

(Zelazo, 2015; Arden, 2019). 

 

Together, these dynamic networks enable adaptive functioning by integrating internal 

experiences with external demands. Collectively, basic psychological needs, 

motivational schemas, and mental operational networks offer complementary 

explanations for the mechanisms that drive human behaviour, motivation, and well-

being. Within the I-O psychology profession, these frameworks are recognised as 

central to understanding individual health, fulfilment, and perceptions of success and 

achievement (Habermacher et al., 2014). Understanding how these systems interact 

provides a valuable foundation for examining workplace behaviour from a 

neuropsychological perspective. Building on this foundation, the following section 

introduces the organisational neuroscience perspective, which integrates these 

motivational and neural mechanisms with psychological constructs such as work 

engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. 
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1.2.5 The organisational neuroscience perspective 
 

Organisational neuroscience is an emerging interdisciplinary field that integrates 

principles from neuroscience, psychology, and organisational science to understand 

workplace behaviour by examining the brain-based mechanisms underlying cognitive-

, emotional-, and motivational processes (Becker & Cropanzano, 2010; Waldman et 

al., 2011). In this study, the organisational neuroscience perspective is employed to 

interpret work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs through 

the lens of neural systems that are theorised to regulate motivation, emotion, and 

cognition (Arden, 2019; Grawe, 2007). 

 

The salience-, default mode-, and executive networks dynamically regulate internal 

and external processing (Arden, 2019; Menon, 2023). These networks are understood 

to support workplace functioning by enabling employees to allocate attention, regulate 

emotions, and sustain goal-directed behaviour – all essential components of work 

engagement (Ashkanasy et al., 2014). The satisfaction of basic psychological needs 

is proposed to engage approach-oriented motivational systems linked to the salience 

and executive networks, thereby contributing to higher levels of work engagement 

(Grawe, 2007; Liebenberg et al., 2022). 

 

Similarly, personality traits can be conceptualised as relatively stable patterns of brain-

based functioning that influence how individuals experience and regulate motivation 

(DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020). Specifically, dopaminergic and 

serotonergic pathways, linked to approach and avoidance motivation, form the 

biological foundation of the FFM, influencing how individuals experience reward, 

regulate emotion, and pursue goals (Allen & DeYoung, 2017; DeYoung, 2015; 

DeYoung & Blain, 2020). These neural mechanisms provide a crucial bridge between 

personality, basic psychological needs, and work engagement, illustrating that the 

patterns driving motivation and behaviour in organisational contexts are rooted in the 

functional architecture of the brain.  
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Work engagement may, therefore, be viewed as a neuropsychological state 

associated with the coordinated functioning of these neural networks during work-

related activity. The organisational neuroscience perspective, thus, provides an 

integrative framework linking personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work 

engagement through underlying motivational and neural processes. This perspective 

informs the theoretical rationale of the present study, which seeks to explore how 

these constructs interact to shape work engagement from both psychological and 

neurobiological standpoints. 

 

1.2.6 The role of industrial- and organisational psychologists 
 

With rapid developments in technology in several fields of human life, organisations 

are forced to alter the manner in which value is created, employees perform their 

tasks, and individuals collaborate with each other (Ghislieri et al., 2018). Combined 

with movements like globalisation, an ageing population, and urbanisation, the 

changes that the modern world of work brings may influence the future world of work 

and employees’ economic-, psychological-, and physical health (Bakhshi et al., 2017; 

Bonekamp & Sure, 2015). “Cloud and mobile computing, big data and machine 

learning, sensors and intelligent manufacturing, and advanced robotics are among the 

main types of technology that are leading this transformation” (Ghislieri et al., 2018, p. 

2). 

 

This novel and complex world of work with increased competitive markets, 

unpredictable economic environments, constant change, strong competition, and a 

constant effort to survive has resulted in an increasing dependence on employees 

(Brown et al., 2015; Bussin et al., 2017; Robertson-Smith & Markwick, 2009). 

According to Bussin et al. (2017), the ambiguity of the new world of work has led to a 

volatile employee-employer relationship that influences an individual’s job 

performance and dedication to the business. Currently, efforts to ensure 

organisational success and continuity are instrumental in increasing work engagement 

levels (Bussin et al., 2017; Gallup, 2025; Robertson-Smith & Markwick, 2009). 
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Psychologists specialising in the psychology of work and employee behaviour in 

businesses are considered I-O psychologists (Nelson, 2012). I-O psychology includes 

investigating human actions in organisational settings and utilising the knowledge of 

psychology to overcome work-related issues (Van Vuuren, 2010). Nelson (2012) 

reports that a critical function of I-O psychologists includes supporting employees in 

the workplace. At the organisational level, I-O psychologists are viewed as significant 

to employee well-being, because individuals spend most of their lives focusing on 

work-related tasks (Landy & Conte, 2004; Van Vuuren, 2010).  

 

Thus, the function of I-O psychologists is vital in fostering work engagement and 

increasingly significant in adding value to different interventions that influence work 

engagement (Zwaan, 2018). More specifically, from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective, I-O psychologists can play a significant role in providing valuable input on 

numerous initiatives that ensure the fulfilment of basic psychological needs at work 

which might aid individual physical-, emotional-, and cognitive functioning. By further 

considering an individual’s personality traits, I-O psychologists will be provided with an 

enhanced comprehension of how to fulfil employees’ basic psychological needs, which 

could lead to increased work engagement. I-O psychologists could, therefore, have a 

significant influence on peak employee functioning and increased levels of work 

engagement (Elliot, 2008; Gordon, 2008; Zwaan, 2018; Zwaan et al., 2019). 

 

1.2.7 Academic value and intended contribution of the study 
 

From a theoretical perspective, this study set out to make two important contributions 

to the extant body of knowledge on work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs. First, as to date, no consistency has been found in the 

conceptualisation or measure of work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs as a unified whole. Studies focusing on work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs together, in a single study, are limited 

(Borah & Barua, 2018; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Prokešová et al., 2019). This study 

focused specifically on the above constructs and aimed to create more consistency 

and less ambiguity regarding the conceptualisation and combined measure of work 

engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. 
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Second, studies have also not considered the extent to which personality traits and 

basic psychological needs predict work engagement, specifically from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective. The measuring instruments that were 

utilised for this study include the nine-item Utrecht work engagement scale (UWES) 

(Schaufeli et al., 2006), the shortened version of the basic traits inventory (BTI-Short) 

(Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), and the researcher’s measuring instrument distilled from 

Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. This instrument was developed to 

operationalise Grawe’s four basic psychological needs within the South African 

workplace context. It aimed to capture these needs in a work-specific setting by 

integrating motivational and neural mechanisms central to Grawe’s (2007) framework. 

Consequently, the empirical investigation examined the psychometric suitability of this 

proposed instrument for measuring basic psychological needs in the South African 

workplace context. Importantly, the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement, from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective, was also investigated, an arguably novel contribution to the field. 

 

From a practical perspective, it is clear that basic psychological needs and personality 

traits are significant when investigating the foundation of work engagement (Green et 

al., 2017; Latham & Pinder, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2008; Van den Broeck et al., 

2010). Furthermore, the fulfilment of basic psychological needs at work will help 

employees to thrive at work (Gallup, 2025). By additionally taking an individual’s 

personality traits into consideration, I-O psychologists could be provided with improved 

insights on how to satisfy these basic psychological needs, which may lead to 

increased work engagement. 

 

Thus, based on the empirically derived relationship dynamics among the variables, a 

foundation for a work engagement framework can be developed to provide advice on 

work engagement practices for employees in the South African context, specifically 

from an organisational neuroscience perspective. Further research on the extent to 

which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement, 

specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective, could provide I-O 

psychologists with an enhanced comprehension of the factors impacting the health, 

motivation, and level of engagement of each individual, group, and leader in an 

organisation.  
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1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

According to Schaufeli (2013, p. 15), a ”… unique theoretical framework for work 

engagement does not exist. Instead, a number of theoretical perspectives have been 

proposed that each emphasize a different aspect, but that cannot be integrated into 

one overarching conceptual model.” Despite the needs-satisfying approach (Kahn, 

1990), the job demands-resource model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), the affective 

shift model (Bledlow et al., 2011; Sonnentag et al., 2010), and the social exchange 

theory (Saks, 2006), which are all related to work engagement, 79% of employees 

worldwide remain disengaged in their job resulting in poor-performing cultures (Gallup, 

2025). 

 

DeYoung and Blain (2020) suggest that the FFM has become the origin of modern 

personality research. Studies also confirm that the FFM of personality is valuable for 

investigating the foundation of work engagement (Kim et al., 2009; Langelaan et al., 

2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; Watson, 2000). 

Various scholars have further identified the significance of basic psychological needs 

in driving human behaviour (Green et al., 2017; Latham & Pinder, 2005; Van den 

Broeck et al., 2010). Van den Broeck et al. (2008) additionally report that basic 

psychological need fulfilment is accepted as an essential means for employees’ 

thriving at work and being engaged while fulfilling their responsibilities. Thus, it is clear 

that basic psychological needs and personality traits are significant when studying 

work engagement (Green et al., 2017; Latham & Pinder, 2005; Ongore, 2014; Van 

den Broeck et al., 2008; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). 

 

However, whilst the notion of basic psychological needs is prevalent in psychology 

and psychotherapy and the genesis of modern personality research includes 

considering the FFM, previous research has not considered the extent to which 

personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement, specifically 

from an organisational neuroscience perspective. Furthermore, whilst there are 

various distinct models, strategies, frameworks, and training interventions around 

improving work engagement (Garber, 2007; Schaufeli, 2013), few researchers have 

considered the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, in combination with a 
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comprehension of personality traits, to achieve improved work engagement (Borah & 

Barua, 2018; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Prokešová et al., 2019). 

 

An extensive search of the American Psychological Association- (APA), EBSCO-, 

SABINET-, Science Direct- and Google Scholar databases specifically indicate that 

no studies have been conducted to date on the extent to which personality traits (i.e., 

the BTI-Short; Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) and basic psychological needs (Grawe, 2007) 

predict work engagement (i.e., the nine-item UWES; Schaufeli et al., 2006), 

specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective. Further research on the 

extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work 

engagement could provide I-O psychologists with an enhanced comprehension of the 

fundamental factors influencing the well-being, drive, and level of engagement of each 

stakeholder in an organisation. By also taking an individual’s personality traits into 

account, I-O psychologists will be provided with valuable insights on how to fulfil an 

individual’s basic psychological needs, which could lead to increased work 

engagement. 

 

1.3.1 The research questions 
 

To address the above issues, this research aimed to answer the following literature 

and empirical questions:  

 

• How does the literature conceptualise work engagement? 

• How does the literature conceptualise personality traits? 

• How does the literature conceptualise basic psychological needs? 

• How does the literature integrate work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs? 

• What is the suitability of the researcher’s basic psychological needs instrument for 

measuring basic psychological needs at the workplace within the South African 

context? 

• What is the relationship between work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs measured by Pearson correlations? 
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• What is the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict 

work engagement? 

• What is the incremental value of basic psychological needs in explaining work 

engagement beyond what is accounted for by personality traits? 

• What significant fundamentals should be considered when establishing a work 

engagement framework to advise work engagement practices for employees in the 

South African context, specifically from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective, based on the empirically derived relationship dynamics among the 

variables? 

 

1.4 AIMS OF THE RESEARCH 
 

The following section highlights the general aim, as well as the specific aims identified 

for this study. 

 

1.4.1 General aim 
 

The general aim of this study is to establish the foundation for a work engagement 

framework that considers personality traits and basic psychological needs from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective. 

 

1.4.2 Specific aims 
 

The following specific aims were identified for this study: 

 

1.4.2.1 Literature review 
 

The specific aims of the literature review were to: 

 

• Conceptualise work engagement. 

• Conceptualise personality traits. 

• Conceptualise basic psychological needs. 

• Integrate the literature on work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs.  
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1.4.2.2 Empirical study 
 

The specific empirical aims of this study were: 

 

• To develop and test the suitability of the researcher’s basic psychological needs 

instrument for measuring basic psychological needs at the workplace within a 

South African context. 

• To investigate the interrelationships among work engagement, personality traits, 

and basic psychological needs using Pearson correlations. 

• To determine empirically the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement. More specifically, to determine the 

incremental value of basic psychological needs in explaining work engagement 

beyond what is accounted for by personality traits. 

• To identify and empirically analyse the significant fundamentals necessary for 

establishing a work engagement framework that informs work engagement 

practices for employees in the South African context, specifically from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective, based on the derived relationship 

dynamics among the variables. 

 

1.5 THE PARADIGM PERSPECTIVE 
 

It is important that an empirical study is placed within an appropriate paradigm and 

disciplinary context to enable the comprehension and analysis of its results. According 

to Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 107), a paradigm “… may be viewed as a set of basic 

beliefs (or metaphysics) that deals with ultimates or first principles.” In other words, 

paradigms represent the way researchers interpret reality. Paradigms are considered 

strategies for comprehending the characteristics of the world and investigating it. They 

enable researchers to “… tell a coherent ‘story’ by depicting a world that is meaningful 

and functional, but culturally subjective” (Schwartz & Ogilvy, 1979, p. 1). Paradigms 

can be “… characterized by the way their proponents respond to three basic questions, 

which can be characterized as the ontological, the epistemological, and the 

methodological questions” (Guba, 1990, p. 18). 
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Ontology is characterised by the “… study of the nature and form of reality” (Maree, 

2007, p. 53). It focuses on what there can be known about reality. Epistemology 

considers “… how one knows reality, the method for knowing the nature of reality, or 

how one comes to know reality – it assumes a relationship between the knower and 

the known” (Maree, 2007, p. 55). The methodology specifies how the researcher 

should go about finding knowledge (Guba, 1990). The methodology is “… an 

articulated, theoretically informed approach to the production of data” (Ellen, 1984, p. 

9). Crotty (1998, p. 3) notes that the methodology entails the “… strategy, plan of 

action, process or design…” which advises a researcher’s option of research 

techniques. It informs how a particular study should be conducted (Grix, 2004). The 

following section outlines the theoretical paradigms, the market of intellectual 

resources, and the empirical paradigm of the study which were utilised to uncover the 

reality of the research topic. 

 

1.5.1 The intellectual climate 
 

The literature review focuses on work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs. The literature review on work engagement is presented from the 

view of the humanistic paradigm. The literature review on personality is offered from 

the trait paradigm. Basic psychological needs are conceptualised form a 

neuroscientific perspective, which does not give preference for any school in 

psychology (Cozolino, 2017; Grawe, 2007; Rossouw, 2014). The empirical study is 

considered from the perspective of the post-positivist approach. 

 

1.5.1.1 The humanistic paradigm 
 

Work engagement fits into positive psychology, a novel paradigm shift in psychology 

that emphasises mental health rather than mental illness (Roozeboom & Schelvis, 

2017; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Positive psychology is becoming more prevalent, as 

demonstrated by the vast number of studies focusing on factors of positive psychology 

including personal well-being and positive psychological assessment (Bergh & 

Theron, 2009). Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) note that positive psychology 

strives to alter the focus of psychology from improving negative experiences to 

enhancing the positive aspects of life. The humanistic paradigm provides a meta-
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theoretical foundation for the concept of work engagement. The humanistic paradigm 

highlights the liberty, self-esteem, and potential of individuals (Brockett, 1997). 

According to Leonard (2002), the basic belief of the humanistic paradigm includes that 

individuals are fundamentally good, are free to make decisions, have unlimited 

potential, strive for improvement, and take full accountability for themselves and 

humanity. 

 

The humanistic paradigm emphasises that human actions are goal-driven and that 

individuals continuously strive to grow in everything they do (Maslow, 1970). Put 

differently, humans are positive and are driven by the need to improve, and to reach 

their ultimate potential (Feist & Feist, 2009). Thematically, the humanistic paradigm 

relates to work engagement in that employees are driven to improve their overall drive, 

commitment, and immersion at work, and gain insight into their respective ideas of 

success and achievement to reach their full potential. To reach their full potential, 

employees need to satisfy different needs, through the process of motivation. Only 

after satisfying different needs can one achieve one’s full potential (Maslow, 1970). 

 

The humanistic paradigm further emphasises that individuals are not passive but have 

free will to display actions that positively influence their purpose (May 1981). 

Therefore, individuals should be considered dignified beings and viewed within their 

cohesive whole. Feist and Feist (2009) state that the humanistic paradigm endorses 

the holistic approach to human life by emphasising freedom, principles, human 

capacity, meaning of life, personal accountability, and self-improvement. Maslow 

(1970) opines that individuals are not the victims of experiences and are proactive in 

deciding what they believe will define their future in a constructive manner. Thus, 

positive and healthy individuals question their purpose, live authentically, and 

appreciate their liberty (Feist & Feist, 2009). When applied to work engagement, 

individuals are driven to achieve improved levels of well-being and accomplishment 

and gain insight into their respective ideas of accomplishment. In the process, they 

exploit their physical-, emotional-, and cognitive dispositions in such a way that leads 

to increased levels of work engagement. Subsequently, they improve their self-esteem 

and self-respect and gain purpose in life, which thematically relates to the humanistic 

paradigm. 
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1.5.1.2 The trait paradigm 
 

The study of personality is considered one of the most profound topics in psychology 

(Allport, 1937; DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020). Various personality 

paradigms exist, each attempting to explain how different patterns in personality 

develop and how humans vary on an individual level (Ramphal, 2016). According to 

Schultz and Schultz (2016), the psychoanalytic- or psychodynamic approach to 

personality considers the influence of the unconscious mind on behaviours and 

feelings, and the importance of early experiences in developing personality. The 

behaviouristic approach to personality emphasises that actions are learned through 

various rewards and judgements (Ramphal, 2016). The biological approach to 

personality considers the tendencies and limits imposed by biological factors (i.e., 

anatomy, chemistry, and genetics) (Eysenck, 1982). The humanistic approach to 

personality focuses on human potential, meaning, development, contentment, 

freedom, and dignity (Maslow, 1970). The social-cognitive approach to personality 

views personality as the collaboration between the individual, the context, and the 

environment, where humans undertake cognitive procedures to influence the world 

(Bandura, 1999). 

 

However, the literature review on personality is presented from the trait paradigm. Trait 

theory is a paradigm that considers the core of human nature in individual variances 

(McCrae & John, 1992). According to McCrae & John (1992), the trait approach to 

personality focuses on the particular, conscious elements of personality. Therefore, 

personality is viewed as stable and fixed tendencies to contemplate, feel, and act, 

regardless of the context (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2007). Ramphal (2016) notes that the 

trait approach to personality is the most accepted approach to personality psychology. 

The literature review on personality is, therefore, guided by the trait approach to 

personality, as the shortened version of the BTI that was utilised for this study is based 

on the FFM or big five model of personality, where traits are used to describe 

personality characteristics (Digman, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987). The paradigm 

perspectives discussed above relate to the literature review. The following section 

discusses the paradigm perspective pertaining to the empirical study. 

 

  



Chapter 1: Background and scientific orientation to the research 
 

20 

1.5.1.3 The post-positivist paradigm 
 

The empirical study is guided by the post-positivist research paradigm. “Researchers 

working within a post-positivist paradigm follow a critical realist ontology” (Maree, 

2007, p. 65). According to Yeung (1997, p. 54), the crux of critical realism is that “… 

all knowledge is fallible, but not equally fallible.” Therefore, the underlying assumption 

of critical realism is that reality does exist, but it is acknowledged that reality can never 

be perfectly understood (Maree, 2025). According to Maree (2007, p. 65), post-

positivist approaches “… assume that reality is multiple, subjective and mentally 

constructed by individuals.” Reality is never fixed according to post-positivist research, 

and it is accepted to a certain degree that reality is shaped by the people involved in 

the research. Post-positivists do, however, believe that the constructed reality does 

not exist in a vacuum and can be influenced by various contexts (i.e., gender, age, 

and culture). “For this reason, post-positivists claim that objective reality as proposed 

by positivist philosophy can only be seen as one aspect or dimension of reality” 

(Maree, 2007, p.65). 

 

When following a post-positivist approach to research, it is crucial to focus on 

establishing and searching for evidence that is valid and reliable (Maree, 2025). 

According to McGregor and Murnane (2010, p. 423), the post-positivist research 

paradigm “… assumes there are many ways of knowing aside from using the scientific 

method.” Plack (2005, p. 227) notes that post-positivists “… accept that not all 

statements can be fully verified through direct observation and brute data.” The post-

positivist perspective also assumes that there is a truth independent of an individual’s 

beliefs that can be systematically studied. However, it is impossible to comprehend 

this truth with complete confidence (Chilisa & Preece, 2005). 

 

Ontologically, “… while truth can never be fully apprehended, the post-positivist 

believes that through research and statistical analysis you can state that there is a 

high probability that truth has been obtained” (Plack, 2005, p. 227). Ontologically, this 

paradigm is unique in that it suggests a truth that can only be assessed and confirmed 

in a flawed way (Betz & Fassinger, 2011) due to human restrictions (Chilisa & Preece, 

2005). “Epistemologically, post-positivists believe that knowledge of an existing world 

can be approached or approximated through probable statistics” (Plack, 2005, p. 227). 



Chapter 1: Background and scientific orientation to the research 
 

21 

Post-positivists strive for control in design but acknowledge that total objectivity is 

impossible. 

 

The ultimate purpose of post-positivist research is to find the truth about something. 

This approach does not believe that truth can be found convincingly, but each study 

that is conducted is part of a broader effort to get closer and closer to the truth (Maree, 

2025). Methodologically, post-positivists utilise various approaches to inquiry. 

According to Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), in order to develop knowledge, a 

researcher relies on a post-positivist approach to knowledge, which implies the 

existence of one objective reality. Axiologically, this paradigm has shifted the notion 

that the scholar is separate from the subject in question through the acknowledgement 

of the contextual knowledge, theoretical framework and premises detained by the 

scholar, as these may have a significant influence on what is studied (Chilisa & 

Preece, 2005). 

 

The reason the post-positivist paradigm is followed during the empirical study is 

twofold. First, although knowledge of basic psychological needs, personality traits, as 

well as work engagement does exist, it will never be fully understood. The 

accumulated knowledge on these constructs is still not perfect. Second, the 

constructed reality of these constructs will always be influenced by various contexts. 

As such, the study aims to determine the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement, specifically within the South African 

context. Table 1.1 one the next page summarises the post-positivist research 

paradigm. 
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Table 1.1: Post-positivism 

POST-POSITIVIST PARADIGM 

Ontology 
Recognises that nature can never be fully understood. There is a single reality, but we may 
not be able to fully understand what it is or how to get to it because of the hidden variables 
and a lack of absolutes in nature. 

Epistemology 
It assumes we can only approximate nature. Research and the statistics it produces provide 
a way to make a decision using incomplete data. Interaction with research subjects should 
be kept to a minimum. 

Methodology 
Researchers should attempt to approximate reality. Statistics and belief in the scientific 
method are important for visually interpreting the findings. Research is the effort to create 
new knowledge and seek scientific discovery. 

Axiology Inquiries involve values that may be controlled. 

Inquiry aim Researchers attempt to get as close to the answer as possible. They cannot fully attain 
reality but can approximate it. 

Nature of 
knowledge 

There is a single correct truth, which may have multiple hidden values and variables that 
prevent us from ever fully knowing the answer. 

Knowledge 
accumulation 

It uses statistics and other techniques to get as close as possible to reality. Although it can 
never be attained, approximations of reality can be made to develop further understanding. 

Goodness or 
quality criteria Statistical confidence level and objectivity in data produced through inquiry. 

Values Can find useful information even if data are incomplete and obtain hidden values. 

Ethics 
Attempt to be as statistically accurate in their interpretation of reality as possible. Effect on 
others is not taken into account because research is driven to gain accuracy, not influence 
populations. 

Inquirer 
posture 

Researchers are removed from the research process but are concerned about the study 
results. 

Source: Adapted from Lincoln et al. (2011, p. 102-113) 

 

1.5.2 The market of intellectual resources 
 

The following section explores the disciplinary context, the theoretical models, as well 

as the conceptual descriptions of the study. As such, a comprehensive outline is 

established for understanding the main features of the study. 
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1.5.2.1 The disciplinary context 
 

This study is placed within the discipline of psychology, particularly the I-O psychology 

field. For the purpose of the literature review, the emphasis is on I-O psychology and 

organisational neuroscience. The empirical study focuses on psychometrics. Each 

branch is described below. 

 

1.5.2.1.1 Industrial- and organisational psychology 
 

I-O psychologists aim to study human behaviour related to organisations, work, and 

effectiveness in a particular environment (Cascio, 2001; Society for Industrial and 

Organisational Psychology, 1999). Schreuder and Coetzee (2010, p. 1) state that in 

“… the academic field, different topics in the various subfields of I/O psychology are 

studied (both theoretically and empirically) to generate new knowledge and solutions, 

with a view to addressing the critical challenges and issues stemming from the 

particular socio-economic contexts in which organisations are located.” According to 

Bergh (2009), applied I-O psychology utilises psychological methodologies and newly 

acquired knowledge and resolutions produced by research to explain issues in the 

working environment. 

 

Ramphal (2016, p. 9) notes that I-O psychology “… is concerned with people’s 

attitudes, behaviours, cognitions and emotions at work. The main aim of this branch 

of psychology is to assist organisations in making better decisions about the entire 

process of employment and management of workers through scientific methods of 

collecting, analysing, and utilising data. Industrial psychologists act as an advisory 

body.” I-O psychology is, therefore, regarded as a subfield of psychology that utilises 

the theories of psychology in organisations (Aamodt, 2012). Landy and Conte (2012) 

describe I-O psychology purely as the implementation of psychological tenets, 

theoretical models, and studies in the workplace. I-O psychology further involves 

investigating factors influencing “… work behaviour, including sociocultural influences, 

employment-related legislation, personality, gender, race/ethnicity and life span 

development” (Deas, 2017, p. 24). 
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1.5.2.1.2 Organisational neuroscience 
 

Ward et al. (2015, p. 18) define organisational neuroscience as “… a multi-disciplinary 

field that uses information about the brain to build a more complete understanding of 

topics that fall under the purview of management scholars, industrial/organizational 

psychologists, and consultants.” Organisational neuroscience, therefore, explores 

brain data to offer new insights to researchers, I-O psychologists, and practitioners. 

This informative framework provides novel comprehensions on existing issues and 

highlights issues that might not otherwise have been investigated (Becker et al., 2011). 

“The potential of neuroscience to be a viable framework for studying human behavior 

in organizations depends on scholars’ ability to evaluate, design, analyze, and 

accurately interpret neuroscientific research” (Jack et al., 2017, p. 1). Thus, if 

management scholars are able to comprehend organisational neuroscience findings, 

this field can have a significant impact on the improvement of organisational research 

and practice. 
 

1.5.2.1.3 Psychometrics 
 

Psychometrics, as a field, focuses on quantifying and analysing human variances. In 

addition, psychometrists aim to evaluate the characteristics of psychological 

assessments and other measures utilised to determine differences in behaviour and, 

as a result, link these differences to psychological constructs and theoretical 

framework (Browne, 2000). Anunciação (2018, p. 45) states that more recently, 

psychometrics further aim to “… develop new methods of statistical analysis or the 

refinement of older techniques, which has been possible with the advancements in 

computer and software technologies”. “Psychometrics is a scientific discipline 

concerned with the question of how psychological constructs (e.g., intelligence, 

neuroticism, or depression) can be optimally related to observables (e.g., outcomes of 

psychological tests, genetic profiles, neuroscientific information)” (Borsboom & 

Molenaar, 2015, p. 1). This challenge is most frequently tackled through the 

development of measurement instruments, in which the concept of concern is 

embodied as a latent variable that functions as a cause of a set of observable variables 

(Bollen, 2002; Sijtsma, 2011). “Psychometrics is a highly interdisciplinary field, with 

connections to statistics, data theory, econometrics, biometrics, measurement theory, 

and mathematical psychology” (Borsboom & Molenaar, 2015, p. 1). Psychometrists, 
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therefore, typically develop psychological tests, psychological theories, and data-

analytic models. 
 

In this study, psychometrics is addressed as a foundational component, specifically 

concerning the development and preliminary evaluation of the researcher’s basic 

psychological needs instrument. This newly developed measure represents an initial 

effort to operationalise Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical framework within the 

South African workplace context. While validated instruments were used for 

personality traits (BTI-Short; Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) and work engagement (UWES-

9; Schaufeli et al., 2006), the psychometric evaluation of the new instrument focused 

on its factor structure and internal consistency. This contributes to the ongoing 

refinement of tools assessing motivational constructs and lays groundwork for future 

validation studies that strengthen the measurement of work engagement from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective. 
 

1.5.2.2 Theoretical models 
 

The following section provides a brief theoretical comprehension to the constructs of 

work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. 
 

1.5.2.2.1 Work engagement 
 

Work engagement forms part of positive psychology, emphasising peak performance, 

commitment, well-being, and thriving at work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Work 

engagement entails a previous term for explaining employee engagement and these 

terms are frequently utilised conversely (Dulagil, 2012; Gupta & Shaheen, 2017; 

Nienaber & Martins, 2016; Schaufeli, 2013). Schaufeli et al. (2002, p. 74) describe 

work engagement as a “… a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 

characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption.” Vigour is described as the 

significant degree of energy and mental strength whilst being employed, the 

commitment to exert effort in an individual’s job and the tenacity displayed even during 

trying times. Dedication involves being passionately engaged in a job and feeling a 

degree of importance, excitement, motivation, honour, and challenge. Lastly, 

absorption entails being completely focused and immersed in a job whereby time feels 

irrelevant, and individuals struggle to separate themselves from their tasks (Schaufeli, 

2012).  
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1.5.2.2.2 Personality traits 
 

The trait approach to personality has predominantly been subject to the FFM of 

personality, which specifies the big five personality traits (Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & 

Costa, 1987). The FFM of personality includes five personality dimensions (i.e., 

openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and 

neuroticism) (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987; McCrae & 

Costa, 2004). Openness to experience differentiates flexible individuals from 

individuals who favour conventional ways of approaching the world. 

Conscientiousness explains the extent of self-discipline that individuals are prone to 

display. Extroverted individuals are expected to value social interaction and 

involvement. Agreeableness differentiates more assertive individuals from kind-

hearted individuals. Neuroticism differentiates concerned individuals from emotionally 

stable individuals (Soto et al., 2016). Costa and McCrae (1988) note that personality 

is considered relatively stable across time periods. Thus, it is expected that human 

actions across time and even across context would typically remain reasonably stable. 

 

1.5.2.2.3 Basic psychological needs 
 

Researchers have suggested that basic psychological needs are important 

antecedents of individual behaviour (Latham & Pinder, 2005). The premise of basic 

psychological needs is dominant in psychology and psychotherapy. Grawe (2007) 

identified four comprehensive psychological basic needs as the crux of his consistency 

theory. The need for attachment relates to feeling of belonging (Hanna, 2014; Siegel, 

2012a, 2012b). The need for control and orientation relates to a sense of autonomy, 

and a feeling of understanding and controlling the world around us (Grawe, 2007). The 

need for pleasure maximisation and pain minimisation encompasses an individual’s 

aspiration to attain enjoyable encounters and to circumvent agonising encounters 

(Dahlitz, 2017). The need for self-esteem enhancement relates to an individual’s 

assessment of her or his worth as a person. (Grawe, 2007). The need for attachment, 

and the need for control and orientation develops first and are the most significant 

drivers of human behaviour. Self-esteem enhancement is likely to be developed last 

in an individual (Grawe, 2007). 
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1.5.2.3 Conceptual descriptions 
 

This study involves several key concepts. Below is a discussion of how these key 

terms are defined. 
 

1.5.2.3.1 Work engagement 
 

Schaufeli et al. (2002, p. 74) describe work engagement as a “… a positive, fulfilling, 

work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption.” 
 

1.5.2.3.2 Personality traits 
 

McCrae et al. (1993, p. 4) define personality traits as “… consistent patterns of 

individual differences in thoughts, feelings and behaviours.” 
 

1.5.2.3.3 Basic psychological needs 
 

According to Grawe (2007, p. 167), basic psychological needs are “… needs that are 

present among all humans, and their violation or enduring nonfulfillment leads to 

impairments in mental health and well-being.” Table 1.2 below presents the main 

constructs, the sub-elements of each construct, the theoretical model on which each 

construct is based, and the instrument utilised during this empirical study to measure 

each construct. 
 

Table 1.2: Core Constructs, Sub-Elements, Theoretical Models and Instruments 

Main construct Sub-elements Theoretical model or 
framework Measuring instrument 

Work engagement 
Vigour, 
Dedication, and 
Absorption 

Kahn’s (1990) academic 
framework of work 
engagement 

The nine-item Utrecht 
work engagement scale 
(Schaufeli et al., 2006) 

Personality traits 

Neuroticism, 
Extraversion, 
Openness to 
experience / intellect, 
Agreeableness, and 
Conscientiousness 

The five-factor theory 
(Digman, 1990; McCrae 
& Costa, 1987) 

The BTI-Short 
(Taylor & De Bruin, 
2013) 

Basic psychological 
needs 

The need for: 
Attachment, 
Control / orientation, 
Pleasure 
maximisation / pain 
minimisation, and 
Self-esteem 
enhancement 

Consistency theory 
(Grawe, 2007) 

The researcher’s basic 
psychological needs 
measure based on 
Grawe’s (2007) 
consistency theory 
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1.6 THE CENTRAL HYPOTHESIS 
 

The central hypothesis of this research is expressed as follows: 

 

Personality traits significantly predict work engagement, and the inclusion of basic 

psychological needs as additional predictors will significantly increase the explained 

variance in work engagement beyond the contribution of personality traits alone. The 

hypothesis furthermore assumes that based on the empirically derived relationship 

dynamics among the variables, the foundation of a work engagement framework can 

be developed to advise work engagement practices for employees in the South African 

context, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective. 

 

1.7 RESEARCH DESIGN 
 

The following section describes the general characteristics of the study. Firstly, the 

steps utilised during the literature review is provided. Secondly, the empirical approach 

to the research is described, which includes the research approach and research 

method. 

 

1.7.1 Phase one: Literature review 
 

The literature review covers previous research regarding work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs. The literature review is divided into 

three parts. The first section deals with the conceptualisation of work engagement. 

The second section focuses on the conceptualisation of personality traits. The third 

section considers how basic psychological needs are conceptualised. The literature 

review further focuses on the integration of the above constructs to determine the 

theoretical relationship between work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs. 
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1.7.1.1 Literature review of work engagement 
 

This involves the conceptualisation of the construct work engagement. 

 

1.7.1.2 Literature review of personality 
 

This involves the conceptualisation of the construct personality traits. 

 

1.7.1.3 Literature review of basic psychological needs 
 

This involves the conceptualisation of the construct basic psychological needs. 

 

1.7.2 Phase two: Empirical study 
 

The empirical study consists of three main steps. Firstly, statistical processing of data 

will be conducted through various data analysis techniques. As such, the research 

design and methods are discussed in Chapter 5. Secondly, the research results will 

be reported in the form of tables, charts, and diagrams. Therefore, Chapter 6 includes 

the research results. Finally, the research findings, conclusions, limitations, and 

recommendations will be integrated and discussed. Thus, the discussion of the 

research findings and conclusions, limitations, and recommendations are provided in 

Chapter 7. A brief discussion on the research approach and research method of this 

study is provided below. 

 

1.7.2.1 Research approach 
 

This study is quantitative in nature, characterised as being systematic and objective. 

This study set out to collect numerical data from a sample of employees to determine 

the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work 

engagement. This study is conducted from a non-experimental research design 

stance in which the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs 

predict work engagement is examined without any planned intervention or 

manipulation. This study focuses on one group, measurement occurs at a single time 

following a cross-sectional research design, and no pre- or post-test is conducted. 
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Thus, this study utilises a quantitative, non-experimental research design (Kerlinger & 

Lee, 2000). An online survey approach allows the researcher to gather data from 

employees working in a single South African organisation. 

 

1.7.2.2 Purpose of the research 
 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 140) note that studies “… that establish causal relationships 

between variables may be termed explanatory research.” The emphasis is on studying 

phenomena to explain the relationship between variables. This study aims to 

determine the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict 

work engagement. As such, it attempts to explain the relationships between these 

three constructs. 

 

1.7.2.3 Type of data 
 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 598), primary data refers to data “… collected 

specifically for the research project being undertaken”. For this study, the researcher 

collects empirical data to determine the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement. 

 

1.7.2.4 Unit of analysis 
 

According to Babbie and Mouton (2009), the unit of analysis relates to the objects that 

are investigated so as to achieve generalisations of these objects and to also describe 

the variations among them. This study aims to determine the extent to which 

personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement. The study 

was conducted in a South African context. Thus, the unit of analysis is an individual 

as an employee working for a single South African organisation. 
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1.7.2.5 The variables 
 

For the purposes of this study, personality traits (i.e., the BTI-Short; Taylor & De Bruin, 

2013) and Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs are considered the independent 

variables (IV), and work engagement as the dependent variable (DV) (i.e., the nine-

item UWES; Schaufeli et al., 2006). Figure 1.1 below depicts these variables. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.1: Conceptual model of the study variables 

 
1.7.2.6 Methods used to ensure reliability and validity 
 

The following section briefly summarises the criteria and techniques utilised to assess 

and demonstrate the quality and rigour of the researcher’s research efforts. 

 

1.7.2.6.1 Reliability 
 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 600) define reliability as the “… extent to which data collection 

technique or techniques yields consistent findings, similar observations would be 

made or conclusions reached by other researchers or there is transparency in how 

sense was made from the raw data”. Regarding the research process, reliability was 

ensured as follows: 
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• In the literature review, reliability was guaranteed by utilising existing literature 

sources, theories, and models that were available to researchers. 

• Only employees who were actively employed, both male and female employees, 

employees of any race, employees of any religion, and employees aged between 

18 years and 65 years were invited to participate in the study. 

• During data collection, responses were stored online on Google Forms and Survey 

Monkey, and access to this information was restricted to the administrator through 

the use of the researcher’s Google Forms and Survey Monkey account password. 

• A statistical package (IBM SPSS Statistics) was utilised to analyse the data to 

ensure reliability in analysis. 

 

1.7.2.6.2 Validity 
 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 603) refer to validity as the “… extent to which data collection 

method or methods accurately measure what they were intended to measure.” A 

thorough assessment of the measuring instrument was conducted in order to 

determine the construct validity of the instruments. The following research factors 

aided in guaranteeing the validity of the measuring instruments: 

 

• The research constructs were assessed in a valid manner through the utilisation of 

a measuring instrument that has been scientifically tested and which was 

considered as most appropriate in terms of convergent and discriminant, as well 

as construct validity. 

• Efforts were made to guarantee that the collected data was correct, precisely 

coded, and properly investigated. An expert completed the statistical analyses, and 

the most modern and advanced computer packages were utilised. 

• The researcher guaranteed that the results of this study were based on the 

analysed data. The reporting and interpreting of results were conducted 

consistently utilising the appropriate statistical procedures. 

• The researcher guaranteed that the final conclusions, implications, and 

recommendations were based on the results of the research study. 
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1.7.2.7 Sampling 
 

This study aimed to empirically determine the extent to which personality traits and 

basic psychological needs predict work engagement. The study was, therefore, 

conducted within a South African context to determine the extent to which personality 

traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement. Thus, the respondents 

of this study include employees working for a single South African organisation. This 

study aimed to follow non-probability methods to select respondents. According to 

Maree (2025), non-probability sampling is characterised by not selecting respondents 

randomly for a specific study. More specifically, this study aimed to utilise convenience 

sampling to select respondents. The cost and time difficulties also motivated the 

researcher to follow convenience sampling to select respondents for this study. 

 

1.7.2.8 Measuring instruments 
 

The measuring instruments that were utilised for this study include the nine-item 

UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006), the BTI-Short (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), and the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. A 

biographical questionnaire was also administered to evaluate socio-demographic and 

biographical data of the respondents. Appropriate statistical procedures were 

conducted to assess the items from the researcher’s measuring instrument from 

Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. The nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 

2006) and the BTI-Short (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) have already been validated. The 

researcher received ethical clearance to utilise the nine-item UWES and the BTI-Short. 

The nine-item UWES can be utilised for research purposes provided that the 

researcher does not utilise the scale for commercial purposes, and that the raw data 

are shared with Wilmar Schaufeli’s international database. The researcher also 

needed to follow the original answering format. JVR Psychometrics further enabled 

the researcher to utilise the BTI-Short for research purposes. 
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1.7.2.9 Data collection 
 

Ethical clearance and institutional permission from the partaking organisation and the 

supervising academic institution were obtained before conducting the research. The 

researcher collected primary data in the form of an online survey administered to 

employees working in a single South African organisation. The online survey consisted 

of the above-mentioned measuring instruments. A letter pertaining to the motivation 

of the study and the confidentiality and anonymity measures that were addressed was 

attached to the questionnaire. The researcher started collecting data as soon as 

ethical clearance was received. 

 

1.7.2.10 Data analysis 
 

Descriptive statistics were utilised to describe the sample regarding gender, race, age, 

home language, and education. The researcher applied various statistical methods to 

determine the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict 

work engagement. The main statistical methods which the researcher applied to the 

data included a pre-test item-sort task, exploratory factor analysis (EFA), confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA), correlation analysis, and hierarchical multiple regression 

analysis. 

 

1.7.2.11 Hypotheses 
 

The research hypotheses were formulated to achieve the aims of the study. 

 

1.7.2.12 Results 
 

Data analysis and findings were reported through statistical tables and figures. 

Interpretations relevant to statistical analysis were utilised to make sense of the data. 

 

1.7.2.13 Limitations of the research 
 

Limitations of the study were also highlighted. 
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1.7.2.14 Recommendations 
 

Recommendations were formulated based on the literature and the empirical aims of 

the research. 

 

1.7.2.15 Conclusions 
 

Conclusions emerging from the empirical study were made based on the questions 

that were provided. Figure 1.2 on the next page depicts the two steps followed during 

this study and the distinct steps in each. Thus, Figure 1.2 provides a general overview 

of these steps. 
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 Source: Adapted from Babbie and Mouton (2009, p. 72) 

Figure 1.2: Overview of the research study 
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1.7.3 Ethical considerations 
 

The researcher strived to adhere to the following ethical considerations concerning 

this empirical study: 

 

• The researcher was guided by the Research Ethics Policy of the University of 

South Africa. 

• Approval for the research was acquired from the Research Ethics Committee of 

the Department of Industrial and Organisational Psychology.  

• Permission to conduct the research was acquired from the single South African 

organisation. 

• Voluntary participation was acquired by gaining informed consent from research 

respondents to participate in the study and to have the study published in a 

scientific journal.  

• The highest confidentiality was ensured regarding individuals’ names and findings 

by removing the names of respondents in the data that were sent to the statisticians 

who assisted with statistical analysis. 

• Bias was avoided, and fairness was ensured by utilising measuring instruments 

with acceptable psychometric properties in terms of reliability and validity.  

• The maximum level of respondent anonymity was maintained.  

• The literature pertinent to the study was utilised.  

• The study was performed within accepted boundaries.  

• All sources from which information and literature were obtained were recognised 

and referenced appropriately.  

• Where the researcher lacked the required competence, experts in the relevant 

areas were consulted. 

• The respondents were advised about the motivations for, and the outcomes of the 

research. 

• The thesis and all information reported were according to the recommended 

standards.  
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1.8 LIMITATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

This study will conclude with a discussion of its limitations, conclusions, and 

recommendations, contribution to knowledge, and areas for future research. 

Specifically, the final chapter will discuss key insights emerging from the empirical 

findings, critically reflect on methodological and theoretical constraints, and propose 

directions for continued refinement of the work engagement framework from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective. The chapter will also highlight the practical 

implications of integrating personality traits and basic psychological needs to enhance 

work engagement in workplace settings, offering guidance for future research and 

applied interventions. 

 

1.9 CHAPTER LAYOUT 
 

The chapters for this thesis are presented in the following manner: 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the study 
 

This chapter provides the the background and the motivation for the study, as well as 

the problem statement of the research. The research aims, paradigm perspectives, 

central hypothesis, research design and method, ethical considerations, preliminary 

conclusions, limitations, and recommendations of this study are also provided. This 

chapter ends with a chapter division to the rest of this study. 

 

Chapter 2: Literature review on work engagement 
 
This chapter considers the conceptualisation of work engagement. This discussion, 

therefore, focuses on defining work engagement, discussing the various approaches 

to conceptualising work engagement, explaining the theoretical frameworks of work 

engagement, highlighting the antecedents and outcomes of work engagement, and 

reviewing the measurement work engagement. Thus, a detailed understanding of 

work engagement is established. 
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Chapter 3: Literature review on personality 
 
In this chapter, personality is defined. The different paradigms and approaches on 

personality are also provided. Furthermore, a historical overview on the development 

of trait theory is given. Finally, the big five model of personality is described in detail. 

Thus, a detailed comprehension of personality is created. 

 
Chapter 4: Literature review on basic psychological needs 
 

This chapter considers the conceptualisation of basic psychological needs, specifically 

from an organisational neuroscience perspective. This chapter, therefore, includes a 

brief background on motivation and basic psychological needs. Thereafter, the most 

predominant research on motivational theories is discussed and critiqued. A detailed 

discussion on Grawe’s consistency theory is also provided, followed by a discussion 

on basic psychological need scales. A comprehensive understanding of basic 

psychological needs, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective is, 

therefore, developed. This chapter further includes an integration of literature between 

work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. As such, the 

relationships between work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological 

needs are investigated. In order to address the central hypothesis of this study, various 

hypotheses are formulated. Finally, a detailed conceptual model of this study is 

provided. 
 

Chapter 5: Research design and methods 
 

This chapter covers the methodological aspects of the study. First, the specific inquiry 

strategy for this study is discussed in detail. Thereafter, the target population of the 

study is described by discussing the sampling strategy for this study. The method for 

data collection and the data analysis techniques are also covered. Additionally, the 

criteria and techniques utilised to assess and demonstrate the quality and rigour of the 

research efforts is provided. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

specific ethical principles and considerations of the study. 
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Chapter 6: Research results 
 

Chapter 6 includes the research results. As such, the research results are reported in 

the form of tables and figures. 
 

Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

Chapter 7 includes the discussion of the research findings. Additionally, limitations, 

recommendations, and conclusions are integrated and discussed. 

 

1.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 1 focused on the scientific orientation of the research, outlining the rationale 

for investigating the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs 

predict work engagement, specifically from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective. The chapter presented the background and the motivation for the study, 

as well as the problem statement of the research. The research aims, paradigm 

perspectives, central hypothesis, research design and method, ethical considerations, 

preliminary conclusions, limitations, and recommendations of this study were also 

provided. This chapter ended with the chapter division of the rest of this study. Chapter 

2 will focus on the conceptualisation of work engagement to establish a detailed 

understanding of work engagement. 
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CHAPTER 2: WORK ENGAGEMENT 
 

“Engagement is an enormously appealing concept. We seem to intuitively 

understand what it means, and believe that it helps to explain something about how 

people are (or ought to be) at work. The problem, of course, is that many of us have 

different understandings of what engagement is. We all believe that it is a good thing 

to be engaged, particularly in contrast to being disengaged, which suggests 

absence. But we are just not exactly sure what engagement really looks like, except 

that it involves people working hard and caring about what they are doing” (Kahn, 

2010, p. 20). 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Chapter 2 aims to address the first specific aim of the literature review by 

conceptualising work engagement. Work engagement is firstly defined. Thereafter, a 

historical overview of work engagement is provided. In addition, the different 

theoretical frameworks of work engagement are highlighted. The antecedents and 

outcomes of work engagement are also discussed. Finally, the measurement of work 

engagement is clarified. Thus, a detailed understanding of work engagement is 

established. 

 

2.2 CONCEPTUALISATION OF WORK ENGAGEMENT 
 

The subsequent section focuses on conceptualising the study’s dependent variable, 

work engagement. 

 

2.2.1 Defining work engagement 
 

A clear and accepted definition of work engagement is required to comprehend what 

work engagement is, how it differs from other constructs, what relationship it shares 

with other constructs, and how it should be investigated (Albrecht, 2010; Bakker et al., 

2023; Burns & Bush, 2005; Taris, 2023). Sun and Bunchapattanasakda (2019) note 

that since Kahn (1990) suggested the concept of work engagement, various 

practitioners and academics have provided different definitions which reflect different 



Chapter 2: Work engagement 
 

42 

comprehensions of work engagement. This has caused tremendous confusion in both 

business- and academic fields. In an attempt to overcome the confusion, Sun and 

Bunchapattanasakda (2019) categorise different definitions of work engagement into 

four categories, including work engagement as a multi-faceted construct, work 

engagement as a dedicated willingness, work engagement as the opposite of burnout, 

and work engagement as a positive state of mind. 

 

Work engagement as a multi-faceted construct has been described by various 

researchers (Bakker, 2011; Cha, 2007; Kahn, 1990; Liu, 2016; Macey & Schneider, 

2008; May et al., 2004; Saks, 2006; Soane et al., 2012; Wellins & Concelman, 2005; 

Xiao & Duan, 2014; Xu et al., 2013). Proponents of this description of work 

engagement typically describe work engagement as employees expressing 

themselves physically, emotionally, and cognitively at work. In addition, work 

engagement includes the amalgamation of knowledge, emotion, and behaviour 

related to the individual’s role performance. Work engagement is further defined as a 

combination of loyalty, productivity, and accountability in one’s job (Bakker et al., 

2023). 

 

Work engagement as a dedicated willingness has also received attention from 

practitioners and academics (Hewitt Consulting, 2001; Towers Consulting, 2001; Xie, 

2006). Hewitt Consulting (2001) defines work engagement as the extent to which 

employees are willing to remain in an organisation and provide their best efforts in 

their work. Towers Consulting (2001) describes work engagement as the level of 

willingness and capacity of individuals to assist organisations to thrive. Xie (2006) 

notes that work engagement includes a sense of professional accountability, including 

hard work and devotion to the organisation. 

 

Work engagement, as the opposite of burnout, includes employees who are energetic, 

willing, and effective (Maslach et al., 2001), as well as employees who display vigour 

and devotion (Demerouti et al., 2010; González-Romá et al., 2006; Schaufeli & 

Bakker, 2004). Work engagement has further been defined as a positive state of mind. 

Harter et al. (2002) define work engagement as an employee’s participation and 

satisfaction with as well as passion for work. Zeng and Han (2005) note that work 
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engagement involves being prepared to apply oneself to work at any time and is 

normally accompanied by satisfying, proud, and promising encounters during work. 

It is evident that defining work engagement poses a significant challenge due to the 

absence of a universally accepted definition (Bakker et al., 2023; Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). The concept has been approached from various 

perspectives, leading to a lack of consensus among practitioners and academics. This 

difficulty arises because different definitions reflect distinct comprehensions of work 

engagement and its relationship with other constructs. The existence of multiple 

interpretations has resulted in confusion and hindered the development of a clear and 

widely acknowledged definition (Albrecht, 2010; Schaufeli, 2013; Taris, 2023). Thus, 

it remains clear that despite numerous efforts made to assimilate the business- and 

academic notions of work engagement, reaching a definitive and all-encompassing 

definition remains an ongoing challenge (Bakker et al., 2023; Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). 

 

Nonetheless, when defining work engagement, it is important to determine where to 

draw the line and to decide what components to include and what components to 

exclude from the definition of work engagement (Albrecht, 2010; Burns & Bush, 2005; 

Schaufeli, 2013). For the purpose of this study, work engagement is defined as a “… 

positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, 

and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74). Therefore, work engagement includes 

the employee's energy level, commitment to exert effort, perseverance during 

challenging times, enthusiasm and eagerness, sense of significance, and complete 

immersion at work. 

 

From an organisational neuroscience perspective, work engagement reflects the 

dynamic interaction of neural systems that regulate attention, motivation, and 

emotional salience (Ashkanasy et al., 2014; Menon, 2023). The activation and 

coordination of the salience-, default mode-, and executive networks may, therefore, 

contribute to the cognitive focus and emotional investment characteristic of engaged 

employees (Arden, 2019). The SN enables individuals to detect personally meaningful 

and emotionally relevant work cues, while the EN supports sustained attention and 

goal-directed effort (Arden, 2019; Menon, 2023). Concurrently, adaptive modulation of 

the default-mode network facilitates self-reflection and meaning-making without 
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disengagement. When these neural systems operate coherently, employees 

experience optimal attentional control, motivation, and affect regulation, key 

neurobiological correlates of vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002; 

Schaufeli, 2013; Arden, 2019; Menon, 2023). This perspective deepens traditional 

motivational and psychological explanations of engagement by demonstrating how 

neural integration underpins sustained effort and emotional investment in work 

(Menon, 2023). 

 

2.2.2 Approaches to conceptualising work engagement 
 

Work engagement has produced widespread investigation by both practitioners and 

academics (Albrecht, 2010; Bakker et al., 2023). Macey et al. (2009) opine that it is 

not often that a construct has echoed as profoundly with business leaders as work 

engagement has. Moreover, the studies focusing on work engagement have greatly 

increased over the last few decades (Albrecht, 2010). According to Saks (2006), the 

majority of studies focusing on work engagement have been conducted by 

practitioners and consulting firms. However, more research still needs to be 

undertaken on work engagement from an academic stance (Taris, 2023). 

Notwithstanding the increase in work engagement studies, and despite the significant 

developments on how to best comprehend, measure, and manage work engagement, 

numerous vital matters remain unanswered (Albrecht, 2010). According to Chughtai 

and Buckley (2008), the neoteric interest in positive psychology, which emphasises 

human strengths, optimal functioning, and excellent health, has established the 

development of the construct of work engagement. 

 

Engagement in daily life is described as being involved, committed, passionate, 

motivated, absorbed, and focused on goals or objectives (Schaufeli, 2012; Bakker et 

al., 2023). Wah (1999) opines that developing and sustaining work engagement is one 

of the most significant challenges for organisations. According to Gallup (2017), 

disengaged employees are an impediment to developing high-performing cultures, 

indicating a significant amount of missed potential for organisations. As such, 

international consulting firms have created their own work engagement notions and 

exclusive work engagement measures in an attempt to address the issue of 

disengagement at work.  
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Shuck (2011) investigated all the applicable human resource management-, 

psychology-, and management databases, and methodically analysed different 

conceptualisations of work engagement. Based on 213 studies, Shuck (2011) 

discovered four approaches to conceptualising work engagement. The first approach 

was called the needs-satisfying approach, based on Kahn’s (1990) definition of work 

engagement. Kahn (1990) was the first researcher to introduce the construct of work 

engagement. Kahn (1990) notes that the crux of engagement includes the work role, 

while for advocates who believe engagement is the opposite of burnout, the core 

consists of the individual’s work activity or the tasks themselves. From a business 

perspective, the crux of engagement is neither of the above but the organisation itself. 

Work engagement, therefore, comprises of a “… behavioral-energetic (vigor), an 

emotional (dedication), and a cognitive (absorption) component” (Schaufeli, 2012, p. 

4). According to Kahn (1990, p. 694), work engagement can be described as the “… 

harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, 

people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally during 

role performances.” Therefore, work engagement includes physical-, emotional-, and 

cognitive characteristics, and to accomplish remarkable engagement levels, these 

three factors of engagement should be attained simultaneously at the workplace 

(Ongore, 2014). 

 

Physical engagement includes an individual’s effort towards his or her occupation. 

Physical work engagement is, therefore, considered as the physical endeavour by an 

individual to fulfil his or her occupational objectives (Kular et al., 2008). Emotional 

engagement comprises a positive emotional response to an individual’s occupation, 

the feelings about his or her occupation, as well as the positive- or negative views 

about the organisation and leadership (Kular et al., 2008; Rich, 2006). Cognitive 

engagement is viewed as the devotion to and immersion in an individual’s occupation 

(Kular et al., 2008; Rich, 2006). Kahn (1990), therefore, defines work engagement as 

the expression of an individual’s preferred self in task behaviours. Work engagement 

and disengagement were confirmed to be influenced by three psychological 

conditions, including meaningfulness, safety, and availability (Kahn, 1990). According 

to Kahn (1990, p. 705), meaningfulness includes the “… positive sense of return on 

investments of self in role performance.” Safety is defined as the “…ability to show 

one’s self without fear or negative consequences to self-image, status, or career” 
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(Kahn, 1990, p. 705). Finally, availability was considered the “… sense of possessing 

the physical, emotional, and psychological resources necessary to perform one’s 

work” (Kahn, 1990, p. 705). May et al. (2004) assessed Kahn’s (1990) 

conceptualisation of work engagement and confirmed that meaningfulness, safety, 

and availability were significantly correlated to work engagement. 

 

The second approach was coined the burnout-antithesis approach, which considers 

work engagement as the positive opposite of burnout (Schaufeli, 2012; Shuck, 2011). 

Maslach and Leiter (1997) considered work engagement and burnout as the positive 

and negative endpoints of a single spectrum, respectively. In contrast to individuals 

who experience burnout, engaged individuals are energetic and feel connected to their 

work. Engaged employees consider their work challenging, rather than traumatic and 

demanding. Work engagement is “… characterized by energy, involvement and 

efficacy, which are considered the direct opposites of the three burnout dimensions 

exhaustion, cynicism and lack of accomplishment, respectively. By implication that 

means that persons who are high on engagement are inevitably low on burnout, and 

vice versa” (Schaufeli, 2013, p. 6). Work engagement is further considered as a “… 

persistent positive affective state characterized by high levels of activation and 

pleasure” (Maslach et al., 2001, p. 417). Maslach and Leiter (1997) opine that engaged 

employees are energised, involved and effective instead of exhausted, sceptical, and 

ineffective. Considering the above, work engagement and burnout are interconnected 

and can subsequently be investigated with the same instrument (Schaufeli, 2012). 

 

Schaufeli et al. (2002) assessed Maslach et al.’s (2001) framework and note that work 

engagement is characterised by vigour, dedication, and absorption. Schaufeli et al. 

(2002, p. 74), therefore, describe work engagement as a “… a positive, fulfilling, work-

related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption”. Vigour 

is defined as the significant degree of energy and mental strength whilst being 

employed, the commitment to exert effort in an individual’s job and the tenacity exuded 

even during trying times (Bakker et al., 2023; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Taris, 2023). 

According to Schaufeli et al. (2002), dedication involves being passionately engaged 

in a job and feeling a degree of importance, excitement, motivation, honour and 

challenge. Schaufeli et al. (2002) note that absorption entails being completely 

focused and immersed in a job whereby time feels irrelevant, and individuals struggle 



Chapter 2: Work engagement 
 

47 

to separate themselves from their tasks. Therefore, Kahn (1990) and Maslach et al. 

(2001) offer the two earliest theoretical frameworks for conceptualising work 

engagement. 

 

The third approach was called the satisfaction-engagement approach (Bakker et al., 

2023; Shuck, 2011). Harter et al. (2002) first introduced work engagement at the 

business unit level and utilised an immense database to connect significant levels of 

work engagement to improve business unit results (Chang, 2011; Shuck & Wollard, 

2010). Harter et al. (2002, p. 269) explain that the term work engagement refers to “… 

involvement and satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for work.” Harter et al. (2002) 

note that the Satisfaction-Engagement Approach has influenced academia 

significantly, as Gallup’s research has identified significant relationships between work 

engagement and organisational outcomes, including decreased absenteeism, 

improved employee retention and productivity, stronger company bottom line, and 

increased customer loyalty and satisfaction (Bakker & Demerouti, 2009; Harter et al., 

2002; Harter et al., 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). 

 

Luthans and Peterson (2002) elaborated on Harter et al.’s (2002) framework by 

investigating the link between managerial self-efficacy, the acuity of efficient 

management practices, and work engagement. The outcomes indicate a positive link 

between work engagement and manager self-efficacy when managers rated 

employee efficiency, and supervisors rated their manager’s level of efficiency (Luthans 

& Peterson, 2002). The most profitable business units of organisations possess 

employees who conduct what they do best, with colleagues with whom they get along, 

and with a significant sense of psychological ownership (Luthans & Peterson, 2002). 

Harter et al. (2003) further provide a framework of work engagement that includes four 

precursors that are vital for work engagement to occur in the workplace. The four 

antecedents highlighted are clarity of expectations and basic materials and equipment 

being provided, feelings of contribution to the organisation, feeling a sense of 

belonging to something beyond oneself, and feeling as though there are opportunities 

to progress and grow (Simpson, 2009). 
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The fourth approach was coined the multidimensional approach (Shuck, 2011). Saks 

(2006) conducted the first empirical study to conceptualise and assesses the 

antecedents and consequences of work engagement. Saks (2006) opines that work 

engagement is established through a social exchange model and separates “job 

engagement” and “organisational engagement” into different categories of work 

engagement. Saks (2006, p. 602) defines work engagement as a “… distinct and 

unique construct consisting of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components that 

are associated with individual role performance.” According to Schaufeli (2013), this 

definition is closely related to Kahn’s (1990) definition of work engagement as it also 

emphasises role performance at the workplace. Nevertheless, Saks (2006) 

differentiated between ‘job engagement’ and ‘organisational engagement’. Job 

engagement includes completing the work role, whereas organisational engagement 

comprises of completing the role as a member of the organisation (Saks, 2006). 

 

The outcomes of Saks’ (2006) study indicate that antecedent variables, such as a 

supportive climate, job characteristics, and fairness impacted the growth of work 

engagement, and work engagement mediated the correlation between the antecedent 

and outcomes variables. Saks (2006), therefore, expands on Schaufeli et al.’s (2002) 

model of work engagement by highlighting that work engagement could be 

experienced affectively and cognitively, and exhibited behaviourally. Saks (2006) 

considers the advancement of work engagement as the absorption of an individual’s 

resources into the task they completed. This notion is in line with not only Schaufeli et 

al. (2002) but also Kahn (1990) and Harter et al. (2002). However, despite its insightful 

appeal, the multidimensional approach (i.e., the distinction between job- and 

organisational engagement) has barely been undertaken by academics (Schaufeli, 

2013). These four approaches each emphasise a diverse facet of work engagement: 

its link with role performance, its encouraging nature in terms of employee wellness 

as opposed to burnout, its correlation with resourceful jobs, and its relationship with 

both the occupation and the company (Bakker et al., 2023; Schaufeli, 2013; Taris, 

2023). 
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2.2.3 Theoretical frameworks of work engagement 
 

In addition to defining and conceptualising work engagement in various ways, scholars 

and practitioners often also describe work engagement from various theoretical 

perspectives. Schaufeli (2013, p. 15) states that a “… unique theoretical framework 

for work engagement does not exist. Instead, a number of theoretical perspectives 

have been proposed that each emphasize a different aspect, but that cannot be 

integrated into one overarching conceptual model.” Therefore, the needs-satisfaction 

framework, the job demands-resource model, the affective shift model, and the social 

exchange theory are discussed below in order to highlight the most prevalent 

theoretical frameworks of work engagement. 

 

The needs-satisfaction framework is reflected in Khan’s (1990) description of work 

engagement. Accordingly, Khan (1990) suggests that individuals become engaged at 

work when three psychological needs are met, namely meaningfulness (i.e., the 

feeling of receiving return on investments of one's self in role performance), 

psychological safety (i.e., feeling able to show and employ one's self without fear of 

negative consequences), and availability (i.e., the belief of having the physical and 

mental resources to engage the self at work). “Meaningfulness is influenced by the 

nature of the job; that is, its task characteristics and role characteristics. Psychological 

safety is mainly influenced by the social environment; that is, by interpersonal 

relationships, group dynamics, management style, and social norms. Finally, 

availability depends on the personal resources that people can bring to their role 

performance, such as physical energy” (Schaufeli, 2013, p. 15). Thus, when an 

occupation is stimulating and profound, the social environment at work is safe, and 

personal resources are accessible, the needs for meaningfulness, safety, and 

availability are achieved and consequently, work engagement is likely to ensue. If 

these psychological needs are not met, employees are more likely to experience 

decreased levels of work engagement (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). 
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A great deal of empirical research on work engagement has also utilised the job 

demands-resources (JD-R) model as an explanatory framework (Albrecht, 2012; 

Bakker et al., 2004; Bakker et al., 2023; Bakker & Evangelia, 2008; Demerouti & 

Bakker, 2011; Demerouti et al., 2001; Menguc et al., 2012). More specifically, 

academics who posit that work engagement is the opposite of burnout utilise the JD-

R model as it considers burnout and work engagement as two distinct concepts that 

are combined in an overarching theoretical model (Bakker et al., 2023; Schaufeli, 

2013). The JD-R model assumes that “… different organizations may be confronted 

with different working environments, but the characteristics of these environments can 

be always classified in two general categories job demands and job resources thus 

constituting an overarching model that may be applied to various occupational 

settings, irrespective of the particular demands and resources involved” (Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019, p. 68). Job demands typically include physical-, 

psychological-, social-, or organisational factors of an occupation that necessitate 

continuous physical- and/or psychological (i.e., cognitive and emotional) endeavour, 

and are consequently linked with specific physiological- and/or psychological 

outcomes (Bakker et al., 2023; Schaufeli, 2013). 

 

Job resources include the physical-, psychological-, social- or organisational factors 

of the occupation that are either/or functional in accomplishing occupational 

objectives, decrease job demands and the related physiological and psychological 

outcomes, and inspire personal growth and development (Bakker et al., 2003; Bakker 

et al., 2023; Kotzé & Mostert, 2025; Masuku et al., 2025; Mvuyana et al., 2025). Thus, 

the JD-R model “… can explain the assumption that employees are more likely to 

engage with their work when they get job related resources from the organization” 

(Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019, p. 69). 

 

According to Sonnentag et al. (2010), work engagement increases and decreases as 

an employee conducts his or her daily tasks, changing from one task to another and 

being exposed to different kinds of events throughout the day. The affective shift model 

attempts to describe this phenomenon of work engagement. This model assumes that 

both positive- and negative emotions play significant roles during work engagement 

(Bledlow et al., 2011). According to Schaufeli (2013), the affective shift model posits 

that the emergence of heightened work engagement results from a transition from 
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negative to positive emotional states. Negative affect functions as a motivational 

signal, indicating that corrective action is necessary. Through the exertion of additional 

effort and adaptive coping, this motivational energy is redirected, facilitating a shift 

toward positive affect that supports and sustains engagement (Schaufeli, 2013). 

Therefore, work engagement is most likely to be experienced by employees when 

positive emotions are up-regulated, and negative emotions are down-regulated. 

 

The social exchange theory (SET) assumes that employment is a transaction between 

labour, allegiance and commitment, and social rewards (Levinson, 1965). 

Relationships at work develop with time into “… trusting, loyal, and mutual 

commitments as long as all parties involved abide by reciprocity or repayment rules” 

(Schaufeli, 2013, p. 20). When an individual is provided with certain resources from a 

company (i.e., intrinsic- and extrinsic rewards), they feel obligated to reciprocate 

towards the company. Masterson et al. (2000) suggest that an employee will anticipate 

a return in future after providing his or her service to the organisation. In addition, the 

organisation receives a valuable service and will share the responsibility to reward the 

employee (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). Eisenberger et al. (1986) opine that 

significant amounts of perceived company assistance generate commitments within 

employees to “repay” the company, thereby indicating an attitude and behaviour 

beneficial to the company. 

 

Saks (2006) argues that one way for employees to reciprocate the company is through 

work engagement. Put differently, “… employees will engage themselves to varying 

degrees and in response to the resources they receive from their organization” 

(Schaufeli, 2013, p. 20). Against the backdrop of Kahn’s (1990) description of work 

engagement, individuals feel obligated to establish themselves more strongly in their 

job roles and performances as a means of “repaying” the organisation for the 

resources provided. In contrast, when organisations fail to meet specific standards 

and do not provide the required resources, employees are more likely to leave or 

disengage themselves from their occupation, which could lead to burnout (Schaufeli, 

2006). “Although various theoretical approaches have been proposed to explain the 

underlying psychological mechanisms that are involved in work engagement, so far 

the Job- Demands Resources model has received most empirical support” (Schaufeli, 

2013, p. 21). The above-mentioned theoretical frameworks provide valuable insights 
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into the factors influencing work engagement, highlighting the role of job 

characteristics, psychological needs, and resource availability. They offer frameworks 

for designing interventions and strategies to enhance work engagement and overall 

well-being in the workplace. 

 

2.2.4 Antecedents and outcomes of work engagement 
 

Work engagement considers an individual’s physical-, affective-, and cognitive 

endeavours in the workplace (Kahn, 1990). According to Sun and 

Bunchapattanasakda (2019), the factors impacting work engagement or the 

antecedents of work engagement can be categorised into three groups: organisational 

factors (i.e., leadership, superior support, job resources, fairness), occupational 

factors (i.e., work environment, job participation, job enrichment), and individual 

factors (i.e., personality traits, resilience, self-consciousness). Sun and 

Bunchapattanasakda (2019) further note that studies focusing on the outcomes of 

work engagement predominantly emphasise two factors: the impact of work 

engagement on employee performance (i.e., enthusiasm, excellence, satisfaction, 

devotion) and on organisational performance (i.e., productivity, profitability, customer 

loyalty). 

 

Kahn (1990) suggested that task attributes, role attributes, interactions at work, group 

and inter-group dynamics, management styles, and company standards impact work 

engagement. Harter et al. (2002) further note that work conditions, an employee’s 

direct supervisor or management, and co-workers impact work engagement. Salanova 

and Schaufeli (2008) also opine that job control, participation, feedback, rewards, 

safety, and supervisory backing impact work engagement. According to May et al. 

(2004), self-esteem enhancement, job-role fit, rewards, supervisory backing, and self-

awareness influence work engagement. Additionally, Zhang and Gan (2005) indicate 

that fair treatment, support, interpersonal consumption, and conflict have an impact on 

work engagement. Furthermore, Langelaan et al. (2006) confirm that neuroticism, 

extraversion, and mobility impact work engagement. 
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The JD-R model assumes that job resources and personal resources, impact work 

engagement either together or independently (Bakker et al., 2003; Bakker et al., 2023). 

“When high job requirements are required, job resources and personal resources have 

a more positive impact on employee engagement. Therefore, job resources and job 

demands are two very important antecedent variables for employee engagement” 

(Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019, p. 71). 

 

Job resources can decrease the influence of occupational difficulties, and increase 

occupational objectives and individual development, and are considered the 

predominant drivers of work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Bakker et al., 

2023; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). Specific job resources 

(i.e., financial returns, team atmosphere, and contribution to decision-making) have 

been shown to have a positive influence on work engagement (Farndale, 2015). Sun 

and Bunchapattanasakda (2019, p. 71) note that with regard to personal resources, 

“… dedicated employees seem to be different from other employees, including 

optimism, self-efficacy, and self-esteem, resilience, positive coping style, and 

demographic variables.” Personal resources can, therefore, assist individuals to 

manage and control their working conditions and, as a result, improve work 

engagement (Bakker et al., 2023; Kotzé & Mostert, 2025; Masuku et al., 2025; 

Mvuyana et al., 2025). 

 

According to Bakker et al. (2006), resilience also increases work engagement. 

Xanthopoulou et al. (2009) confirm that self-efficacy, self-esteem, and a positive 

attitude promote work engagement. Rich et al. (2010) further indicate that self-esteem, 

self-efficacy, control, and consistent emotions relate positively to work engagement. 

Simbula et al. (2011) also confirm that self-efficacy influences work engagement in the 

short and long term. Christian et al. (2011) additionally note that optimism and 

responsibility are related to work engagement positively. Thompson et al. (2015) 

confirm the direct and indirect influence of positive psychological capital on work 

engagement. Paek et al. (2015) interestingly indicate that employees with significant 

psychological capital apply more effort to their own tasks. 
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When considering the outcomes of work engagement, employees who are highly 

engaged are more committed, healthy, satisfied, perform better, and are less likely to 

leave a company than disengaged employees (Susana et al., 2007; Yang, 2005). 

Engaged employees typically display positive actions in the workplace (Wilmar & 

Arnold, 2006). Engaged employees also work more overtime than disengaged 

employees (Sonnentag, 2003). Salanova et al. (2005) indicate that organisational 

resources have a positive influence on work engagement, and as a result, work 

engagement will influence employee performance positively. Saks (2006) notes that 

work engagement influences organisational citizenship behaviour positively. 

Furthermore, work engagement influences an individual’s out-of-role performance 

positively (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). 

 

Harter et al. (2002) indicate that work engagement and employee turnover share a 

negative relationship, whereas work engagement and customer satisfaction share a 

positive relationship, and in turn, work engagement and employee profit share a 

positive relationship. Xanthopoulou et al. (2009) confirm that work engagement 

impacts the financial performance of a company positively. Harter et al. (2002) further 

confirm that work engagement is a “soft index” that impacts organisational 

performance and is related to “… the five major indicators of organizational 

performance – productivity, profitability, customer loyalty, employee retention, and 

security” (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019, p. 74). Thus, highly engaged employees 

exhibit positive workplace behaviours, are more committed, healthy, and satisfied, and 

perform better. Work engagement also positively affects organisational performance, 

including productivity, profitability, customer loyalty, and employee retention (Sun & 

Bunchapattanasakda, 2019; Taris, 2023). 

 

Work engagement research in South Africa has expanded considerably over the past 

decade, reflecting the country’s unique socio-economic-, cultural-, and organisational 

conditions. Empirical studies demonstrate that the antecedents and outcomes of 

engagement observed globally, such as leadership, job resources, and personal 

resources, are similarly relevant within the South African context, though often shaped 

by cultural values, economic pressures, and workforce diversity (Kotzé & Mostert, 

2025; Mabe et al., 2024). Leadership quality, particularly supportive and empowering 
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leadership, has been repeatedly identified as a central determinant of engagement in 

South African organisations (Masuku et al., 2025; Mvuyana et al., 2025). 

 

Within higher-education and public-sector settings, the availability of development 

opportunities, transparent communication, and a sense of fairness have also been 

shown to enhance engagement, reinforcing the salience of organisational and 

interpersonal resources as outlined in the JD-R model (Bakker et al., 2023). Sector-

specific studies further indicate that work engagement contributes positively to 

performance, job satisfaction, and employee well-being across industries such as 

retail, healthcare, and local government (Kotzé & Mostert, 2025; Mabe et al., 2024). 

Collectively, this emerging body of evidence underscores that engagement in South 

Africa is strongly influenced by leadership behaviour, communication climate, and 

opportunities for growth, all of which align with universal theoretical frameworks but 

manifest within a distinctive socio-cultural milieu. 

 

2.2.5 Measuring work engagement 
 

Macey and Schneider (2008) note that the deficiency of an accepted definition of work 

engagement has made it difficult for researchers and practitioners to determine how 

to measure it. For instance, Maslach and Leiter (1997) note that work engagement 

could be a one-dimensional measure as the antithesis of burnout, whereas Schaufeli 

et al. (2002) opine that work engagement should be measured as a multidimensional 

concept. Work engagement is typically investigated with short self-report 

questionnaires (Borah & Barua, 2018; Schaufeli, 2012). According to Harter et al. 

(2006), the most thoroughly studied questionnaire utilised from a business perspective 

is Gallup’s Q12, developed as a management tool. Nevertheless, instead of 

investigating the experience of engagement as a psychological construct, the Q12 

focuses on its precursors relating to perceived job resources, including role clarity, 

social support, and feedback. Thus, the information obtained may aid leaders in 

improving job resources (Schaufeli, 2012). 
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The most frequently utilised assessment to measure work engagement as an 

independent psychological construct is the UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The UWES 

comprises three subscales, including vigour, dedication, and absorption, and has been 

validated in Europe, North America, Asia, Australia, and Africa (Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2010). Schaufeli (2012, p. 4) reports that “… confirmatory factor analyses have 

consistently shown that the fit of the hypothesized three-factor structure to the data is 

superior to that of alternative factor models. In addition, the internal consistencies of 

the three subscales are sufficient.”  

 

Schaufeli et al. (2006) created a shortened nine-item edition of the UWES and offered 

support for its cross-national validity. “The three engagement dimensions are 

moderately strong and positively related so that a total score can also be used as an 

overall indicator of work engagement” (Schaufeli, 2012, p. 4). Seppälä et al. (2009) 

indicate that scores on the UWES are fairly consistent over time, varying from 0.82 to 

0.86 over three years. “It is concluded that the UWES-9 scores has acceptable 

psychometric properties and that the instrument can be used in studies on positive 

organizational behavior” (Schaufeli et al., 2006, p. 701). Thus, the UWES is a robust 

measure that has received empirical support across numerous studies and is, 

therefore, deemed sufficient for measuring work engagement for the purposes of this 

study (Schaufeli et al., 2006; Wei et al., 2025). 

 

2.3 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 2 addressed the first specific aim of the literature review by conceptualising 

work engagement. Work engagement was firstly defined. Thereafter, a historical 

overview of work engagement was provided. In addition, the different theoretical 

frameworks of work engagement were highlighted. The antecedents and outcomes of 

work engagement were also discussed. Finally, the measurement of work 

engagement was clarified. Thus, a detailed understanding of work engagement is 

established. Chapter 3 will focus on the conceptualisation of personality in order to 

establish a detailed understanding of personality traits. 
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CHAPTER 3: PERSONALITY 
 

“The exploration of personality draws on long traditions 

that predate modern psychology. A major theme is differences 

among individuals” (Corr & Matthews, 2020, p. 13). 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Chapter 3 aims to address the second specific aim of the literature review by 

conceptualising personality. Therefore, in this chapter, personality is firstly defined. 

Thereafter, a short discussion on the different paradigms on personality is provided. 

In addition, a historical overview on the development of trait theory is given. Finally, 

the big five model of personality is described in detail. Thus, a detailed comprehension 

of personality is established. 

 

3.2 CONCEPTUALISATION OF PERSONALITY 
 

The following section focuses on the conceptualisation of one of the study’s 

independent variables, personality. 

 

3.2.1 Defining personality 
 

Researchers have not described the construct of personality in one way only. 

According to Burger (2014), the primary reason for this is an evident dispute on the 

causes of consistency in behaviour patterns and internal procedures between people. 

According to Feist and Feist (2009), the word personality is derived from the Latin 

word persona, which means “mask”. McAdams and Pals (2006, p. 204) state that the 

purpose of personality psychology is to “… provide an integrative framework for 

understanding the whole person.’’ Personality psychology aims to recognise how 

individuals vary from each other regarding their actions, desires, emotions, and 

cognition and to describe the sources of those variances (DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung 

& Blain, 2020). McAdams and Pals (2006, p. 212) note that personality “… is an 

individual’s unique variation on the general evolutionary design for human nature, 

expressed as a developing pattern of dispositional traits, characteristic adaptations, 

and integrative life stories, complexly and differentially situated in culture.” Personality 
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is a multifaceted and intricate phenomenon. Despite the countless available 

definitions, to date, no agreement has been achieved with regard to a certain 

description (Ramphal, 2016). Lamiel (1997) opines that the immense selection of 

variables impacting personality and, more so, the distinctiveness of individuals raises 

the complexity of accepting a particular description of the construct. 

 

Definitions of personality are typically very similar and usually only differ in a variation 

in the words utilised (Mayer, 2007). Feist and Feist (2009) define personality as 

relatively enduring traits and unique qualities that enable stability and originality in 

actions. Burger (2014) defines personality as stable forms of actions and intrapersonal 

processes that develop within a person. Funder (2004, p. 5) defines personality as “… 

an individual’s characteristic patterns of thought, emotion and behaviour, together with 

the psychological mechanisms – hidden or not – behind those patterns.” According to 

Larsen and Buss (2005, p. 4), personality is “… the set of psychological traits and 

mechanisms within the individual that are organised and relatively enduring and that 

influence his or her interactions with, and adaptations to, the intrapsychic, physical 

and social environments.” 

 

Mayer (2007, p. 14) defines personality as “… the organised, developing system within 

the individual that represents the collective action of that individual’s major 

psychological subsystems.” Finally, Pervin et al. (2005, p. 6) describe personality as 

“… those characteristics of the person that account for consistent patterns of feelings, 

thinking and behaving.” The above descriptions of personality are aligned in their 

clarification of personality, with the variance only being the terms utilised. Ivancevich 

and Matteson (1993) provide a thorough, all-encompassing description of personality 

that appears to include all the notions contained in the above definitions. According to 

Ivancevich and Matteson (1993, p. 98), personality is:  

 

… a relatively stable set of characteristics, tendencies and temperaments that 

have been formed significantly by inheritance and by social, cultural and 

environmental forces. This set of variables determines the commonalities and 

differences in the behaviour of the individual. 

 



Chapter 3: Personality 
 

59 

Personality includes all the factors that make each person similar to and unique from 

another person. An individual’s personality, therefore, includes the unique set of 

enduring patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours that characterise an individual 

and distinguish them from others. Thus, personality plays a crucial role in shaping an 

individual’s behaviour, cognition, and emotional responses, thereby influencing their 

interactions, decisions, and overall life outcomes. 

 

3.2.2 Different paradigms on personality 
 

Personality psychology became a recognisable field of inquiry in the social sciences 

in the 1930s when Allport (1937) published an article on the psychological 

interpretation of personality. The personality field initially focused on studying the 

entire individual, the subtleties of individual drive, and the documentation and 

assessment of distinct variances (McAdams, 1997). Since the publication of Allport’s 

article, personality has been widely investigated and various theories exist that try to 

categorise and describe the variances in human actions (Grobler, 2014). Human 

actions are mostly impacted by personality characteristics (Pervin & John, 1997). 

Researchers have been interested in the reasons for variances in human actions and 

the identification of such variances since 600 BC (Hogan & Sussner, 2001). Although 

Pervin and John (1997) concluded that humans are mostly similar, behavioural 

psychologists are more interested with the way in which individuals vary and the 

explanations for these variances. 

 

Laher (2008) notes that personality is a complex construct due to its relationship with 

the world. “Personality should not be seen in isolation as the influence of the 

environment in which the individual exists should also be considered” (Grobler, 2014). 

According to Runyan (1997), numerous methods exist that try to describe personality 

and every approach is valid and effective, provided that an applicable fit is established 

among principle, theoretical scope, and pragmatic application conditions. Grobler 

(2014) notes that personality can be explained from either an ideographic- or 

nomothetic worldview. Ramphal (2016, p. 24) explains that focus on the “… individual 

and the impact of contextual variables are indicative of the ideographic paradigm.” The 

ideographic paradigm in personality, therefore, focuses on comprehending and 

explaining distinct individual variances and characteristics, emphasising the subjective 
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experiences, values, and personal meanings that shape an individual's personality 

rather than seeking universal generalisations or categorisations (Grobler, 2014).  

 

Explaining and forecasting distinct variances in terms of predetermined personality 

characteristics or widespread laws of the human brain describes the nomothetic 

worldview (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2007; Dumont, 2010). The nomothetic paradigm in 

personality, therefore, focuses on recognising and establishing general principles and 

laws that apply to groups of individuals, aiming to discover universal patterns and traits 

that can be used to explain and predict behaviour across different people and contexts 

(Chamorro-Premuzic, 2007; Dumont, 2010). These two paradigms offer distinct 

perspectives on studying and conceptualising personality, with the ideographic 

paradigm focusing on the richness of individual experiences and the nomothetic 

paradigm focusing on identifying common traits and patterns across people. For the 

purpose of this study, the shortened version of the BTI was utilised which is based on 

the nomothetic paradigm, where traits are utilised to explain personality characteristics 

(Dumont, 2010). 

 

In addition to the above, theorists have long disputed on the fundamental dynamics of 

personality and the predominant underlying influences of factors (i.e., determinism 

versus free choice, causality versus teleology, pessimism versus optimism, the 

conscious versus the unconscious, biological versus social influences on personality, 

and uniqueness versus similarities between people) (Feist & Feist, 2009). The 

psychoanalytic- and psychodynamic approach to personality considers the impact of 

the unconscious mind on actions, motives, needs, as well as the significance of 

childhood encounters in moulding personality (Ryckman, 2008; Schultz & Schultz, 

2016). Thus, the psychoanalytic- and psychodynamic approaches to personality 

appears to suggest that the unconscious mind is predominantly responsible for 

behavioural patterns (Ramphal, 2016). Although Sigmund Freud did not offer a 

particular description of personality, he defined personality as compromising three 

factors of the psyche (i.e., the ID, the ego, and the super ego). 
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From the behaviouristic approach to personality, Burrhus Frederic Skinner opined that 

behaviour is learned through a series of incentives and punishments. Thus, actions 

are a response to stimuli, and behaviours are learnt and impacted by the environment 

(Ramphal, 2016). Advocates of the biological approach to personality argue that 

individuals are inclined to act in specific ways due to hereditary factors (Eysenck, 

1982). The humanistic approach to personality focuses on the need for progress and 

self-acceptance as contributing factors to human personality (Maslow, 1970). The 

humanistic approach to personality considers the “self” as essential to comprehending 

personality. Thus, to become one’s true self, one needs to understand what the self is 

and then acknowledge and value oneself (Ramphal, 2016). Adding to the humanistic 

approach was the notion that personality is driven by a hierarchy of needs. Maslow 

(1970) indicated that people are continuously driven toward a state of self-

actualisation. However, basic physiological needs have to be met first (Ramphal, 

2016). The social-cognitive approach to personality describes personality as a result 

of the interaction between the individual, the condition and the world, where individuals 

engage in cognitive processes to impact the environment (Bandura, 1999). 

 

According to Chamorro-Premuzic (2007), the trait approach to personality emphasises 

the specific, conscious personality factors, resulting in trait theorists considering 

personality as the stable and rigid inclinations to think, believe, and behave, 

irrespective of the environment. Briggs (1989) states that individual variances are best 

described through traits. Profoundly entrenched in the belief of individual variances, 

the trait approach to personality is the most common approach to personality 

psychology (Ramphal, 2016). McCrae et al. (1993, p. 4) define traits as “… consistent 

patterns of individual differences in thoughts, feelings and behaviours.” According to 

McCrae and Costa (2003), traits are considered to be the level of difference along 

factors that are hierarchically structured and developed from indigenous language, in 

agreement with the lexical hypothesis. “The lexical approach enhances an 

instrument’s development by increasing its applicability to multicultural and 

multilingual environments such as the diverse context of South Africa” (Ramphal, 

2016, p. 26). 
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The lexical approach considers how often any particular term is utilised, in relation to 

its significance, as well as the significance of a particular characteristic that is 

ascertained by the number of words referring to a specific personality characteristic 

for the speakers of the language (Saucier & Goldberg, 2001). Ramphal (2016, p. 28) 

explains that: 

 

… understanding personality from the trait approach assumes that people will 

behave in a relatively stable manner across time and situations, although being 

characteristically different (from others) in nature. A well-known and accepted 

premise of the trait approach is the emphasis of observed behaviour, that 

human behaviour can be organised by labelling and classifying observable 

personality. 

 

Based on the above, it is evident that perspectives on personality are as diverse as 

their advocates. Grobler (2014) notes that despite the difficulty experienced when 

describing and comprehending personality, the construct is most likely only 

considered from one of two perspectives: (i) human nature (i.e., common attributes 

such as shared needs, objectives, and psychological processes); and (ii) individual 

variances (i.e., habits and actions, which highlights distinctions among humans). The 

following section provides a historical overview of the trait factor theory of personality, 

which was utilised to guide this study. 
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3.2.3 Historical overview of the development of trait theory 
 

According to Burger (2014), the trait factor theory of personality can be ascribed to 

Hans Jürgen Eysenck. Feist and Feist (2009) explain that Eysenck utilised the 

deductive approach to develop three personality factors which included introversion, 

stability, and psychoticism. Initial measurements of personality were narrow and 

focused only on a few dimensions (i.e., Maudsley Personality Inventory, MPI), which 

only measured extraversion and introversion (Eysenck, 1959). Feist and Feist (2009) 

note that the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ) was developed in 1975 and 

measured extroversion, introversion, and psychoticism. “This tool was used to assess 

personality in order to predict behaviour, creativity, success and the like” (Dhliwayo, 

2018, p. 137). Cattell (1943) then utilised the inductive approach to develop common 

traits, dispositions, and capabilities. Cattell (1943) altered his perception of personality 

to 16 traits which are often examined in normal personality. The 16 Personality Factor 

Model aimed to develop a common taxonomy of traits. Cattell’s research established 

the foundation for investigating the “big five” factors of personality (Ramphal, 2016). 

Based on the above research, Costa and McCrae (1992) established the FFM of 

personality, which explains personality about introversion/extraversion, neuroticism, 

openness to experience, conscientiousness, and dominance – dimensions which the 

researchers contend have biological centres (Costa & McCrae, 1992; McCrae & 

Costa, 2003). Over the years, trait-factor theories have been expanded into a model 

of personality known as the trait-factor model, which is universally accepted in 

organisational settings for employee recruitment and development (Joseph & 

Newman, 2010; O’Boyle et al., 2011). 

 

The trait theory has seen a substantial evolution over the years. There are three 

significant stages in the history of trait theory, and several psychologists and 

researchers have contributed to the development of the trait theory. According to 

Grobler (2014), during the original stage, the early trait theories were formulated, with 

Allport and Odbert (1936) and Cattell (1943) being the key contributors. Allport and 

Odbert (1936) considered personality psychology as a holistic investigation of 

humans. Their view provided a basic structure for further taxonomical research on the 

personality trait perspective (Grobler, 2014). Cattell (1943) asserted that language 

captures all the significant aspects of human personality, leading to the identification 
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of twelve primary personality factors. Through factor analysis, Cattell (1943) reduced 

the number of traits proposed by Allport and Odbert (1936), resulting in a more 

descriptive and comprehensive framework. This influential work and the development 

of a concise list of variables inspired other researchers to investigate the dimensional 

structure of traits. 

 

The next stage consisted of the development of the big five personality traits with the 

significant contributors being Fiske (1949), Tupes and Christal (1961), Norman (1963), 

and Goldberg (1990). Fiske (1949) developed simplified descriptions for 22 out of 35 

bipolar traits proposed by Cattell (1943). The factor structures exhibited strong 

similarities and aligned with what later became known as the big five personality traits. 

Tupes and Christal (1961) then identified and established five robust and recurrent 

factors, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and 

intellect or openness, forming the basis of the widely recognised big five model of 

personality traits. Norman (1963) supported the existence of the five-factor structure 

but suggested the possibility of additional factors beyond the 35 listed by Cattell 

(1943), and further classified 75 semantic categories further into five dimensions (i.e., 

extraversion, neuroticism, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness), each having a positive as well as a negative pole. Goldberg 

(1990) confirmed through various factor extraction and rotation techniques the core 

five factors of extraversion, neuroticism, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness remained consistent. These factors were labelled the ‘big five 

factors’ of personality, emphasising that the intention of the FFM was not to 

oversimplify the intricacies of personality but rather to provide a well-researched 

taxonomy for better understanding. Thus, the above researchers all played a role in 

confirming that there were five broad traits in personality. 

 

The final stage consisted of additional advances in the FFM of personality, where 

Costa and McCrae (1992) played a significant role. The researchers developed the 

NEO PI, a highly validated and extensively utilised assessment tool, internationally 

and locally, to measure the five personality factors of the big five, which was later 

revised in 1992 as the NEO Personality Inventory Revised (NEO PI-R), comprising 

240 items that evaluate personality across the five overarching factors and 

encompassing six facet scales for each factor (Grobler, 2014). The following section 
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discusses the FFM of personality in detail (Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987; 

McCrae & John, 1992), as the shortened version of the BTI utilised in the current study 

was developed based on the FFM model (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013). 

 

3.2.4 The big five model of personality 
 

According to Costa and McCrae (1988), personality is considered to be relatively 

stable across time periods. “A personality trait is a characteristic aspect of an 

individual’s cognition, affect, or behavior that tends to be stable over time and 

consistent across relevant situation” (Soto et al., 2016, p. 506). The FFM is a set of 

five personality trait dimensions, often referred to as the big five. These five 

dimensions depict a wide variety of distinct variances in personality effectively, and 

subsequently, the FFM is the most widely utilised structural model in personality 

measurement and research (Goldberg, 1990; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; Hogan et al., 

1996; Ramphal, 2016; Soto et al., 2016). The research has also indicated its 

appropriateness for contexts as culturally and linguistically diverse as South Africa 

(Taylor, 2008; Taylor & De Bruin, 2004, Taylor & De Bruin, 2006). The FFM further 

serves as a pragmatic strategy to evaluate distinct variances (Barrick & Mount, 1991; 

Costa & McCrae, 1992). The FFM of personality can be memorised by utilising the 

acronym OCEAN (i.e., openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, 

agreeableness, neuroticism). 

 

Extraversion is typically described as the “… extent to which an individual is talkative 

and outgoing in social situations” (Soto et al., 2016, p. 506). Extraverts are inclined to 

communicate a lot, tend to take the lead in group contexts, and convey positive 

feelings. Contrastingly, introverts are inclined to be uncomfortable in social settings, 

and tend to remain private regarding their opinions and emotions (Ramphal, 2016). 

Agreeableness entails “… the extent to which someone behaves prosocially toward 

others and maintains pleasant, harmonious interpersonal relations” (Soto et al., 2016, 

p. 506). Agreeable individuals are more likely to assist and forgive others and treat 

them with respect. Individuals low on agreeableness are inclined to be condescending, 

initiate conflict, and hold grudges (Ramphal, 2016).
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Conscientious individuals prefer order and structure, are productive workers, tend to 

follow rules and norms, and are better able to delay gratification. Individuals low in 

conscientiousness struggle to manage their desires and are easily distracted from 

tasks (Ramphal, 2016). Neuroticism concerns “… the extent to which someone is 

prone to experiencing negative emotions and moods” (Soto et al., 2016, p. 507). 

Neurotic people are inclined to experience strong negative emotions regularly and 

tend to have frequent mood fluctuations. Individuals low in neuroticism are inclined to 

be calm and positive even during trying times, and tend to manage their emotions 

effectively (Ramphal, 2016). Openness to experience refers to “… the overall depth 

and breadth of an individual’s intellectual, artistic, and experiential life” (Soto et al., 

2016, p. 507). Highly open people are inclined to possess a wide variety of interests 

and favour experiencing new things. In contrast, individuals who are low in openness 

are inclined to have less diverse interests and favour known and familiar things over 

new experiences (Ramphal, 2016). 

 

From an organisational neuroscience perspective, contemporary research suggests 

that the big five traits correspond to relatively stable patterns of neural functioning that 

influence how individuals perceive and respond to environmental demands (DeYoung, 

2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020). Extraversion has been consistently linked to the 

dopaminergic reward circuitry, including the nucleus accumbens, medial orbitofrontal 

cortex, and amygdala (DeYoung, 2010). These regions facilitate approach motivation 

and reward sensitivity, with dopamine mediating the anticipatory component of 

‘wanting’ while endogenous opioids are implicated in the consummatory experience 

of ‘social liking’ (Wacker et al., 2013). Agreeableness is supported by neural systems 

associated with empathy, moral reasoning, and social cognition, including the medial 

prefrontal cortex, temporal-parietal junction, superior temporal sulcus, and 

components of the mirror neuron system (Hou et al., 2017). These structures interact 

with neuropeptides such as oxytocin and vasopressin, which facilitate prosocial 

behaviour and interpersonal trust. 
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Conscientiousness is underpinned by prefrontal control networks, particularly the 

dorsolateral prefrontal cortex and salience and ventral attention networks, that enable 

top-down regulation of attention, planning, and impulse control (Rueter et al., 2018). 

Neuroticism is characterised by heightened activity within threat and affective 

regulation circuits, encompassing the amygdala, hippocampus, insula, and anterior 

cingulate cortex, and by serotonergic modulation of emotional stability (DeYoung & 

Blain, 2020). Individuals higher in neuroticism tend to exhibit increased hypothalamic-

pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis reactivity and elevated cortisol secretion, contributing to 

greater emotional volatility and sensitivity to stress (DeYoung & Blain, 2020). Finally, 

openness to experience reflects the function of dopaminergic salience systems and 

connectivity within the default mode and frontoparietal networks, which support 

divergent thinking, imagination, and cognitive flexibility (Beaty et al., 2016). 

 

Together, these neural correlates provide converging evidence that the big five 

personality traits are instantiated in large-scale brain networks that regulate 

motivation, emotion, and cognition, mechanisms that ultimately shape how individuals 

perceive, engage with, and adapt to their work environments (DeYoung, 2010; 

DeYoung & Blain, 2020). These neural mechanisms may, therefore, help explain why 

certain dispositional traits, such as extraversion and conscientiousness, are 

consistently linked to higher levels of work engagement through their influence on self-

regulation and reward sensitivity (DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; Sun et al., 

2024). Table 3.1 on the next page provides a description of each trait and the 

associated descriptive words. 
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Table 3.1: Personality Dimensions with Associated Descriptive Words 
The five-factor model of personality 

Extraversion (Surgency) 
Description Associated words 

The quantity and intensity of interpersonal interactions are 
shown by positive emotions and the tendency to seek 
the company of others. It represents a tendency to be 
sociable, assertive, active, upbeat, cheerful, optimistic and 
oriented to the outside world. These individuals prefer 
groups, enjoy excitement and stimulation, and experience 
positive effects such as energy, zeal, and excitement. 

Sociable, assertive, talkative, active, outgoing, 
gregarious, optimistic, upbeat, energetic, enthusiastic, 
adventurous, ambitious, involved, talkative, frank, 
positive, cheerful, fun-loving, courteous, flexible, trusting, 
good-natured, cooperative, forgiving, soft-hearted, 
affectionate and tolerant. 

 

Neuroticism (Emotional stability) 
Description Associated words 

A measure of the lack of adjustment versus emotional 
stability. Individuals with high levels of neuroticism are more 
likely to experience a diversity of problems, including 
negative moods (anxiety, fear, depression, irritability) and 
physical symptoms. Displaying poor emotional adjustment, 
these individuals are usually tense and insecure. People 
with high neuroticism are vulnerable to situations which 
demand high social skills. 

Anxiety, depression, anger, embarrassment, worry, self-
pity, insecurity, moody, emotionally unstable, highly 
excitable, self-conscious, melancholy, apprehensive, 
hostile, envious, insecure, impulsive and prone to stress. 

Agreeableness (Likability) 
Description Associated words 

They are associated with traits such as trust, cooperation, 
flexibility, tolerance, and “soft-heartedness”. They tend to be 
kind, compliant, caring, considerate, and gentle, looking at 
the world optimistically. Agreeable individuals are prosocial 
and have a communal orientation. Agreeableness is 
considered a socially based trait, and people high on this 
trait are described as friendly, cooperative, altruistic, 
helping, and generous. Moreover, these individuals are 
considered flexible, forgiving, and trusting. 

Altruistic, empathetic, kind, cooperative, trusting, gentle, 
compliant, modest, values affiliation, conflict-avoiding, easy-
going, likeable, friendly, helpful, courteous, considerate, 
flexible, good-natured, cooperative, forgiving, soft-hearted, 
tolerant, affectionate, generous, sympathetic, 
straightforward, easy to get on with, widely liked, eager to 
help others, compassionate, mild, emotionally mature, self-
sufficient, and attentive to others. 
 

Conscientiousness (Will to achieve) 
Description Associated words 

Conscientious people are determined and usually do 
everything with a purpose, acting dutifully and showing self-
discipline. This trait manifests in three related facets, 
reflecting an individual's degree of self-control and need for 
achievement, order, and persistence. 

Dependable, responsible, careful, thorough, organised, 
hardworking, achievement-orientated, efficient, deliberate, 
prudent, fussy, tidy, scrupulous, strong-willed, punctual, 
goal-directed, holding impulsivity in check, diligent, orderly, 
self-disciplined, dutiful and planning ahead. 

Openness to experience (Intellect) 
Description Associated words 

Tend to be creative, original in thinking, sensitive to beauty, 
and unconventional. Highly open people display intellectual 
curiosity and flexible thinking. They love beautiful things, 
appreciate artistic items, and act and think in their own way 
(individualistic) and in a less confrontational manner. This 
group is also more sensitive to their emotions and loves 
comparing themselves with the ones surrounding them 
more closely. People scoring high on openness to 
experience are keen to question authority and prepared to 
think about new ethical-, social-, and political ideas, making 
their lives experientially richer. 

Original, open-minded, artistic, insightful, imaginative, 
intelligent, curious, flexible, unconventional, independent, 
inquiring, perceptive, thoughtful, creative, liberal, 
innovative, socially poised, polished, tolerant of ambiguity, 
unconventional and adaptive. 

Source: Adapted from Ramphal (2016, p. 33) 
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According to Ozer and Benet-Martínez (2006), each of the big five dimensions appear 

to predict various significant life outcomes. A considerable amount of research has 

been carried out indicating the personality traits predict significant life outcomes, 

including financial-, physical-, emotional-, and mental success and sustainability (Ozer 

& Benet-Martinez, 2006; Roberts et al., 2006). Soto et al. (2016, p. 509) note that 

extraversion “… positively predicts interpersonal outcomes such as peer acceptance 

and friendship, social status, number of dating partners, and relationship satisfaction.” 

Extraverts typically perform better in social- and innovative jobs, and are more likely 

than introverts to secure and sustain leadership roles in the workplace (Ramphal, 

2016). Extraverts also tend to “… have higher self-esteem and greater subjective well-

being, especially more frequent and intense positive affect; compared with introverts, 

they also show greater emotional resilience and better coping skills in response to 

negative events” (Soto et al., 2016, p. 509). 

 

Agreeableness is also a significant prognosticator of social success. According to Soto 

et al. (2016, p. 509), agreeable people “… tend to be accepted and well-liked by their 

peers, and experience greater dating and relationship satisfaction, whereas those low 

in agreeableness are more likely to experience peer rejection and bullying.” Individuals 

low in agreeableness have been linked to health dangers and reduced longevity (Ozer 

& Benet-Martínez, 2006; Soto & Jackson, 2013). “Agreeable individuals tend to seek 

out and succeed in social occupations and collaborative work environments. They also 

tend to be more religious, are more likely to volunteer and assume community 

leadership positions, and are less likely to engage in criminal behavior” (Soto et al., 

2016, p. 509). 

 

Ozer and Benet-Martínez (2006) aver that conscientiousness is the most significant 

predictor of general educational- and career success. “In general, conscientious 

students earn higher grades and conscientious employees perform better in a variety 

of jobs, whereas individuals low in conscientiousness are more likely to engage in 

counterproductive work behaviors” (Soto et al., 2016, p. 509). Furthermore, 

conscientious individuals have been associated with improved physical and mental 

health (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006). According to Soto et al. (2016), conscientious 

people follow a healthier diet, train more, and are less likely to be involved in 

destructive- or criminal actions. 
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Soto and Jackson (2013) note that neurotic people tend to be unhappy, experience 

more negative emotions, and typically have lower self-esteem than others. More 

specifically, Soto et al. (2016) explain that individuals high in neuroticism often 

experience lower levels of security and satisfaction within their interpersonal 

relationships, including family, friendships, and romantic partnerships. They are also 

more susceptible to relational difficulties such as conflict, emotional instability, and 

relationship breakdown. In occupational settings, such individuals frequently report 

reduced job satisfaction, weaker organisational commitment, and lower overall 

performance outcomes (Soto et al., 2016). It is, therefore, clear that neurotic people 

are more inclined to struggle with mental disease, particularly with clinical depression 

and anxiety disorders (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006). 

 

Soto et al. (2016) further note that individuals high in openness to experience typically 

demonstrate stronger intellectual ability, creativity, and cognitive flexibility, often 

attaining higher levels of formal education. They are drawn to and tend to excel in 

careers that emphasise innovation and exploration, such as the arts, sciences, and 

technology (Soto & Jackson, 2013). Compared with those lower in openness, they are 

more inclined to experiment with novel experiences, including substance use, and 

frequently describe themselves as spiritual rather than conventionally religious. 

Moreover, they tend to endorse more progressive social and political values, reflecting 

their openness to diversity and new perspectives (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006). 

 

3.3 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 3 addressed the second specific aim of the literature review by 

conceptualising personality. Therefore, in this chapter, personality was firstly defined. 

Thereafter, a short discussion on the different paradigms on personality was provided. 

In addition, a historical overview on the development of trait theory was given. Finally, 

the big five model of personality was described in detail. Thus, a detailed 

comprehension of personality was established. Chapter 4 focuses on gaining a deeper 

understanding of basic psychological needs, specifically from an organisational 

neuroscience perspective. 
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CHAPTER 4: BASIC PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS 
 

Grawe (2007, p. 169) postulates that “… the goals 

a person forms during his or her life ultimately serve 

the satisfaction of distinct basic needs.” 

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Chapter 4 aims to address the third specific aim of the literature review by 

conceptualising basic psychological needs, specifically from an organisational 

neuroscience perspective. This chapter, therefore, includes a brief background on 

motivation and basic psychological needs. Thereafter, the most predominant research 

on motivational theories is discussed and critiqued. Additionally, a detailed discussion 

on Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory is provided. Thus, a detailed understanding of 

basic psychological needs, specifically from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective is established. This chapter further includes an integration of literature 

between work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. As 

such, the relationships between work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs are investigated. In order to address the central hypothesis of this 

study, various hypotheses are formulated. Finally, a conceptual model of this study is 

provided. 

 

4.2 CONCEPTUALISATION OF BASIC PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS 
 

The next section focuses on the conceptualisation of one of the study’s independent 

variables, basic psychological needs. 
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4.2.1 Motivation and basic psychological needs 
 

Motivation is an extremely comprehensive and complicated issue frequently 

researched in organisational sciences and is often deemed one of the most significant 

fields of organisational behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 2000). It is commonly described as 

the external- or internal motivator that is the driver of interest, focus, and perseverance 

of goal-directed actions (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Therefore, it is clear that motivational 

theories are crucial to comprehending the processes which describe when, why, and 

how actions are stimulated. Deci and Ryan (2000, p.54) note that to be motivated 

includes to “… be moved to do something.” Individuals can be motivated either 

extrinsically or intrinsically. Extrinsic motivation includes the inclination of individuals 

to complete tasks to gain a distinct result related to the task. Put differently, the 

individual is motivated by external rewards related to the successful completion of a 

task (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic motivation transpires when individuals behave 

without any apparent external rewards. They merely appreciate a task or consider it 

an opportunity to learn, grow, and self-actualise (Coon & Mitterer, 2010). 

 

Latham and Pinder (2005) note that basic psychological needs are crucial drivers of 

human behaviour. Employees are driven and healthy when their basic psychological 

needs are met (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Psychologists and psychotherapists are familiar 

with the notion that the satisfaction of basic psychological needs is a contributing factor 

to effective human behaviour. Various studies indicate that the fulfilment of basic 

psychological needs at work results in positive outcomes, such as strong job 

commitment, a positive job outlook, improved job satisfaction, increased general 

health, and enhanced life satisfaction in general (Baard et al., 2004a; Ilardi et al., 1993; 

Meyer et al., 2007). 

 

According to Habermacher et al. (2014, p. 7), there seems to be:  

 

… an overlapping consensus that basic needs are crucial to human beings, to 

human well-being, to mental health and to motivation systems, yet there are 

few models that have widespread acceptance as the model despite a rich and 

diverse background with vast quantities of theoretical and empirical research 

over more than a century. 
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Therefore, a detailed discussion of the most prevalent research on motivational 

theories and basic psychological needs is provided below to gain insight into which 

theory best guides this study. 

 

4.2.2 Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory 
 

Individuals have biological-, psychological-, and social elements and, as a result, have 

numerous needs. Maslow (1943) developed the hierarchy of needs theory and 

proposed that individuals are motivated by five levels of needs, which include 

physiological needs (i.e., food, air, water, shelter, sexual desire, sleep, smell and 

taste), safety needs (i.e., protection from danger, being confident and not feeling fear), 

belonging needs (i.e., feelings of belonging to group memberships, clubs, churches, 

business associations, spouse, child and maternal love), esteem needs (i.e., status, 

recognition, appreciation, self-confidence, independence, success, and talent), and 

self-actualisation needs (i.e., to become all that one is capable of being to build one’s 

deepest potential). These needs differ from individual to individual and adhere to a 

hierarchical order that evolves from physiological needs towards social- and 

psychological needs at a higher level (Daft, 2013; Griffin, 2013; Maslow, 1943, 1954; 

Seeley, 1988). 
 

Maslow (1943) suggests that if individuals developed in an environment where their 

needs were not satisfied, they would probably not be able to operate as wholesome, 

well-adapted individuals. Graham and Messner (1998) provide three major criticisms 

of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory and other accepted theories of motivation. 

There is little empirical evidence supporting their conclusions, these theories assume 

individuals are all alike, and these theories of motivation are not actual theories. 

Basset-Jones and Lloyd (2005) further state that, in general, opponents of the need 

theory agree that it is because of the natural feeling of individuals to take credit for the 

needs satisfied and dissatisfaction with the needs not satisfied. Wachter (2003) also 

opines that Maslow’s model does not hold up to critical observation or scientific 

examination. However, a fascinating fact regarding Maslow’s research is that despite 

the lack of empirical data to endorse his hierarchy of needs, it is still widely accepted 

among various scholars (Habermacher et al., 2014; Soper et al., 1995; Wahba & 

Bridgewell, 1976). 
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4.2.3 Alderfer’s existence, relatedness, and growth theory 
 

Alderfer (1969) extended Maslow’s (1943) basic human needs and refined these 

needs into existence needs, relatedness needs, and growth needs. Alderfer (1969) 

advocated the existence, relatedness, and growth (ERG) theory based on the findings 

of empirical studies to describe the correlation between the satisfaction of needs and 

human requirements. Existence needs entail numerous aspects of safety-, and 

physiological needs as proposed by Maslow (1943, 1971). Safety needs include 

preventing horror, anxiety, danger, and conflict. Physiological needs describe an 

individual’s quest to meet needs at the vitality level (i.e., sleep, exercise, and leisure). 

Existence needs, therefore, describe an individual’s need to stay alive and safe at 

present and in the future. Once the existence needs are satisfied, an individual will be 

content to strive to satisfy other needs (Alderfer, 1969). 

 

Relatedness needs describe the third and fourth levels of Maslow’s (1943, 1971) 

hierarchy of needs, including social-, and self-esteem needs. Relatedness needs 

propose that once an individual has met the physiological-, and safety needs, the 

individual will strive to fulfil their social-, and self-esteem needs. As such, the individual 

becomes concerned with sustaining crucial relationships with others. Relatedness 

provides the individual with a sense of belonging and respect and as a result, the 

individual experiences a sense of identity and acceptance within their intimate group. 

Thus, relatedness needs provide individuals with a sense of value to their life (Alderfer, 

1969). 

 

Growth needs include the level of self-actualisation as proposed by Maslow (1941, 

1971). Therefore, once an individual feels safe, protected, and has accepted their own 

identity, he or she will strive to grow by being innovative and constructive, by 

articulating and executing his or her own notions, and achieving his or her goals and 

objectives (Alderfer, 1969). Alderfer’s (1969) ERG theory has been supported by 

additional empirical research (Robbins & Judge, 2008; Schneider & Alderfer, 1973). 

However, a major criticism of the ERG theory is that many individuals struggle to aim 

for growth (Habermacher et al., 2014). Furthermore, Alderfer’s (1969) ERG theory has 

been criticised for not possessing widespread empirical research supporting the 

refinement of Maslow’s (1943, 1971) hierarchy of needs theory (Ivancevich & 
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Matteson, 2002). However, Luthans (2008) notes that the ERG theory is a more valid 

form of the hierarchy of needs and has enjoyed more support from contemporary 

academics regarding motivation in the workplace as it focuses more on job-related 

conditions. 

 

4.2.4 Freud's psychoanalytic theory of personality 
 

According to Freud’s (1911, 1915, 1920, 1923) psychoanalytic theory of personality, 

the pleasure principle is the motivating power of the id (i.e., the personality factor made 

up of unconscious psychic energy that operates to fulfil basic urges, needs, and 

desires). Put differently, the pleasure principle aims to satisfy our most basic and 

primitive desires, which include hunger, thirst, anger, and sex (Moccia et al., 2018). 

The id or unconscious demands immediate gratification of all urges, needs, and 

desires. When these needs are not satisfied, individuals experience anxiety or tension 

(Freud, 1911, 1915, 1920, 1923). Also referred to as the pleasure-pain principle, this 

motivating power aids in driving behaviour but further requires instant gratification. 

However, humans cannot always satisfy their needs in an instant. According to Van 

de Vijver et al. (2017), if individuals meet every need when required, they may behave 

in an inappropriate manner in a given situation. Freud (1911, 1915, 1920, 1923) 

suggests that the id is the most fundamental part of personality, and it is present in 

humans from birth. The id is regarded as one of the strongest driving forces, and it is 

stored at the greatest unconscious level within individuals. It comprises all our most 

fundamental needs and desires (Arminjon, 2011). 

 

During infancy, the id controls the bulk of behaviour. Infants behave on their need for 

food, water, and other aspects of pleasure. The pleasure principle directs the id to 

satisfy these basic needs to guarantee survival (Freud, 1911, 1915, 1920, 1923). 

According to Freud (1911, 1915, 1920, 1923), infants frequently try to fulfil their basic 

needs as soon as possible, with little to no consideration regarding whether or not their 

actions are acceptable. Freud (1911, 1915, 1920, 1923) explains that the superego 

considers social rules and morals (i.e., an individual’s conscience). It develops within 

children and helps them learn about cultural rules and morals. If the superego walked 

past a complete stranger, it would not take the stranger’s money because it knows 

that it would be morally wrong. In contrast, if both the id and the superego were 
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engaged and the id was powerful enough to overrule the superego’s apprehension, it 

would still steal the stranger’s money, but afterwards, the individuals would most 

probably experience guilt and shame because of his or her behaviour (Freud, 1911, 

1915, 1920, 1923). 

 

As individuals mature, the ego (i.e., somewhat conscious and somewhat unconscious) 

develops to manage and control the needs of the id (unconscious). The ego is focused 

on reality. It ensures that the id’s needs are satisfied in an acceptable manner (Freud, 

1911, 1915, 1920, 1923). The ego functions through the reality principle, which is a 

dissenting force against the visceral desires of the pleasure principle. Cieri and 

Esposito (2019) note that instead of pursuing instant satisfaction for needs, the reality 

principle directs the ego to obtain ways to meet these needs that are both realistic and 

generally acceptable. Thus, while the pleasure principle performs a significant function 

in driving behaviour, the reality principle guarantees that an individual’s needs are 

satisfied in manners that are safe and generally appropriate (Giacolini & Sabatello, 

2019). 

 

While Freud’s theories have numerous benefits that aided in the development of the 

psychological comprehension of personality, his work did not escape criticism. The 

most predominant criticisms include a lack of empirical evidence (i.e., Freud mostly 

relied on case studies rather than conducting thorough scientific research), 

overemphasis on sexual and aggressive drives (i.e. Freud placed a strong prominence 

on the role of sexual and aggressive drives in shaping personality), a lack of cultural 

and gender sensitivity (i.e., Freud's theories do not take cultural and gender variances 

into consideration in the development of personality), and misogyny sufficiently and 

sexism (i.e., Freud has been accused of having sexist and misogynistic views in his 

theories) (Habermacher et al., 2014). Despite the above, Freud's psychoanalytic 

theory has also made significant contributions to the field of psychology and continues 

to be influential in certain areas. However, many of his specific ideas have been 

refined, revised, or challenged by subsequent theories and empirical research 

(Giacolini & Sabatello, 2019). 
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4.2.5 Murray's theory of psychogenic needs 
 

Murray (1938) proposed a personality theory organised according to motives, presses 

(i.e., external factors), and needs. According to Murray (1938), two types of needs 

exist: primary- and secondary needs. Primary needs include fundamental needs (i.e., 

water, food, and oxygen). Secondary needs include psychosocial needs (i.e., 

autonomy, nurturing, and accomplishment). Murray (1938) opines that all individuals 

possess these proposed needs. However, each individual may have a specific level 

of each need, which creates an individual’s unique personality. Murray (1938) 

suggests five categories for the various proposed needs, including ambition needs 

(i.e., achievement and recognition), materialistic needs (i.e., obtaining desirable 

items), power needs (i.e., autonomy, independence, resistance, abasement, 

aggression, blame avoidance, deference and dominance), affection needs (i.e., to love 

and be loved), and information needs (i.e., acquisition and sharing of knowledge with 

others). Murray (1938) notes that every need is significant in and of itself, but that 

needs can be correlated, can sustain other needs, but can also impede other needs. 

Murray (1938), therefore, suggests a list of over twenty needs – many of which appear 

to be relevant. However, the issue with any model with twenty items is that it “… lacks 

coherency and further human needs can be justifiably added or taken away.” 

(Habermacher et al., 2014, p. 7). Furthermore, it is also doubtful that these twenty 

needs will be consistently present in all human beings (Habermacher et al., 2014). 
 

4.2.6 McClelland’s acquired needs theory 
 

McClelland’s (1961, 1965) acquired needs theory, also referred to as the achievement 

motivation theory or the learned needs theory, suggests that specific categories of 

needs are developed over time and are shaped by an individual’s experiences. 

According to Daft (2008), the acquired needs theory suggests that certain types of 

needs (i.e., achievement, affiliation, and power) are acquired during an individual’s 

lifetime. Therefore, McClelland (1961, 1965) opines that individuals are not born with 

these needs, but may acquire them throughout their lifetime. The three needs most 

often researched are the need for achievement, the need for affiliation, and the need 

for power (Lussier & Achua, 2007). Winter (1992) opines that these needs not only 

inspire individuals, but also include the majority of the most significant human needs 

and interests. 
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McClelland et al. (1958, p. 181) describe the achievement need (n Achievement) as: 

 

 … success in competition with some standard of excellence. That is, the goal 

of some individual in the story is to be successful in terms of competition with 

some standard of excellence. The individual may fail to achieve this goal, but 

the concern over competition with a standard of excellence still enables one to 

identify the goal sought as an achievement goal. This, then, is our generic 

definition of n Achievement. 

 

Therefore, individuals who demonstrate the need for achievement aim to complete 

pragmatic but demanding goals (Moore et al., 2010). McClelland’s (1961, 1965) 

achievement needs thus explores an individual’s motivation to succeed with regard to 

a recognised set of standards. 
 

According to McClelland (1961, p. 167), the need for power can be defined as “… 

concern with the control of the means of influencing a person.” Lussier and Achua 

(2007) describe the need for power as the unconscious interest for affecting other 

individuals and striving for positions of power. McClelland (1961, 1965) reports that 

the core of power needs is to acquire influence over others. Thus, the need for power 

is fundamentally characterised by an individual’s desire to influence and control others, 

as well as to attain positions that allow for such influence. 

 

McClelland (1961, p. 160) defines the need for affiliation as “… establishing, 

maintaining, or restoring a positive affective relationship with another person. This 

relationship is most adequately described by the word friendship.” Consequently, the 

need for affiliation is the unconscious interest in creating, sustaining, and rebuilding 

close personal relationships (Lussier & Achua, 2007). Daft (2008, p. 233) describes 

the need for affiliation as “… the desire to form close personal relationships, avoid 

conflict, and establish warm friendships.” While McClelland's acquired needs theory 

has its limitations and criticisms, it has also contributed valuable insights into the 

understanding of motivation. However, like any theory, it should be interpreted and 

applied cautiously, considering its limitations and the need for further empirical 

validation (Habermacher et al., 2014). 
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4.2.7 Herzberg’s two-factor theory 
 

Herzberg et al. (1959) proposed another significant needs-based theory or motivation 

which he coined the two-factor theory, also denoted as the dual-factor theory or 

motivation-hygiene theory. Herzberg (1968) indicates that the work features related to 

dissatisfaction were fairly distinct from those related to satisfaction, which created the 

notion that two factors impact work motivation. Therefore, Herzberg et al. (1959) 

suggest that two extremely distinct factors add to an employee’s actions at work. The 

first factor, called hygiene factors, involves the existence or deficiency of job 

dissatisfiers (i.e., working conditions, remuneration, policies and procedures, and 

interpersonal relationships). When there is a deficiency in hygiene factors, employees 

feel dissatisfied. Sufficient hygiene factors eliminate dissatisfaction but do not primarily 

result in individuals becoming satisfied and motivated at work (Herzberg, 1968). 

 

The second factor does, however, impact job satisfaction. Motivators satisfy high-level 

needs such as the need for accomplishments, respect, accountability, and growth 

opportunities (Herzberg 1968). According to Herzberg et al. (1959), employees are 

highly satisfied and motivated when motivators exist. Therefore, hygiene factors and 

motivation factors exemplify two different dimensions that influence motivation. 

Hygiene dimensions describe lower-level needs, and their deficiency causes 

dissatisfaction. For instance, an unhealthy working environment will result in 

individuals feeling dissatisfied, but the correction thereof will not result in high work 

motivation and job satisfaction. High-level motivators, including challenging tasks, 

accountability, and respect, must exist before employees will be delighted and 

motivated to achieve success at their work. Thus, to ensure that employees are 

enthusiastic and driven at work, leaders are required to remove dissatisfiers and to 

meet employees’ higher-level needs (Herzberg et al., 1959; Herzberg, 1968). 
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There has, however, been considerable criticism of the theory, including methodical 

issues (i.e., subjective critical incident technique), lack of clear separation (i.e., 

challenging to separate satisfaction and dissatisfaction factors in practice), limited 

generalisability (i.e., research primarily conducted on white-collar professionals), and 

a lack of practical implications (i.e., limited practical guidance in organisational 

settings) (Malik & Naeem, 2012). While Herzberg’s two-factor theory has its criticisms, 

it has also provided beneficial insights into comprehending workplace motivation. 

However, it is imperative to consider these criticisms and supplement the theory with 

additional research and contemporary perspectives to develop a more comprehensive 

understanding of employee motivation. 

 

4.2.8 Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory 
 

The self-determination theory (SDT) suggests three inherent basic psychological 

needs which have to be met for individuals to thrive (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste 

et al., 2008). The self-determination theory assumes that basic psychological need 

satisfaction drives an individual’s actions (Deci & Ryan, 2000). According to Van den 

Broeck et al. (2010, p. 982), psychological need satisfaction is regarded as “… the 

essential nutriment for individuals’ optimal functioning and well-being, as water, 

minerals, and sunshine are essential for plants to bloom.” 

 

The three inherent basic psychological needs suggested by the self-determination 

theory include the need for autonomy, the need for competency, and the need for 

relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The need for autonomy describes an individual’s 

intrinsic need to feel a sense of psychological freedom and to be able to choose when 

completing tasks (deCharms, 1968; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Karasek (1979) relates 

autonomy to the freedom of choice and control over skills application. 

 

The need for competence is described as an individual’s intrinsic need to feel capable 

when interacting with their surroundings (Deci & Ryan, 2000; White, 1959). This need 

tends to investigate and influence the surroundings and participate in difficult 

assignments to challenge and improve one’s competence. Therefore, the satisfaction 

of the competence need enables individuals to adjust to complicated and evolving 

surroundings. In contrast, competency deficiency typically results in vulnerability and 
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decreased motivation within individuals (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The need for relatedness 

includes an individual’s intrinsic desire to experience a connection to others either by 

belonging to a group or to love another and to be loved (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

This need is met when individuals experience a feeling of community by building 

intimate and trustworthy relationships (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

 

Despite being one of the most researched as well as applied theories of motivation, 

the self-determination theory’s main weaknesses is its complexity (i.e., the theory is 

very comprehensive and focuses on various factors of human motivation) and low 

predictive power (i.e., predictions are not precise due to broad framework) 

(Habermacher et al., 2014). The self-determination theory has, however, made 

important contributions to the field of motivation and has been instrumental in many 

domains. Despite its weaknesses, there remain opportunities for further research and 

refinement. 

 

A detailed understanding of the most prevalent research on motivational theories and 

basic psychological needs has been established. However, Habermacher et al. (2014, 

p. 8) suggest that none of these theories or models “… explain or connect human 

functioning at all levels: a system level, a motivational level, an optimal performance 

level and a mental health level.” This is exactly why Grawe’s (2007) research in 

neuropsychotherapy and the consistency theory are considered significant for guiding 

this study. Therefore, a detailed discussion on Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory will 

follow, which was utilised to guide this study. 
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4.2.9 Grawe’s consistency theory 
 

Grawe (2007, p. 169) established a perspective of mental functioning that combined 

findings from mainstream modern psychology with a comprehension that “… the goals 

a person forms during his or her life ultimately serve the satisfaction of distinct basic 

needs.” Inspired by Epstein’s cognitive-experiential self-theory (Epstein, 1973, 1980, 

1991 1993, 1994, 1998; Teglasi & Epstein, 1998), Grawe (2007) identified four 

significant basic psychological needs that offer the motivation for behaviour: the need 

for attachment, the need for control and orientation, the need for maximisation of 

pleasure or minimisation of pain, and the need for self-esteem enhancement. Dahlitz 

(2017) explains that motivational schemas are developed to meet the four 

psychological needs highlighted above. These needs are satisfied either through 

approach-driven (primarily cortical processes) or avoidance-driven (primarily limbic 

processes) behaviour in what Epstein (1994) labelled as an emotionally propelled 

experiential system. 
 

4.2.9.1 Motivational schemas 
 

Approach schemas and avoidance schemas function on distinct neural pathways 

(Grawe, 2007). Dahlitz (2017, p. 113) states that if: 
 

… an individual grows up in an environment where needs have been met, 

especially during the critical early attachment phase, then approach schemas 

of interacting with the environment are likely to develop, resulting in approach-

oriented behaviour. Conversely, an individual whose needs are continually 

threatened and violated is likely to develop avoidance schemas that will 

motivate insecure, anxious, and avoidant behaviour. 
 

Bowlby’s (1973, 1988) attachment theory promotes a significant comprehension of the 

basis of mental schemas which describes how strongly attached children create 

mainly approach motivational schemas, whereas weakly attached children create 

avoidance motivational schemas. Therefore, approach- and avoidance schemas are 

“… psychological orientations toward or away from stimuli (whether concrete objects, 

events, and possibilities or abstract subjective representations) that may or may not 

have a corresponding somatic movement or action” (Dahlitz, 2017, p. 113). 
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Elliot (2008) explains that approach schemas can further signify either achieving 

something positive that is presently lacking or maintaining something positive that is 

presently active. Additionally, avoidance schemas can also entail either avoiding 

something negative that is presently active or avoiding something negative that is 

presently lacking. Consistency indicates the state of a human. Grawe (2007, p. 170) 

defines consistency as the “… compatibility of many simultaneously transpiring mental 

processes.” Dahlitz (2017) further notes that consistency is a methodical requirement 

on a neural level for congenial neural flow. When the connection between intrapsychic 

processes and states is balanced, consistency exists. Consistency is, therefore, 

regarded as a fundamental principle of mental functioning (Grawe, 2007).  

 

The human brain attempts to prevent inconsistency and creates numerous ways to 

change from an unbalanced, inconsistent state to a more balanced and consistent 

state. Consistency management is mostly unconscious and mainly changes to 

conscious awareness during extraordinary conditions. According to the consistency 

theory (Grawe, 2007), inconsistency is created through approach incongruence, 

avoidance incongruence, and discordance. Inconsistency troubles the neural harmony 

of the system, developing a system demand to decrease such pressure or dissension. 

 

4.2.9.1.1 Approach incongruence 
 

“If an individual tends towards avoidance motivational schemas – that is, if there is an 

established neural propensity to avoid perceived threats to basic needs rather than 

seek to satisfy those needs – he or she can experience incongruent signals due to 

unfulfilled approach schemas” (Dahlitz, 2017, p. 114). A good example would include 

a gentleman trying to meet a lady, but the fear of being rejected inhibits him from 

introducing himself. In this scenario, the gentleman’s avoidance schema aims to 

protect him from the pain of being rejected. It, therefore, aids in protecting his self-

esteem and control over the conditions he has. Nevertheless, the gentleman also 

experiences a longing to establish a healthy relationship with a partner and a need for 

attachment. However, this longing is stifled by the stronger avoidance schema and 

therefore, approach incongruence is created. 
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4.2.9.1.2 Avoidance incongruence 
 

Avoidance incongruence is created when efforts at avoidance are unsuccessful 

(Grawe, 2007). Simply put, when what was feared finally occurs, the individual 

experiences avoidance incongruence (Dahlitz, 2017). Continuing from the previous 

scenario, if the gentleman finally decides to introduce himself and the lady rejects him, 

he will experience avoidance incongruence. 

 

4.2.9.1.3 Discordance 
 

Grawe (2007, p. 171) explains that discordance refers to “… the incompatibility of two 

or more simultaneously activated motivational tendencies.” Discordance ensues when 

two or more motivational schemas are initiated concurrently and are incompatible with 

each other (Dahlitz, 2017). Put differently, discordance appears when two 

incompatible goals are being triggered at the same time. Incongruence and 

discordance, as well as the influence that is associated with them, can happen directly 

or indirectly and produce inconsistency in the human system (Grawe, 2007). 

Repetitive inconsistency can impact a human’s successful engagement with their 

surroundings negatively. It can result in an increase in avoidance inclinations, negative 

emotions, stress, anxiety and other mental struggles, as “… limbic survival 

mechanisms dominate to protect the individual who is descending into a highly 

complex state of stress” (Dahlitz, 2017, p. 115). 

 

The consistency model describes behaviour as an endeavour to achieve and maintain 

basic psychological needs through motivational schemas that were created by prior 

encounters (specifically attachment), which allows consensus with an individual’s 

assessment of the environment and internal paradigm of the world, and the individuals 

themselves (Grawe, 2019). Therefore, if individuals are able to conceptualise 

behaviour as an attempt to satisfy basic psychological needs and how they go about 

fulfilling these needs are reliant on motivational schemas, which, in turn, have been 

moulded by earlier encounters, then they can enjoy an improved comprehension about 

how to increase positive approach behaviour and decrease negative avoidance 

behaviour (Grawe, 2007; Dahlitz, 2017). 
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4.2.9.2 Grawe’s basic psychological needs 
 

According to Grawe (2007, p. 167), basic psychological needs are “… needs that are 

present among all humans, and their violation or enduring nonfulfillment leads to 

impairments in mental health and well-being.” These four basic needs are essential to 

human mental functioning. By satisfying these needs, individuals will experience 

increased well-being and establish positive biological conditions in the brain (Grawe, 

2007). If these needs are not satisfied or if they are violated, stress responses will be 

created in the system which will result in a decrease in mental-, as well as physical 

health (Habermacher et al., 2014). A detailed discussion of the four basic 

psychological needs is provided below. 
 

4.2.9.2.1 The attachment need 
 

Grawe (2007, p. 174) defines attachment as “… our human reliance on other people 

as close reference persons.” Habermacher et al. (2014, p. 9) note that attachment 

includes “… feelings of bonding to others.” The attachment need is typically related to 

a sense of belonging (Hanna, 2014; Siegel, 2012a, 2012b). Bowlby (1973, 1988) 

proved that the basic psychological need of a child includes the familiarity of a 

prominent attachment figure, leading to the significance of attachment in 

contemporary psychology. According to Bowlby (1973), the essence of the attachment 

theory can be summarised in three main claims: 
 

• When an individual trusts that an attachment figure will be available whenever 

needed, this individual will be less likely to experience intensive or chronic anxiety 

than a person who does not have this trust for whatever reasons. 

• Trust in the availability of an attachment figure, or the lack thereof, develops little 

by little prior to adulthood, in infancy, childhood, and adolescence, and whatever 

expectancies develop during these years will tend to remain relatively unchanged 

for the rest of life. 

• The manifold expectancies concerning the availability and responsiveness of 

attachment figures that different individuals develop during the early years are 

relatively exact reflections of the actual experiences that were encountered by 

these individuals (p. 246). 
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Bowlby (1973, 1988) describes this attachment theory as the internal working model. 

Wallin (2007, p. 26) proposes that an organism carries a “… small-scale model” of 

external reality in its head. The initial relationship between primary caregivers and 

infants creates direct memories from which children develop schemas. The type of 

motivational schema which may develop will hinge extensively on the accessibility and 

compassion of primary caregivers. A healthy attachment relationship entails having 

attachment figures that are consistently available, offering physical attention, safety, 

and comfort. Unhealthy motivational schemas emerge “… either when no attachment 

figure exists at all or when the attachment figure does not possess the necessary 

sensitivity; that is, when it can be predicted that this person is either consistently 

inaccessible or inconsistent in his or her accessibility” (Grawe, 2007, p. 175). Schore 

(2012) further states that a caregiver’s approach to a child moulds the composition of 

its evolving brain through intimacy.  

 

Ainsworth et al. (1978) created an empirical procedure for measuring attachment in 

young children based on Bowlby’s (1973, 1988) attachment theory. Behavioural 

patterns of young individuals were studied by separating the children from their 

caregivers and then reuniting them with their caregivers in a regulated environment. 

Through this research, various attachment styles were discovered: secure attachment, 

insecure-avoidant attachment, and insecure-ambivalent attachment (Ainsworth et al., 

1978). Main and Solomon (1986) discovered another attachment style they coined 

insecure-disorganised- or disorientated attachment. The young individuals who 

flourished in life were those who had formed secure attachment patterns (Ainsworth 

et al., 1978). These attachment patterns are created in the first months of an infant’s 

life when brain development is significantly fast, the sympathetic nervous system is 

extremely influential and the right-hemisphere limbic learning is crucial (Dahlitz, 2017).  
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Badenoch (2008) explains that the need for attachment forms the basis for 

motivational schemas that drive human behaviour. Therefore, the experiences of 

relationships during the early stages of life influence how individuals approach or avoid 

others (motivational schemas) in an effort to meet the need to be attached to others. 

These schemas continue into adulthood, influencing individuals to react or respond to 

an event in specific ways. A negative attachment experience during childhood can, 

therefore, have a significant impact on the mental health of individuals during 

adulthood. Individuals may, thus, be totally surprised when responding to situations in 

pathological ways, not recognising neural networks or motivational schemas were 

created during infancy. 

 

4.2.9.2.2 The need for control and orientation 
 

According to Habermacher et al. (2014), the need for control and orientation entails 

experiencing a feeling of autonomy, and a feeling of comprehending and controlling 

the world around us. Grawe (2007) states that the need for control and orientation is 

not just about influencing or controlling the environment or relationships to achieve 

goals but also about having numerous options available to us that we are free to act 

upon. Epstein (1990) believes that the need for control and orientation is the most 

significant of all psychological needs. Referring to Powers’ (1973) perceptual control 

theory, this need includes aiming for patterns of reality that are consistent with an 

individual’s objectives which ultimately drives behaviour. Grawe (2007, p. 211) 

explains that it is “… impossible to completely relinquish this control if one wants to 

survive or if one wants to fulfil any kind of need. Control is a pervasive, essential aspect 

of mental functioning.” 

 

Dahlitz (2017) notes that if individuals strive to be recognised as successful or 

financially sound, they will act towards achieving a sense that they are successful and 

financially sound. To achieve the above necessitates control over the environment or 

our perception of the environment. Grawe (2007) further explains that control is not 

just about controlling the situation or relationships with others to reach objectives but 

also about the optimisation of options upon which we are permitted to act. Our 

motivational schemas will ultimately influence how we act regarding our available 

options. According to Dahlitz (2017), the feeling of control commences during infancy, 
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in the context of attachment, with the infant wanting to regulate the surroundings to 

meet their needs. A child weeping during distress leads to the caregiver coming to the 

rescue. If, for instance, the child weeps for food and the caregiver does not provide 

the child with food, the child experiences incongruence, and with the breach of the 

attachment need there is a subsequent breach of the need for control. In contrast, 

when the need for control is satisfied, it decreases individual stress, improving the 

feeling of control. 

 

Individuals, therefore, strive to attain views of the world that satisfy and support their 

objectives through motivational schemas. Put differently, individuals strive for control 

through the attainment of perceptions that align with their goals (Grawe, 2007). 

Individuals aim to manipulate their surroundings to satisfy their basic needs. They 

enjoy a strong sense of control when having numerous options available to them. A 

decrease in options, therefore, leads to a decreased feeling of control. Thus, 

individuals need to experience their environment, or their perceived environment, is 

aligned with their activated objectives (Dahlitz & Rossouw, 2014). Grawe (2007) 

reports that there is an aspect of control that can be portrayed as the need for 

orientation. The need for orientation entails assessing a condition and comprehending 

what is going on properly (Dahlitz, 2017). Reaching such a state is a significant 

component of control. Thus, the need for orientation or to comprehend a situation is 

strongly interlinked with a sense of control. Enjoying clarity about the state of affairs 

entails experiencing a feeling of control, and as a result, options become more 

obvious. When individuals are unsure of the state of affairs, they experience an 

increase in stress and anxiety (Grawe, 2007). 
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4.2.9.2.3 The need for pleasure maximisation and pain minimisation 
 

Individuals are driven to experience positive or pleasant states and to avoid negative 

experiences. Freud (1920) suggested a single significant need, which he called the 

pleasure principle, which entails maximising pleasure and minimising pain. Epstein 

(1994) and Grawe (2007) regard this need as a fundamental psychological need. The 

main assumption of this need involves an individual’s desire to achieve pleasurable 

experiences and to avoid painful experiences (Dahlitz, 2017). Positive states may be 

psychological, emotional, social, or physical (Freud, 1920). According to Grawe 

(2007), neurologically, instinctively and directly. Individuals assess experiences as 

either ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ to such a degree that they continuously evaluate their 

experiences. Individuals, therefore, desire to increase positive experiences and limit 

negative experiences. They will even suffer ‘for the greater good’ by denying a positive 

experience to achieve something better (Dahlitz, 2017). What signifies positive 

experiences depend on how consistent an individual’s experiences are with fulfilling 

other basic needs. 

 

Referring to Grawe’s (2007, p. 244) consistency theory, we are in an optimal state 

when our “… current perceptions and goals are completely congruent with one 

another, and the transpiring mental activity is not disturbed by any competing 

intentions.” This optimal state of pleasure is similar to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) notion 

of “flow”, which illustrates an individual’s inherent desire to align their experience of 

situations with their goals. How an individual will respond to the environment around 

them depends on prior experiences and the current state (Grawe, 2007). A typical 

example would be having a hot beverage on a hot day, which will most likely be 

assessed as a negative experience and a cold beverage on a cold day. This is a state-

dependent evaluation (Dahlitz, 2017). 

 

On the other hand, a sky-diving experience may be perceived as pleasant by one 

individual and unpleasant by another, based on their previous experience with heights. 

As such, this experience will be less state-dependent. Some athletes may start using 

performance-enhancement drugs, which may be driven by a need for social 

acceptance (attachment and self-esteem) but eventually change to an instinctive 

inclination for these drugs as part of the neural assessment process (Grawe, 2007). 
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Our mental activity is aligned in a specific direction when we assess an incident, either 

positively or negatively. During this process, either approach- or avoidance tendencies 

will be prompted. If an individual has experienced a negative incident with public 

transport, they might be inclined to avoid public transport at all costs. If an individual 

has utilised public transport throughout their life, they may not be fearful of public 

transport at all. Dahlitz (2017, p. 119) summarises this notion beautifully by explaining 

that this:  

 

… motivational priming is essentially an orientation of the motivational system 

toward either approach or avoidance behaviour in response to certain cues in 

our environment. Mental processes transpire more easily and quickly when the 

good/bad evaluation is compatible or synchronized with the behavioural 

approach–avoidance orientation. 

 

Thus, when assessments and behavioural orientations are aligned, the mental system 

functions optimally, thereby reducing an individual’s stress. 

 

4.2.9.2.4 The need for self-esteem enhancement 
 

“People want to feel good about themselves. They want to believe that they are 

competent, worthy, and loved by others” (Grawe, 2007, p. 230). McDougall (1932) 

describes the need for self-esteem enhancement as essential to human flourishing. 

Becker (1971, p. 66) describes this need as the “… basic law of human life.” The need 

for self-esteem enhancement is the only basic psychological need that is markedly 

human (Grawe, 2007). According to Trzesniewski et al. (2013, p. 60), self-esteem is 

defined as “… an individual’s subjective evaluation of her or his worth as a person. If 

a person believes that she is a person of worth and value, then she has high self-

esteem, regardless of whether her self-evaluation is validated by others or 

corroborated by external criteria.” Orth et al. (2008) argue that self-esteem is of utmost 

importance for human beings, whereas others have criticised this view and have 

deemed self-esteem to be insignificant in that it is likely the result of other processes 

(Boden et al., 2008; Zeigler-Hill, 2013). 
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Grawe (2007) describes self-esteem enhancement as a basic psychological need that 

is a universal need, which is secure and consistent, unlike Park and Crocker’s (2013) 

depiction of self-esteem, which is that of narcissistic, discrepant or unstable 

tendencies. Nonetheless, it is conceivable that self-esteem may be a complicated 

construct resulting from other essential needs – a consequence of self-awareness and 

certainly of a view that may be culturally motivated and fail to meet the criteria of a 

basic psychological need (Dahlitz & Rossouw, 2014). From a neurobiological 

perspective, self-esteem enhancement is probably the most intricate network of all the 

basic psychological needs. To preserve some needs, individuals may be required to 

forego a certain need (Grawe, 2007). Dahlitz (2017, p. 119) explains that: 

 

… the maintenance of low self-esteem may be an avoidance pattern utilized to 

fulfil another need such as preventing pain or preventing loss of control, or to 

protect existing self-esteem from further degradation. Alternatively, avoidance 

of high self-esteem may win the individual acceptance, thus meeting a need for 

attachment – which, in a roundabout way, satisfies some aspect of self-esteem. 

 

If an individual avoids receiving a promotion at work, an achievement which will most 

likely enhance their self-esteem, they may be motivated by the fear of parting 

relationships with close colleagues (need for attachment) or fearing disappointment 

due to high expectations (need to avoid pain). Avoidance motivational schemas that 

function out of the deeper limbic system predominantly, rather than cortical control are 

probably to inspire behaviours that sustain low self-esteem to preserve other needs. 

Grawe (2007) reports that this demonstrates how a basic psychological need can be 

unfulfilled by clearly established avoidant motivational schemas and inadequately 

established approach schemas. 

 

Therefore, the inclination towards self-esteem enhancement can be considered part 

of the approach system, and self-esteem safeguarding can be regarded as part of the 

avoidance system (Grawe, 2007). The accurate explanation for the maintenance of 

low self-esteem may be complicated. Still, in relation to other needs, it should be 

accepted that this is due to a compromise intended to attain complete need fulfilment 

or protection (Dahlitz, 2017). According to Grawe (2007), individuals who fulfil the need 

for self-esteem enhancement experience improved mental health. Such individuals 
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follow approach motivational schemas to enhance their self-esteem. Dahlitz (2017) 

further explains that individuals with an idealistically positive self-perception fulfil the 

self-esteem enhancement need and enjoy excellent mental health. 

 

Additionally, mentally healthy individuals further have an incorrect view of where they 

fit within society, typically considering themselves as extraordinary compared to the 

general population (Grawe, 2007). Therefore, aiming for an accurate self-assessment 

may not always be the best strategy for maintaining mental health. Thus, misleading 

oneself to satisfy basic psychological needs may result in positive feelings and an 

improved positive state, almost like a self-fulfilling prophecy. Miserable individuals 

tend to view reality in a pessimistic manner and do not share this delusion. As such, 

they are susceptible to mental issues. By following avoidance schemas, such 

individuals live life in such a manner that it frequently disadvantages their self-esteem 

(Dahlitz, 2017). 

 

4.2.9.3 Approach and avoidance networks 
 

Considering individuals’ mental functioning based on the dualistic idea of approach- 

and avoidance motivational system can be valuable. Individuals are either 

“approaching” to attain something or “avoiding” to maintain something. These 

approach- or avoidance systems function separately from each other and have 

autonomous neural processes (Grawe, 2007). These systems can be triggered 

simultaneously. However, systems of the same strength will typically hinder each other 

(Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). There are crucial variances among the left- and right 

hemispheres of the human brain which are reflected in approach- and avoidance 

motivational schemas (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). For instance, the left hemisphere of the 

brain is inclined toward approach- or positive emotions, and the right hemisphere of 

the brain is biased toward avoidance of negative emotions (Davidson, 1992; Paradiso 

et al., 1999). 

 



Chapter 4: Basic psychological needs 
 

93 

Grawe (2007) opines that it is conceivable to consider behaviour as outcomes based 

on the summary of approach/avoidance estimates in an individual’s conscious and 

unconscious minds. Basic psychological needs have a neural basis from birth that 

drives behaviour, such as weeping, sucking, and moving the body to satisfy these 

needs (Panksepp & Biven, 2012). These inherently regulated behaviours are the 

genesis of what will expand into more significant and complex motivational goals 

(Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). The first basic psychological need that progresses into an 

“approach” goal is the need for attachment of the main caregiver (Grawe, 2007). As 

the baby encounters incidents with its caregiver, the baby begins to create a range of 

behaviours to persuade the caregiver to meet their needs. Neural trigger patterns 

occur that exemplify motivational goals, which are improved with the aid of oxytocin 

and dopamine (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). 

 

Both infants and caregivers are compensated by oxytocin and dopamine release when 

experiencing this enjoyable attachment together (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). The growing 

depth and intricacy of these neural patterns continue to create easily triggered circuits, 

resulting in significantly complex and rapidly triggered schemas (Grawe, 2007). 

According to Dahlitz (2015, p. 53), the 

 

… specific groups of motivational schemas that develop to satisfy the basic 

needs of an individual are infinitely richer and more multifaceted than what 

might be suggested by the classification of just a few attachment styles. As the 

individual grows, motivational goals are shaped by his or her wider environment 

along with social expectations, limitations, and other cultural forces, shaping 

the neural architecture of personal motivational schemas. 

 

From a physiological perspective, approach goals are related to the left dorsolateral 

prefrontal cortex (PFC), while avoidance goals are related to the right (Dahlitz, 2015, 

2017). Furthermore, the left ventromedial PFC is related to positive emotions and the 

right to negative emotions (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). Thus, these assessments of 

approach (positive) and avoidance (negative) are physiologically localised across the 

brain. Relationships to this same localisation in the deeper limbic system also exist, 

providing weight to the theory that approach and avoidance are truly autonomous 

neural systems (Grawe, 2007). 
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Approach- (pleasure maximisation) and avoidance (pain minimisation) motivational 

schemas may appear to be opposites. However, Grawe (2007) explains that these 

motivational schemas are simply dissimilar goals with divergent styles of functioning. 

Dahlitz (2017, p. 121) notes that the 

 

… approach schema is about closing the gap between a desired goal and 

perceived reality to attain that goal which satisfies a need. There is often 

progress toward a goal, with rewards along the way, culminating in attainment 

(or otherwise) of that goal. However, the avoidance schema is about increasing 

the distance between something undesirable and perceived reality, often to 

preserve or protect a basic need – a goal frequently not achieved, but 

nonetheless necessitating a state of continuous surveillance. 

 

When striving to achieve a positive objective (i.e., completing a university degree), it 

is quite easy to establish if an individual has come closer to the objective – there are 

alternative goals and pointers (i.e., completing certain modules) during the process. In 

contrast, avoidance goals need continuous control and disseminated attention 

(Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). A typical example would include an individual in an abusive 

relationship. The individual receiving the abuse may be nervous about reacting to 

prevent a disagreement with the other party. As such, the individual has to remain 

cautious about what is said and to determine whether an argument is imminent. 

Therefore, the individual can never achieve the goal of avoidance because of the 

likelihood that a disagreement may be imminent. This type of avoidance is related to 

constant and nervous attention rather than apprehending a specific goal (Grawe, 

2007). 

 

People with effective established avoidance goals encounter fewer positive emotions 

due to the inconsistency of energy provided in avoidance (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). Grawe 

(2007) reports that engrained avoidance inclinations, both indirect and direct, have 

numerous negative effects on an individual’s mental health, their self-esteem, and 

overall health. Industrial- and organisational psychologists should strive to decrease 

the tendencies of individuals toward avoidance goals and encourage an increase in 

positive approach goals to meet basic psychological needs. Grawe (2007) explains 

that dopamine is essential in creating new insights and strengthening neural 
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adaptation. Dopamine is the strengthening agent and signifies the significance of 

motivation in driving behaviour. Whatever behaviour that is strengthened includes the 

release of dopamine. Dahlitz (2017, p. 122) states that dopamine “… is the intrinsic 

motivator and energizer of approach/avoidance schemas” and should, therefore, be 

regarded as highly significant during any wellness intervention. 

 

4.2.9.4 Neural mechanisms of approach and avoidance learning 
 

During a general neural learning setting, the hypothalamus notifies the prefrontal 

cortex of physiological conditions (i.e., hypoglycaemia), and the judgements 

completed in the prefrontal cortex (i.e., eating something) are communicated to the 

nucleus accumbens, which, in turn, activates a procedure stimulating and improving 

actions (action fortification facilitated by dopamine) (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). The nucleus 

accumbens assimilates details sent from the amygdala (i.e., emotion) and 

hippocampus (i.e., location/context) and makes a judgement to trigger or dismiss an 

action. If the nucleus accumbens has indicated to a person to go ahead with acquiring 

something to eat, then the behaviour of eating and decreasing hunger releases 

dopamine, and dopamine attaches with receptors engaged with motor actions and 

recognition of consumption (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). 

 

Increased synaptic broadcasts occur through second-messenger inputs and the entire 

system that has been triggered is reinforced, ensuring that the next time, it is easier 

for the same system to be triggered. Dopamine is the strengthening factor in this 

situation and characterises neural motivation, or motivational significance in driving 

actions. Each action that is strengthened includes the secretion of dopamine. 

Considerate and constructive long-term adaptation will not occur without triggering the 

dopamine system. The two major neural circuits responsible for reward management 

are the mesolimbic dopamine pathway and the mesocortical dopamine pathway (Kim 

et al., 2017). Dopamine is thus the intrinsic guide and motivator of approach- or 

avoidance schemas (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). 
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4.2.9.5 The consistency theory and key mental operating networks 
 

According to contemporary neuropsychotherapy literature, the human mind can be 

conceptualised as a system of self-organising neural networks that continuously strive 

to balance internal bodily needs with external environmental demands (Arden, 2019). 

Three key mental operating networks underpin this process: the EN, the DMN, and 

the SN (Arden, 2019; Menon & Uddin, 2010). The EN, located in the neocortex and 

maturing last, facilitates higher-order cognitive functions such as decision-making, 

planning, and goal-directed action (Arden, 2019; Cozolino, 2017). Its optimal function 

depends on a sense of psychological safety and is linked to the explicit memory 

system (Arden, 2019). The DMN supports introspection, reflection on past 

experiences, and anticipation of future events, forming coherent narratives for sense-

making (Arden, 2019; Grawe, 2007). The SN, which operates largely outside of 

conscious awareness, governs interoceptive and emotional experiences and mediates 

between the EN and DMN by signalling which stimuli warrant attention (Arden, 2019). 

 

Dysregulation of these networks, such as hyperactivation of the SN or excessive co-

activation of the SN and DMN, can result in an unstable mental state leading to anxiety, 

rigidity, or pathology (Cozolino, 2017; Siegel, 2020). Therefore, maintaining a dynamic 

balance and integration between the EN, DMN, and SN is essential for overall mental 

functioning and well-being. Striking the right balance between stability and adaptability 

allows individuals to effectively address challenges, reflect on the past, plan for the 

future, and maintain optimal mental health (Arden, 2019). Grawe (2007) notes that 

effective balancing among these three networks are essential for peak human 

functioning and for the creation of a consistent and balanced mental state. 

 

From a neuroscience perspective, Grawe’s (2007) consistency model posits that 

mental well-being depends on satisfying four core psychological needs. These needs 

are neurobiologically embedded and serve to promote a balanced mental state. Grawe 

(2007, p. 168) reports that consistency can be regarded as the “… core principle of 

mental functioning.” The countless concurrently transpiring procedures in the nervous 

system operate effectively only to the degree that the numerous aspects of the system 

stay in coherence and are not opposed. This is a core premise of neuropsychotherapy 

(Dahlitz, 2017). Stroop’s (1935) test is a popular exemplar of triggering diverging 
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mental processes and, therefore, inhibiting performance speed. Milham (2003) 

explains that this results from the anterior cingulate cortex and the dorsolateral PFC 

working through divergent patterns to achieve a solution. 

 

Dahlitz (2017, p. 123) states that “… an individual’s experience of the world, internal 

model of the world, and meeting of needs can be in conflict – a state of internal 

inconsistency from which dissatisfaction and stress arise.” Therefore, to ensure neural 

adaptation, a state of regulated incongruence can be produced within a system aiming 

for consistency. Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory was established both from 

strongly recognised discoveries that goals and schemas regulate mental activity and 

from Grawe’s (2007) own notion that goal creation is established to satisfy the four 

basic psychological needs: the need for attachment; the need for control and 

orientation; the need for pain maximisation or pain minimisation; and the need for self-

esteem enhancement. According to Dahlitz (2015, 2017), the main concepts of 

“consistency” and “congruence” are critical to comprehending the establishment and 

preservation of both healthy and unhealthy mental processes. 

 

Grawe (2007, p. 170) further defines consistency as the “… compatibility of many 

simultaneously transpiring mental processes.” When the connection between 

intrapsychic processes and states is balanced, consistency exists. Consistency is, 

therefore, regarded as a fundamental principle of mental functioning (Grawe, 2007). 

The human brain attempts to prevent inconsistency and creates numerous ways to 

change from an unbalanced, inconsistent state to a more balanced and consistent 

state. Consistency management is mostly unconscious and mainly changes to 

conscious awareness during extraordinary conditions. 

 

“The mechanisms an individual uses to avoid or correct significant inconsistencies 

have been termed defence mechanisms, coping strategies, or affect regulation” 

(Dahlitz, 2017, p. 123). Congruence is regarded as the coherence between 

motivational goals and the views of reality. Powers (1973) reports that incongruent 

indicators are produced from the response system that differentiates individuals’ views 

from their goals. Grawe (2007, p. 172) argues that an increased incongruence level 

can be considered “… as a highly complex stress state.” Grawe’s (2007) four basic 

psychological needs are, therefore, essential for the creation of a consistent and 



Chapter 4: Basic psychological needs 
 

98 

balanced mental state. The satisfaction of basic psychological needs is also 

underpinned by identifiable neural mechanisms that regulate approach and avoidance 

motivation (Grawe, 2007; Dahlitz, 2017). Need fulfilment activates reward-related 

circuits within the salience and executive networks, which promote positive affect and 

engagement, whereas chronic frustration of needs engages stress-related systems 

linked to avoidance behaviour (Arden, 2019; Menon, 2023). By satisfying these needs, 

individuals will experience increased well-being and establish positive biological 

conditions in the brain. If these needs are not satisfied or if they are violated, stress 

responses will be created in the system, which will result in a decrease in mental as 

well as physical health (Grawe, 2007; Habermacher et al., 2014). Figure 4.1 below 

depicts Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Source: Adapted from Grawe (2007, p. 171) 

Figure 4.1: The consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning 
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4.2.10 Basic psychological needs scales 
 

Evidently, the concept of basic psychological need fulfilment can be valuable to obtain 

a comprehension in individual’s functioning and to investigate the motivational 

possibility of organisational elements. There has been a vast amount of research 

conducted to investigate need satisfaction. However, less attention has been given to 

how needs satisfaction is being assessed (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The fulfilment of needs 

has been evaluated using numerous practices. Most studies focusing on the impact of 

human factors on work motivation have assessed distinctions that can be obtained 

through self-report evaluations of personality, emotion, interests and values (Kanfer et 

al., 2008). Within the organisational psychology spectrum, four main assessment 

systems are utilised to measure work motivation, including projective, objective, 

implicit or explicit, and subjective evaluations (Tremblay et al., 2009). 

 

The crux of a projective measurement is providing the respondent with a vague 

stimulus and obtaining a somewhat unstructured answer. Regarding motivation, most 

projective measurements are developed to investigate motivational needs, motives or 

personality traits (i.e., Thematic Apperception Test; Murray, 1943). While there is 

perhaps evidence for projective measurements’ criterion-related validity (Miner, 2002), 

their construct validity is reliant on such limiting terms as guaranteeing that the 

principles align with the basic theory (Ployhart et al., 2006). In the organisational 

spectrum, the utilisation of projective measures has decreased in the last couple of 

decades as they are not essentially particular to the realm of work (Ployhart, 2008). 

 

Since objective assessments decrease human judgement compared to projective 

assessments, various researchers favour them (i.e., psychomotor assessments such 

as pursuit rotor and finger tapping) (Kanfer & Heggestad, 1997). Nevertheless, while 

these measures’ reliability is often strong, a meta-analysis indicated that this is not 

always the case (Roth et al., 2003). Issues may arise due to weak baseline rates, 

significant impacts by external elements and criterion defects (Ployhart, 2008). The 

measurement of behavioural indicators of work motivation further makes it difficult to 

differentiate between what is distinctive to motivation and outcomes (i.e., 

organisational identification and job satisfaction; Weege et al., 2006). 
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From an academic standpoint, there is an increasing union between motivation 

scholars for the utilisation of implicit (subconscious) processes (James & Mazerolle, 

2002; Kehr, 2004; Locke & Latham, 2004). A significant aspect of implicit assessments 

(i.e., Implicit Attitude Test; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) is that the respondent is typically 

unaware of what is being assessed. As a result, socially desirable answers are 

decreased. Implicit assessments are, therefore, perfectly matched to evaluate socially 

detested, sensitive or contentious subjects, as well as unconscious objectives 

(Johnson & Steinman, 2009). A disadvantage of utilising implicit assessment includes 

not permitting academics to recognise a respondent’s actual scores on latent variables 

(Blanton & Jaccard, 2006). Furthermore, the relationships among objective- and 

subjective assessments are typically weak, indicating the measurement of unique 

constructs (Thierry, 1990). 

 

According to Tremblay et al. (2009), self-report assessments are the most widely 

utilised assessment of an individual’s motivation. However, corruption in subjective 

assessments can also result from various other causes. For instance, common-source 

bias happens when the same individuals finish all of the assessments in a study, while 

common-method bias happens when all assessments are similar or are measured 

concurrently. Research on distinct variations in work motivation has also been 

conducted using peer ratings (Landy & Guion, 1970). Others have studied distinct 

variations within the framework of Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory. 

Typical examples include the basic need satisfaction at work scale (Baard et al., 

2004b; Deci et al., 2001; Vansteenkiste et al., 2007), the work motivation scale (Ilardi 

et al., 1993; Kasser et al., 1992), the motivation at work scale (Gagné et al., 2010), 

the work extrinsic and intrinsic motivation scale (Tremblay et al., 2009), and the work-

related basic need satisfaction scale (Van den Broeck et al., 2010). 

 

The consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning (Grawe, 2007) was created 

for neuropsychotherapeutic settings. In neurotherapeutic settings, two questionnaires 

are typically utilised to obtain information on a patient’s motivational schemata and the 

reflection of the patient’s approach- and avoidance schemata (Holtforth & Grawe, 

2000, 2003). The questionnaire for analysis of motivational schemata (FAMOS) is a 

German-language questionnaire utilised for assessing patients in therapeutic 

contexts. The questionnaire obtains information and investigates the strength of 
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experience and actions regarding their approach- and avoidance schemata (Holtforth 

& Grawe, 2000). The incongruence questionnaire (INK) was developed based on the 

FAMOS (Holtforth & Grawe, 2003). “This is integrated in an incongruence 

questionnaire to ascertain the intensity of the approach and avoidance goals to 

measure the degree of completion of these goals” (Ghadiri et al., 2012, p. 82). Thus, 

the INK investigates the difference between a personal objective and the reality. This 

is utilised to design the therapy and the assessment in clinical contexts. Items with the 

highest item-total correlations were chosen for a short version (K-INK). 

 

According to Holtforth and Grawe (2003, p. 315), INK and K-INK are “… suitable 

instruments for incongruence assessment in research and practice.” The utilisation of 

these questionnaires is meant for therapeutic intercessions and is a tool to assist with 

creating plans and objectives for the therapy. Therefore, these questionnaires are not 

applicable for use in organisations, as the function of organisations is not to treat 

psychologically vulnerable individuals. However, the principle of these questionnaires 

creates a foundation that can be applied to business administration in an altered form, 

as they can highlight numerous factors of basic psychological needs and motivational 

schemata (Ghadiri et al., 2012). 

 

4.3 INTEGRATION OF LITERATURE 
 

“Designing empirical research necessarily requires thinking about variables; things 

that can be experimentally manipulated or measured. Predictions about the effect of 

one variable on another are the basis for any study” (Calder et al., 2020, p. 188). The 

purpose of this study was to determine the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement. Thus, the study attempted to describe 

the sets of relationships between these three constructs. Therefore, the following 

section considers the relationships between work engagement, personality traits, and 

basic psychological needs. 
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4.3.1 Work engagement and personality traits 
 

When considering the relationship between work engagement and personality traits, 

research typically indicates that work engagement is predicted by high scores for 

extraversion and low scores for neuroticism (Langelaan et al., 2006). Individuals 

possessing strong levels of extraversion are prone to encounter positive emotions, 

whereas individuals with strong levels of neuroticism are inclined to be more negative. 

Thus, an individual’s inclination to encounter positive- and negative emotions is 

significant for work engagement (Watson, 2000). 

 

Conscientiousness is also suggested to be related to work engagement, as 

conscientious individuals are considered to be hard workers, which indicates the 

capability for perseverance and immersion at work (Macey & Schneider, 2008). Kim 

et al. (2009) studied all the factors of the big five model of personality. The results 

indicate a positive correlation between work engagement and conscientiousness and 

a negative correlation with neuroticism. 

 

Ongore (2014) also established strong correlations between personality traits and 

work engagement and confirmed that extraversion, agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and openness to experience are positively related to work 

engagement, whereas neuroticism is negatively related to work engagement. Recent 

South African research provides further empirical support for the predictive validity of 

the FFM in occupational contexts. Mhlanga et al. (2021) examined how personality 

traits and psychological conditions relate to work engagement. Conscientiousness, 

agreeableness, intellect (openness), and extraversion were all positively associated 

with work engagement, whereas neuroticism was negatively related.  

 

Conscientiousness emerged as the strongest predictor of engagement, aligning with 

international findings that link this trait to work diligence and performance (Ozer & 

Benet-Martínez, 2006; Soto et al., 2016). Importantly, when psychological conditions 

such as meaningfulness, safety, and availability were included in hierarchical models, 

they accounted for additional variance beyond personality, suggesting that both 

dispositional and contextual factors interact to shape engagement. 
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This South African evidence underscores that personality traits not only forecast broad 

life outcomes but also play a central role in workplace functioning within diverse 

cultural settings. Employees characterised by high conscientiousness and 

agreeableness tend to perceive their work as more meaningful and report stronger 

psychological safety, which in turn enhances engagement and performance (Mhlanga 

et al., 2021). Conversely, those high in neuroticism are more likely to experience 

anxiety and insecurity, diminishing their sense of safety and reducing engagement, 

findings consistent with earlier international studies (Mhlanga et al., 2021).  

 

Collectively, these results reinforce the integrative view that personality provides a 

stable dispositional foundation, while organisational contexts, particularly those that 

support the fulfilment of psychological conditions, can amplify or inhibit the expression 

of these traits in the workplace (Mhlanga et al., 2021). A synthesis of the literature, 

therefore, indicates that extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 

openness to experience seem to be positively related to work engagement, whereas 

neuroticism appears to be negatively related to work engagement (Kim et al., 2009; 

Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; 

Watson, 2000). Thus, it is evident that the FFM is valuable for investigating the 

foundation of work engagement (Kim et al., 2009; Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & 

Schneider, 2008; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; Watson, 2000). 
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4.3.2 Work engagement and basic psychological needs 
 

When considering the relationship between work engagement and basic psychological 

needs, Travaglianti et al. (2016) opine that leaders should understand their team and 

their team’s specific psychological needs to improve engagement levels. Green et al. 

(2017) present a theory by proposing that encounters at work that fulfil employee 

prospects of need satisfaction motivate work engagement. The authors note that 

workers have needs, and anticipate that organisations will satisfy these need. Green 

et al. (2017) argue that encounters at work that enhance an employee’s need 

satisfaction expectations produce a positive affective state that is energising, and this 

energy is evident in an employee’s actions at work. They identified the key properties 

of work engagement, including a positive emotional state that produces a sense of 

energy that results in positive work-related actions. 

 

Green et al. (2017) state that these significant themes establish the basis for further 

theorising, indicating that connections at work verify or do not verify individuals’ need 

satisfaction anticipation, resulting in various levels of engagement. They further note 

that the verification or disconfirmation of various need anticipations will produce 

affective encounters of different degrees, with verification of approach-inclined need 

anticipation producing more significant effects than the verification off avoidance-

inclined need anticipation. Green et al. (2017) also propose that organisational-

specific functions impact the articulation of these needs, supporting or impeding the 

positive affective encounters that drive work engagement. 

 

Kamel and Hashish (2015, p. 99) assessed the correlation between psychological 

need satisfaction, job affective well-being, and uncertainty at work and found that “… 

psychological need satisfaction among academic nursing educators is significantly 

related, and could lead to, higher feeling of job-related affective wellbeing, 

consequently increasing their tolerance of uncertainty at personal as well as work 

situations.” Kamel and Hashish (2015, p. 99) conclude that a: 
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… positive and supportive work environment promoting employees’ sharing, 

learning, autonomy, competence, belonging or relatedness and staff interaction 

should be supported by organizations. Also, identifying organizational 

obstacles to embracing uncertainty through a training program focuses on 

building employee uncertainty management skills and, how to use their 

resources to improve their uncertainty management practices are essential. 

 

Silman (2014) further investigated work-related basic need satisfaction as a predictor 

of work engagement. The results of the study indicate that: 

 

 … the sub-dimensions of work-related basic need satisfaction significantly 

predicted work engagement. Upper management should improve work 

conditions of their personnel, which are related with competency, autonomy, 

and relatedness needs of academics. This way, academic staff will have better 

efficiency in terms of work engagement, which will also result in higher work 

adaptation and participation (Silman, 2014, p. 1). 

 

Van den Broeck et al. (2008) considered the function of need fulfilment, as described 

within the self-determination theory, in the association between job characteristics, 

burnout, and work engagement. The findings indicate that “… satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs partially explained the relationships from job demands to 

exhaustion and from job resources to vigour. It fully accounted for the relationship 

between job resources and exhaustion” (Van den Broeck et al., 2008, p. 277). Thus, 

based on the above, it is evident that basic psychological need fulfilment is considered 

as a significant factor for employees’ thriving at work and possessing substantial levels 

of engagement while completing their work. 
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4.3.3 Personality traits and basic psychological needs 
 

Notably, little research has been conducted on the relationship between personality 

traits and basic psychological needs (Denis et al., 2022). Lester (1990) considered 

Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs and personality and confirmed that the more 

frequently basic psychological needs are fulfilled, the lower the individual’s neuroticism 

scores. Fascinatingly, extraversion is related to an increased level of fulfilment of the 

higher-order needs of belongingness, esteem, and self-actualisation. The relationship, 

however, was not predicted and should be investigated further (Lester, 1990). 

 

Van den Broeck et al. (2016) note that only a few studies include correlational findings 

on basic psychological needs and personality traits in the work context. The most 

consistent results of the correlations between basic psychological needs and 

personality traits include negative relationships between the three basic psychological 

needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000) with 

neuroticism and positive relationships with extraversion (Cohen, 1992). 

 

Furthermore, Hlupić et al. (2022) confirmed that the need for autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness had negative correlations with neuroticism and positive correlations 

with extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. Denis et al. 

(2022) note that some specific need-trait correlations seem to be more consistent and 

significant across all investigations. The need for autonomy showed consistent 

correlations with neuroticism, extraversion, and agreeableness and less consistent 

correlations with conscientiousness and openness. 

 

The need for competence demonstrated correlations with neuroticism, extraversion, 

and conscientiousness, while correlations with agreeableness and openness were 

less consistent. The need for relatedness displayed correlations with neuroticism, 

extraversion, and agreeableness, with substantial correlations with conscientiousness 

and openness observed in only a few studies (Denis et al., 2022). Overall, these 

studies highlight the complex and multifaceted relationship between personality traits 

and basic psychological needs, underscoring the importance of comprehending how 

individual variances in personality traits can impact the satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs and subsequently influence well-being and motivation. 
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4.3.4 Work engagement, personality traits, and basic needs 
 

Studies focusing on work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological 

needs are almost non-existent. A recent study nevertheless considered a cohesive 

framework of work engagement and investigated how the fulfilment of basic 

psychological needs described the correlation between personality and work 

engagement (Prokešová et al., 2019). The study “… focuses on the impact of 

personality characteristics – positive affectivity, proactive personality, and 

conscientiousness on work engagement, and examines whether personality influence 

can be explained by self-determination theory, i.e., the satisfaction of needs for 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness” (Prokešová et al., 2019, p. 1).  

 

The findings of the study indicate that “… the influence of positive affectivity and 

conscientiousness on engagement can be partly explained by the satisfaction of the 

need for competence. The relationship between proactive personality and 

engagement cannot be explained by the satisfaction of any of the basic psychological 

needs. More specifically, positive affectivity predicts the satisfaction of all three needs, 

conscientiousness predicts only the satisfaction of the need for competence, and 

proactive personality does not predict the satisfaction of any need. Interestingly, 

engagement is predicted only by the satisfaction of the need for competence” 

(Prokešová et al., 2019, p. 1). More studies focusing on work engagement, personality 

traits, and basic psychological needs are required to gain insights into the aspects 

contributing to employee well-being, job satisfaction, and overall productivity (Mhlanga 

et al., 2021). Organisations can utilise the results to implement strategies to improve 

workplace conditions and support positive outcomes for all stakeholders. 
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4.4 RESEARCH HYPOTHESES AND CONCEPTUAL MODEL 
 

Despite the fact that various work engagement approaches exist, 79% of employees 

across the globe remain disengaged at work (Gallup, 2025). In South Africa, 77% of 

employees are disengaged at work (Gallup, 2025). Thus, it is evident that 

organisations are still struggling to develop an engaged workforce (Gallup, 2025; 

Mone & London, 2018; Pati & Kumar, 2010; Serrano & Reichard, 2011). When 

considering the comprehensive literature review conducted on work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs, it is clear that the FFM of personality 

and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs is significant for examining the 

foundation of work engagement (Ongore, 2014; Green et al., 2017; Latham & Pinder, 

2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). Van den Broeck et al. (2008) note that basic 

psychological need fulfilment is considered as an essential mechanism for individuals’ 

prospering at work and being engaged while completing their duties. Therefore, when 

basic psychological needs are satisfied in the workplace, employees are more likely 

to experience higher levels of work engagement (Van den Broeck et al., 2008). 

 

It, therefore, appears that the fulfilment of basic psychological needs and the presence 

of positive personality traits contribute to higher levels of work engagement, resulting 

in greater job satisfaction, performance, and overall well-being (Green et al., 2017; 

Latham & Pinder, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2008; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). 

The central hypothesis of this research is expressed as follows: Personality traits 

significantly predict work engagement, and the inclusion of basic psychological needs 

as additional predictors will significantly increase the explained variance in work 

engagement beyond the contribution of personality traits alone. The hypothesis 

furthermore assumes that based on the empirically derived relationship dynamics 

among the variables, the foundation of a work engagement framework can be 

established to advise work engagement practices for employees in the South African 

context, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective. To address the 

central hypothesis of this study, the following hypotheses were formulated: 
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H1:  There will be positive correlations between the big five personality traits and 

work engagement. 

H2: There will be positive correlations between the big five personality traits and 

basic psychological needs. 

H3: There will be positive correlations between basic psychological needs and work 

engagement. 

H4:  The big five personality traits will predict work engagement. 

H5: The inclusion of basic psychological needs as additional predictors will increase 

the explained variance in work engagement beyond the contribution of the big 

five personality traits alone. 

H6: The combined model of personality traits and basic psychological needs will 

provide a better fit and more significant prediction of work engagement 

compared to the model with personality traits alone. 

 

Figure 4.2 below depicts the conceptual model based on the research hypotheses. In 

addition to the hypothesised relationships, several demographic variables were 

controlled for in the statistical analyses to account for their potential influence on work 

engagement. These included gender, race, age, home language, and education, as 

previous studies have shown that these factors may influence work engagement 

(Saks, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.2: A conceptual model of the research hypothesis 



Chapter 4: Basic psychological needs 
 

110 

4.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 4 addressed the third specific aim of the literature review by conceptualising 

basic psychological needs, specifically from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective. This chapter, therefore, included a brief background on motivation and 

basic psychological needs. Thereafter, the most predominant research on motivational 

theories was discussed and critiqued. Additionally, a detailed discussion on Grawe’s 

(2007) consistency theory was provided. Thus, a detailed understanding of basic 

psychological needs, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective 

was established. This chapter further included an integration of literature between 

work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. As such, the 

relationships between work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological 

needs were investigated. In order to address the central hypothesis of this study, 

various hypotheses were formulated. Finally, a conceptual model of this study was 

provided. Chapter 5 considers the methodological aspects of the study. 
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
 

“Without a systematic and well-designed research design, any empirical study lacks 

a solid foundation and risks producing unreliable or inconclusive results” (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2014, p. 67). 
 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The following chapter covers the methodological aspects of the study. First, the 

specific inquiry strategy that was followed in this study is discussed in detail. 

Thereafter, the target population of the study is described by discussing the sampling 

strategy that was followed. The data collection method and the data analysis 

techniques are also covered. Additionally, the criteria and techniques that was used 

to assess and demonstrate the quality and rigour of the research efforts are detailed. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the specific ethical principles and 

considerations of the study. 
 

5.2 INQUIRY STRATEGY 
 

The following section describes the general characteristics of the study. Specific focus 

is given to the main approach that was followed during the study. Each characteristic 

is discussed separately to classify the inquiry strategy in detail. 
 

5.2.1 Research approach 
 

This study followed a quantitative research approach. According to Maree (2007, p. 

145), quantitative research can be defined as “… a process that is systematic and 

objective in its ways of using numerical data from only a selected subgroup of a 

universe (or population).” Maree (2025) reports that the most important elements 

highlighted in the definition are objectivity and numerical data. According to Berg 

(1998), quantitative research refers to counts and measures of things, in other words, 

the quantification of things. Jackson (2006, p. 8) notes that researchers following a 

quantitative approach will typically “… collect numerical data and test hypothesis.” This 

study set out to collect numerical data from a sample of employees to determine the 

extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work 

engagement, specifically from an applied organisational neuroscience perspective. 
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Leavy (2017) reported that quantitative research comprises of categorising factors or 

variables, quantifying them, and developing statistical models in an effort to clarify 

what is studied. Quantitative research requires the researcher to decide what they 

want to investigate and to formulate a precise methodology that is rigorously pursued 

in order to gather the appropriate data (Daniel, 2017). A quantitative research 

approach allows the researcher to be detached from the sample and further enables 

data collection to be quicker and easier than utilising qualitative research approaches 

(Bryman, 2012). Therefore, the problem statement, the numerical nature of the data 

obtained, and the predetermined research aims made this study quantitative in nature. 

 

A drawback of quantitative research is that it does not allow for further probing to gain 

increased insights into the data gathered, which makes it difficult to extract qualitative 

data (Daniel, 2017). Additionally, quantitative research disregards any unexpected 

information resulting from the data collected. Instead, such unexpected incidents may 

only be suggested for future research (Leavy, 2017). Nevertheless, the nature of the 

research questions posed by this study vindicated the utilisation of quantitative 

research as the pros of this research approach outweigh the cons highlighted above. 

 

Welman et al. (2005, p. 92) state that when conducting non-experimental research, 

neither “… random assignment, nor any planned intervention occurs.” No manipulation 

takes place (Maree, 2025). “In nonexperimental quantitative research, the researcher 

identifies variables and may look for relationships among them but does not 

manipulate the variables” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 26). Maree (2007, p. 152) notes that the 

“… most widely used non-experimental research design is surveys.” Surveys are used 

by researchers to obtain quantitative data that can be used to describe or explain 

certain phenomena, trace changes, and draw comparisons. 
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The purpose of cross-sectional research is “… to obtain reliable data that make it 

possible to generate robust conclusions, and create new hypotheses that can be 

investigated with new research” (Zangirolami-Raimundo et al., 2018, p. 356). Cross-

sectional research includes studying variables in a single moment (Kramer, 1988). The 

main drawback of cross-sectional research designs is that the causality of the 

important relationships between variables may not be recognised (Maninder, 2016). 

Despite these constraints, cross-sectional research designs are quicker and more 

economical to conduct (Maninder, 2016). This study was, therefore, conducted from a 

non-experimental research design stance in which the extent to which personality 

traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement was examined without 

any planned intervention or manipulation (Maree, 2025). 

 

This study only focused on one group, measurement occurred at a single time 

following a cross-sectional research design, and no pre- or post-test was conducted. 

Thus, this study utilised a quantitative, non-experimental research design (Kerlinger & 

Lee, 2000). An online survey approach allowed the researcher to gather data from 

employees working in a single South African organisation. Table 5.1 below provides a 

summary of quantitative research. 

 
Table 5.1: Quantitative Research 

Criteria Quantitative research 
Purpose Test hypothesis, examine cause and effect, and make predictions. 
Group studied Large and randomly selected. 
Variables Specific variables studied. 
Type of data collected Numbers and statistics. 
Form of data collected Quantitative data using validated data-collection instruments. 
Type of data analysis Identify statistical relationships. 
Objectivity / Subjectivity Objectivity is critical. 
Role of researcher Researcher bias is unknown and respondent characteristics are hidden. 
Results Typically, generalisable findings can be applied to other populations. 
Scientific method Hypothesis and theory tested with the data. 
View of human behaviour Regular and predictable. 
Research objectives Describe, explain, and predict. 
Focus Narrow-angle lens and to test a specific hypothesis. 
Nature of observation Study behaviour under controlled conditions and isolate causal effects. 
Nature of reality Single objective reality. 
Final report Correlation comparisons of means and statistical significance of findings. 

Source: Johnson and Christensen (2008, p. 34) 
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5.2.2 A classification of the study’s overall research design 
 

The following are appropriate descriptors that best describe the broad research design 

of the study: 

 

5.2.2.1 Empirical research 
 

Empirical research was conducted for the purpose of this study. According to Moody 

(2002, p. 1), empirical research is “… a class of research methods in which empirical 

observations or data are collected in order to answer particular research questions.” 

This type of research usually starts with some a priori theory from which the researcher 

tries to explain or predict what happens in the real world. The main purpose of the 

research was to test theory and to possibly refine it. This study can, therefore, be 

classified as an empirical study because the researcher collected and analysed 

primary data. A comprehensive literature review was conducted on the constructs of 

work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs, and from the 

theory, the study refined the relevant knowledge on these three constructs. Therefore, 

this study can be classified as a confirmatory study guided by a strong theoretical 

foundation. 

 

5.2.2.2 Research category 
 

Two categories of research exist: basic research and applied research. Basic research 

aims to understand the most “… fundamental processes of behavior and how they 

operate” (McBride, 2013, p. 10). Research questions in basic research typically focus 

on how behaviour works. In contrast, applied research focuses on “… answering 

questions related to solving real-world problems” (McBride, 2013, p. 10). In short, 

basic research offers significant knowledge, valuable to researchers conducting 

applied studies, of how behaviours function (McBride, 2013). The main purpose of this 

study was not to solve real-world problems but to gain a better comprehension of the 

extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work 

engagement, specifically from an applied organisational neuroscience perspective. 

Accordingly, basic research was conducted. For the purpose of this study, basic 

research is defined as “… research conducted with the goal of understanding 
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fundamental processes of phenomena” (McBride, 2013, p. 11). This study contributed 

towards a deeper understanding of the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement, specifically from an applied 

organisational neuroscience perspective. 

 

5.2.2.3 Purpose of the research 
 

Saunders et. al. (2009, p. 140) note that studies “… that establish causal relationships 

between variables may be termed explanatory research.” The emphasis is on studying 

phenomena in order to explain the relationship between variables. The aim of this 

study was to the determine the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement, specifically from an applied 

organisational neuroscience perspective. As such, the study attempted to explain the 

sets of relationships between these three constructs. 

 

5.2.2.4 Survey research 
 

Maree (2007, p. 152) notes that the “… most widely used non-experimental research 

design is surveys.” Surveys are used by researchers to obtain quantitative data that 

can be used to describe or explain certain phenomena, trace changes, and draw 

comparisons. Surveys typically include big samples, measuring many variables, and 

testing multiple hypotheses (Maree, 2025). For the purpose of this study, an online 

survey was administered to employees working in a single South African organisation. 

Nulty (2008) notes that an online survey has become a much more mature data 

collection method, and a great deal of information is known about its strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 

5.2.2.5 Type of data 
 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 598), primary data refers to data “… collected 

specifically for the research project being undertaken.” For this study, the researcher 

collected empirical data to determine the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement, specifically from an applied 

organisational neuroscience perspective. 
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5.3 SAMPLING 
 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 600) refer to a sample as a “… sub-group or part of a larger 

population.” Furthermore, Maree (2007, p. 79) defines sampling as “… the process 

utilised to select a portion of the population for study.” Sampling enables the 

researcher to decrease the amount of data needed to be collected by considering only 

data from a sub-group rather than all the likely elements of a population (Maree, 2025; 

Saunders et al., 2009). This study was conducted within a single South African 

organisation comprising approximately 508 employees. A total of 118 employees 

participated in the study, representing around 23% of the total workforce. Conducting 

the study within one organisation ensured contextual consistency by controlling for 

organisational culture, leadership, and structural factors that might otherwise confound 

the results (Johns, 2006). 
 

Maree (2025) notes that a very important consideration is the sample size when it 

comes to sampling. Three factors to consider when determining the sample size are 

the type of statistical analyses planned, the accuracy of results required, and the 

characteristics of the population (Maree, 2025). The general rule of thumb regarding 

sample size for common factor analysis was that the more respondents, the better. 

However, Floyd and Widaman (1995) state that little justification for this rule exists 

with regard to a CFA. The rules for sample size have always changed. Floyd and 

Widaman (1995) note that initially, the rule of thumb was considered to be a ratio of 

4:1 or 5:1 (respondents-to-variables). 
 

Tabachnick and Fidell (1996) state that an acceptable rule of thumb for factor analysis 

is 300 respondents, while Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991) propose 50 cases per 

factor. Comrey and Lee (1992) provide the simplest explanation of appropriate sample 

size for a particular study. A sample size of 100 is typically sufficient, 200 can be 

accepted as fair, 300 may be viewed as good, 500 as very good, and any sample of 

more than a 1 000 responses as outstanding. Thus, the study followed this rule with 

regard to the sample size. Due to time and cost constraints, the researcher aimed to 

select a minimum sample of more than 100 respondents for the study (Maree, 2025). 

As this study was conducted within a single South African organisation, this served as 

further support for the choice of a minimum sample of more than 100 respondents 

(Johns, 2006).  
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This study followed non-probability methods to select respondents. According to 

Maree (2025), non-probability sampling is characterised by not selecting respondents 

randomly for a specific study. More specifically, this study used convenience sampling 

to select respondents. The cost and time difficulties motivated the researcher to follow 

convenience sampling to select respondents for this study (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Maree (2007, p. 177) refers to convenience sampling as a method to utilise in 

“… situations when population elements are selected based on the fact that they are 

easily and conveniently available.” 

 

The desired traits and characteristics of the respondents were employees who were 

employed at a single South African organisation, both male and female employees, 

employees of any race, employees of any religion, and employees aged between 18 

years and 65 years. The chosen sampling strategy, however, had several drawbacks 

and limitations. Although the sample represented approximately 23% of the 

organisation’s total workforce, it cannot be regarded as fully representative of 

employees in South Africa from a broader perspective. Conclusions about the broader 

population could, therefore, not be drawn based on the sample obtained (N=118). As 

such, the results cannot be generalised to the public or the wider population. The 

sampling strategy, however, saved crucial time and is relatively cheap compared to 

other sampling techniques (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Furthermore, given that the 

study was conducted within a single organisational context, the sample was 

considered adequate for the purposes of exploratory and theory-building research, 

where internal consistency and contextual control were prioritised over statistical 

generalisability (Johns, 2006). 
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5.4 DATA COLLECTION 
 

The following section sets out how data were collected in this study. Data can be 

defined as “… facts, opinions and statistics that have been collected together and 

recorded for reference or for analysis” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 590). The first part of 

this section describes the data collection instruments. Thereafter, a theoretical 

background is provided on online surveys, and advantages and disadvantages of this 

method of data collection are discussed. The third part deals with the online platform 

that was used by the researcher to collect data. The fourth part describes the specific 

characteristics of the unit of analysis that was investigated by the researcher. This 

section ends by providing a brief discussion of the duration of the data collection 

process. 

 

5.4.1 Measuring instruments 
 

The measuring instruments that were utilised for this study include the researcher’s 

measuring instrument drawing from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs, the 

shortened version of the BTI (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), and the nine-item UWES 

(Schaufeli et al., 2006). The online survey, therefore, consisted of the items from the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs, 

the shortened version of the BTI (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), and the nine-item UWES 

(Schaufeli et al., 2006). A biographical questionnaire was also administered to 

evaluate the socio-demographic and biographical data of the respondents. The 

biographical questionnaire captured the respondent’s gender, race, age, home 

language, and level of education. 

 

The final data collection instrument consisted of 93 items that included 24 items from 

the researcher’s basic psychological needs measure (Grawe’s, 2007), 60 items from 

the shortened version of the BTI (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) and 9 items for the 

shortened UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006). For the basic psychological needs measure, 

the respondents were asked to read each of the items carefully, thinking about how it 

related to their work, and to then indicate how true it was for them. Respondents were 

assessed on a five-point Likert scale (i.e., disagree, somewhat disagree, neither agree 

nor disagree, moderately agree, very much agree) (Casper et al., 2020). 
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For the shortened version of the BTI, respondents were also assessed on a five-point 

Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (Taylor & De Bruin, 

2013). Finally, for the shortened version of the UWES, if the respondent had never 

experienced the stated feeling, they selected “0” (zero) in the space after the 

statement. If the respondent had experienced the stated feeling, they indicated how 

often they felt it by selecting the number (from “1” to “6”) that best described how often 

they felt that way. The online questionnaire required approximately 15 to 20 minutes 

to complete. 

 

5.4.1.1 Grawe’s basic psychological needs measure 
 

To determine the extent of employees’ basic psychological need satisfaction at work, 

the researcher followed the subsequent steps to develop the basic psychological 

needs measure based on Grawe’s (2007) four basic psychological needs (i.e., the 

need for attachment, control/orientation, pleasure/avoidance of pain, and self-esteem 

enhancement). The first step involved generating an item pool based on Grawe’s 

(2007) four basic psychological needs, specifically from an approach schema 

perspective. Therefore, measurement development commenced after a detailed 

literature review was conducted on basic psychological needs, specifically from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective. As such, a deductive approach to item 

generation was followed, which necessitated the items to exhibit specific 

characteristics of each basic psychological need (Grawe, 2007; Hinkin, 1995, 1998; 

Schriesheim et al., 1993). 

 

Unambiguous conceptual definitions and explanations of each basic psychological 

need were vital for item generation (Aguinis & Edwards, 2014; Aguinis & Vandenberg, 

2014). Items for each basic psychological need were developed from theoretical 

descriptions and were worded specifically from an approach schema perspective 

(Dahlitz, 2017; Grawe, 2007). The number of items produced for each basic 

psychological need exceeded the acceptable requirement of three as the researcher 

generated six approach schema items for each basic psychological need (Brown, 

2006; Kline, 2011; Marsh et al., 1998). In addition, each item generated was succinct, 

aptly worded, and free from negative phrasing and double-barrelled questions 

(Foxcroft, 2013; Hinkin, 1998). An expert in psychological assessment was often 
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consulted to review the quality of the basic psychological needs items (DeVellis, 1991; 

Worthington & Whittaker, 2006). 

 

After the items had been generated, a pre-test item-sort task was performed 

(Anderson & Gerbing, 1991; Hinkin, 1998; Hinkin & Schriesheim, 1989). Anderson and 

Gerbing (1991) presented a pre-test methodology for predicting the performance of 

measures. The results of the study provided “… significant support for the use of 

substantive-validity coefficient values to discriminate measures that would be retained 

in a subsequent confirmatory factor analysis from those that would not” (Anderson & 

Gerbing, 1991, p. 732). Holden and Jackson (1979) define substantive validity as the 

level to which an instrument is considered to reflect or theoretical relate to a construct 

under investigation. Anderson and Gerbing (1991, p. 732) note that “… the small-

sample nature of substantive validity assessments make them particularly well suited 

to pretest settings, in contrast with assessments involving correlations, which suffer 

from the obfuscating effects of sampling errors in small samples.” Anderson and 

Gerbing (1991, p. 732) further note that a “… pretest item-sort task draws on the 

concept of substantive validity, and two indices of substantive validity in a theory-

testing context are proposed: the proportion of substantive agreement, Psa, and the 

substantive-validity coefficient, Csv.” 

 

According to Anderson and Gerbing (1991, p. 734), the proportion of substantive 

agreement, Psa, can be defined as “… the proportion of respondents who assign an 

item to its intended construct.” The equation for the proportion of substantive 

agreement is: Psa = nc / N, where nc signifies the number of individuals allocating an 

item to its suggested construct and N represents the total respondents. Values for the 

proportion of substantive agreement range between 0.0 to 1.0 with larger values 

signifying stronger substantive validity of the item (Anderson & Gerbing, 1991). 

Anderson and Gerbing (1991, p. 734) further state that the substantive-validity 

coefficient, Csv, signifies “… the extent to which respondents assign an item to its 

posited construct more than to any other construct.” The equation for the substantive-

validity coefficient is: Csv = (nc – no) / N, where nc and N are described as above, and no 

specifies the higher number of assignments of the item to any other construct. Values 

for the substantive-validity coefficient range from -1.0 to 1.0, and stronger values 
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signify stronger substantive validity. According to Anderson and Gerbing (1991), a 

suggested threshold for the Csv index is considered 0.5. 

 

Large negative values show that the item does have high substantive validity, but for 

a construct other than the one suggested by the researcher (Anderson & Gerbing, 

1991). A Csv of 0, indicates that there is significant uncertainty among respondents 

with regard to the dimension the item best describes. For an item to provide a Csv 

value of 0, respondents must have allocated it a comparable number of times to two 

or more dimensions. According to Anderson and Gerbing (1991), items identified as 

vague require further theoretical study and should be assessed carefully with EFA 

during later data analysis. 

 

The pre-test item-sort task was conducted with 12 individuals with a bachelor’s degree 

or a higher level of education. The respondents were provided with a list of 24 basic 

psychological need items, operational descriptions for each basic psychological need, 

and a description of approach schemas. The respondents were tasked to read each 

item and to allocate it to the construct that, in their opinion, the item best reflected. 

Therefore, a substantive validity coefficient was calculated for all basic psychological 

needs items based on the number of accurate assignments (Anderson & Gerbing, 

1991). The validity coefficient and the number of acceptable allocations were 

compared to critical values (Howard & Melloy, 2016). Items that did not meet the 

acceptable values for inclusion were rejected. Items that indicated a clear pattern in 

the erroneous interpretation of the content yet did not meet the critical values for 

inclusion, were rephrased (Howard & Melloy, 2016). 

 

The final set of items was selected during the second step, based on the EFA. The 

third step entailed examining the scale’s internal consistency reliability. The fourth step 

included utilising CFA to validate the factor structure of the scale further and to 

investigate the convergent-, discriminant-, and construct validity of the four basic 

psychological needs. Table 5.2 on the next page provides the researcher’s 24 basic 

psychological needs items based on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of 

mental functioning after the pre-test item-sort task was conducted.  
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Table 5.2: The Researcher’s Basic Psychological Needs Measure  

The need for attachment 
I actively participate in group events at work. 
I strive to be part of a group at work. 
I aim to form relationships at work. 
I actively collaborate with my colleagues. 
I display empathy towards my colleagues. 
I aim to support my colleagues. 

The need for pleasure maximisation / pain minimisation 
I aim to complete job tasks that seem fun. 
I incorporate fun into my work. 
I choose to focus on the pleasant aspects of my work. 
I strive to make work enjoyable. 
I participate in initiatives that make work pleasant. 
I actively engage in projects that seem enjoyable. 

The need for control / orientation 
I strive to remain informed about my job responsibilities. 
I aim to understand the context of a situation at work. 
I actively influence my work environment to complete my job tasks. 
I aim to consider various options available to me in order to complete my job tasks. 
I take full responsibility for my actions at work. 
I ask for clarity when I complete my work. 

The need for self-esteem enhancement 
I aim to complete work tasks that add value to projects. 
I complete goals that will improve my career. 
I strive to master the tasks at my job. 
I seek out work tasks that I can learn from. 
I seek out opportunities to develop new skills in my job. 
I actively contribute to projects at work that improve my skills. 

 

5.4.1.2 The basic traits inventory 
 

The BTI is a personality instrument developed in South Africa (Taylor & De Bruin, 

2006). It is designed to measure the big-five factors of personality including 

extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness to experience, and 

neuroticism. Each of the five factors is subdivided into four or five facets, allowing the 

administrator to develop a more significant and profound personality profile for the 

respondent. The big-five model of personality emerged from research conducted 

utilising the lexical approach to personality description (Digman, 1990; John et al., 

2008; Markon et al., 2005). According to Goldberg (1990), the lexical premise 

assumes that most socially appropriate and distinct variances will become entrenched 
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as single words in natural language. Put differently, the words utilised in explaining 

personality in this model are also the words that individuals would generally utilise to 

explain themselves and others. 
 

Taylor and De Bruin (2016) report that the birth of the big-five personality model has 

resulted in a broad field of inquiry in the field of personality theory and measurement 

of personality in the last couple of decades. The big-five model provides a framework 

for personality that is best defined by five global domains that signify distinct variances 

regarding personality. This framework was not based on any specific personality 

theory, and various studies on existing personality structures provided comparable 

structures to that of the big-five model (McCrae & Costa, 1989; McCrae et al., 1993; 

Trull et al., 1995). The big-five model of personality has received various validations 

across cultures, ensuring sufficient support for the generalisability of the five factors 

(McCrae et al., 1993; Trull & Deary, 1997). Table 5.3 below provides the definitions of 

the factors and the facets of the BTI. 
 

Table 5.3: The Basic Traits Inventory Factors and Facets 

The Basic Traits Inventory (BTI) 
Extraversion (E) 

Extraversion refers to the degree to which an individual enjoys being around other people, likes excitement and 
stimulation and is cheerful in disposition. 

Facet Description 

Ascendance The degree to which a person enjoys entertaining and leading or dominating large groups 
of people. 

Liveliness The degree to which a person is bubbly, lively and energetic. 

Positive affectivity The tendency to frequently experience emotions such as joy, happiness, love, and be 
enthusiastic, optimistic and cheerful. 

Gregariousness The tendency to have a need for frequent social interaction and a preference for being 
surrounded by people. 

Excitement-seeking The degree to which a person has a need for adrenaline-pumping experiences and 
stimulation from noisy places, bright colours or other such intense sensations. 

Neuroticism (N) 
Neuroticism represents low emotional stability and the general tendency to experience negative affect in response 

to their environment. 

Facet Description 

Affective instability The tendency to be easily upset, have feelings of anger or bitterness and be emotionally 
volatile. 

Depression A tendency to experience guilt, sadness, and hopelessness, and to feel discouraged and 
dejected. 

Anxiety The tendency to experience worry, nervousness, apprehensiveness, and tension. 

Self-consciousness The degree to which a person is sensitive to criticism, and has frequent feelings of shame 
and embarrassment. 
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The Basic Traits Inventory (BTI) continued 
Conscientiousness (C) 

Conscientiousness is the degree of effectiveness and efficiency with which a person plans, organises and carries 
out tasks. 

Facet Description 

Order The tendency to keep everything neat and tidy and in its proper place, and to be 
methodical. 

Self-discipline The tendency to start tasks immediately and carry them through to completion, and to be 
able to motivate oneself to complete unpleasant tasks. 

Dutifulness The tendency to stick to principles, fulfil moral obligations and be reliable and 
dependable. 

Effort The degree to which an individual sets ambitious goals and works hard to meet them, 
and is diligent and purposeful. 

Prudence The tendency to think things through carefully, check the facts and have good sense. 

Openness to Experience (O) 
This construct deals with the extent to which people are willing to experience new or different things and are 

curious about themselves and the world. 

Facet Description 

Aesthetics The tendency to have an appreciation for art, music, poetry and beauty, without 
necessarily having artistic talent. 

Actions The degree to which a person is willing to try new and different activities. 

Values The degree to which a person is willing to re-examine social, political and religious 
values. 

Ideas The degree to which a person has intellectual curiosity, enjoys considering new or 
unconventional ideas, and relishes philosophy and brain-teasers. 

Imagination The degree to which a person has a vivid imagination, enjoys fantasies and being 
creative-thinking. 

Agreeableness (A) 
Agreeableness relates to the degree to which an individual is able to get along with other people, and has 

compassion for others. 

Facet Description 

Straightforwardness The tendency to be frank and sincere, and value honesty. 

Compliance The degree to which a person defers to others, inhibits aggression and is able to “forgive 
and forget”. 

Prosocial tendencies The degree to which a person has a concern for the greater community, and willingly 
devotes time to help the less privileged. 

Modesty The degree to which a person is humble and self-effacing. 

Tendermindedness The tendency to have sympathy and concern for others. 
Source: Adapted from Taylor and De Bruin (2016, p. 11-14) 
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Table 5.4 below provides an explanation on how to interpret each of the factors of the 

BTI. 

 
Table 5.4: The Interpretation of the Factors of the Basic Traits Inventory 

Factor Description 

Extraversion (E) 

Individuals who score high in extraversion are generally those who enjoy being around 
people, especially large gatherings, and tend to be assertive, active and talkative. They like 
stimulation and excitement, and are generally cheerful and optimistic. Individuals scoring 
low in extraversion tend to prefer their own company, are reserved and independent and do 
things at an even pace. 

Neuroticism (N) 

The heart of the neuroticism domain is the tendency to experience negative effects such as 
fear, sadness, embarrassment, anger, and fretfulness. Along with these, individuals high in 
neuroticism tend to be prone to irrational ideas, are less able to control their negative 
emotions, and cope poorly with stress. Individuals who score low on neuroticism are 
emotionally stable: calm, even-tempered and composed 

Conscientiousness 
(C) 

Conscientiousness has to do with the self-discipline required in the planning, organising, 
and carrying out of tasks. Individuals high in conscientiousness are focused, strong-willed, 
and determined. They also tend to be dependable, hardworking, achievement orientated, 
and persevering. Low scorers tend to be more relaxed in working towards their goals, and 
may tend to be more hedonistic, distractible and impulsive than high scorers. Individuals 
who score low on the order facet of conscientiousness prefer less organised environments 
and dislike routine 

Openness to 
Experience 

(O) 

Individuals scoring high in openness are curious about their world, lead experientially rich 
lives, and give thought to new ideas and unconventional values. Open people actively seek 
out novel experiences and tend to reflect on ideas. They enjoy and are able to grasp new 
ideas and have a wide range of interests. Individuals scoring low on Openness tend to be 
conventional and conservative. They seem to have a narrower scope and intensity of 
interests, and are generally unwilling to question traditional values and ways of thinking. 

Agreeableness (A) 
Individuals high in agreeableness tend to be sympathetic towards others, straightforward, 
selfless, are eager to help, and believe that others will be as helpful in return. Individuals 
who score low on Agreeableness tend to be sceptical, manipulative, competitive, and self-
centred. In other words, they look after their own interests. 

Source: Adapted from Taylor and De Bruin (2016, p. 18-24) 
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The BTI consists of 193 items written in the form of statements requesting respondents 

to indicate the degree to which they agree or disagree with the statements. The 

statements are placed on a five-point Likert-scale, ranging from strongly agree to 

strongly disagree. The items are kept as short as possible and are all positively stated 

to ensure easy translatability and to avoid any misunderstandings (Taylor & De Bruin, 

2016). Items are categorised according to their particular facets, which are offered 

collectively for each factor, instead of arbitrarily. As such, the items are contextualised 

for the respondents. The BTI is thus offered as a single list of items. Copyright prohibits 

the reproduction of the inventory. 

 

The FFM of personality has received condemnation from researchers with regard to 

its capability to characterise the South African personality landscape comprehensively 

(Laher 2008; Laher & Quy, 2009). Nonetheless, Taylor (2008) has demonstrated the 

utility of the model for the objective of which it was created and the capability of the 

BTI to measure personality traits. According to Taylor and De Bruin (2016), the BTI is 

an adequate example of an assessment created to assess a particular model of 

personality in the South African landscape. The findings of the efforts produced to 

ensure construct validity from the beginning are manifested in the sufficient 

psychometric properties of the assessment. The psychometric characteristics of the 

BTI indicate that it offers a “… good, reliable, and interpretable way of assessing 

personality using the FFM of personality in South Africa. Furthermore, there is strong 

evidence for the structural equivalence of the BTI, which provides support for the 

cross-cultural utility of the inventory in South Africa” (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016, p. 52). 

Various studies have examined the reliability of the BTI across groups in South Africa. 

Table 5.5 on the next page provides a summary of the internal consistency reliability 

coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) across these studies. 
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Table 5.5: Summary of Internal Consistency Reliability Coefficients of the BTI 

Scale Thomson 
(2007) 

Govender 
(2008) 

Taylor 
(2008) 

Vogt & Laher 
(2009) 

Desai 
(2010) 

Sample size 175 125 6 112 176 130 

Extraversion 0.89 0.89 0.90 0.89 0.86 

Neuroticism 0.94 0.94 0.94 0.95 0.79 

Conscientiousness 0.91 0.96 0.94 0.92 0.92 

Openness to experience 0.89 0.90 0.88 0.87 0.87 

Agreeableness 0.90 0.93 0.88 0.90 0.92 

 

The BTI-Short comprises 60 items and offers researchers a short measure of the big 

five traits. Each trait is examined by 12 items selected from the full-length BTI item 

pool. Taylor and De Bruin (2013) note that the items for the BTI-Short were chosen 

based on the following criteria: 

 

• Each item should correlate strongly with the total scale. 

• Each item should contribute towards the reliability of its respective scale 

(Cronbach’s alpha of at least 0.80 for each scale). 

• Each item should load on its intended factor saliently but not on any other factors 

in a joint factor analysis of the items. 

• Each item should be free of item bias across different language groups. 

• Each of the original 24 facets must be represented by at least one item (but 

preferably three items). 

• The total scores of the brief scales must correlate strongly with the total scores of 

the full-length scales (p. 239). 

 

The item selection was conducted by utilising the responses to the full-length BTI of 

1000 respondents (English, N = 250; Afrikaans, N = 250; Nguni, N = 250; and Sesotho, 

N = 250). The reliability coefficients for the five scales were examined by means of 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. According to Taylor and De Bruin (2013), the shortened 

version of the BTI indicated Cronbach Alpha reliability coefficients of extraversion = 

0.80, neuroticism = 0.86, conscientiousness = 0.85, openness to experience = 0.77 

and agreeableness = 0.75. 
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Taylor and De Bruin (2013) note that reliability coefficients were further calculated for 

a new data set, including the responses of 883 individuals. The Cronbach’s Alpha 

reliability coefficients were extraversion = 0.81, neuroticism = 0.86, conscientiousness 

= 0.87, openness to experience = 0.83 and agreeableness = 0.81. Thus, the reliability 

coefficients were all above 0.80, indicating that the BTI-Short provides reliabilities that 

are sufficient for research purposes (Kaplan & Saccuzzo, 2001). 

 

According to Taylor and De Bruin (2013), factor analysis provided well-defined factors 

that agree with the theoretical model of the BTI-Short. All 60 items provided sufficient 

loading on its prescribed factor. The factor analysis indicated that the items measure 

what they are supposed to measure, providing support for construct validity of the five 

BTI-Short factors. Furthermore, item analysis showed that all 60 items correlated 

sufficiently with the total score of the relevant scale (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013). 

 

Additionally, the findings indicate that the items differentiate successfully between 

individuals with variant trait levels on each big-five scale. Taylor and De Bruin (2013) 

conclude that overall, the findings indicate that the BTI-Short serves as a practical 

substitute for the full BTI in situations where time is limited. It includes the most 

representative items from the original inventory and produces reliable scores that 

effectively capture the big five personality dimensions. Based on the above, the 

shortened version of the BTI was utilised for the purposes of this study. 
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5.4.1.3 The Utrecht work engagement scale 
 

The most frequently utilised assessment to assess work engagement as an 

independent psychological construct is the UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The UWES 

comprises three subscales, including vigour, dedication, and absorption, and has been 

validated in Europe, North America, Asia, Australia, and Africa (Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2010). Schaufeli (2012, p. 4) reports that “… confirmatory factor analyses have 

consistently shown that the fit of the hypothesized three-factor structure to the data is 

superior to that of alternative factor models. In addition, the internal consistencies of 

the three subscales are sufficient.” Schaufeli et al. (2006) created a shortened nine-

item edition of the UWES and offered support for its cross-national validity. “The three 

engagement dimensions are moderately strong and positively related so that a total 

score can also be used as an overall indicator of work engagement” (Schaufeli, 2012, 

p. 4). 

 

Seppälä et al. (2009) indicate that scores on the UWES are fairly consistent over time, 

varying from 0.82 to 0.86 over three years. “It is concluded that the UWES-9 scores 

has acceptable psychometric properties and that the instrument can be used in studies 

on positive organizational behavior” (Schaufeli et al., 2006, p. 701). Regardless of its 

popularity amongst researchers, questions still persist over the dimensionality of the 

UWES-9. However, De Bruin and Henn (2013) provide empirical support for Balducci 

et al. (2010) commendation that scholars should utilise the total score for the UWES-

9 rather than separate subscale scores. 

 

De Bruin and Henn (2013) contributed to the work engagement field in two ways: they 

confirmed the multidimensionality of the UWES-9 but further indicated the existence 

of a strong general factor running through all the items, demonstrating a lack of 

discriminant validity of the vigour, dedication, and absorption subscales. In this regard, 

De Bruin and Henn (2013), confirm that in spite of the multidimensionality, the analysis 

of a total score is warranted and favoured. 
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The lack of discriminant validity specifies that the three subscale scores should not be 

utilised as distinct independent variables or as distinct dependent variables (De Bruin 

& Henn, 2013). According to De Bruin and Henn (2013, p. 797), in “… univariate or 

multivariate applications of the general linear model a summed total score across the 

nine items should suffice.” The items of the work engagement measure developed by 

Schaufeli et al. (2002, 2006) is provided in Table 5.6 below. Instructions request 

respondents to specify how they feel about their job. If the respondent has never 

encountered the stated feeling, they select “0” (zero) in the space after the statement. 

If the respondent has experienced the stated feeling, they indicate how often they felt 

it by selecting the number (from “1” to “6”) that best describes how often they felt that 

way. Table 5.6 below provides the items for the shortened nine-item edition of the 

UWES. 

 
Table 5.6: The Nine-Item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

Vigour 
At my work, I feel bursting with energy. 
At my job, I feel strong and vigorous. 
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work. 

Dedication 
I am enthusiastic about my job. 
I am proud of the work that I do. 
My job inspires me. 

Absorption 
I feel happy when I am working intensely. 
I am immersed in my work. 
I get carried away when I’m working. 

Source: Schaufeli et al. (2006, p. 714) 
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5.4.2 The utilisation of online surveys 
 

According to Buchanan and Hvizdak (2009), the use of computer and online 

technology was popularised during the 1980s with e-mail surveys, which later evolved 

into web-based surveys in the 1990s. Today, an online survey is regarded as a mature 

data collection method, and extensive knowledge exists about its advantages and 

disadvantages (Maree, 2007). Nulty (2008) notes that online surveys have evolved 

into a popular, sophisticated, cost-effective data collection method. Online surveys 

have several strengths and weaknesses that are provided in Table 5.7 below. 

 
Table 5.7: Advantages and Disadvantages of Online Surveys 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Global reach Viewed as junk mail 

Flexibility Skewed attributes of the internet population 

Speed and timeliness Sample selection and representatives 

Technologically innovative Lack of online experience 

Convenience Technological variations in survey packages 

Ease of data entry and analysis Unclear instructions 

Question diversity Impersonal 

Low administrative costs Privacy and security 

Easy to follow up Low response rates 

Controlled sampling  

Large sample easy  

Control question order  

Control response category order  

Forced response  

Control over questions displayed  

Easy to snowball  
Source: Adapted from Evans and Mathur (2005, p. 197) 
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Although several advantages of online surveys exist, researchers still experience 

numerous issues when utilising this data collection method. These issues still remain 

a challenge for most researchers using online surveys to gather data. One of the most 

significant issues with regard to online surveys is the general decrease in survey 

response rates (Evans & Mathur, 2005). According to Cook et al. (2000), several 

reasons exist for the decrease in response rates, which include, but are not limited to, 

the following: limited access to online e-mail addresses, mistrust of survey use, survey 

length, privacy and security issues, and perceptions of spam. However, the potential 

problem of low response rates from respondents can be overcome. The researcher 

attempted to decrease the potential problems by explaining the purpose of the study 

to potential respondents and further used simple instructions (Evans & Mathur, 2005). 

 

The online survey was created and administered to employees using Google Forms, 

which is free to use as the researcher has a Google account. The items from the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs 

and the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) were combined on the Google Forms 

platform. JVR Psychometrics provided the researcher with an additional link to enable 

the respondents to use the link to complete the BTI-Short (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) 

on the Survey Monkey platform. The online survey was, therefore, administered to 

employees using Google Forms, and the additional link created by JVR Psychometrics 

allowed the respondents to complete the BTI-Short. 

 

By utilising the above software, administrative burdens were eliminated, quick 

responses were received, the data were readily available, and data analysis was made 

easier. The respondents were also asked to complete various biographical questions 

before the actual survey began. The reason for including these questions was to obtain 

relevant and significant demographic information about the respondents, which was 

part of this study. Thus, respondents were asked to provide information about their 

gender, race, age, home language, and level of education. Data collection took 

approximately six months after obtaining ethical clearance and institutional permission 

from the partaking organisation and the supervising academic institution. 
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5.5 DATA ANALYSIS 
 

When working with numerical data, adopting a systematic and organised approach to 

managing the data is critical to make the research process more manageable (Maree, 

2025). The following section describes the main approaches and techniques utilised 

by the researcher to analyse the data collected for the study. 

 

5.5.1 Data recording, storage and preparation 
 

The responses were stored online on Google Forms and Survey Monkey during the 

data collection. After the survey was closed, the data were downloaded and coded. 

After that, the coded data were imported to IBM SPSS for the data analysis phase of 

the study. All the biographical information was coded in IBM SPSS by assigning 

numerical values for nominal data for descriptive statistics. The quantitative responses 

were captured and coded on IBM SPSS and were categorised as either interval, 

nominal or ordinal data (Saunders et al., 2009). The data were prepared for analysis 

using IBM SPSS. Google Forms and Survey Monkey responses were downloaded in 

Excel format and stored on a hard drive. Accordingly, incomplete responses were 

removed from the dataset. Furthermore, the data’s accuracy and completeness were 

verified (Maree, 2025). Each of the remaining complete responses was assigned a 

unique respondent number to ensure anonymity. The process of data cleaning was 

tracked and recorded in the form of a coding book. 

 

5.5.2 Descriptive statistics 
 

Descriptive statistics were used to describe the sample in terms of gender, race, age, 

home language, and level of education. The demographic characteristics of the 

sample are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6 (see Section 6.1). 

 



Chapter 5: Research design and methods 
 

134 

5.5.3 Data analysis methods 
 

A variety of statistical methods were used to determine the extent to which personality 

traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement. The main statistical 

methods used to analyse the data included EFA, CFA, correlation analysis, and 

multiple hierarchical regression analysis. 

 

5.5.3.1 Exploratory factor analysis 
 

EFA was conducted to explore the factor structure of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli 

et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs. EFA was applied following the process highlighted by Williams 

et al. (2010). The suitability of the data for factor analysis was, therefore, determined 

by first considering the sample size. According to Williams et al. (2010), the 

recommended size of a sample necessary to conduct factor analysis differs 

significantly. A sample size of 100 is typically adequate, 200 can be accepted as fair, 

300 may be viewed as good, 500 as very good, and any sample of more than a 1 000 

responses as outstanding (Comrey & Lee, 1992). Thus, the 118 responses for this 

study were considered as sufficient. 

 

Before extracting any factors, the researcher conducted several tests to determine the 

appropriateness of the data being investigated. These included the Kaiser-Meyer-

Olkin (KMO) measure of Sampling Adequacy (Kaiser, 1974) and the Bartlett’s Test of 

Sphericity (Bartlett, 1950). According to Kaiser (1974), the KMO measure of sampling 

adequacy evaluates the sampling adequacy for conducting a factor analysis on a given 

dataset. It assesses the proportion of variance among the variables that might be 

caused by underlying factors. The KMO statistic ranges from 0 to 1, with higher values 

indicating more suitable conditions for factor analysis. A KMO value closer to 1 

suggests that the variables are highly intercorrelated and thus appropriate for factor 

analysis. A value below 0.5 indicates that the correlations between variables are weak, 

indicating unsuitability for factor analysis. A KMO value above 0.6 is generally 

considered acceptable, while values above 0.9 are considered excellent (Kaiser, 

1974). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity is a statistical procedure that indicates the presence 

of relationships among variables (Bartlett, 1950). A significant result (p < 0.05) 
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suggests that correlations between variables are sufficiently large for factor analysis. 

In other words, if the variables are correlated to a significant degree, they are 

appropriate for exploring underlying factors (Bartlett, 1950). 

 

The researcher should additionally decide how factors will be extracted. Extraction 

methods that are typically used include Principal Component Analysis (PCA), Principal 

Axis Factoring (PAF), maximum likelihood, alpha factoring, image factoring, 

unweighted least squares, and generalised least squares (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 

However, PCA and PAF are the most popular methods utilised by researchers to 

extract factors. The extraction methods utilised for this study to extract factors were 

PCA and PAF, considered as the preferred method in various statistical programmes 

(Goodall, 1954; Pett et al., 2003). The literature advises that a researcher should 

further determine what criteria should be used to assist in determining factor 

extraction. The main reason for extracting data is to decrease a significant number of 

items into factors (Williams et al., 2010). For the purposes of this study, the Kaiser’s 

criteria (eigenvalue > 1 rule) was utilised to assist in determining factor extraction. 

 

The researcher should also select the appropriate rotational method. According to 

Williams et al. (2010, p. 5), the purpose of rotation is to “… simplify the factor structure 

of a group of items, or in other words, high item loadings on one factor and smaller 

item loadings on the remaining factor solutions.” Here, the researcher established 

whether a variable might correlate to more than one factor. “Rotation maximises high 

item loadings and minimises low item loadings, therefore producing a more 

interpretable and simplified solution” (Williams et al., 2010, p. 9). 

 

The two main rotation methods include orthogonal varimax/quartimax (Thompson, 

2004) and oblique olbimin/promax (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Orthogonal varimax is 

typically used by researchers as the main rotational method. The orthogonal varimax 

rotational method produces factor structures that are uncorrelated, whereas the 

oblique promax rotational method produces factors that are related (Costello & 

Osborne, 2005). Both of these rotational methods serve the purpose of producing 

results that are easier to interpret. 
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Whichever rotated solution provides the best fit should be used. Some items might 

load on only one factor, others might load on more than one factor, and some might 

even not load at all. Using the above-mentioned guidelines, researchers can decide 

whether to discard or keep items for further analyses. By interpreting the data, the 

researcher searches “… to find those factors that taken together explain the majority 

of the responses” (Williams et al., 2010, p. 9). For this study, the rotation method 

applied was oblimin with kaiser normalisation, as it provided a method for factor 

analysis that balances interpretability and statistical accuracy (Osborne, 2015). 

 

Finally, the researcher should interpret which variables are related to a factor and 

should provide that factor with a name or theme (Williams et al., 2010). At least two or 

three variables should load on a factor to provide a significant elucidation (Henson & 

Roberts, 2006). “The reason for thorough and systematic factor analyses is to isolate items 

with high loadings in the resultant pattern matrices. In other words, it is a search to find 

those factors that taken together explain the majority of the responses” (Williams et al., 

2010, p. 9). Once the researcher is satisfied with the factors, the factors should be 

appropriately categorised. According to Williams et al. (2010, p. 9), it is vital that “… 

these labels or constructs reflect the theoretical and conceptual intent.” 

 

Before conducting CFA on the items comprising the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 

2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs, the internal consistency reliabilities were calculated. According 

to Fornell and Larcker (1981), problematic items can be identified by assessing the 

internal consistency reliability. Kline (1999) and Peterson (1994) note that Cronbach’s 

alpha should ideally be greater than 0.7 to deliver support for internal consistency 

reliability. 
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5.5.3.2 Confirmatory factor analysis 
 

After conducting EFA and confirming internal consistency reliability, the nine-item 

UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measurement tool derived from 

Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs were evaluated using CFA, with the fit 

indices of the models assessed (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Floyd and Widaman (1995) 

note that factor analysis is one of the most frequently used techniques in developing 

and evaluating psychological procedures. “Confirmatory factor analysis is a method 

for evaluating whether a pre-specified factor model provides a good fit to the data” 

(Floyd & Widaman, 1995. p. 293). According to Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991), an 

appropriate way to cross-validate the factor structure of a test is by means of CFA. 

CFA is theory or hypothesis-driven and seeks to address whether the factor structure 

matches the results of the original study. It can also be used to test and evaluate 

alternative models. 

 

“Most uses of ‘confirmatory’ factor analysis are, in actuality, partly exploratory and 

partly confirmatory in that the resultant model is derived in part from theory and in part 

from a respecification based on the analysis of model fit” (Gerbing & Hamilton, 1996, 

p. 7). This illustrates the ongoing debate over the use of EFA and CFA in 

organisational research (Howard, 2023). According to Howard (2023), the use of CFA 

is progressively increasing while the utilisation of EFA is declining. CFA tests the 

hypothesis that a relationship between observed variables and their underlying latent 

constructs exists. According to Williams et al. (2010, p. 3), CFA tests a proposed 

theory or model and “… has assumptions and expectations based on a priori theory 

regarding the number of factors, and which factor theories or models best fit.” Williams 

et al. (2010, p. 3) further note that “… factor analysis as a statistical approach is not 

without controversy or criticism.” However, most of these criticisms apply to EFA rather 

than CFA, reason being the subjectivity of the results determined by the researcher 

(Thompson, 2004). 
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With the large number of fit indices and the wide disparity in the agreement among 

researchers of which fit indices, as well as the cut-offs of these indices, to use, it is 

understandable that researchers can sometimes feel overwhelmed and confused 

(Zafrullah et al., 2024). According to Hooper et al. (2008, p. 53), the “… issue of how 

the model that best represents the data reflects underlying theory, known as model fit, 

is by no means agreed.” When reporting fit indices, it is not necessary to include all of 

them, as it is a burden to the reader as well as the researcher. Hooper et al. (2008) 

state that although there is no golden rule for reporting model fit, it is still necessary to 

report a variety of indices, as different indices show different aspects of model fit. 

Absolute fit indices “… provide the most fundamental indication of how well the 

proposed theory fits the data” (Hooper et al., 2008, p. 53). 

 

The chi-square statistic (CMIN/DF) “… assesses the magnitude of discrepancy 

between the sample and fitted covariances matrices” (Hu & Bentler, 1999, p. 2). 

According to Hu and Bentler (1999), the CMIN/DF should ideally be smaller than 3 for 

good fitting models. The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) “… tells 

us how well the model, with unknown but optimally chosen parameter estimates, would 

fit the populations’ covariance matrix” (Hooper et al., 2008, p. 54). The RMSEA should 

ideally be below 0.05 for an excellent fit, between 0.05 and 0.08 for a reasonable fit, 

and if the RMSEA is above 0.08, there is not strong support for the model (Hu & 

Bentler, 1999). The Tucker and Lewis Index (TLI) is non-normed, and values can 

exceed 1 (Hooper et al., 2008). Ideally, the TLI should be greater than 0.95 for a good 

fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

 

The CFI “… assumes that all latent variables are uncorrelated (null/independence 

model) and compares the sample covariance matrix with this null model” (Hooper et 

al., 2008, p. 55). Hu and Bentler (1999) note that a CFI above 0.95 is indicative of 

good fit. Hu and Bentler (1999) further note that the standardised root mean residual 

(SRMR) can be considered a measure of average discrepancy between correlations 

of observed data and the correlation matrix of the implied model. A model with SRMR 

values less than 0.05 can be regarded as a good fit between the model and the data 

(Hu & Bentler, 1999). “In general, if the vast majority of the indexes indicate a good fit, 

then there is probably a good fit” (Schreiber et al., 2006, p. 327). The main fit measures 

utilised in this study were the CMIN/DF, RMSEA, TLI, CFI, and SRMR. 
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Table 5.8 below provides a summary of the most important model fit indices that were 

utilised by the researcher during the CFA analyses to determine the model fit of both 

the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measurement tool 

derived from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. 
 
Table 5.8: Most Significant Model Fit Indices Used for This Study 

Abbreviation Fit Index Acceptable Threshold Levels 

CMIN/DF Chi-Square Statistic Values must be below 3 for good fitting models 

RMSEA Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation 

Values must fall below 0.08 for acceptable fit, for 
good of fit below 0.05 

TLI Tucker and Lewis Index Values must meet or exceed 0.9, preferably ≥ 
0.95 

CFI Comparative Fit Index  Values must meet or exceed 0.9, preferably ≥ 
0.95 

SRMR Standardised Root Mean 
Residual  

Values must fall below 0.08 for acceptable fit, for 
good of fit below 0.05 

Source: Adapted from Hooper et al. (2008, p. 58) 

 

5.5.3.3 Correlation analysis 
 

Correlation analysis is a statistical technique used to examine the degree and direction 

of association between two or more quantitative variables (Senthilnathan, 2019). It 

quantifies how closely changes in one variable correspond to changes in another, 

providing an indication of whether the relationship is positive (i.e., both increase or 

decrease together), negative (i.e., one increases while the other decreases), or absent 

(i.e., no consistent pattern) (Field, 2018). The strength of this association is typically 

expressed through the Pearson product-moment correlation (r), which ranges from -1 

to +1 (Senthilnathan, 2019). A value close to +1 signifies a strong positive relationship, 

while a value close to -1 indicates a strong negative relationship (Pallant, 2020). 
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Interpreting correlation analysis requires caution, as correlation does not imply 

causation (Dancey & Reidy, 2017). While the coefficient reveals the magnitude and 

direction of association, it cannot determine whether one variable causes changes in 

the other (Pallant, 2020). Researchers must also consider the statistical significance 

of the correlation to ensure that the observed relationship is not due to random chance. 

Conventionally, correlations between ±0.1 and ±0.3 are considered weak, ±0.3 to ±0.5 

moderate, and above ±0.5 strong (Cohen, 1988). Additionally, contextual 

interpretation is critical, especially in social science research where measurement 

variability and human behaviour introduce natural fluctuations that can attenuate 

relationships (Gogtay & Thatte, 2017). 

 

The importance of correlation analysis lies in its ability to form the foundation for more 

advanced statistical techniques and theoretical insights (Senthilnathan, 2019). It helps 

researchers identify potential predictors, validate relationships proposed in conceptual 

frameworks, and assess the consistency of measurement scales (Pallant, 2020). In 

regression modelling, correlation coefficients are used to detect multicollinearity 

among predictors, ensuring the robustness of inferential results. Beyond 

methodological purposes, correlation analysis is valuable for understanding the 

interconnectedness of psychological-, behavioural-, or organisational variables, 

guiding theory development and practical decision-making (Gogtay & Thatte, 2017. In 

essence, correlation analysis provides a concise, yet powerful means of uncovering 

patterns in data, serving as a bridge between descriptive statistics and causal 

modelling (Cohen, 1988; Gogtay & Thatte, 2017; Senthilnathan, 2019). 

 

5.5.3.4 Hierarchical multiple regression analysis 
 

Multiple regression is a robust analytical technique used to explore and predict the 

relationship between a dependent variable and several independent variables 

(Petrocelli, 2003). According to Petrocelli (2003), the primary aim of multiple 

regression is to elucidate how well a set of predictor variables can explain or forecast 

variations in a criterion (dependent) variable. Historically, various approaches to 

multiple regression have been developed, including simultaneous-, stepwise-, and 

hierarchical regression (Wampold & Freund, 1987). Simultaneous regression involves 

entering all predictor variables into the analysis concurrently, while stepwise 
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regression selects predictors based on statistical criteria. In contrast, hierarchical 

regression is employed to test theoretical hypotheses by entering predictors into the 

analysis systematically according to theoretical rationale (Aron & Aron, 1999; 

Petrocelli, 2003; Wampold & Freund, 1987). 

 

Hierarchical regression is particularly suited for theory-driven research, where the 

focus is on understanding the incremental value of predictors in explaining the 

dependent variable. Unlike stepwise and simultaneous methods, which emphasise 

optimising prediction and exploring relationships, hierarchical regression allows 

researchers to assess how the addition of predictors improves the model fit beyond 

what is already accounted for by previously entered variables (Petrocelli, 2003). This 

method calculates the change in the R² statistic (ΔR²) to gauge the additional 

explanatory power provided by new predictors (Wampold & Freund, 1987). 

 

The correct application of hierarchical regression requires a well-defined theoretical 

rationale for the sequence of predictor variable entry. This approach helps to clarify 

the specific contribution of each predictor and ensures that the analysis aligns with 

theoretical expectations (Petrocelli, 2003; Courville & Thompson, 2001). In practice, 

hierarchical regression provides valuable insights into how specific predictors 

contribute to explaining variability in the dependent variable, often by comparing the 

explanatory power of predictors entered at different stages (Petrocelli, 2003). 

 

Hierarchical multiple regression begins with defining the research hypotheses and 

theoretical framework to determine the order in which predictor variables will be 

entered into the regression model (Pedhazur, 1997). The next step involves entering 

predictor variables in a sequential manner, guided by the theoretical rationale or 

research design. Specifically, variables are entered in stages or blocks, with each 

block representing a theoretically justified set of predictors (Aiken & West, 1991). The 

change in R² (ΔR²) is then calculated to assess the additional explanatory power of 

predictors added at each stage, compared to those entered in previous stages (Cohen 

et al., 2003). The results of hierarchical multiple regression are reported by presenting 

the ΔR² and p-values for each step. The beta (β) coefficients for predictor variables 

are typically reported for the step in which they were first entered, controlling for 

variables entered in previous steps (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). This focus on ΔR² 
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rather than re-evaluated β coefficients helps in understanding how new predictors 

improve the model’s ability to explain the dependent variable. 

 

A hierarchical multiple regression was, therefore, conducted to investigate the extent 

to which personality traits predict engagement, and what additional variance can be 

explained by basic psychological needs. This method allowed for a systematic 

evaluation of how different predictors contribute to the dependent variable over time. 

Following the theoretical framework, predictor variables were entered into the 

regression model in stages or blocks. Each block was introduced based on theoretical 

rationale, allowing for an assessment of the incremental value provided by new 

predictors beyond those entered in earlier stages (Pedhazur, 1997; Aiken & West, 

1991). 

 

The analysis focused on changes in the R² statistic (ΔR²) to determine the additional 

explanatory power of each block of predictors (Cohen et al., 2003). This approach 

aligns with hierarchical regression principles by emphasising how subsequent 

predictors improve the model’s fit, thus clarifying the specific contributions of 

personality traits and basic psychological needs to work engagement (Petrocelli, 2003; 

Wampold & Freund, 1987). The results were reported by detailing the ΔR² and p-

values for each stage, and β coefficients were provided for predictors as they were 

entered, ensuring that the analysis accurately reflected the contributions of each 

variable without re-evaluating earlier coefficients (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 
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5.6 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY OF RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS 
 

The following section describes the criteria and techniques used by the researcher to 

assess and demonstrate the quality and rigour of the researcher’s research efforts. 

The quality of the methods used to analyse data are predominantly assessed in terms 

of validity and reliability (Forza, 2002). Establishing a reliable and valid measure is a 

critical process before any valid conclusions can be made in a study. 

 

5.6.1 Sources of bias or error that could influence the research findings 
 

According to Forza (2002, p. 176) when measurements “… are unreliable and/or 

invalid, analysis can possibly lead to incorrect inferences and misleading conclusions.” 

There are at least four types of error that need to be considered, that could influence 

the research findings of this study. Table 5.9 below provides the four major sources of 

error. 

 
Table 5.9: Potential Sources of Error 

Source of error Explanation 

Sampling error 

A sample with no (or unknown) capability of representing the population (because of 
inadequate sample selection or because of auto-selection effects) excludes the 
possibility of generalising the results beyond the original sample. If this error is not 
controlled, it has an effect on the external validity of the study. 

Measurement error 
Data derived from the use of measures that do not match the theoretical dimensions, 
or are not reliable, make any test meaningless. 

Statistical conclusion 
error 

When performing statistical tests there is a probability of accepting a conclusion that 
the investigated relationship (or other effect) does not exist even when it does exist. 

Internal validity error 
When the explanation given of what has been observed is less plausible than the rival 
ones, then the conclusions can be considered erroneous. 

Source: Adapted from Forza (2002, p. 162) 
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The sampling approach that was utilised for this study was convenience sampling. As 

such, conclusions about the results cannot be generalised to the population of 

employees in South Africa (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maree, 2025). Measurement 

bias was eliminated during data collection and during data analysis. As this study 

involves primary data that were collected from anonymous respondents, the 

researcher ensured that there were no variations in data collection techniques in that 

the online surveys were sent out in the same manner via the same collection method. 
 

In addition, during the data collection process, the researcher ensured data integrity 

by capturing responses on SPSS thoroughly. Cross checks of the recorded responses 

were conducted throughout the data collection phase. Where the researcher was 

unable to perform a certain complex statistical analysis, the researcher sought 

guidance from a statistician. In addition, the researcher took steps to ensure data 

integrity by adopting an objective stance in accordance with the post-positivist 

research paradigm (Lincoln et al., 2011; Maree, 2025; Plack, 2005). 
 

5.6.2 Reliability of the research instruments 
 

Reliability is defined as the “… extent to which data collection technique or techniques 

yields consistent findings, similar observations would be made or conclusions reached 

by other researchers or there is transparency in how sense was made from the raw 

data” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 600). Reliability is typically assessed after data 

collection has been completed. According to Forza (2002), the four most significant 

methods used to estimate reliability include test-rest reliability, alternative form 

reliability, split halves reliability, and internal consistency reliability. 
 

5.6.2.1 Internal consistency reliability 
 

Internal consistency reliability is “… concerned with the homogeneity of the items 

within a scale” (DeVellis, 2003, p. 27). Two possibilities account for the correlations 

between items: causality of items and that items share a similar cause. If items have 

strong correlations among themselves, there will most likely be a strong relationship 

between the items and the latent variable (DeVellis, 2003). Thus, if the items have a 

strong relationship with the latent variable, they are likely to have a strong relationship 

with each other. 
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According to Eisinga et al. (2013), the most frequently applied mathematical method 

used when assessing internal reliability is Cronbach’s coefficient alpha, which 

estimates internal consistency reliability, with the most appropriate and popular 

applied measure being the Cronbach’s alpha. Cronbach’s alpha varies between 0 and 

1, with 1 indicating a perfect internal reliability while 0 indicates no internal reliability. 

 

Typically, a Cronbach’s alpha of above or equal to 0.7 can be considered as a 

sufficient level of internal consistency reliability (Hair et al., 2006). In order to determine 

the internal consistency reliability of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006), the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs, 

and the BTI-Short (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 

considered to assess the internal consistency of these three models. 

 

5.6.3 Validity of the research instruments 
 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 603), validity refers to the “… extent to which 

data collection method or methods accurately measure what they were intended to 

measure.” Each of the validity assessments for this study are discussed below. 

 

5.6.3.1 Convergent and Discriminant validity 
 

Convergent validity refers to the degree to which two measures of the same construct 

are related, whereas discriminant validity is regarded as a measure of the degree to 

which two theoretically similar constructs are distinct (Hair et al., 2006). The approach 

developed by Fornell and Larcker (1981) is a useful evaluation of a measurement 

models’ validity and was thus used to assess whether the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli 

et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs, supported convergent and discriminant validity. The composite 

reliability (CR) of a construct is a function of the standardised regression weights and 

the estimated error variances. Thus, CR is calculated as: 
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In this equation, li is the standardised factor loading and ei is the error variance of the 

indicator. Fornell and Larcker (1981) indicate that there is support for convergent 

validity when the CR value is above the suggested value of 0.5. To assess whether 

there is support for discriminant validity, the average variance extracted (AVE) was 

considered, which provides insights into the amount of variance that is captured by 

the construct in relation to the amount of variance due to measurement error. The AVE 

is a function of the sum of the squared loadings of the standardised regression 

coefficients and the sum of the measurement error variances (Fornell & Larcker, 

1981). Thus, AVE is calculated as:  

 

 

 

Fornell and Larcker (1981, p. 46) note that if the AVE “… is less than 0.50, the variance 

due to measurement error is larger than the variance captured by the construct, and 

the validity of the individual indicators, as well as the construct, is questionable.” Thus, 

to assess whether the instrument supported convergent validity, the CR values were 

considered. If the CR values were above the suggested 0.5 value, the construct 

appeared to show support for convergent validity. To assess whether the instrument 

models showed support for discriminant validity, the AVE, as well as the maximum 

shared variance (R2) with another construct, were calculated. Discriminant validity is 

supported when AVE is more than the R2 of the remaining constructs. Therefore, the 

ratio of AVE/R2 was calculated and this ratio should be more than 1 for discriminant 

validity to be supported (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 
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5.6.3.2 Construct validity 
 

Probably the most complex and critical property that can be assessed about a 

measure is construct validity. “A measure has construct validity if the set of items 

constituting a measure faithfully represents the set of aspects of the theoretical 

construct measured, and does not contain items which represent aspects not included 

in the theoretical construct” (Forza, 2002, p. 178). The empirical assessment of 

construct validity focuses on establishing convergent and discriminant validity. 

Convergence between measures of the same construct constitutes convergent 

validity, while separation between measures of different constructs constitutes 

discriminant validity. “When a test, conducted to assess an aspect of construct validity, 

does not support the expected result, either the measurement instrument or the theory 

could be invalid” (Forza, 2002, p. 178). The researcher compared the results of factor 

analysis with the pre-specified factors and loadings in order to obtain an indication of 

the construct validity of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. 

 

5.7 RESEARCH ETHICS 
 

The purpose of this section is to discuss the specific ethical principles and potential 

ethical problems that applied to this study. Ethics refers to the principles and standards 

of actions that guide honourable choices regarding a researcher’s actions (Aguinis & 

Henle, 2004; Van Vuuren, 2010). The researcher was guided by the Research Ethics 

Policy of the University of South Africa. Furthermore, approval for the research was 

acquired from the Research Ethics Committee of the Department of Industrial and 

Organisational Psychology. Permission to conduct the research was also acquired 

from the single South African organisation. The ethical considerations that applied to 

the study included the researcher, respondent recruitment, the measurement process 

and data collection, data analysis, and reporting of the results. 
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5.7.1 Ethical issues with regard to the researcher 
 

The researcher should be competent in the methods that the researcher utilises for 

research purposes (Aguinis & Henle, 2004). In this regard, the researcher completed 

various different research modules and has attended various research workshops – 

at third year, honours-, masters-, and doctorate-level. Consequently, the researcher 

could be considered competent in using EFA, CFA, correlation analysis, and 

hierarchical multiple regression analysis to conduct a psychometric assessment 

during the study. Where the researcher struggled to perform specific complex 

statistical analysis, the researcher sought assistance from a statistician. In addition, 

the researcher ensured data integrity by adopting an objective stance in line with the 

post-positivist research paradigm (Lincoln et al., 2011; Maree, 2025; Plack, 2005). 
 

5.7.2 Respondent recruitment 
 

Aguinis and Henle (2004) state that respondents should participate freely in the study 

based on informed consent completed by the respondents. The aim(s) of the study, 

which were included in the e-mail that contained the link to the online survey, as well 

as in the introduction of the online survey, was provided to the respondents. 

Furthermore, an explanation of how the data would be used was provided. In addition, 

respondents were given the right to withdraw from the study at any given time. 

Confidentiality was also guaranteed (Aguinis & Henle, 2004). 
 

5.7.3 During data collection and the measurement procedure 
 

The research respondents should not experience any harm as a result of their 

participation in the study (Aguinis & Henle, 2004). The researcher aimed to establish 

reliability and validity throughout the research process. Bias was avoided, and fairness 

ensured by utilising measuring instruments with acceptable psychometric properties 

in terms of reliability and validity. Furthermore, in order to ensure that data were 

collected in an ethical manner, the respondents that took part in the study participated 

on a voluntary basis. In addition, the respondents had the right to discontinue their 

involvement at any time during the study. Before the study began, the researcher 

informed respondents of this fact. Moreover, the study did not harm or put the 

respondents in danger during the research process. No physical-, psychological-, or 

emotional risks existed for the respondents of the study. 
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The respondents were also required to provide their informed consent before the study 

began (Aguinis & Henle, 2004). The informed consent was recorded as each 

respondent had to agree to take part in the study before they could begin with the 

online survey. All the respondents of the study further had the right to remain 

anonymous. Accordingly, the researcher did not reveal the identity of any of the 

respondents to ensure that the reader of the thesis could not identify the true identity 

of the respondents. The personal information provided by the respondents for 

demographic purposes further remained confidential. Only the researcher has access 

to the personal information of the respondents. In addition, the organisation where the 

respondents work is also not disclosed. 

 

5.7.4 Processing the data 
 

During the data analysis process, the data quality were addressed by testing whether 

the data met the assumptions, and by adjusting the statistical methods according to 

the assumptions. In addition, the researcher identified and removed outliers according 

to the required criteria. Analysis choices were also reported and no data tampering 

took place (Aguinis & Edwards, 2014; Aguinis & Henle, 2004). 

 

5.7.5 Reporting of results 
 

In order to conduct adequate research, a researcher should not plagiarise (Aguinis & 

Henle, 2004; Lowman, 2006). The researcher provided the necessary references 

when quoting or referencing others’ work. In addition, any valuable information that 

could have changed the outcome of the study was not omitted. Furthermore, when 

linking previous research to the newly gained knowledge obtained from the results, 

the researcher did not copy any previous work from other researchers, and 

acknowledged all the research used. The writing of the thesis and all the information 

reported were carried out according to the recommended standards (Aguinis & Henle, 

2004; Lowman, 2006). 
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5.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 5 covered the methodological aspects of the study. First, the specific inquiry 

strategy for this study was discussed in detail. Thereafter, the target population of the 

study was described by discussing the sampling strategy for this study. The data 

collection method and the data analysis techniques were also covered. Additionally, 

the criteria and techniques utilised to assess and demonstrate the quality and rigour 

of the research efforts were discussed. Finally, the chapter concluded with a 

discussion of the specific ethical principles and considerations of the study. Chapter 6 

presents the empirical findings of this study. In this chapter, the research results are 

reported in the form of tables and figures. 
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CHAPTER 6: RESEARCH RESULTS 
 

“Real science is not about certainty but about uncertainty” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 22). 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The following chapter covers the empirical findings of the study. Firstly, the 

demographic characteristics of the sample are provided. Thereafter, the results of EFA 

on the items of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the researcher’s 

measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs are reported. 

The findings pertaining to correlation analysis are also discussed. In addition, the 

results of CFA are provided on the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. 

Finally, the results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis conducted are 

provided to determine the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological 

needs predict work engagement. 

 

6.2 DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE 
 

In total, 118 responses were found to be suitable for analysis. As can be seen in Table 

6.1, 56.8% were female and 43.2% were male. In terms of ethnicity, 72% of the 

respondents were white, 10.2% were black African, 9.3% were Indian, and 8.5% were 

coloured. Considering the age of the respondents, 39% were aged between 30-39 

years, 23.7% between 18-29 years, 22.9% between 40-49 years, 10.2% between 50-

59 years, and 4.2% were 60-65 years old. The majority of the respondents spoke 

either Afrikaans (57.6%) or English (36.4%). The rest spoke isiZulu (1.7%), Setswana 

(1.7%), isiXhosa (0.8%), Sepedi (0.8%), and SiSwati (0.7%). Most of the respondents 

had a formal education of Grade 12 or higher, with the majority having obtained Grade 

12 (22%), an Honour’s degree (20.3%), or a Master’s degree (18.6%). Some of the 

respondents obtained a Bachelor’s degree (17.8%), a Diploma (13.6%), or a 

Certificate (6.8%). Only one respondent obtained a Grade 11 level of education 

(0.8%). 
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Table 6.1: Demographic Characteristics of the Sample 
Variable Categories Frequencies Percentage 

Gender 
Male 51 43.2 

Female 67 56.8 

Race 

Black African 12 10.2 

Coloured 10 8.5 

Indian 11 9.3 

White 85 72.0 

Age 

18 - 29 years 28 23.7 

30 - 39 years 46 39.0 

40 - 49 years 27 22.9 

50 - 59 years 12 10.2 

60 - 65 years 5 4.2 

Home Language 

Afrikaans 68 57.6 

English 43 36.4 

isiXhosa 1 0.8 

isiZulu 2 1.7 

Sepedi 1 0.8 

Setswana 2 1.7 

SiSwati 1 0.8 

Education 

Grade 11 1 0.8 

Grade 12 26 22.0 

Certificate 8 6.8 

Diploma 16 13.6 

Bachelor's Degree 21 17.8 

Honour's Degree 24 20.3 

Master’s Degree 22 18.6 
Note. Percentage may not total 100% due to rounding. 



Chapter 6: Research results 
 

153 

6.3 EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS 
 

EFA was utilised as a powerful statistical technique to elucidate the underlying 

structure and interrelationships among the variables of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli 

et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs. In the process, valuable insights into the complex phenomena 

under investigation were obtained. The following section discusses the EFA 

conducted on the nine-item UWES and the researcher’s basic psychological needs 

measure. 

 

6.3.1 The nine-item Utrecht work engagement scale 
 

The present study employed a principal component analysis (PCA) as the factor 

extraction method for the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Table 6.2 provides 

a summary of the KMO measure and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity for the nine-item 

UWES. A KMO value higher than 0.6 is typically deemed satisfactory, and values 

exceeding 0.9 are regarded as outstanding (Kaiser, 1974). The KMO measure yielded 

a substantial value of 0.907, indicating a high level of sampling adequacy. This 

suggests that the variables in the dataset were sufficiently interrelated to proceed with 

EFA. Furthermore, Bartlett's Test of Sphericity yielded a highly significant result (χ² = 

866.152, df = 36, p < .001), indicating the presence of significant relationships among 

variables. Therefore, based on the KMO measure and Bartlett's Test results, it could 

be concluded that the dataset was appropriate for conducting EFA to identify the 

underlying factors among the variables. 

 
Table 6.2: KMO and Bartlett’s Test (Utrecht Work Engagement Scale) 

Test Value 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.907 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 
df 
Sig. 

866.152 
36 

0.000 
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Table 6.3 indicates that only one eigenvalue was above 1, suggesting that a single 

dimension should be sufficient to capture the dimensionality of the nine-item UWES 

(Kaiser, 1974). Table 6.4 demonstrates the relationships between the observed 

variables and the extracted component resulting from a PCA. For this study, a cut-off 

value of 0.4 was utilised to assess the practical significance of standardised factor 

loadings (Stevens, 1992). When the extracted factor loadings in Table 6.4 are 

examined, all the items loaded on the first component. In addition, the factor loadings 

of all the items were above 0.4. These loadings suggested that all the items were 

strongly associated with the underlying factor represented by the first component. 

Therefore, none of the items were excluded in further analyses. 

 
Table 6.3: Total Variance Explained (Utrecht Work Engagement Scale) 

Component Initial 
Eigenvalues   Extraction Sums of Squared 

Loadings 
 Total % of 

Variance 
Cumulative 

% Total % of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% 

1 5.956 66.183 66.183 5.956 66.183 66.183 
2 0.986 10.954 77.137    
3 0.549 6.103 83.240    
4 0.390 4.334 87.574    
5 0.346 3.839 91.413    
6 0.256 2.844 94.257    
7 0.249 2.771 97.028    
8 0.162 1.799 98.827    
9 0.106 1.173 100.000    

 
Table 6.4: Component Matrix (Utrecht Work Engagement Scale) 

Variable Component 1 
At my work I feel bursting with energy 0.849 
At my job I feel strong and vigorous 0.782 
I am enthusiastic about my job 0.941 
My job inspires me 0.883 
When I get up in the morning I feel like going to work 0.845 
I feel happy when I am working intensely 0.803 
I am proud of the work that I do 0.801 
I am immersed in my work 0.755 
I get carried away when I’m working 0.625 
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6.3.2 The researcher’s basic psychological needs scale 
 

PCA was also employed as the initial factor extraction method for the researcher’s 

measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. Once the 

number of factors had been determined, PAF was conducted with oblimin with kaiser 

normalisation as the rotation method, providing a factor analysis method that balanced 

the interpretability and statistical accuracy (Osborne, 2015). Table 6.5 provides a 

summary of the KMO measure and Bartlett's Test of Sphericity for the researcher’s 

measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. The KMO 

measure yielded a value of 0.805. This value indicated that the data were highly 

suitable for factor analysis, surpassing the commonly accepted threshold of 0.5 or 0.6, 

suggesting that there is substantial common variance among the variables (Kaiser, 

1974). Furthermore, Bartlett's Test of Sphericity yielded a statistically significant result 

(χ² = 1116.863, df = 276, p < .001). Thus, based on the KMO measure and Bartlett's 

Test results, it could be concluded that the dataset was appropriate for conducting 

EFA to identify underlying factors among the variables. 

 
Table 6.5: KMO and Bartlett’s Test (Basic Psychological Needs Scale) 

Test Value 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.805 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 
df 
Sig. 

1116.863 
276 

0.000 

 

Table 6.6 indicates that seven of the eigenvalues were above 1, suggesting that seven 

dimensions may be required to capture the dimensionality of the researcher’s 

measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs (Kaiser, 1974). 

However, Horn’s parallel analysis suggests that three factors may prove to be a better 

solution (Horn, 1965). In addition, the theoretical model of Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs made provision for a four-dimensional solution. As such, a three-

dimensional and a four-dimensional solution for the researcher’s measuring 

instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs was explored. 
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However the three- or four-dimensional solutions did not provide a meaningful 

structure. The pattern matrix for both the three- and four-dimensional solutions 

indicated a significant number of cross-loadings suggesting that the items may tap into 

multiple underlying dimensions or constructs simultaneously. This indicated that the 

items were not uniquely associated with one specific factor but may contribute to the 

measurement of multiple constructs. In addition, the three-factor solution only showed 

one unique loading on the third factor, while the same was found for the fourth factor 

in the four-factor solution. This finding, together with the cross-loadings, therefore, 

prompted the researcher to critically evaluate the structure of the factors and 

reconsider the inclusion of certain items in the instrument. The results, therefore, 

necessitated further refinement of the researcher’s measuring instrument from 

Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. Thus, following the unsuccessful attempts 

at extracting either three factors (Horn,1965) or four factors (Grawe, 2007), a two-

dimensional solution was explored. 
 
Table 6.6: Total Variance Explained (Basic Psychological Needs Scale) 

Component Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared 
Loadings 

 Total % of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% Total % of 

Variance 
Cumulative 

% 
1 6.808 28.365 28.365 6.808 28.365 28.365 
2 2.176 9.065 37.430 2.176 9.065 37.430 
3 1.980 8.249 45.679 1.980 8.249 45.679 
4 1.497 6.237 51.916 1.497 6.237 51.916 
5 1.249 5.205 57.121 1.249 5.205 57.121 
6 1.164 4.850 61.971 1.164 4.850 61.971 
7 1.015 4.229 66.199 1.015 4.229 66.199 
8 0.961 4.003 70.203    
9 0.796 3.316 73.519    
10 0.747 3.114 76.633    
11 0.724 3.018 79.651    
12 0.630 2.624 82.275    
13 0.587 2.447 84.722    
14 0.541 2.254 86.975    
15 0.459 1.912 88.887    
16 0.430 1.792 90.679    
17 0.379 1.580 92.259    
18 0.330 1.376 93.635    
19 0.318 1.323 94.958    
20 0.290 1.208 96.167    
21 0.286 1.192 97.359    
22 0.224 0.934 98.293    
23 0.213 0.890 99.183    
24 0.196 0.817 100.000    
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When the rotated factor loadings in Table 6.7 are examined, eleven items loaded on 

the first dimension and six items loaded on the second dimension. There were no 

cross-loadings. Items BN23, BN13, BN16, BN02, BN12, BN04, and BN03 did not load 

on any factor. These items were worded in a manner that could possibly have 

confused respondents and, therefore, these seven items were excluded in further 

analyses. Factor 1 primarily encompassed the need for attachment and the need for 

pleasure maximisation/pain minimisation. Factor 2 predominantly included the need 

for control/orientation and the need for self-esteem enhancement. 

 
Table 6.7: Rotated Pattern Matrix, Two Factors (Basic Psychological Needs Scale) 

Oblimin with Kaiser Normalisation Rotated pattern matrix factor loadings 
Factor 

1 2 
BN14: I aim to form relationships at work 0.854  
BN19: I actively collaborate with my colleagues 0.756  
BN21: I display empathy towards my colleagues 0.683  
BN07: I aim to support my colleagues 0.676  
BN09: I strive to be part of a group at work 0.669  
BN11: I incorporate fun into my work 0.507  
BN17: I strive to make work enjoyable 0.437  
BN01: I actively participate in group events at work 0.429  
BN05: I ask for clarity when I complete my work 0.419  
BN22: I participate in initiatives that make work pleasant 0.417  
BN10: I aim to understand the context of a situation at work 0.403  
BN23: I take full responsibility for my actions at work   
BN13: I choose to focus on the pleasant aspects of my work   
BN16: I actively influence my work environment to complete my job tasks   
BN15: I seek out work tasks that I can learn from  0.691 
BN08: I complete goals that will improve my career  0.689 
BN24: I actively contribute to projects at work that improve my skills  0.573 
BN06: I actively engage in projects that seem enjoyable  0.573 
BN18: I seek out opportunities to develop new skills in my job  0.533 
BN20: I aim to consider various options available to me in order to complete my job tasks  0.509 
BN02: I aim to complete job tasks that seem fun   
BN12: I strive to master the tasks at my job   
BN04: I aim to complete work tasks that add value to projects   
BN03: I strive to remain informed about my job responsibilities   

 

Based on the rotated pattern matrix above, two factors were, therefore, specified to 

capture the dimensionality of the researcher’s basic psychological needs measure. 

These were labelled ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ which is consistent 

with the research on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of mental 

functioning. 
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Before conducting CFA on the items comprising the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 

2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs, the internal consistency reliabilities were calculated. Problematic 

items could be identified by evaluating the internal consistency reliability (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981). The Cronbach’s alpha should ideally be greater than 0.7 to provide 

support for internal consistency reliability (Kline, 1999; Peterson, 1994). 

 

Cronbach’s alpha value was evaluated for the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 

2006), yielding an acceptable internal reliability (⍺	= 0.931) as illustrated in Table 6.8 

on the next page. Thus, it appears that the UWES is internally consistent. The internal 

consistency reliabilities were further calculated for ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous 

mastery’. Internal reliability for ‘autonomous mastery’ (⍺	= 0.850) and ‘autonomous 

mastery’ (⍺	 = 0.780) was acceptable as illustrated in Table 6.8. The internal 

consistency reliabilities were also calculated for the BTI-Short (Taylor & De Bruin, 

2013), yielding acceptable internal reliabilities as illustrated in Table 6.8. Overall, the 

results indicated that the BTI-Short had good to excellent internal consistency 

reliability across all measured personality traits. 
 
Table 6.8: Item Reliabilities 

Work Engagement 
Scale ⍺ Number of items 

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 0.931 9 
Basic Psychological Needs 

Factor ⍺ Number of items 
Joyful Connection 0.850 11 
Autonomous Mastery 0.780 6 

Personality Traits 
Factor ⍺ Number of items 

Extraversion 0.88 12 
Neuroticism 0.92 12 
Conscientiousness 0.91 12 
Openness to experience 0.87 12 
Agreeableness 0.85 12 
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6.4 CONFIRMATORY FACTOR ANALYSIS 
 
Following EFA and the establishment of internal consistency reliability, the nine-item 

UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument from 

Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs were subjected to CFA, and the fit indices 

of the models determined. 

 

6.4.1 The nine-item Utrecht work engagement scale 
 

A CFA was conducted to test the construct validity of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli 

et al., 2006), and modifications were added until an acceptable fit was obtained. 

According to the findings, all the fit indices indicated a satisfactory model fit, as 

reported in Table 6.9. The results demonstrated a good model fit for a one-factor 

model of work engagement (Hooper et al., 2008). The work engagement measuring 

model is depicted in Figure 6.1 on the next page. 

 
Table 6.9: Summary of Fit Measures (Utrecht Work Engagement Scale) 

Fit Index Value Acceptable Threshold Levels 

CMIN/DF 1.401 Values must be below 3 for good fitting models 

RMSEA 0.058 Values must fall below 0.08 for acceptable fit, for good of fit below 0.05 

TLI 0.983 Values must meet or exceed 0.9, preferably ≥ 0.95 

CFI 0.990 Values must meet or exceed 0.9, preferably ≥ 0.95 

SRMR 0.036 Values must fall below 0.08 for acceptable fit, for good of fit below 0.05 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Chapter 6: Research results 
 

160 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6.1: CFA model (Utrecht Work Engagement Scale) 
 

Subsequent to the CFA, the CR and AVE values as measures of convergent validity 

of the work engagement factor were calculated and found to be 0.993 and 0.550 

respectively. If the CR is greater than 0.7 then the indicator variables loading on the 

latent variable have adequate shared variance (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). In addition, 

AVE values greater than 0.5 are recommended (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Based on 

the high CR and adequate AVE, there is support for the construct validity of the single 

factor model of work engagement in terms of convergent validity. 

 

6.4.2 The researcher’s basic psychological needs scale 
 

Based on the EFA of the researcher’s basic psychological needs scale (Grawe, 2007), 

a CFA was conducted to confirm the factor structure. When considering the findings, 

a satisfactory model fit was indicated by all the fit indices as reported in Table 6.10. 

The results demonstrated a good model fit for a two-factor model of basic 

psychological needs (Hooper et al., 2008). The basic psychological needs measuring 

model is depicted in Figure 6.2 on the next page. 

 
  

WE 
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Table 6.10: Summary of Fit Measures (Basic Psychological Needs Scale) 

Fit Index Value Acceptable Threshold Levels 

CMIN/DF 1.369 Values must be below 3 for good fitting models 

RMSEA 0.056 Values must fall below 0.08 for acceptable fit, for good of fit below 0.05 

TLI 0.924 Values must meet or exceed 0.9, preferably ≥ 0.95 

CFI 0.938 Values must meet or exceed 0.9, preferably ≥ 0.95 

SRMR 0.070 Values must fall below 0.08 for acceptable fit, for good of fit below 0.05 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
Figure 6.2: CFA model (Basic Psychological Needs Scale) 
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Subsequent to the CFA, the CR of the ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ 

needs factors were calculated and found to be 0.859 and 0.831, respectively, which 

are regarded as acceptable (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). In addition, the AVE values of 

the factors were 0.365 and 0.356, respectively, as reported in Table 6.11. While the 

CR values for both ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ factors are 

acceptable, indicating good internal consistency, the AVE values are below the 

recommended threshold as per Fornell and Larcker (1981). This indicates that the 

convergent validity of these factors is not adequately supported because the 

constructs do not capture enough of the variance in their respective indicators. 

According to Fornell and Larcker (1981), if the ratio of AVE/R2 is calculated, this ratio 

should be more than 1 for discriminant validity to be supported (Fornell & Larcker, 

1981). Table 6.11, therefore, illustrates that discriminant validity was supported by the 

constructs with the ratio of the constructs being more than 1. Nevertheless, when 

considering the results from a broader perspective, construct validity does not seem 

to exist for the researcher’s basic psychological needs scale (Grawe, 2007). 

 
Table 6.11: Assessment of Construct Validity (Basic Psychological Needs Scale) 

Factor Composite 
Reliability (CR) 

Average 
Variance 

Extracted (AVE) 
Max (R2) (AVE) / Max (R2) 

Joyful 
Connection 0.859 0.365 0.227 1.61 

Autonomous 
Mastery 0.831 0.356 0.227 1.57 

 

6.5 CORRELATIONS BETWEEN VARIABLES 
 

With the reliability and validity of the instruments investigated, correlation analysis was 

applied. As an exploratory analysis, the correlations between the variables were 

calculated to develop an appreciation for the relationships between the variables in 

the study. Table 6.12 displays the Pearson correlation coefficients among work 

engagement, ‘joyful connection’, ‘autonomous mastery’, and the five personality traits 

including extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, openness, and 

agreeableness. 

 



Chapter 6: Research results 
 

163 

Table 6.12: Correlations Between Variables 

Variable WE JC AM E N C O A 

Work Engagement (WE)         

Joyful Connection (JC) 0.521**        

Autonomous Mastery (AM) 0.238** 0.467**       

Extraversion (E) 0.507** 0.598** 0.437**      

Neuroticism (N) -0.232* -0.108 -0.168 -0.234*     

Conscientiousness (C) 0.428** 0.319** 0.346** 0.419** -0.118    

Openness (O) 0.217* 0.367** 0.456** 0.562** -0.019 0.172   

Agreeableness (A) 0.250** 0.552** 0.369** 0.401** 0.040 0.262** 0.447**  

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Cohen (1988) established benchmarks for interpreting correlation strength and 

estimating statistical power. According to his guidelines, correlations between ±0.1 

and ±0.3 are considered weak, ±0.3 to ±0.5 moderate, and above ±0.5 strong. Work 

engagement was positively correlated with ‘joyful connection’ (r = 0.521, p < .01) and 

moderately with ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.238, p < .01). Additionally, a strong 

positive correlation was found with extraversion (r = 0.507, p < .01). ‘Joyful connection’ 

showed strong positive correlations with both work engagement (r = 0.521, p < .01) 

and ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.467, p < .01). ‘Autonomous mastery’ correlated 

positively with work engagement (r = 0.238, p < .01) and ‘joyful connection’ (r = 0.467, 

p < .01). Extraversion was positively correlated with work engagement (r = 0.507, p < 

.01), ‘joyful connection’ (r = 0.598, p < .01), and ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.437, p < 

.01). 
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Neuroticism was negatively correlated with work engagement (r = -0.232, p < .05) and 

extraversion (r = -0.234, p < .05), but not significantly with ‘joyful connection’ or 

‘autonomous mastery’. Conscientiousness was positively correlated with work 

engagement (r = 0.428, p < .01), ‘joyful connection’ (r = 0.319, p < .01), ‘autonomous 

mastery’ (r = 0.346, p < .01), and extraversion (r = 0. 419, p < .01). Openness was 

positively correlated with work engagement (r = 0.217, p < .05), ‘joyful connection’ (r 

= 0.367, p < .01), ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.456, p < .01), and extraversion (r = 

0.562, p < .01). Agreeableness was positively correlated with work engagement (r = 

0.250, p < .01), ‘joyful connection’ (r = 0.552, p < .01), ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 

0.369, p < .01), extraversion (r = 0.401, p < .01), consciousness (r = 0.262, p < .01), 

and openness (r = 0.447, p < .01). 

 

6.6 HIERARCHICAL MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS 
 

A hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to investigate the extent to which 

personality traits predict engagement and what additional variance can be explained 

by basic psychological needs. The assumptions of regression were tested and found 

to hold. One multivariate outlier was identified and excluded from the analysis. Table 

6.13, therefore, presents the results of a hierarchical multiple regression analysis 

examining the predictors of work engagement. It includes unstandardised coefficients 

(B), standard errors of the coefficients (SE), standardised coefficients (β), significance 

levels (p-values), and R-squared values (R²) for each step of the regression model. 
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Table 6.13: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis 

Variable B SE β p 

Step 1     

(Constant) 1.081 0.722 - 0.137 

Extraversion 0.051 0.012 0.439 0.000 

Neuroticism -0.009 0.007 -0.102 0.192 

Conscientiousness 0.032 0.010 0.260 0.002 

Openness -0.017 0.012 -0.130 0.178 

Agreeableness 0.019 0.014 0.116 0.179 

Model Summary     

R2 0.388    

F 14.065   < .001 

Step 2     

(Constant) 0.773 0.781 - 0.325 

Extraversion 0.032 0.013 0.278 0.012 

Neuroticism -0.010 0.007 -0.111 0.144 

Conscientiousness 0.032 0.010 0.266 0.001 

Openness -0.009 0.012 -0.071 0.467 

Agreeableness -0.002 0.015 -0.013 0.888 

Joyful connection 0.590 0.169 0.357 0.001 

Autonomous mastery -0.169 0.166 -0.090 0.313 

Model Summary     

R2 0.450    

ΔR² 0.062    

F 12.728   < .001 
 

At step 1 of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis, the model accounted for 

38.8% of the variance in work engagement (R² = 0.388, F(5, N) = 14.065, p < .001). 

Among the predictors, extraversion was a significant positive predictor of work 

engagement (B = 0.051, SE = 0.012, β = 0.439, p < .001). Conscientiousness was 

also a significant positive predictor of work engagement (B = 0.032, SE = 0.010, β = 

0.260, p = .002). However, neuroticism (B = -0.009, SE = 0.007, β = -0.102, p = .192), 

openness (B = -0.017, SE = 0.012, β = -0.130, p = .178), and agreeableness (B = 

0.019, SE = 0.014, β = 0.116, p = .179) were not significant predictors. Thus, the 

results indicate that the model including only personality traits significantly explained 

38.8% of the variance in work engagement, with extraversion and conscientiousness 

emerging as significant predictors.  
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At step 2, after adding ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ as additional 

predictors, the model improved significantly (ΔR² = 0.062, F(2, N) = 12.728, p < .001), 

explaining a total of 45.0% of the variance in work engagement (R² = 0.450). ‘Joyful 

connection’ was a significant positive predictor of work engagement (B = 0.590, SE = 

0.169, β = 0.357, p = .001). However, ‘autonomous mastery’ did not significantly 

predict work engagement (B = -0.169, SE = 0.166, β = -0.090, p = .313) after 

controlling for other variables. Thus, the results suggest that, in step 1, extraversion 

and conscientiousness were significant predictors of work engagement, while 

neuroticism, openness, and agreeableness did not contribute significantly. Upon 

adding ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ in step 2, ‘joyful connection’ 

significantly enhanced the prediction of work engagement, whereas ‘autonomous 

mastery’ did not provide additional predictive value. 

 

6.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 6 covered the empirical findings of the study. Firstly, the demographic 

characteristics of the sample were provided. Thereafter, the results of EFA on the 

items of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the researcher’s measuring 

instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs were reported. The 

findings from the correlation analysis were also discussed. In addition, the results of 

CFA were provided on the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the 

researcher’s measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. 

Finally, the results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis conducted were 

provided to determine the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological 

needs predict work engagement. A further detailed discussion of the research findings 

is provided in Chapter 7. Additionally, limitations, recommendations, and conclusions 

are integrated and discussed. 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

“The construct of engagement is shrouded by a cloud of ambiguity. Since different 

measures are being developed and used, there is little consistency and consensus 

regarding what drives engagement and how engagement can be developed or 

increased. This inconsistency often creates confusion for managers and 

organizations to strategize engagement initiatives” (Borah & Barua, 2018, p. 22). 

 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This final chapter draws upon the entire thesis, tying up the various theoretical and 

empirical strands in order to establish the foundation of a work engagement framework 

by considering personality traits and basic psychological needs from an organisational 

neuroscience perspective. In this chapter, a summary of each of the specific aims of 

the literature review is provided. Furthermore, the empirical results presented in 

Chapter 6 are discussed in further detail, specifically within the limitation of conducting 

the study within a South African context, and in view of the existing literature. 

 

7.2 RESEARCH AIMS OF THE LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The following section provides a summary of each of the specific aims relating to the 

literature review. The specific aims of the literature review were to: 
 

• Conceptualise work engagement. 

• Conceptualise personality traits. 

• Conceptualise basic psychological needs. 

• Integrate the literature on work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs. 
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7.2.1 Conceptualisation of work engagement 
 

Chapter 2 addressed the first specific aim of the literature review by gaining a detailed 

understanding of work engagement. As such, various definitions of work engagement 

were provided, and different definitions of work engagement were classified into four 

categories – work engagement as a multi-faceted construct, work engagement as a 

dedicated willingness, work engagement as a positive state of mind, and work 

engagement as the opposite of burnout. It is evident that regardless of several 

attempts made to integrate organisational and academic notions of work engagement, 

achieving a comprehensive definition remains an ongoing challenge. However, for the 

purpose of this study, work engagement was defined as a “… a positive, fulfilling, work-

related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” 

(Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74). 

 

From an organisational neuroscience perspective, work engagement may be 

understood as the outcome of coordinated neural activity across the SN, EN, and 

DMN, which collectively regulate attention, motivation, and emotional salience 

(Ashkanasy et al., 2014; Arden, 2019; Menon, 2023). The effective interaction of these 

systems supports employees’ ability to identify meaningful work cues, sustain goal-

directed focus, and maintain adaptive self-reflection, thereby underpinning the vigour, 

dedication, and absorption central to work engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2002; 

Schaufeli, 2013; Arden, 2019). This neurobiological interpretation complements 

traditional motivational theories by illustrating how integrated brain network functioning 

may facilitate sustained cognitive and emotional investment in work (Menon, 2023). 

 

A discussion on the four approaches to conceptualising work engagement was further 

provided (i.e., the needs-satisfying approach, the burnout-antithesis approach, the 

satisfaction-engagement approach, and the multidimensional approach). These four 

approaches each highlight various factors of work engagement (Shuck, 2011). 

Additionally, the different theoretical frameworks of work engagement were provided. 

Thus, the needs-satisfaction framework, The JD-R model, the affective shift model, 

and the social exchange theory were discussed in order to highlight the most prevalent 

theoretical frameworks of work engagement. These theoretical frameworks offer 

significant insights into the aspects that impact work engagement which aids the 
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design of initiatives as well as the development of plans to attempt to improve work 

engagement and the overall health of employees (Schaufeli, 2013). 

 

The antecedents and outcomes of work engagement were also discussed. Here, the 

different organisational-, occupational-, and individual factors were highlighted as 

antecedents of work engagement. Leadership, superior support, job resources, 

fairness, the work environment, job participation, job enrichment, personality traits, 

resilience, and self-consciousness all seem to play a significant role as antecedents 

of work engagement (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). In addition, employee- and 

organisational performance as outcomes of work engagement were described. It is 

clear that engaged employees display positive workplace behaviours, are more 

committed, healthy, satisfied, and perform better at work. Work engagement further 

influences organisational performance positively (i.e., productivity, profitability, 

customer loyalty, and employee retention) (Sun & Bunchapattanasakda, 2019). 

 

Research on work engagement in South Africa has grown substantially, confirming 

that global antecedents such as leadership, job resources, and personal resources 

are equally relevant within the local context but are shaped by distinctive socio-

economic and cultural dynamics. Studies consistently highlight the pivotal role of 

supportive leadership, development opportunities, and transparent communication in 

fostering engagement, particularly within public and higher-education sectors (Masuku 

et al., 2025; Mvuyana et al., 2025; Bakker et al., 2023). Overall, these findings indicate 

that while South African engagement patterns align with universal frameworks like the 

JD-R model, they are uniquely influenced by contextual factors such as workforce 

diversity, fairness, and growth opportunities (Kotzé & Mostert, 2025; Mabe et al., 

2024). Finally, the measurement of work engagement was explained which confirmed 

that in order to investigate work engagement as an independent psychological 

construct, the UWES is typically utilised. The UWES is a sound measure that has 

received strong empirical support and was, therefore, considered appropriate for 

investigating work engagement for the purpose of this study (Schaufeli et al., 2006). 

Thus, a thorough comprehension of work engagement was established. 
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7.2.2 Conceptualisation of personality 
 

Chapter 3 addressed the second specific aim of the literature review by obtaining a 

detailed understanding of personality. Personality was, therefore, defined and is 

considered as a stable collection of inherited and socially influenced characteristics, 

tendencies, and temperaments, shaped by genetic-, social-, cultural-, and 

environmental factors. These variables play a crucial role in shaping individual 

behaviour (Ivancevich & Matteson, 1993). Thereafter, a discussion on the different 

personality paradigms and perspectives was provided. Two paradigms (i.e., 

ideographic- or nomothetic worldview) offer different viewpoints on investigating and 

explaining personality, with the ideographic worldview focusing on the richness of 

individual experiences and the nomothetic worldview focusing on identifying common 

traits and patterns across individuals (Grobler, 2014). 

 

The different perspectives on personality include the psychoanalytic- and 

psychodynamic approach, the behaviouristic approach, the biological approach, the 

humanistic approach, the social-cognitive approach, and the trait approach to 

personality. It is, therefore, evident that perspectives on personality are as diverse as 

their advocates (Bandura, 1999; Chamorro-Premuzic, 2007; Eysenck, 1982; Maslow, 

1970; Ramphal, 2016). A discussion on the development of the trait theory and the 

three significant stages in the history of the trait theory was also provided (i.e., early 

trait theories, the development of the big five personality traits, and advances of the 

FFM of personality) (Burger, 2014; Grobler, 2014). The FFM of personality was 

explained in detail as the shortened version of the BTI utilised in the current study was 

developed based on the FFM of personality (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013). Accordingly, 

neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness were described in detail to gain a thorough understanding of all five 

factors of the big-five model of personality. 

 

From an organisational neuroscience perspective, the FFM reflect stable neural 

patterns that shape how individuals regulate motivation, emotion, and cognition 

(DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020). Extraversion is linked to dopaminergic 

reward systems supporting approach motivation, while agreeableness engages 

empathy- and social cognition networks modulated by oxytocin (Wacker et al., 2013; 
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Hou et al., 2017). Conscientiousness involves prefrontal control circuits underpinning 

self-regulation, whereas neuroticism reflects hyperactivity in threat and affective 

regulation regions, contributing to stress sensitivity (DeYoung & Blain, 2020). 

Openness is associated with salience and frontoparietal networks facilitating creativity 

and cognitive flexibility (Beaty et al., 2016). Together, these neural mechanisms may 

help explain why traits such as extraversion and conscientiousness are consistently 

linked to higher work engagement (Sun et al., 2024). Thus, a detailed comprehension 

of personality was established. 

 

7.2.3 Conceptualisation of basic psychological needs 
 

Chapter 4 addressed the third specific aim of the literature review by facilitating a 

detailed understanding of basic psychological needs, specifically from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective. This chapter, therefore, included a brief 

background on motivation and basic psychological needs. It is evident that the 

satisfaction of basic psychological needs is vital for humans to flourish (Deci & Ryan, 

2000; Latham and Pinder, 2005). However, to date, there has been no agreement 

regarding the best model to ensure the satisfaction of human needs (Habermacher et 

al., 2014). 

 

Consequently, a discussion regarding the most prevalent research on motivational 

theories were provided to gain insight on which theory is best suited to guide this study. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory, Alderfer’s ERG theory, Freud's psychoanalytic 

theory of personality, Murray's theory of psychogenic needs, McClelland’s acquired 

needs theory, Herzberg’s two-factor theory, and Deci and Ryan’s self-determination 

theory were discussed and critiqued. Based on the above, Grawe’s (2007) research 

in neuropsychotherapy and the consistency theory was deemed as significant to guide 

this study. 

 

As such, a detailed discussion of Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory followed to gain 

a better comprehension of the four basic psychological needs significant to human 

functioning, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective. By 

satisfying the need for attachment, the need for control and orientation, the need for 

maximisation of pleasure or minimisation of pain, and the need for self-esteem 
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enhancement, individuals will experience improved well-being and create positive 

biological conditions in the mind. If these needs are not fulfilled or if they are violated, 

stress responses will develop in the system, resulting in a decrease in mental-, as well 

as physical health (Grawe, 2007). Finally, a discussion of the basic psychological 

needs scales followed which highlighted that the principle of these questionnaires 

create a foundation that can be applied to business administration in an altered form 

as they can highlight numerous factors of basic psychological needs and motivational 

schemata (Ghadiri et al., 2012). Thus, a detailed comprehension of basic 

psychological needs was established. 

 

7.2.4 Integration of literature between the three constructs of this study 
 

The fourth specific aim of the literature review was also addressed by integrating the 

literature on work engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. 

Recent South African evidence confirms that conscientiousness, agreeableness, 

openness, and extraversion positively relate to work engagement, whereas 

neuroticism shows a negative association (Mhlanga et al., 2021). Conscientiousness 

emerged as the strongest predictor, consistent with global findings linking it to 

diligence and performance (Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006; Soto et al., 2016). A 

synthesis of the literature indicates that extraversion, agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and openness to experience generally have a positive relationship 

with work engagement, while neuroticism tends to correlate negatively with work 

engagement (Kim et al., 2009; Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; 

Mhlanga et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; Watson, 2000). These findings highlight the utility 

of the FFM as a framework for understanding the foundation of work engagement (Kim 

et al., 2009; Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Mhlanga et al., 2021; 

Ongore, 2014; Watson, 2000). 

 

Research further indicates that satisfying basic psychological needs is crucial for work 

engagement, as it promotes positive emotional states and energises employees 

(Green et al., 2017; Travaglianti et al., 2016). Encounters at work that meet these 

needs lead to higher engagement levels, as employees expect organisations to satisfy 

their needs, which results in positive work-related actions (Green et al., 2017). Kamel 

and Hashish (2015) found that need satisfaction correlates with affective well-being, 



Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

173 

particularly in environments that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Silman (2014) also demonstrated that basic need satisfaction, especially in terms of 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness, predicts work engagement, urging 

management to enhance conditions that fulfil these needs. Similarly, Van den Broeck 

et al. (2008) confirmed that basic psychological need satisfaction, grounded in self-

determination theory, helps explain the link between job resources, exhaustion, and 

engagement, underscoring its role in employee thriving. In light of the above, it is clear 

that fulfilling basic psychological needs plays a vital role in enabling employees to 

thrive at work and maintain high levels of engagement in their tasks. 

 

Research on the relationship between personality traits and basic psychological needs 

is limited (Denis et al., 2022). Lester (1990) found that greater satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs correlates with lower neuroticism and higher fulfilment of needs 

like belongingness and self-actualisation, especially in individuals with higher 

extraversion. Van den Broeck et al. (2016) and Deci and Ryan (2000) identified 

consistent patterns where neuroticism negatively relates to autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness, while extraversion shows positive correlations. Further support by 

Hlupić et al. (2022) and Denis et al. (2022) confirmed these correlations, with 

variations across traits like agreeableness, openness, and conscientiousness. These 

findings underscore the complex relationship between personality traits and need 

satisfaction, emphasising the impact of individual personality differences on well-being 

and motivation. 

 

Research exploring the intersection of work engagement, personality traits, and basic 

psychological needs is scarce, but a study by Prokešová et al. (2019) examined these 

constructs within a cohesive framework. The study assessed the impact of positive 

affectivity, proactive personality, and conscientiousness on work engagement through 

the lens of self-determination theory, focusing on needs for competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness. Results revealed that positive affectivity and conscientiousness 

influence engagement partially through competence satisfaction, while proactive 

personality did not correlate with basic need satisfaction. Notably, competence 

satisfaction emerged as the primary predictor of work engagement. These findings 

suggest a need for further research to better understand the role of personality and 

psychological needs in promoting employee well-being and productivity, providing 



Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

174 

organisations with insights to enhance workplace conditions (Prokešová et al., 2019). 

The integration of literature between the three constructs of this study, therefore, 

underscores the significance of addressing both personality traits and basic 

psychological needs when developing strategies to enhance work engagement, 

productivity, and well-being in organisational settings (Ongore, 2014; Green et al., 

2017; Latham & Pinder, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). 
 

7.3 RESEARCH AIMS OF THE EMPIRICAL STUDY 
 

This study set out to achieve the following specific empirical research aims, which are 

repeated below for the reader’s convenience: 
 

• To develop and test the suitability of the researcher’s basic psychological needs 

instrument for measuring basic psychological needs at the workplace within a 

South African context. 

• To investigate the interrelationships among work engagement, personality traits, 

and basic psychological needs using Pearson correlations. 

• To determine empirically the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement. More specifically, to determine the 

incremental value of basic psychological needs in explaining work engagement 

beyond what is accounted for by personality traits. 

• To identify and empirically analyse the significant fundamentals necessary for 

establishing a work engagement framework that informs work engagement 

practices for employees in the South African context, specifically from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective, based on the derived relationship 

dynamics among the variables. 
 

The central hypothesis of this research is expressed as follows: Personality traits 

significantly predict work engagement, and the inclusion of basic psychological needs 

as additional predictors will significantly increase the explained variance in work 

engagement beyond the contribution of personality traits alone. The hypothesis 

furthermore assumes that based on the empirically derived relationship dynamics 

among the variables, the foundation of a work engagement framework can be 

developed to advise work engagement practices for employees in the South African 

context, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective. To address the 

central hypothesis of this study, the following hypotheses were formulated:  



Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

175 

H1:  There will be positive correlations between the big five personality traits and 

work engagement. 

H2: There will be positive correlations between the big five personality traits and 

basic psychological needs. 

H3: There will be positive correlations between basic psychological needs and work 

engagement. 

H4:  The big five personality traits will predict work engagement. 

H5: The inclusion of basic psychological needs as additional predictors will increase 

the explained variance in work engagement beyond the contribution of the big 

five personality traits alone. 

H6: The combined model of personality traits and basic psychological needs will 

provide a better fit and more significant prediction of work engagement 

compared to the model with personality traits alone. 

 

A discussion of the results obtained from this study pertaining to each of the above-

mentioned research aims and research hypotheses will now follow. Practical 

guidelines are provided to help advise work engagement practices for employees in 

the South African context, specifically from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective. Furthermore, the limitations of the study are given. Recommendations for 

possible future research relating to the constructs of this study are also provided. 

Finally, conclusions will be made based on the theoretical and empirical results 

obtained from this study. 
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7.3.1 The suitability of the basic psychological needs instrument 
 

The first research aim of the present study included assessing the suitability of a basic 

psychological needs instrument within a South African context. A large amount of 

research has been conducted on need satisfaction (Green et al., 2017; Latham & 

Pinder, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2008; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). However, 

less attention has been given to how needs satisfaction is being assessed (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000). The instruments employed in this study encompass the researcher’s 

measuring instrument from Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs, the BTI-Short 

(Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), and the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006). A 

specifical empirical aim of this study was to evaluate the appropriateness of the 

researcher’s measurement tool for assessing Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological 

needs in the workplace within the South African context. EFA was, therefore, firstly 

conducted in order to explore the factor structure of the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et 

al., 2006) and the researcher’s measuring instrument derived from Grawe’s (2007) 

basic psychological needs. 

 

7.3.1.1 EFA results of the nine-item Utrecht work engagement scale 
 

In this study, PCA was utilised for the factor extraction of the nine-item UWES 

(Schaufeli et al., 2006). The KMO measure yielded a value of 0.907, indicating high 

sampling adequacy, while Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was highly significant (χ² = 

866.152, df = 36, p < .001), confirming significant interrelationships among variables. 

These results supported the appropriateness of the dataset for EFA. The analysis 

further revealed a single eigenvalue above 1, suggesting a unidimensional structure 

for the scale (Kaiser, 1974). All items loaded onto the first component with factor 

loadings exceeding 0.4, indicating strong associations with the underlying factor 

(Stevens, 1992). Consequently, all the items were retained for further analysis. 
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7.3.1.2 EFA results of the basic psychological needs scale 
 

PCA was initially utilised for factor extraction on the researcher’s instrument based on 

Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs. Following this, PAF with oblimin rotation 

was conducted to balance the interpretability and statistical accuracy (Osborne, 2015). 

The KMO measure was 0.805, indicating high suitability for factor analysis, while 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity was significant (χ² = 1116.863, df = 276, p < .001), 

supporting the appropriateness of the dataset for EFA (Kaiser, 1974). The initial 

analysis suggested seven factors with eigenvalues above 1, but Horn’s parallel 

analysis recommends three factors, and the theoretical model by Grawe (2007) 

proposed four dimensions. However, neither the three-factor nor four-factor solutions 

provided meaningful structures due to significant cross-loadings, indicating items 

might measure multiple constructs. Consequently, these results led to a re-evaluation 

and refinement of the instrument. A two-dimensional solution was subsequently 

explored, yielding a clear structure with eleven items loading on the first dimension 

and six on the second, without cross-loadings. Seven items were excluded due to non-

loading and potential respondent confusion. The two factors identified were labelled 

‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’, aligning with Grawe’s (2007) 

consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning. 

 

7.3.1.3 Internal consistency reliabilities of the measuring instruments 
 

Before conducting CFA on the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the 

researcher’s instrument based on Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs, internal 

consistency reliabilities were assessed. Evaluating internal consistency reliability 

helps identify problematic items (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), with Cronbach’s alpha 

values ideally above 0.7 (Kline, 1999; Peterson, 1994). The nine-item UWES 

demonstrated strong internal reliability (⍺ = 0.931), indicating good internal 

consistency. For the researcher’s basic psychological needs instrument, the factors 

‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ also indicated acceptable internal 

reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha values of ⍺ = 0.850 and ⍺ = 0.780, respectively. 

Additionally, the BTI-Short exhibited good internal reliabilities across all measured 

personality traits. Overall, these results confirm that the instruments utilised have good 
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to excellent internal consistency reliability (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Kline, 1999; 

Peterson, 1994). 

 

7.3.1.4 CFA results of the nine-item Utrecht work engagement scale 
 

After conducting EFA and verifying internal consistency reliability, CFA was performed 

on the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) and the researcher’s instrument based 

on Grawe’s (2007) basic psychological needs to determine the fit indices of the 

models. The fit indices for the nine-item UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) indicated a 

good model fit for a one-factor model of work engagement, as shown in Table 6.9 and 

depicted in Figure 6.1. The CR and AVE for the work engagement factor were 0.993 

and 0.550, respectively, supporting the construct’s convergent validity (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981). Based on the high CR and adequate AVE, there is support for the 

construct validity of the single-factor model of work engagement in terms of the 

convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

 

7.3.1.5 CFA results of the basic psychological needs scale 
 

The fit indices for the researcher’s instrument based on Grawe’s (2007) basic 

psychological needs also demonstrated a satisfactory model fit (see Table 6.10 and 

Figure 6.2). The CR for the "joyful connection" and ‘autonomous mastery’ factors were 

0.859 and 0.831, respectively, indicating good internal consistency. However, the AVE 

values were below the recommended threshold (0.365 and 0.356), indicating 

insufficient convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Despite this, discriminant 

validity was supported as the AVE/R² ratio exceeded 1. Overall, the broader results 

suggest that the construct validity for the researcher’s basic psychological needs scale 

is not fully supported (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). It, therefore, appears that the 

researcher’s instrument, as it stands, may not be fully suitable for measuring basic 

psychological needs in South Africa. 
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7.3.1.6 Possible problems with the basic psychological needs scale 
 

The respondents may have struggled with the items in the basic psychological needs 

instrument for several reasons, including cultural relevance and contextual 

appropriateness, item wording and clarity, construct definition and relevance, item 

content and scope, and survey design and administration. In addition, the items may 

not have been culturally relevant or easily understood within the South African context. 

An inspection of the demographic characteristics of the sample displayed in Table 6.1 

indicates that the respondents were not fully representative of the ethnic composition 

of South Africa’s population, as indicated in the national statistics of South Africa 

(Statistics South Africa, 2022). Furthermore, most respondents’ home language was 

Afrikaans (57.6%) and the items for the basic psychological needs instrument was 

worded in English. Only 36.4% of the respondents’ home language was English. The 

language utilised might, therefore, not have been familiar to all the respondents, which 

could have led to misunderstandings or misinterpretations of the items. 

 

Grawe's (2007) basic psychological needs are multifaceted and more intricate than 

they may initially seem. In addition, considering individuals’ mental functioning based 

on the dualistic idea of approach- and avoidance motivational system can be complex 

(Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). The item pool generated based on Grawe’s (2007) four basic 

psychological needs, specifically from an approach schema perspective, might have 

been difficult for respondents to understand. Utilising terms that are not commonly 

known by the respondents could possibly have led to confusion. In addition, if the basic 

psychological needs items did not resonate with the respondents’ lived experiences 

or were not perceived as relevant to their lives, they may have struggled to respond 

accurately. Approach behaviours are aimed at attaining desired goals, while 

avoidance behaviours focus on preventing negative outcomes. Grawe (2007) 

suggests that behaviour can be considered as the result of approach and avoidance 

estimates in the conscious and unconscious mind. Basic psychological needs, which 

are driven by neural mechanisms from birth, guide early behaviours that evolve into 

complex motivational goals (Panksepp & Biven, 2012; Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). These 

behaviours form neural circuits that create intricate and rapidly triggered schemas as 

individuals grow, influenced by social and cultural forces. 
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Approach and avoidance motivational schemas, though seemingly opposite, 

represent different styles of functioning aimed at different goals. Approach schemas 

involve closing the gap between desired goals and perceived reality, often marked by 

progress and rewards. In contrast, avoidance schemas involve distancing oneself from 

undesired outcomes, requiring continuous vigilance and control, which can be 

exhausting and less likely to achieve specific goals (Grawe, 2007; Dahlitz, 2017). This 

constant state of vigilance can negatively impact mental health, self-esteem, and 

overall well-being due to the lack of positive emotions and the inconsistency of energy 

provided in avoidance (Dahlitz, 2015, 2017). Therefore, comprehending individuals’ 

mental functioning through the dualistic framework of approach and avoidance 

motivational systems is insightful (Grawe, 2007). The respondents might have been 

more avoidance-inclined, and as a result, the item pool generated based on Grawe’s 

(2007) four basic psychological needs, specifically from an approach schema 

perspective, might not have reverberated with the respondents, and subsequently, 

they may have struggled to respond truthfully. The items might further not have 

covered the full scope of the constructs. The online survey might also have been too 

long or tedious for some respondents, which could have led to fatigue, resulting in less 

thoughtful responses. Finally, the online survey administration could have influenced 

how respondents engaged with the items. 

 

7.3.1.7 Addressing the issues with the basic psychological needs scale 
 

From an academic standpoint, various recommendations can be made to improve the 

suitability of the basic psychological needs instrument based on Grawe’s (2007) 

consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning (Clark & Watson, 1995; DeVellis, 

2003; Morgado et al., 2017; Nunnally, 1967; Pasquali, 2010). These recommendations 

should focus on enhancing the convergent validity, which is currently insufficient, while 

maintaining the other psychometric properties that are already satisfactory (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981). 
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A thorough review should, therefore, be conducted on the items of the researcher’s 

basic psychological needs scale (DeVellis, 2003; Hutz et al., 2015; Pasquali, 2010). 

Each item should be evaluated to determine if the item represents the underlying 

construct accurately (Arias et al., 2014). In addition, additional items could be 

developed that capture different aspects of the constructs to improve the breadth and 

depth of each construct. Items should be culturally relevant and contextually 

appropriate for the South African population. Subject matter experts in psychology and 

psychometrics should ideally be involved when reviewing the items. Their feedback 

can help ensure that the items are valid representations of the constructs (Nunnally, 

1967). 

 

A small-scale pilot study could also be conducted with a small sample representative 

of the target population. This will help identify any problematic items and provide 

preliminary data on the revised instrument’s psychometric properties. Interviews could 

also be conducted with respondents to understand how they interpret each item. This 

can help identify any items that are misunderstood or interpreted differently than 

intended (Kapuscinski & Masters, 2010; Morgado et al., 2017). 

 

If substantial changes are made to the items, an EFA can help identify the underlying 

factor structure of the revised instrument. A CFA could further be conducted with a 

larger sample to test the revised factor structure. This will provide evidence of whether 

the new items improve convergent validity while maintaining good model fit and 

internal consistency (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Composite reliability (CR) should be 

recalculated to ensure that internal consistency remains high with the revised items. 

AVE values above the 0.5 threshold should be established to ensure adequate 

convergent validity. Furthermore, discriminant validity should also be assessed to 

confirm that the constructs remain distinct from one another. In doing so, construct 

validity can be established for the basic psychological needs instrument based on 

Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning (Fornell & 

Larcker, 1981). 
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To improve the suitability of the basic psychological needs instrument (Grawe, 2007), 

it is vital to ensure that the language and context of the items are culturally appropriate 

for South Africa. This may involve translating the items and conducting back-

translation to maintain meaning and nuance (Morgado et al., 2017). In addition, any 

socio-cultural factors unique to South Africa that might influence how individuals 

perceive and respond to items measuring basic psychological needs should be 

considered. Psychometric validation is an ongoing process. Data could be collected 

over multiple studies and the basic psychological needs measure could be refined 

based on the findings from each validation study. It is, therefore, important to engage 

with end-users, including respondents and researchers, to gather feedback on the 

instrument’s usability and relevance (Morgado et al., 2017). 

 

The consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning (Grawe, 2007) was created 

for neuropsychotherapeutic settings. A German-speaking questionnaire utilised to 

obtain information on a patient’s motivational schemata and the reflection of the 

patient’s approach- and avoidance schemata includes the questionnaire for analysis 

of motivational schemata (FAMOS) (Holtforth & Grawe, 2000). In addition, the 

incongruence questionnaire (INK) was developed based on the FAMOS (Holtforth & 

Grawe, 2003). The INK investigates the difference between a personal objective and 

the reality. This is utilised to design the therapy and the assessment in clinical 

contexts. Items with the highest item-total correlations were chosen for a short version 

(K-INK). These questionnaires were designed for therapeutic interventions to assist in 

creating therapeutic plans and objectives, making them less suitable for direct 

application in organisational settings. However, the underlying principles of FAMOS 

and INK could be adapted for use in business administration in order to determine 

whether respondents are approach- or avoidance-inclined, which could ultimately 

provide deeper insights into employee motivation and well-being (Ghadiri et al., 2012). 

 

Improving the convergent validity of the basic psychological needs instrument based 

on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning requires a 

systematic approach to item revision, pilot testing, factor analysis, and cultural 

adaptation (Clark & Watson, 1995; DeVellis, 2003; Morgado et al., 2017; Nunnally, 

1967; Pasquali, 2010). By following these recommendations, the psychometric 

properties of the instrument could be enhanced, making it more suitable for measuring 
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basic psychological needs in the South African context. In addition, by possibly utilising 

and incorporating the fundamental principles of other validated questionnaires which 

focus on motivational schemata (Holtforth & Grawe, 2000, 2003), researchers could 

be provided with significant insights into employee motivation. In conclusion, this study 

laid the foundation for future research regarding the suitability of a basic psychological 

needs instrument for measuring basic psychological needs at the workplace within a 

South African context. By building on the findings, subsequent studies can further 

validate and refine the basic psychological needs measure, ultimately contributing to 

a more comprehensive understanding of basic psychological needs in South Africa. 

 

7.3.2 The interrelationships among the study’s variables 
 

The second research aim included investigating the interrelationships among work 

engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. The following section, 

therefore, delves into the intricate interrelationships among work engagement 

(Schaufeli et al., 2006), personality traits (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013), and basic 

psychological needs (Grawe, 2007). Grounded in the framework of the big five 

personality traits, this discussion explores the underlying dynamics that foster work 

engagement and fulfilment of basic psychological needs. The hypotheses guiding this 

exploration posit significant positive correlations between these constructs: H1 

suggests that individuals exhibiting higher levels of the big five personality traits will 

demonstrate enhanced work engagement. H2 hypothesises that these personality 

traits will also be significantly positively correlated with the satisfaction of basic 

psychological needs. Finally, H3 posits that the fulfilment of basic psychological needs 

will be positively associated with improved work engagement. This section aims to 

elucidate these interconnections, offering insights into the psychological mechanisms 

that drive work engagement and well-being within the workplace. 
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7.3.2.1 Hypothesis 1 (personality traits and work engagement) 
 

Hypothesis 1 suggested that there will be positive correlations between the big five 

personality traits and work engagement. A review of the literature suggests that 

extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to experience are 

typically positively associated with work engagement, while neuroticism appears to 

have a negative relationship with work engagement (Kim et al., 2009; Langelaan et 

al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; Watson, 

2000). The analysis of the correlations between the big five personality traits and work 

engagement, as presented in Table 6.12, provides substantial support for hypothesis 

1. The findings reveal significant positive correlations between work engagement and 

four of the five personality traits: extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and 

agreeableness. Specifically, extraversion (r = 0.507, p < .01), conscientiousness (r = 

0.428, p < .01), openness (r = 0.217, p < .05), and agreeableness (r = 0.250, p < .01) 

are all positively associated with work engagement. These results align with prior 

research (Kim et al., 2009; Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Mhlanga 

et al., 2021; Ongore, 2014; Watson, 2000), supporting the notion that these personality 

traits are positively associated with higher levels of work engagement. 

 

Extraversion showed the strongest positive relationship among the personality traits, 

indicating that individuals who are outgoing, energetic, and sociable (Taylor & De 

Bruin, 2016) tend to report higher levels of work engagement. This aligns with the 

theoretical perspective that extraverted individuals appear to thrive in environments 

that provide ample social interaction and opportunities for assertiveness and 

enthusiasm, which may be associated with higher work engagement (Langelaan et 

al., 2006; Watson, 2000). Similarly, conscientiousness, which encompasses traits 

such as diligence, reliability, and goal-orientation (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), is 

positively correlated with work engagement. Individuals high in conscientiousness 

tend to report greater dedication and persistence, which may be associated with higher 

levels of work engagement (Kim et al., 2009; Macey & Schneider, 2008). 
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Conversely, the negative correlation between neuroticism and work engagement (r = 

-0.232, p < .05) suggests that individuals with higher levels of neuroticism, 

characterised by emotional instability and anxiety (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), tend to 

report lower levels of work engagement. This finding aligns with previous studies, 

which indicate that neurotic individuals often experience heightened stress and 

negative emotions, which may be associated with reduced engagement in their tasks 

(Ongore, 2014). Overall, the data support hypothesis 1, indicating that personality 

traits are significantly associated with work engagement. Specifically, extraversion, 

conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness show positive correlations with 

work engagement, whereas neuroticism is negatively correlated. 

 

7.3.2.2 Hypothesis 2 (personality traits and basic psychological needs) 
 

Hypothesis 2 proposed that there will be positive correlations between the big five 

personality traits and basic psychological needs. Previous research has emphasised 

the intricate and multi-dimensional connections between personality traits and basic 

psychological needs, highlighting the importance of understanding how these traits 

are associated with the fulfilment of these needs, which in turn may be related to well-

being and motivation (Cohen, 1992; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Denis et al., 2022; Hlupić et 

al., 2022; Van den Broeck et al., 2016). The correlations between the big five 

personality traits and basic psychological needs, as presented in Table 6.12, reveal 

several significant relationships, underscoring the interplay between personality traits 

and basic psychological needs. 

 

Extraversion exhibited significant positive correlations with both ‘joyful connection’ (r 

= 0.598, p < .01) and ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.437, p < .01). This aligns with 

existing literature suggesting that extraverted individuals tend to report higher levels 

of social connectedness and autonomy in their pursuits, which may be linked to their 

sociable and assertive nature (Cohen, 1992; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Hlupić et al., 2022). 

These findings support the hypothesis that extraverted individuals are more likely to 

have their basic psychological needs of ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ 

fulfilled, aligning with the theoretical expectation of a positive association. 
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Neuroticism indicated a significant negative correlation with work engagement (r = -

0.232, p < .05) and extraversion (r = -0.234, p < .05). However, its correlations with 

‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ were not significant. The negative 

relationships with work engagement and extraversion indicate that individuals with 

high neuroticism tend to report lower engagement and fewer social interactions. This 

pattern may be linked to their tendency to experience negative emotions and stress. 

The lack of significant correlations with ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ 

suggests that neuroticism does not appear to be directly associated with the 

satisfaction of these needs, or that other factors may moderate its influence. 

 

Conscientiousness had significant positive correlations with ‘joyful connection’ (r = 

0.319, p < .01) and ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.346, p < .01). These correlations 

suggest that conscientious individuals, characterised by their diligence and goal-

oriented behaviour (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), tend to report a stronger sense of 

connection and achievement in their endeavours. The significant correlation with work 

engagement (r = 0.428, p < .01) further emphasises that conscientious individuals 

report higher levels of work engagement, which may be linked to their inherent 

reliability and strong work ethic. 

 

Openness demonstrated significant positive correlations with ‘joyful connection’ (r = 

0.367, p < .01) and ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.456, p < .01). These findings suggest 

that individuals high in openness, who are typically curious and open to new 

experiences (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), tend to report greater social connectedness 

and a stronger sense of mastery in their work. The strong correlation with extraversion 

(r = 0.562, p < .01) further aligns with the notion that open individuals are often sociable 

and willing to engage in diverse social interactions, which may facilitate the fulfilment 

of their basic psychological needs. 

 

Agreeableness exhibited significant positive correlations with ‘joyful connection’ (r = 

0.552, p < .01) and ‘autonomous mastery’ (r = 0.369, p < .01). These correlations 

indicate that agreeable individuals, known for their cooperative and compassionate 

nature (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), tend to experience greater social connectedness 

and a stronger sense of competence in their activities. The significant correlation with 

extraversion (r = 0.401, p < .01) supports the idea that agreeable individuals often 
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engage positively with others, which may contribute to the fulfilment of their needs for 

connection and mastery. 

 

Overall, these findings confirm hypothesis 2, demonstrating significant positive 

correlations between four of the five personality traits and basic psychological needs. 

Specifically, extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness are 

positively associated with ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’. Neuroticism 

does not correlate significantly with ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’. 

These results underscore the associations between personality traits and the 

satisfaction of basic psychological needs, contributing to a broader understanding of 

their relationship with work engagement and personal well-being. Future research 

should explore these relationships further, considering additional moderating variables 

and longitudinal designs to examine the directionality of these associations. 

 

7.3.2.3 Hypothesis 3 (basic psychological needs and work engagement) 
 

Hypothesis 3 suggested that there would be significant positive correlations between 

basic psychological needs and work engagement. The fulfilment of basic 

psychological needs is regarded as an important factor in employees’ ability to thrive 

in their roles and maintain high engagement levels in their work (Van den Broeck et 

al., 2008). The results of the present study support hypothesis 3, which posited that 

there would be significant positive relationships between basic psychological needs 

and work engagement. The data presented in Table 6.12 highlight the association 

between the satisfaction of basic psychological needs and work engagement. 

 

The correlation between ‘joyful connection’ and work engagement was found to be 

significant (r = 0.521, p < .01). This robust positive relationship suggests that 

employees who experience meaningful, enjoyable, and positive interactions at work 

tend to report higher engagement in their tasks. ‘Joyful connection’, which 

encompasses feelings of belonging, compassion, social support, and enjoyment, 

appears to be strongly associated with work engagement. Therefore, creating an 

enjoyable work environment that encourages social interaction and connection may 

be associated with higher levels of work engagement.  



Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

188 

‘Autonomous mastery’ also showed a significant positive correlation with work 

engagement (r = 0.238, p < .01). This finding suggests that when employees feel a 

sense of competence and independence in their roles, they tend to report higher 

engagement in their work. ‘Autonomous mastery’ involves the ability to perform tasks 

effectively and confidently, the freedom to make decisions about how those tasks are 

completed, and a clear understanding of their roles. This relationship suggests that 

providing employees with opportunities for skill development and independence may 

be associated with higher engagement. 

 

In summary, the significant positive correlations between ‘joyful connection’, 

‘autonomous mastery’, and work engagement highlight the association between basic 

psychological needs and work engagement. These findings emphasise the 

importance of creating supportive, enjoyable, and autonomous work environments 

which may be linked to higher levels of work engagement and overall organisational 

well-being. 

 

7.3.3 The extent to which the independent variables predict work engagement 
 

The third research aim included determining the extent to which personality traits and 

basic psychological needs predict work engagement. More specifically, to determine 

the incremental value of basic psychological needs in explaining work engagement 

beyond what is accounted for by personality traits. The researcher, therefore, sought 

to determine the predictive power of the big five personality traits on work engagement 

(H4) and assess whether the inclusion of basic psychological needs as additional 

predictors would significantly enhance the explained variance in work engagement 

(H5). Furthermore, the researcher examined whether a combined model incorporating 

both personality traits and basic psychological needs would offer a superior fit and 

more significant prediction of work engagement compared to a model based solely on 

personality traits (H6). This section discusses the findings related to these hypotheses, 

providing insights into the complex dynamics between individual characteristics and 

motivational factors in shaping work engagement. 
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7.3.3.1 Hypothesis 4 (personality traits predict work engagement) 
 

The fourth hypothesis posited that the big five personality traits would significantly 

predict work engagement. The results from the hierarchical multiple regression 

analysis, as presented in Table 6.13, offer partial support for this hypothesis, revealing 

nuanced insights into how different personality traits predict work engagement. The 

analysis reveals that extraversion (B = 0.051, SE = 0.012, β = 0.439, p < .001) and 

conscientiousness (B = 0.032, SE = 0.010, β = 0.260, p = .002) are significant positive 

predictors of work engagement. This finding is consistent with existing literature, which 

has often associated these traits with higher levels of engagement (Kim et al., 2009; 

Langelaan et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Watson, 2000). Extraversion, 

characterised by high energy, positive emotions, and sociability (Taylor & De Bruin, 

2016), may be associated with higher engagement through increased enthusiasm and 

interpersonal interactions at work. Similarly, conscientiousness, marked by diligence, 

organisation, and a strong sense of duty (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), is linked to 

sustained effort and persistence, which are key components of work engagement. 

These results underscore the significance of these two personality traits, highlighting 

their association with a highly engaged workforce. 

 

Contrary to expectations, neuroticism (B = -0.009, SE = 0.007, β = -0.102, p = 0.192), 

openness (B = -0.017, SE = 0.012, β = -0.130, p = 0.178), and agreeableness (B = 

0.019, SE = 0.014, β = 0.116, p = 0.179) did not significantly predict work engagement 

in this study. Neuroticism, which is typically associated with emotional instability and 

anxiety (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), might have been expected to be negatively 

associated with work engagement. However, its non-significant association suggests 

that other factors, such as organisational support or individual coping mechanisms, 

may play a role in shaping the potential relationship between neuroticism and work 

engagement. Openness to experience, characterised by a preference for novelty and 

creativity (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), did not emerge as a significant predictor. While 

openness may be associated with higher work engagement in roles that require 

creativity and innovation, it does not appear to be a universal predictor of engagement 

across all job types and contexts. Agreeableness, associated with cooperativeness 

and compassion (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), also did not significantly predict work 

engagement. While agreeableness may foster positive interpersonal relationships at 
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work, it does not appear to be directly associated with the motivational aspects of work 

engagement. 

 

The findings contribute to the theoretical comprehension of the association between 

personality traits and work engagement by highlighting the specific traits that are most 

strongly associated with work engagement. The significant roles of extraversion and 

conscientiousness suggest that these traits may be relevant considerations when 

examining strategies to support work engagement. Organisations may, therefore, 

benefit from creating environments that support and leverage these traits, as they are 

associated with higher work engagement. The non-significant results for neuroticism, 

openness, and agreeableness indicate a need for further research to explore potential 

moderating or mediating factors that could influence these associations. It is possible 

that the association between these traits and work engagement is context-dependent 

or shaped by other individual or organisational variables. 

 

In conclusion, the big five personality traits collectively contribute to predicting work 

engagement, but their individual associations vary. Extraversion and 

conscientiousness are robust predictors of work engagement, highlighting their strong 

associations with engagement. In contrast, in this study, neuroticism, openness, and 

agreeableness do not show significant direct associations with work engagement, 

suggesting that their effects may be more complex and context-dependent. These 

insights offer valuable implications for both theory and practice, guiding future 

research and organisational strategies aimed at understanding and supporting a 

highly engaged workforce.  
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7.3.3.2 Hypothesis 5 (basic psychological needs as additional predictors) 
 

The present study further aimed to investigate the extent to which the inclusion of 

basic psychological needs enhances the predictive power of the big five personality 

traits in explaining work engagement. Specifically, the hierarchical multiple regression 

analysis was conducted in two steps: the first step included only the big five personality 

traits as predictors, while the second step added basic psychological needs as 

additional predictors. In the first step, the big five personality traits accounted for 38.8% 

of the variance in work engagement (R² = 0.388, F(5, N) = 14.065, p < .001). This 

indicates that personality traits are substantial predictors of work engagement. Among 

the big five traits, extraversion was a significant positive predictor of work engagement 

(B = 0.051, SE = 0.012, β = 0.439, p < .001). Conscientiousness was also a significant 

positive predictor of work engagement (B = 0.032, SE = 0.010, β = 0.260, p = .002). 

These results suggest that individuals with higher extraversion and conscientiousness 

report higher levels of work engagement. In contrast, neuroticism (B = -0.009, SE = 

0.007, β = -0.102, p = .192), openness (B = -0.017, SE = 0.012, β = -0.130, p = .178), 

and agreeableness (B = 0.019, SE = 0.014, β = 0.116, p = .179) were not significant 

predictors, indicating that these traits may have weaker or non-significant associations 

with work engagement. Thus, the results indicate that the model including only 

personality traits significantly explained 38.8% of the variance in work engagement, 

with extraversion and conscientiousness emerging as significant predictors. 

 

In the second step, after adding ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ as 

additional predictors, the model accounted for significantly more variance (ΔR² = 

0.062, F(2, N) = 12.728, p < .001), explaining a total of 45.0% of the variance in work 

engagement (R² = 0.450). ‘Joyful connection’ was a significant positive predictor of 

work engagement (B = 0.590, SE = 0.169, β = 0.357, p = .001), suggesting that positive 

relationships, social interactions, and enjoyment in the workplace are associated with 

higher work engagement. However, ‘autonomous mastery’ did not significantly predict 

work engagement (B = -0.169, SE = 0.166, β = -0.090, p = .313) after controlling for 

other variables, suggesting that the need for independence, clarity, and competence 

may not be significantly associated with work engagement in this sample. Thus, the 

results suggest that, in step 1, extraversion and conscientiousness were significant 

predictors of work engagement, while neuroticism, openness, and agreeableness did 
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not contribute significantly. Upon adding ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ 

in step 2, ‘joyful connection’ significantly accounted for additional variance in work 

engagement, whereas ‘autonomous mastery’ did not account for additional variance. 

These findings highlight the significance of considering basic psychological needs 

alongside personality traits when examining work engagement. 

 

7.3.3.3 Hypothesis 6 (combined model of personality and basic needs) 
 

Hypothesis 6 postulated that the combined model of personality traits and basic 

psychological needs would provide a better fit and would be a more significant 

prediction of work engagement compared to the model with personality traits alone. 

The hierarchical multiple regression analysis results, as presented in Table 6.13, 

support hypothesis 6. The analysis was conducted in two steps: the first step included 

only the big five personality traits, and the second step added the basic psychological 

needs variables to the model. The findings of this study indicate that the inclusion of 

basic psychological needs in the model accounts for additional variance in work 

engagement beyond what is explained by personality traits alone. Specifically, the 

significant contribution of ‘joyful connection’ underscores the vital role of developing 

interpersonal relationships, ensuring positive social interactions, and creating 

enjoyment at work to foster higher levels of work engagement. 

 

The results further suggest that while certain personality traits (i.e., extraversion and 

conscientiousness) are consistently important for predicting work engagement, the 

addition of basic psychological needs provides a more comprehensive understanding 

of the factors that drive work engagement. This supports the theoretical proposition 

that both intrinsic personality traits and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs 

may play important roles in work functioning and engagement. The hierarchical 

multiple regression analysis supports hypothesis 6, demonstrating that the combined 

model of personality traits and basic psychological needs accounts for significantly 

more variance in work engagement compared to a model based on personality traits 

alone. This has important implications for organisational practices, suggesting that 

interventions aimed at improving work engagement should focus on understanding 

employees’ personality traits and fostering the fulfilment of their basic psychological 

needs.  
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7.3.4 The foundation of a work engagement framework 
 

The fourth research aim posited that, based on the empirically derived associations 

among the variables, a foundation for a work engagement framework could be 

established to inform work engagement practices for employees in the South African 

context, specifically from an organisational neuroscience perspective. From this 

perspective, the empirical findings of the study can be interpreted as reflecting the 

interaction of neural systems that regulate motivation, emotion, and cognition. The 

observed relationships among personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work 

engagement may reflect coordinated functioning between the salience-, executive-, 

and default mode networks, which collectively support attentional focus, self-

regulation, and social connection – key elements underpinning engagement (Arden, 

2019; Menon, 2023). Thus, the framework developed in this study extends beyond 

psychological theory to incorporate the neural mechanisms that may underlie 

employee motivation and well-being. The study investigated the relationships between 

personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement, with significant 

findings supporting three key hypotheses. 

 

Firstly, the analysis supported hypothesis 1, revealing that four of the big five 

personality traits, extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness, 

were significantly positively correlated with work engagement. Extraversion showed 

the strongest positive correlation among the personality traits, indicating that 

individuals with higher extraversion report higher levels of work engagement. From an 

organisational neuroscience perspective, extraversion has been linked to heightened 

dopaminergic activity within reward circuits and the SN, which enhances sensitivity to 

positive stimuli and social rewards (DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; Arden, 

2019). This neural orientation may explain why extraverted individuals show greater 

engagement when work environments provide opportunities for social connection and 

rewarding interactions. 
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Conscientiousness also showed a strong positive correlation, suggesting that 

individuals with higher conscientiousness report higher work engagement. The strong 

link between conscientiousness and engagement can be understood neurobiologically 

as conscientious individuals typically display increased activation in prefrontal regions 

within the EN that support self-regulation, planning, and sustained goal pursuit 

(DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020). These neural mechanisms likely enable 

conscientious employees to maintain focused and consistent engagement, even 

under demanding conditions. 

 

The negative correlation between neuroticism and work engagement suggests that 

individuals with higher neuroticism report lower levels of work engagement. From a 

neural perspective, neuroticism is associated with heightened sensitivity of threat-

related circuits and dysregulation in salience and limbic systems, often leading to 

avoidance-oriented motivation (Arden, 2019; DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 

2020). This imbalance may reduce sustained engagement by diverting cognitive and 

emotional resources toward managing stress rather than maintaining focus on work 

tasks. 

 

Hypothesis 2 examined the correlations between the big five personality traits and 

basic psychological needs. The findings revealed significant positive correlations 

between extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness with the 

needs for ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’. These results suggest that 

individuals with these traits tend to report higher levels of social connectedness, 

enjoyment, and a sense of competence and independence in their roles. 

 

Hypothesis 3 proposed that there would be significant positive correlations between 

basic psychological needs and work engagement. The results supported this 

hypothesis, with ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ both showing significant 

positive correlations with work engagement. Employees who experience meaningful 

social interactions, enjoyment at work, and a sense of proficiency and self-sufficiency 

tend to report higher levels of work engagement. These findings are consistent with 

Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory, which suggests that need fulfilment may activate 

approach-oriented motivational systems. From a neurobiological perspective, 

satisfying needs such as ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ is theorised to 
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engage reward-related circuits within the salience and executive networks, thereby 

supporting positive affect and sustained engagement (Liebenberg et al., 2022; Menon, 

2023). These findings highlight the potential role of supportive, enjoyable, and 

autonomous work environments in work engagement. 

 

The study also explored the predictive power of personality traits and basic 

psychological needs on work engagement (Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6). The hierarchical 

multiple regression analysis revealed that extraversion and conscientiousness were 

significant positive predictors of work engagement, while neuroticism, openness, and 

agreeableness did not significantly predict engagement. The inclusion of basic 

psychological needs as additional predictors accounted for significantly more variance 

in work engagement, suggesting the importance of considering both personality traits 

and basic psychological needs in understanding work engagement. The combined 

model of personality traits and basic psychological needs accounted for significantly 

more variance in work engagement than the model based solely on personality traits, 

emphasising the multifaceted nature of work engagement and the role of both 

individual characteristics and motivational factors. 

 

Overall, the findings suggest that engagement is not only shaped by psychological 

dispositions and motivational needs, but also reflects coordinated functioning across 

core neural networks. The SN prioritises emotionally relevant stimuli and facilitates the 

switch between internally and externally focused cognition (Menon, 2023). The EN 

sustains goal-directed effort and supports self-regulation and cognitive control (Arden, 

2019; Cozolino, 2017), while the DMN contributes to meaning-making, self-reflection, 

and identity integration (Arden, 2019). Together, these neural systems provide the 

biological substrate through which personality traits and psychological needs interact 

to produce observable patterns of work engagement (Ashkanasy et al., 2014; Becker 

& Cropanzano, 2010). 

 

This neuropsychological interpretation aligns with Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory, 

which provides a theoretical foundation for understanding how coherent neural and 

motivational processes sustain engagement through the continual pursuit of 

psychological need fulfilment. Building on this foundation, Grawe’s (2007) 

consistency-theoretical model further asserts that mental functioning is governed by 
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the principle of consistency, which underscores the importance of coherence among 

various simultaneous processes within the nervous system. Neuropsychotherapy, as 

described by Dahlitz (2017), builds on this concept by stressing the alignment of 

mental processes to prevent performance inhibition, such as those revealed by 

Stroop’s (1935) test. Milham (2003) indicates that the anterior cingulate cortex and the 

dorsolateral prefrontal cortex must work in unison to resolve conflicts and reach 

solutions. Internal conflicts between one’s experiences, internal worldview, and needs 

can cause dissatisfaction and stress, necessitating neural adaptation to maintain a 

state of regulated incongruence while striving for consistency. 

 

Grawe (2007) further describes consistency as the harmony among concurrent mental 

processes. Mental health relies on the brain’s ability to transition from imbalance to 

balance and coherence, often through unconscious mechanisms that surface during 

extreme conditions. Defence mechanisms, coping strategies, or affect regulation 

address significant inconsistencies. Achieving congruence, the alignment between 

motivational goals and reality is vital for mental health. High levels of incongruence 

can lead to stress. Thus, fulfilling Grawe’s (2007) four basic psychological needs (i.e., 

attachment, control and orientation, pain minimisation/pleasure maximisation, and 

self-esteem enhancement) is crucial for the creation of congruence and homeostasis 

in the three main operating neural networks – the EN, the DMN, and the SN (Arden, 

2019). 

 

Based on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning and the 

empirical results presented, several significant fundamentals can be identified to 

advise work engagement practices for employees in the South African context, 

particularly from an organisational neuroscience perspective. The following section 

provides a discussion on the key recommendations when considering the empirical 

findings of this study. 
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7.3.4.1 Foster a supportive, connected, and enjoyable work environment 
 

The significant correlation between ‘joyful connection’ and work engagement suggests 

that creating an enjoyable work environment may be beneficial in fostering positive 

social interactions and a sense of belonging. Organisations could promote team-

building activities, social events, and a culture of collaboration to enhance social 

connectedness. This aligns with the need for attachment and the need for pleasure 

maximisation and pain minimisation (Grawe, 2007), where fulfilling the need for 

positive relationships, as well as the need to experience positive experiences or 

pleasant states and to avoid negative experiences, enhances well-being and 

engagement. 

 

7.3.4.2 Enhance independence and proficiency in the workplace 
 

The significant relationship between ‘autonomous mastery’ and work engagement 

suggests that providing employees with opportunities to exercise control and develop 

competence in their roles may be beneficial. Organisations could, therefore, 

implement training programmes, provide clear career paths, and allow employees to 

take ownership of their projects. This aligns with Grawe’s (2007) need for control and 

orientation, as well as the need for self-esteem enhancement, which may contribute 

to employees feeling more capable and in charge of their work. 

 

7.3.4.3 Foster positive social interaction and cooperation 
 

The positive correlation between extraversion and work engagement suggests that 

extraverted employees may be more engaged in environments that encourage social 

interaction. Organisations could, therefore, foster a work environment that encourages 

positive social interactions and collaboration. This can be achieved through team-

building activities, open office layouts, and regular social events. The positive 

relationship between agreeableness and work engagement suggests that employees 

high in agreeableness may be more engaged in cooperative and harmonious work 

cultures. Organisations could, therefore, encourage teamwork, provide conflict 

resolution training, and recognise collaborative efforts. By addressing the need for 

‘joyful connection’ and fostering a supportive and enjoyable work environment, 
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agreeable employees may experience greater engagement and commitment to their 

work. Thus, these practices align with the need for ‘joyful connection’ and may 

contribute to a greater sense of connection and enjoyment, which could be associated 

with higher engagement, in line with Grawe’s (2007) need for attachment and the need 

for pleasure maximisation and pain minimisation. 

 

7.3.4.4 Encourage active participation and shared decision-making 
 

Extraverted employees may be more engaged in environments where they can 

participate and contribute actively. The significant correlation between extraversion 

and work engagement suggests that organisations may benefit from involving these 

employees in decision-making processes, seeking their input in meetings, and 

assigning them roles that require interaction and leadership. This approach aligns with 

‘autonomous mastery’, in line with Grawe’s (2007) need for control and orientation, as 

it may provide extraverts with opportunities to exercise influence and feel empowered. 

Furthermore, creating an inclusive decision-making process that values the opinions 

of all employees may be particularly beneficial for agreeable individuals. Organisations 

could, therefore, implement policies that promote inclusivity and consensus-building, 

ensuring that the voices of agreeable employees are heard and valued. This may 

foster a sense of control and orientation, which could contribute to employees’ 

engagement levels and support a consistent and balanced mental state (Grawe, 

2007). 

 

7.3.4.5 Address emotional stability 
 

The negative correlation between neuroticism and work engagement suggests that 

individuals with higher emotional instability may report lower levels of engagement. 

Organisations could, therefore, offer mental health support and stress management 

workshops and create an open dialogue about mental health to help employees 

manage stress and emotional challenges. Considering employees’ mental functioning 

through the lens of the approach- and avoidance-motivational system may offer 

additional insights into engagement dynamics. It may be beneficial for organisations 

to consider whether employees are approach- or avoidance-inclined, as this could 

provide insights into potential strategies for supporting emotional well-being. These 
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approaches align with Grawe’s (2007) need for pleasure maximisation and pain 

minimisation and may contribute to reducing stress and fostering a healthier mental 

state. 

 

7.3.4.6 Promote a culture of achievement and recognition 
 

The strong positive correlation between conscientiousness and work engagement 

suggests that recognising and rewarding diligent, reliable, and goal-oriented behaviour 

may be associated with higher levels of engagement. Organisations could, therefore, 

establish performance recognition programmes, provide regular feedback, and set 

clear, achievable goals. This aligns with Grawe’s (2007) need for self-esteem 

enhancement, where acknowledging employees’ efforts and providing them with 

opportunities to improve their skills and expertise may contribute to a greater sense of 

self-worth and engagement. 

 

7.3.4.7 Encourage openness and innovation 
 

While openness did not significantly predict work engagement, it did correlate 

positively with basic psychological needs. Encouraging a culture of innovation and 

openness to new experiences may contribute to engagement indirectly by supporting 

employees’ needs for ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’. Organisations 

could, therefore, support creative thinking, provide diverse experiences, optimise 

options that employees are permitted to act upon, and encourage continuous learning. 

This may help foster a more consistent and balanced mental state for employees 

(Grawe, 2007). 

 

7.3.4.8 Implement comprehensive employee well-being programmes 
 

Based on the empirical evidence and Grawe’s (2007) theoretical framework, 

organisations could develop well-being programmes that support ‘joyful connection’ 

and ‘autonomous mastery’, aligning with Grawe’s (2007) four basic psychological 

needs (i.e., the need for attachment, the need for control and orientation, the need for 

pleasure maximisation and pain minimisation, and the need for self-esteem 

enhancement). Additionally, these programmes could consider individual personality 
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traits to tailor support and interventions effectively. This holistic approach may help 

support employees’ mental-, emotional-, and social well-being, which could contribute 

to greater engagement and productivity. 

 

7.3.4.9 Synthesis of the key work engagement framework fundamentals 
 

From an organisational neuroscience standpoint, the recommended practices in this 

framework can be viewed as mechanisms that help employees maintain neural and 

psychological consistency across the salience-, executive-, and default mode 

networks (Arden, 2019; Grawe, 2007). These practices aim to enhance approach-

oriented motivation, emotional balance, and adaptive functioning – the 

neuropsychological foundations of sustained work engagement (Ashkanasy et al., 

2014; Menon, 2023). Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory emphasises the significance 

of maintaining coherence between various mental processes and reducing internal 

conflicts. 

 

Organisations could, therefore, aim to foster healthy connections by creating 

environments that encourage social interaction through team-building activities, open 

office layouts, and regular social events to support extraverted employees’ experience 

of ‘joyful connection’. In addition, organisations could promote a cooperative and 

harmonious work culture, recognising collaborative efforts and providing conflict 

resolution training to help agreeable employees feel more supported and connected. 

This aligns with the need for attachment (Grawe, 2007). 

 

Organisations could also offer mental health support and stress management 

workshops and create an open dialogue about mental health to provide resources that 

may support neurotic employees in managing stress and emotional challenges, further 

addressing the need for ‘joyful connection’. Furthermore, organisations could 

encourage a culture of innovation and diverse experiences which may contribute to 

open individuals experiencing greater joy and connection. This aligns with the need 

for pleasure maximisation and pain minimisation (Grawe, 2007). 
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Moreover, organisations could involve extraverted employees in decision-making 

processes and assign roles that require interaction and leadership to support 

employees’ experience of ‘autonomous mastery’. Furthermore, inclusive decision-

making processes that value the opinions of all employees could be ensured, fostering 

a sense of influence among agreeable individuals. This aligns with the need for control 

and orientation (Grawe, 2007). 

 

Additionally, organisations could implement clear career paths, provide regular 

feedback, and set achievable goals to support conscientious employees’ self-worth 

and engagement. Organisations could also recognise and reward diligent, reliable, 

and goal-oriented behaviour. Opportunities for recognition and praise in social settings 

could further be provided to enhance self-esteem for both extraverted and agreeable 

employees, acknowledging their contributions and efforts collaboratively. This aligns 

with the need for self-esteem enhancement (Grawe, 2007). 

 

The proposed framework integrates psychological and neural mechanisms to explain 

how personality traits and basic psychological needs interact to foster work 

engagement. Interpreting these relationships through the lens of organisational 

neuroscience underscores that engagement arises from coordinated neural processes 

supporting motivation, emotion regulation, and goal-directed behaviour (Allen & 

DeYoung, 2017; Arden, 2019; Ashkanasy et al., 2014; Grawe, 2007; DeYoung, 2010; 

DeYoung, 2015; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; Liebenberg et al., 2022). 

 

This integrative perspective contributes a novel theoretical foundation for 

understanding work engagement as both a psychological and neurobiological 

phenomenon within the organisational context. Thus, the above recommendations 

may contribute to reducing cognitive dissonance and fostering a more balanced, 

consistent mental state, which could be associated with higher engagement. Figure 

7.1 on the next page depicts the significant fundamentals proposed to establish a 

novel work engagement framework that informs work engagement practices for 

employees in the South African context, specifically from an organisational 

neuroscience perspective, based on the derived relationship dynamics among the 

variables. 
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Figure 7.1: Significant fundamentals of a novel work engagement framework 
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7.4 SUMMARY OF THE KEY FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 
 

This study aimed to examine the dynamics between work engagement, personality 

traits, and basic psychological needs within a South African workplace context 

comprehensively. The research focused on four primary aims. Firstly, to validate the 

suitability of the newly developed basic psychological needs instrument for measuring 

these needs in the workplace. Secondly, to explore the interrelationships among work 

engagement, personality traits, and basic psychological needs. Thirdly, to determine 

empirically the extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict 

work engagement, specifically evaluating the incremental value of basic psychological 

needs beyond the contributions of personality traits. Finally, to identify the key 

fundamentals required to establish a work engagement framework from an 

organisational neuroscience perspective, grounded in the empirically derived 

relationship dynamics among the studied variables. The findings provide significant 

theoretical and practical implications for improving work engagement in the South 

African context. The following section summarises the key findings relating to each 

research aim. 

 

7.4.1 The suitability of the newly developed basic psychological needs 
instrument 

 

The first research aim endeavoured to develop and assess the suitability of a basic 

psychological needs instrument within the South African workplace context. EFA and 

CFA were conducted on the instrument based on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-

theoretical model of mental functioning. Initial analyses suggested seven factors. 

However, further examination recommended a two-dimensional structure, identifying 

‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ as the primary factors. Despite achieving 

acceptable internal reliability with Cronbach’s alpha values of ⍺ = .850 and ⍺ = .780 

for the two factors respectively, issues with convergent validity emerged. The AVE 

values were below the recommended threshold, suggesting that the construct validity 

of the instrument was not fully supported. 
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Several potential problems were identified with the basic psychological needs 

instrument, including cultural relevance, item wording, and survey design. The items 

may not have been fully understood or relevant to the South African respondents, and 

the demographic diversity of the sample might have contributed to these issues. 

Recommendations for improvement include cultural adaptation of items, involvement 

of subject matter experts, and further psychometric validation through pilot studies and 

factor analyses (Clark & Watson, 1995; DeVellis, 2003; Morgado et al., 2017; 

Nunnally, 1967; Pasquali, 2010). By addressing these concerns, future research could 

refine the instrument to measure basic psychological needs more effectively within the 

South African workplace context, enhancing its applicability and reliability. 

 

7.4.2 The interrelationships among work engagement, personality traits, and 
basic psychological needs 

 

The first hypothesis posited that there would be significant positive correlations 

between the big five personality traits and work engagement. The findings supported 

this hypothesis, revealing significant positive correlations between work engagement 

and four of the five personality traits (i.e., extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, 

and agreeableness). This study further found a significant negative correlation 

between neuroticism and work engagement. Overall, the data support hypothesis 1, 

indicating that personality traits are significantly associated with work engagement. 

Specifically, extraversion, conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness show 

positive correlations with work engagement, whereas neuroticism is negatively 

correlated. 

 

The second hypothesis proposed significant positive correlations between the big five 

personality traits and basic psychological needs. The results confirmed this 

hypothesis, revealing that extraversion exhibited significant positive correlations with 

both ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’. Similarly, conscientiousness 

indicated significant positive correlations with ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous 

mastery’. Openness and agreeableness also demonstrated significant positive 

correlations with both ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’. In contrast, the 

lack of significant correlations with ‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ 

suggests that neuroticism does not appear to be directly associated with the 
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satisfaction of these needs, or that other factors may moderate its influence. Overall, 

these findings support hypothesis 2, demonstrating significant positive correlations 

between four of the five personality traits and basic psychological needs. 

 

The third hypothesis suggested significant positive correlations between basic 

psychological needs and work engagement. The correlation between ‘joyful 

connection’ and work engagement was found to be significant. ‘Autonomous mastery’ 

also showed a significant positive correlation with work engagement. The significant 

positive correlations between ‘joyful connection’, ‘autonomous mastery’, and work 

engagement highlight the association between basic psychological needs and work 

engagement. These findings emphasise the importance of creating encouraging, 

pleasant, and independent work environments, which may be linked to higher levels 

of work engagement and overall organisational well-being, offering support for 

hypothesis 3. 

 

7.4.3 The extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs 
predict work engagement 

 

The third research aim sought to determine the extent to which personality traits and 

basic psychological needs predict work engagement and to evaluate the incremental 

value of basic psychological needs beyond the contributions of personality traits. The 

hierarchical multiple regression analysis provided partial support for the hypothesis 

that the big five personality traits significantly predict work engagement. Specifically, 

extraversion and conscientiousness emerged as significant positive predictors, while 

neuroticism, openness, and agreeableness did not significantly predict work 

engagement. Furthermore, the inclusion of basic psychological needs as additional 

predictors significantly increased the explained variance in work engagement, 

confirming their incremental value. ‘Joyful connection’ emerged as a significant 

predictor. The combined model of personality traits and basic psychological needs 

provided a superior fit and more significant prediction of work engagement compared 

to the model based solely on personality traits. These findings highlight the 

significance of considering basic psychological needs alongside personality traits 

when examining work engagement. 
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7.4.4 The foundation of a work engagement framework from an organisational 
neuroscience perspective 

 

This study examined the relationship dynamics between the big five personality traits, 

basic psychological needs, and work engagement. The extent to which the big five 

personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work engagement was also 

investigated. As such, this study aimed to establish the foundation of a work 

engagement framework from an organisational neuroscience perspective. Several 

recommendations were proposed based on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical 

model of mental functioning. These include fostering a supportive, connected, and 

enjoyable work environment, which may help support the need for attachment and 

pleasure maximisation. In addition, organisations could encourage independence and 

proficiency, which may support the need for control and orientation, and self-esteem 

enhancement. 

 

Organisations could further promote positive social interactions to support agreeable 

employees. Additionally, addressing emotional stability through mental health support, 

promoting a culture of achievement and recognition, and encouraging openness and 

innovation were recommended to meet various psychological needs and enhance 

overall work engagement. The foundation of a work engagement framework derived 

from this study aims to provide strategies that may contribute to reducing cognitive 

dissonance and fostering a balanced, consistent mental state among employees. By 

fostering environments that align with employees’ intrinsic personality traits and basic 

psychological needs, these recommendations aim to enhance overall engagement. 

Implementing the recommended strategies may help mitigate internal conflicts and 

foster mental coherence. Consequently, these practices may be associated with 

higher levels of work engagement and overall employee well-being. 
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7.5 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 
 

The following section focuses on the theoretical contributions of this study. It highlights 

how the integration of personality traits and basic psychological needs within an 

organisational neuroscience framework contributes to the understanding of work 

engagement. The discussion explores the conceptual clarity of these constructs and 

considerations for their measurement, as well as the novel insights derived from the 

study for enhancing work engagement and well-being. 
 

7.5.1 Advancement of conceptual and measurement clarity 
 

This study provides valuable insights into the existing literature on work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs by addressing inconsistencies and 

gaps in the conceptualisation and measurement of these constructs. Prior research 

has highlighted the lack of a coherent framework that integrates these variables, 

resulting in fragmented and often contradictory findings (Borah & Barua, 2018; 

Mhlanga et al., 2021; Prokešová et al., 2019). By focusing explicitly on these 

constructs, this study contributes to a more integrated theoretical understanding of 

how they interact. The utilisation of established measurement instruments, such as 

the shortened version of the BTI (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) and the nine-item UWES 

(Schaufeli et al., 2006), as well as a novel instrument focusing on Grawe’s (2007) 

basic psychological needs, strengthens the methodological approach and provides 

support for studying these constructs in an integrated manner. 
 

7.5.2 Evaluation of a novel instrument based on Grawe’s (2007) basic 
psychological needs 

 

One of the primary theoretical contributions of this study lies in its exploratory 

assessment of a novel basic psychological needs instrument based on Grawe’s (2007) 

consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning within a South African context. 

Despite the vast body of research on need satisfaction (Green et al., 2017; Latham & 

Pinder, 2005; Van den Broeck et al., 2008; Van den Broeck et al., 2010), there has 

been a limited focus on the methodological challenges involved in assessing basic 

psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This study’s use of both EFA and CFA 

provides insights into the complexities and challenges of adapting psychological 
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instruments across different cultural contexts. The identification of two distinct factors, 

‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’, aligns with Grawe’s (2007) theoretical 

model and provides preliminary empirical insights into the underlying structure of basic 

psychological needs. However, the study also reveals limitations in convergent 

validity, suggesting that further refinement of the instrument may be necessary to 

enhance its applicability and accuracy in diverse cultural settings. 
 

7.5.3 Insights into the dualistic approach and avoidance motivational systems 
 

The theoretical framework underpinning this study, based on Grawe’s (2007) 

consistency-theoretical model of mental functioning, offers a nuanced perspective on 

human motivation by emphasising the dualistic nature of approach and avoidance 

systems (Dahlitz, 2017). This study provides insights into how these motivational 

systems may operate in an organisational context and their potential associations with 

work engagement. Findings related to the cultural relevance and contextual 

appropriateness of the instrument’s items suggest the need to consider socio-cultural 

factors in psychological research. By highlighting the complexities associated with 

approach and avoidance behaviours, this study enriches the theoretical discourse on 

motivation and provides a foundation for future research aimed at exploring these 

dynamics in greater depth. 
 

7.5.4 Recommendations for instrument refinement and future research 
 

This study’s recommendations for improving the basic psychological needs instrument 

based on Grawe’s (2007) model offer considerations for future research directions. 

The study highlights the importance of ongoing psychometric validation and suggests 

a systematic approach to item revision, pilot testing, and factor analysis. The 

involvement of subject matter experts and the incorporation of culturally relevant and 

contextually appropriate items may support efforts to enhance the instrument’s validity 

and reliability (Clark & Watson, 1995; DeVellis, 2003; Morgado et al., 2017). Moreover, 

the suggestion to adapt principles from validated questionnaires like the FAMOS and 

INK (Holtforth & Grawe, 2000, 2003) for organisational settings offers a promising 

avenue for further exploring employee motivation and well-being.  
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7.5.5 Broader implications and future directions 
 

This study provides initial insights for future research on the suitability of the basic 

psychological needs instrument in measuring basic psychological needs at the 

workplace within a South African context. By addressing the identified limitations and 

building on the findings, subsequent studies may refine and assess the validity of the 

measure, contributing to a broader understanding of basic psychological needs in 

diverse settings (Clark & Watson, 1995; DeVellis, 2003; Morgado et al., 2017; 

Nunnally, 1967; Pasquali, 2010). The insights gained from this study have broader 

implications for the development of theoretically sound and culturally sensitive 

measurement instruments, which are essential for advancing psychological research 

and practice. This study, therefore, contributes to the theoretical discourse by 

providing insights into the conceptual and measurement clarity of work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs. It offers valuable perspectives on 

the dualistic nature of human motivation and proposes practical recommendations for 

refining measurement instruments. By addressing the complexities and challenges 

associated with cross-cultural research, this study supports future research aimed at 

developing robust and culturally relevant psychological assessments. 

 

7.5.6 Integration of personality traits and basic psychological needs 
 

This study’s exploration of the extent to which personality traits and basic 

psychological needs predict work engagement provides theoretical insights by 

integrating these constructs within an organisational neuroscience framework. This 

study, therefore, contributes to addressing a gap in the literature, where previous 

research has often examined personality traits and basic psychological needs 

separately rather than as interconnected factors potentially associated with work 

engagement (Borah & Barua, 2018; Mhlanga et al., 2021; Prokešová et al., 2019). By 

suggesting that both personality traits, specifically extraversion and 

conscientiousness, and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, particularly 

‘joyful connection’, are significantly associated with work engagement, the study 

provides insights into key predictors of work engagement. These findings highlight the 

importance of considering both individual personality characteristics and fundamental 

psychological needs when examining factors that contribute to work engagement.  
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7.5.7 Incremental value of basic psychological needs 
 

Another key theoretical contribution of this study is the finding that the inclusion of 

basic psychological needs as predictors adds significant explanatory power to the 

model predicting work engagement beyond personality traits alone. This underscores 

the incremental predictive value of including basic psychological needs (Grawe, 2007) 

alongside personality traits (Taylor & De Bruin, 2013) when examining work 

engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2006). The significant role of ‘joyful connection’ 

highlights the importance of positive relationships and pleasurable experiences at 

work, indicating that the social and emotional aspects of work are meaningfully 

associated with higher engagement. 

 

7.5.8 Specific contributions of personality traits 
 

This study’s results indicate that among the big five personality traits, extraversion and 

conscientiousness are significantly associated with work engagement, while 

neuroticism shows a significant negative association with work engagement. This 

finding contributes to the theoretical understanding of how specific personality traits 

are associated with work engagement. Extraversion, associated with sociability and 

positive affect (Soto et al., 2016), and conscientiousness, associated with diligence 

and reliability (Ramphal, 2016), appear to be conducive to improved engagement 

levels. The negative association of neuroticism, characterised by emotional instability 

and anxiety (Taylor & De Bruin, 2016), seem to further highlight the significance of 

emotional regulation and stability for maintaining work engagement. 

 

7.5.9 The foundational elements of a work engagement framework 
 

This study proposes foundational elements for a work engagement framework aimed 

at informing work engagement practices from an organisational neuroscience 

perspective. Based on Grawe’s (2007) consistency-theoretical model of mental 

functioning, the study proposes strategies to foster a supportive, connected, and 

enjoyable work environment, encourage independence and competence, and promote 

positive social interactions. These recommendations aim to account for the role of 

employees’ intrinsic personality traits and the satisfaction of basic psychological 
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needs, thereby promoting a balanced, consistent mental state (Arden, 2019; Grawe, 

2007). By aligning organisational practices with the psychological predispositions of 

employees, these strategies have the potential to contribute to enhanced engagement 

and well-being. 

 

7.5.10 Developing the conceptual framework 
 

This study’s findings contribute to the development of a conceptual framework of work 

engagement by integrating personality traits and basic psychological needs within an 

organisational neuroscience perspective (Allen & DeYoung, 2017; Arden, 2019; 

Ashkanasy et al., 2014; DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung, 2015; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; 

Grawe, 2007; Liebenberg et al., 2022; Menon, 2023). This framework considers 

biological-, psychological-, and environmental factors influencing work engagement, 

providing a more integrative model for future research. This study’s methodological 

approach, including hierarchical multiple regression analysis, strengthens the 

reliability and validity of the findings, further contributing to the theoretical literature. 

This study, therefore, makes sound theoretical contributions by integrating personality 

traits and basic psychological needs within an organisational neuroscience framework 

to examine their associations with work engagement. The findings highlight the 

incremental value of basic psychological needs, the specific contributions of 

personality traits, and the practical implications for organisational practices. By 

proposing foundational elements for a work engagement framework, this study 

provides a strong basis for future research and practical interventions aimed at 

enhancing work engagement and well-being. 
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7.6 PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 
 

This study provides valuable insights into the practical aspects of enhancing work 

engagement by investigating the associations between personality traits, basic 

psychological needs, and work engagement. The study offers actionable 

recommendations for organisations seeking to foster a more engaged and motivated 

workforce by identifying key associations among these variables. The practical 

contributions are grounded in the empirical findings that reveal how different 

personality traits are associated with work engagement and how fulfilling basic 

psychological needs relates to enhanced engagement levels. These insights provide 

a foundation for developing targeted strategies that align with employees’ intrinsic 

traits and needs, thereby fostering a supportive and stimulating work environment. The 

following section explores how these findings can inform organisational practices 

aimed at improving work engagement and well-being. 

 

7.6.1 Enhanced understanding of personality traits and work engagement 
 

This study’s findings provide significant practical contributions by delineating how 

different personality traits are associated with work engagement. Specifically, 

extraversion and conscientiousness are significant positive predictors of work 

engagement. This aligns with prior research suggesting that extraverted individuals, 

who are outgoing and socially confident, and conscientious individuals, who are 

diligent and goal-oriented, tend to report higher work engagement (DeYoung, 2010; 

DeYoung & Blain, 2020; Sun et al., 2024). This understanding can be applied in 

various practical ways. Firstly, organisations can consider personality traits such as 

extraversion and conscientiousness as part of a broader selection process when 

identifying candidates who may be well-suited to roles that typically involve high work 

engagement. Secondly, job roles and work environments can be structured to 

leverage the strengths of these traits, enhancing opportunities for engagement 

through role alignment and workplace support. 

 

  



Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

213 

7.6.2 Impact of basic psychological needs on work engagement 
 

This study highlights that the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, specifically 

‘joyful connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’, is significantly associated with work 

engagement. Therefore, creating a supportive and enjoyable work environment may 

contribute to the satisfaction of the need for ‘joyful connection’. This might include 

fostering a culture of collaboration, recognition, and positive social interactions. 

Furthermore, providing opportunities for employees to exercise independence and 

develop their skills may support the satisfaction of the need for ‘autonomous mastery’. 

This could involve offering training programmes, flexible work arrangements, and 

career development opportunities (Albrecht, 2010; Bakker et al., 2023; Burns & Bush, 

2005; Taris, 2023). 

 

7.6.3 Incremental value of basic psychological needs beyond personality traits 
 

This study confirmed that while personality traits are important, the inclusion of basic 

psychological needs as additional predictors significantly increases the explained 

variance in work engagement beyond personality traits alone. Therefore, 

organisations should consider both personality traits and basic psychological needs 

when developing engagement strategies (Allen & DeYoung, 2017; Arden, 2019; 

Ashkanasy et al., 2014; DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung, 2015; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; 

Grawe, 2007; Liebenberg et al., 2022; Menon, 2023). Incorporating measures that 

support the satisfaction of basic psychological needs may lead to more comprehensive 

and effective engagement practices. In addition, implementing interventions that 

consider both personality traits and basic psychological needs may contribute to 

enhanced work engagement. 
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7.6.4 An organisational neuroscience perspective 
 

From an organisational neuroscience perspective, this study’s findings offer novel 

insights into how aligning work environments with intrinsic personality traits and basic 

psychological needs may contribute to enhanced work engagement. From this 

perspective, constructs such as personality traits, basic psychological needs 

satisfaction, and work engagement can be viewed as emerging from the interaction 

between key neural networks, including the SN, EN, and DMN, that dynamically 

regulate attention, emotional regulation, and goal-directed behaviour (Arden, 2019; 

Menon, 2023). These systems are thought to underpin adaptive workplace functioning 

by supporting sustained focus, emotional balance, and meaningful task engagement 

(Ashkanasy et al., 2014). Grawe’s (2007) consistency theory, which emphasises the 

importance of maintaining coherence between multiple simultaneous mental 

processes, provides a valuable framework for understanding these insights. According 

to Grawe (2007), when intrapsychic processes are balanced, a state of consistency is 

achieved, which is essential for mental well-being. Conversely, inconsistencies may 

lead to stress and decreased mental and physical health (Grawe, 2007). 

 

Firstly, an organisational culture that fosters positive social interactions and enjoyable 

experiences could be created. This aligns with the need for ‘joyful connection’ and 

supports a balanced and consistent mental state by fulfilling the need for attachment 

and the need for pleasure maximisation and pain minimisation (Grawe, 2007). Such 

an environment may help reduce internal inconsistencies, promoting overall well-being 

and engagement. Secondly, promoting independence, flexible work options, improved 

competence, and skill development could help fulfil employees’ need for ‘autonomous 

mastery’. This aligns with the need for control and orientation and the need for self-

esteem enhancement, ensuring that employees feel capable and self-directed in their 

roles (Grawe, 2007). Supporting these aspects could help maintain a state of 

consistency, as employees’ internal models of the world align with their experiences 

and goals (Arden, 2019). 
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Personality traits may be viewed as enduring neurobiological patterns that shape how 

individuals experience, interpret, and regulate motivation (DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung 

& Blain, 2020). Underlying these patterns, dopaminergic and serotonergic systems, 

associated respectively with approach- and avoidance motivation, are thought to form 

the biological substrate of the FFM, influencing the ways in which individuals process 

reward, manage emotional responses, and pursue goal-directed behaviour (Allen & 

DeYoung, 2017; DeYoung, 2015; DeYoung & Blain, 2020). Therefore, addressing 

emotional stability through mental health support and promoting a culture of 

achievement may help mitigate the negative impact of neuroticism and enhance 

overall work engagement. By focusing on emotional stability, organisations may 

reduce the stress responses associated with unmet needs, fostering a consistent and 

balanced mental state (Arden, 2019; Grawe, 2007). 

 

Finally, organisations could foster an environment that encourages innovation and 

openness, fulfilling employees’ needs for intellectual stimulation and creative 

expression. This aligns with Grawe’s (2007) notion that satisfying basic psychological 

needs leads to positive biological conditions in the brain. When employees engage in 

creative and stimulating work, their mental processes may remain coherent and 

balanced, which might promote consistency (Grawe, 2007). Thus, by aligning work 

environments with intrinsic personality traits and basic psychological needs, 

organisations may foster a consistent and balanced mental state for their employees 

(Arden, 2019; Grawe, 2007). This may contribute to enhanced work engagement and 

overall well-being, ultimately supporting a more productive and harmonious workforce. 

 

7.6.5 Promoting mental coherence 
 

By integrating these practical contributions, organisations may contribute to mental 

coherence among employees. This approach aims to create a consistent and 

balanced work environment that aligns with both individual personality traits and basic 

psychological needs, which may contribute to improved work engagement and 

employee well-being. The practical contributions, novel insights, and 

recommendations of this study provide actionable guidelines that organisations may 

apply to enhance work engagement. By understanding the role of personality traits 

and basic psychological needs and applying recommendations from an organisational 
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neuroscience perspective, companies may develop more effective strategies that 

contribute to improved work engagement and a more consistent and balanced mental 

state for their employees (Allen & DeYoung, 2017; Arden, 2019; Ashkanasy et al., 

2014; DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung, 2015; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; Grawe, 2007; 

Liebenberg et al., 2022; Menon, 2023). 

 

7.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 

While this study provides valuable insights into the associations between personality 

traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement, it has limitations. The 

following section addresses these limitations. 

 

7.7.1 Limitations of the literature review 
 

This study’s literature review was mostly guided by international research. As such, 

the novel insights and practical recommendations proposed in this study might not 

always apply to South African organisations because of the diverse nature of the South 

African workforce. The research findings should, therefore, be viewed with the above 

in mind. Another limitation of the literature review is the limited availability of recent 

studies addressing the specific combination of personality traits, basic psychological 

needs, and work engagement. This reflects the broader scarcity of empirical research 

integrating these constructs, particularly within the emerging field of organisational 

neuroscience. Therefore, the researcher had to rely mostly on seminal literature in the 

literature review to guide the theoretical foundation of the study. 

 

7.7.2 Limitations of the empirical study 
 

This study employed a cross-sectional research design, capturing data at a single 

point in time. This approach does not allow for causal inferences about the 

relationships between personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work 

engagement (Maninder, 2016). Without longitudinal data, the directionality of these 

relationships remains unclear, and conclusions about causality cannot be firmly 

established (Maninder, 2016). Furthermore, the data were collected using self-report 

questionnaires, which are vulnerable to biases such as social desirability and 
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response styles (Podsakoff et al., 2012). The respondents may have provided 

responses they perceived as socially acceptable rather than reflecting their true 

experiences. If respondents were more avoidance-inclined (Dahlitz, 2017; Grawe, 

2007), the item pool generated for the basic psychological needs measure may not 

have resonated with them, potentially leading to difficulties in responding truthfully. 

 

This study was based on a sample of 118 respondents working in a single South 

African organisation. Furthermore, convenience sampling was utilised to select 

respondents. Therefore, the findings cannot be generalised beyond this specific 

sample (Johns, 2006; Maree, 2025). Moreover, the research was conducted in a 

specific South African organisational context, which may not account for varying socio-

economic and cultural factors that influence work engagement, personality traits, and 

basic psychological needs. This contextual limitation suggests that the findings may 

not apply directly to different settings or cultural environments (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). 

 

In addition, this study’s non-experimental research design does not include 

intervention or manipulation, which means it does not test the effects of specific 

interventions on work engagement (Maree, 2025). This limitation, therefore, restricts 

the ability to evaluate the practical recommendations proposed for enhancing work 

engagement practices based on personality traits and basic psychological needs. A 

further limitation of this study is the potential construct validity concerns related to the 

basic psychological needs measure, which may be exacerbated by multicollinearity 

issues (Hair et al., 2019). 

 

Specifically, the ‘autonomous mastery’ factor predominantly comprises items related 

to the need for self-esteem enhancement, with minimal representation of the need for 

control and orientation. This imbalance suggests possible redundancy among items, 

which may obscure the unique contributions of different dimensions of ‘autonomous 

mastery’. Thus, while the study offers novel insights into the interplay between 

personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement, these limitations 

must be considered. Addressing these limitations in future research could enhance 

the significance and applicability of the findings.  
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7.8 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

To address the limitations identified in this study and to further advance the 

understanding of the relationships between personality traits, basic psychological 

needs, and work engagement, several recommendations for future research are 

proposed. First, future research should consider employing a longitudinal design to 

capture data at multiple points in time (Maninder, 2016). This approach would allow 

researchers to assess changes over time and provide stronger causal inferences 

between the variables (Spector, 2019). By tracking respondents over an extended 

period, researchers can better determine the directionality of the relationships 

between personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement, thereby 

strengthening causal inference (Maninder, 2016). 

 

Second, to mitigate the biases associated with self-report questionnaires, future 

studies should incorporate a multi-method approach to data collection. This could 

include the use of observational methods, peer reports, or objective measures 

alongside self-report surveys. Such a multi-method approach would enhance the 

reliability and validity of the findings by reducing the influence of social desirability and 

response biases (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Additionally, qualitative methods such as 

interviews or focus groups could provide deeper insights into respondents’ 

experiences and perceptions, complementing the quantitative data (Maree, 2025). 

 

Third, expanding the sample size and employing a probability-based sampling 

method, such as stratified or cluster sampling, could enhance diverse representation 

across demographic groups (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Future studies should aim 

to include a larger and more representative sample of the South African workforce or 

extend the research to other cultural contexts to examine cross-cultural applicability. 

This would allow for a more nuanced understanding of how work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs interact in varied settings. 

 

  



Chapter 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

219 

Furthermore, addressing the limitations related to measuring basic psychological 

needs is crucial. Future research should refine the instrument used to measure basic 

psychological needs by ensuring an even distribution of items across all dimensions, 

thereby capturing the full construct. Conducting EFA and CFA on revised item pools 

could help identify and eliminate issues of multicollinearity, thereby improving the 

construct validity of the measure (Hair et al., 2019). This refinement could ensure that 

the instrument accurately captures the multifaceted nature of basic psychological 

needs as conceptualised by Grawe (2007). 

 

Finally, to enhance the practical relevance of the findings, future research could 

incorporate experimental or quasi-experimental designs to test the effects of specific 

interventions on work engagement (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). By manipulating 

variables or introducing targeted interventions, researchers can evaluate the 

effectiveness of strategies to enhance work engagement based on personality traits 

and basic psychological needs. This approach could provide valuable insights for 

practitioners and policymakers seeking to improve work engagement and well-being 

in the workplace. By addressing these recommendations, future research could 

overcome the limitations of the current study and provide more robust and 

generalisable findings, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of the interplay 

between personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement. 

 

7.9 FINAL CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis investigated the interplay between personality traits, basic psychological 

needs, and work engagement within a South African workplace setting, offering a 

unique contribution to the I-O psychology field. By exploring the dynamic relationships 

among these variables, the research provides novel insights into how they collectively 

enhance work engagement, a critical component of organisational success. This study 

was driven by four primary research aims. First, to assess the validity of a newly 

developed instrument designed to measure basic psychological needs in the 

workplace. Second, to explore the interrelationships among work engagement, 

personality traits, and basic psychological needs. Third, to determine empirically the 

extent to which personality traits and basic psychological needs predict work 

engagement. Fourth, to establish the foundation of a work engagement framework by 
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considering personality traits and basic psychological needs through an organisational 

neuroscience perspective. 

 

To address these aims, the research employed a strong methodological framework 

comprising EFA and CFA to validate the measurement instrument. This was 

complemented by hierarchical multiple regression analyses to evaluate how 

personality traits and psychological needs collectively predict work engagement. The 

chosen methodologies were apt for capturing the complexities of the constructs and 

provided a solid foundation for the empirical investigation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Maree, 2025). The findings revealed that the basic psychological needs instrument, 

though innovative, requires further refinement to capture the constructs of ‘joyful 

connection’ and ‘autonomous mastery’ fully and effectively within the cultural context 

of the South African workplace. Despite these challenges, the instrument 

demonstrated potential for future adaptation and use. 

 

Consistent with the hypotheses, significant positive correlations were identified 

between most of the big five personality traits (i.e., extraversion, conscientiousness, 

openness, and agreeableness) and work engagement. Extraversion stood out with the 

most significant relationship with work engagement, underscoring the role of sociable 

and dynamic personalities in fostering work engagement. Conversely, neuroticism 

was negatively correlated with work engagement, highlighting the detrimental effects 

of emotional instability on work engagement (DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; 

Sun et al., 2024). 

 

Extraversion and conscientiousness emerged as significant positive predictors of work 

engagement, while neuroticism, openness, and agreeableness did not significantly 

predict work engagement in the hierarchical multiple regression analysis. 

Furthermore, this study confirmed the incremental value of basic psychological needs 

in predicting work engagement beyond personality traits alone. Among the basic 

psychological needs, ‘joyful connection’ emerged as a significant predictor, 

underscoring the importance of fulfilling employees’ need for positive social 

interactions and meaningful workplace relationships in fostering engagement. 

However, ‘autonomous mastery’ did not significantly predict work engagement, 
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suggesting that its influence may be more context-dependent or moderated by other 

workplace factors. 

 

This synergy between personality traits and basic psychological needs enhances 

theoretical understanding and provides practical implications for managing work 

engagement. This study, therefore, bridges several gaps in the current literature by 

integrating personality psychology with basic psychological needs within the 

framework of organisational neuroscience (Allen & DeYoung, 2017; Arden, 2019; 

Ashkanasy et al., 2014; DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung, 2015; DeYoung & Blain, 2020; 

Grawe, 2007; Liebenberg et al., 2022; Menon, 2023). The nuanced insights from this 

research offer a more comprehensive perspective on the mechanisms underlying work 

engagement, paving the way for more evidence-based and effective organisational 

strategies. 

 

This thesis makes significant theoretical contributions to understanding work 

engagement by integrating personality traits and basic psychological needs within an 

organisational neuroscience framework. By advancing the conceptual and 

measurement clarity of these constructs, the study addresses gaps in previous 

research, which often examined personality traits and psychological needs in isolation 

rather than as interrelated factors (Borah & Barua, 2018; Mhlanga et al., 2021; 

Prokešová et al., 2019). The rigorous psychometric evaluation of a novel basic 

psychological needs instrument provides valuable insights into its applicability and 

validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maree, 2025). While the findings highlight areas 

requiring further refinement, they establish a strong foundation for future research 

aimed at enhancing the measurement and integration of basic psychological needs in 

work engagement studies. 

 

The dualistic approach- and avoidance-motivation systems outlined in Grawe’s (2007) 

consistency-theoretical model are supported by the findings of this study, providing a 

nuanced perspective on human motivation in the workplace. This insight deepens the 

understanding of how these motivational systems influence work engagement, 

suggesting that both approach-oriented behaviours, which drive goal-directed actions, 

and avoidance-oriented tendencies, which regulate risk aversion and stress 

responses, play complementary, yet distinct roles in shaping work engagement and 
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workplace dynamics. Furthermore, the study highlights that personality traits are 

significant predictors of work engagement, and when considered alongside basic 

psychological needs, they reveal a complex interplay in fostering an engaged 

workforce. The findings underscore the incremental predictive value of integrating 

basic psychological needs into work engagement models, reinforcing that these 

psychological drivers enhance both the theoretical understanding and practical 

application of work engagement strategies. 

 

Practically, this research offers actionable recommendations that can transform 

organisational practices to enhance work engagement. By demonstrating the critical 

role of fulfilling basic psychological needs, this study provides empirical evidence for 

organisations to design environments that not only support employees’ professional 

growth but also nurture their psychological and emotional well-being. Organisations 

are, therefore, encouraged to move beyond simply aligning job roles with personality 

traits and instead adopt a comprehensive engagement strategy that integrates both 

personality traits and the consistent satisfaction of basic psychological needs. This 

holistic approach could foster improved engagement levels, a balanced and consistent 

mental state, and ultimately, a more dynamic and productive workforce. 

 

Integrating personality traits and basic psychological needs within an organisational 

neuroscience framework offers a comprehensive model that underscores the 

multifaceted nature of work engagement. As organisations continue to evolve, the 

insights derived from this study could be invaluable in designing work environments 

that foster productivity and promote psychological well-being and satisfaction among 

employees. Thus, this research marks a significant step towards a deeper 

understanding of the complex dynamics of work engagement. It sets a sound 

foundation for future explorations that could further revolutionise organisational 

practices and theories in the field of I-O psychology. 

 

Nevertheless, despite the significant insights garnered from this research, certain 

limitations must be acknowledged to contextualise the findings properly. Primarily, 

using a cross-sectional design limits the ability to establish causality between 

personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement (Maninder, 2016). 

Relying on self-report questionnaires also introduces potential biases such as social 
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desirability, which might skew the authenticity of the responses (Podsakoff et al., 

2012). Furthermore, the convenience sampling method, with a sample size of 118 

respondents working in a single South African organisation, restricts the 

generalisability of the results across the diverse South African workforce (Johns, 

2006). 

 

The empirical study’s limitations extend to the basic psychological needs instrument 

used. While pioneering, the novel basic psychological needs instrument revealed 

issues with construct validity and potential multicollinearity. These issues emphasise 

the need for further refinement of the measurement tool to ensure it reflects the 

constructs accurately it intends to measure. Future studies should, therefore, refine 

this instrument through rigorous EFA and CFA, ensuring a balanced representation of 

all dimensions and reducing multicollinearity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maree, 

2025). 

 

Future research should also adopt a longitudinal approach to understand the temporal 

dynamics and causality between personality traits, basic psychological needs, and 

work engagement better. Tracking changes over time could provide a more definitive 

evidence base for the directionality and strength of these relationships (Maninder, 

2016; Spector, 2019). Incorporating multiple data collection methods such as 

observations, peer reports, or objective performance metrics is recommended to 

counteract the biases inherent in self-report measures (Podsakoff et al., 2012). 

Qualitative methods, including interviews or focus groups, should also be utilised to 

gain deeper insights into the individual experiences, contexts, and motivational 

systems influencing work engagement (Maree, 2025). 

 

Enhancing the sample size and employing a probability sampling method would 

improve the generalisability of the findings. Future studies should, therefore, aim for a 

more representative cross-section of the workforce, potentially extending beyond the 

South African context to examine cultural universality or specificity in these 

relationships (Johns, 2006). Finally, to assess the practical efficacy of interventions 

designed to enhance work engagement, experimental or quasi-experimental studies 

should be conducted (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This would allow for the 
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manipulation of specific variables to observe the resultant changes in work 

engagement, providing actionable insights for organisational practice and policy. 
 

Therefore, this thesis has established a solid foundation for integrating personality 

traits and basic psychological needs within an organisational neuroscience framework 

to enhance the understanding of work engagement. By highlighting the intricate 

interplay between these variables and their impact on work engagement, this study 

has made a valuable contribution to the field of I-O psychology. However, advancing 

this research further requires addressing the noted limitations and implementing the 

recommended research strategies. By doing so, future research could build upon 

these foundational insights, leading to more robust theoretical models and practical 

interventions that enhance work engagement while fostering a consistent and 

balanced mental state for employees in diverse organisational settings. 

 

From an organisational neuroscience perspective, this study contributes to advancing 

the field of I-O psychology by integrating neuropsychological principles with 

established motivational and personality frameworks of work engagement. By linking 

the functioning of the salience-, executive-, and default mode networks to the 

satisfaction of basic psychological needs and the expression of personality traits, it 

offers a biologically informed understanding of how engagement emerges in the 

workplace. This interdisciplinary contribution bridges brain-based and behavioural 

science, encouraging future I-O psychology research and interventions that consider 

the neural foundations of motivation, resilience, and well-being. 

 

7.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
 

Chapter 7 synthesised the theoretical and empirical findings of the study to propose 

the foundation of a work engagement framework by considering personality traits and 

basic psychological needs through an organisational neuroscience lens. This chapter 

elaborated on the results detailed in Chapter 6, contextualising them within the 

limitations and challenges specific to the South African workplace environment and 

aligning them with pertinent literature. The chapter systematically addressed each 

research aim and hypothesis, providing a comprehensive analysis of the interplay 

between personality traits, basic psychological needs, and work engagement. It 
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explored how these elements collectively influence organisational practices, 

underpinning the discussion with robust empirical data and theoretical frameworks. 

 

In addition to a detailed discussion of the findings, Chapter 7 outlined practical 

recommendations designed to inform and improve work engagement strategies 

tailored to the South African context. These recommendations were grounded in an 

organisational neuroscience perspective, bridging the gap between academic 

research and practical implementation. The chapter also acknowledged the study’s 

inherent limitations, offering a critical reflection on potential biases and methodological 

constraints that may affect the generalisability and applicability of the findings. These 

limitations set the stage for future research directions, suggesting ways to extend and 

refine the current study’s inquiries into broader and more diverse settings. Thus, 

Chapter 7 integrated theoretical contributions and empirical evidence to present a 

cohesive conclusion. It emphasised the incremental value of integrating personality 

traits and basic psychological needs into organisational practices, aiming to enhance 

work engagement and support a balanced mental state for employees on a 

foundational level. 
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