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The goal of this study is to provide a cross-lagged examination of the relationships between engaging
leadership, job resources and employee work engagement. We propose a mediation model and we
postulate that engaging leadership can increase perceptions of three specific job resources (i.e. auton-
omy, support from colleagues and opportunities for learning and development) which theoretically
correspond to the three facets of engaging leadership (i.e., inspiring, connecting and strengthening,
respectively). Subsequently, in keeping with the extant body of Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) research,
we link job resources to employee work engagement. Our hypotheses were tested on data collected at
two time-points — T1 (N=759) and T2 (N =273) —from employees working for a hotel chain in the
Netherlands. In line with our expectations, engaging leadership showed a significant cross-lagged
relationship with autonomy and support from colleagues, but did not predict learning opportunities
and work engagement across time. While we formulated specific hypotheses, we also tested reversed
causation relationships. We found no direct effect from engaging leadership on employee work
engagement, however, the reversed effect was significant; employee perceptions of engaging leadership
were shaped by their own engagement experiences. Importantly, engaged employees at T1 reported
more job resources at T2. By providing a cross-lagged examination of our model, we showed that
engaging leaders as well as employees’ positive affective state of being engaged, are essential to shaping
a resourceful work context. A comprehensive view on the triggers and outcomes of work engagement
and engaging leadership is needed, as the traditional unidirectional cause-effect rationale fails to explain
how these concepts relate to one another and to employee experiences of job resources.

© 2019 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Researchers and practitioners widely agree that sustaining high
employee work engagement should be a top priority for organisa-
tions. In pursuit of such a desirable goal, many companies rely on
their first-line managers to craft a resourceful work environment
that is conducive to employee work engagement (Nielsen, Randall,
Yarker, & Brenner, 2008). But how can managers fulfil such
demanding expectations?

This study will offer insights into this matter by investigating a
specific leadership style (i.e. engaging leadership) that is particu-
larly suited for enhancing work engagement, which is defined as ‘a
positive, fulfilling work-related state of mind that is characterized
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by vigor, dedication and absorption’ (Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzdlez-
Romd, & Bakker, 2002, p. 74). Specifically, we will examine the
potential of the engaging leader to increase employee perceptions
of job resources and to subsequently boost individuals’ engagement
in their work. We selected three types of job resources (i.e. social
support from colleagues, autonomy and learning opportunities)
because they are known to be crucial for employee motivation,
performance and well-being at work (Fernet, Austin, & Vallerand,
2012; Hakanen, Schaufeli, & Ahola, 2008; Hu, Schaufeli, & Taris,
2011). We also focused on the motivational processes that
engaging leadership evokes, drawing upon literature about lead-
ership and job characteristics.

Despite initial evidence revealing synchronous associations
between engaging leadership, job characteristics and work
engagement (Schaufeli, 2015), there is still a lack of empirical work
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that examines the causal links between engaging leadership, job
resources and employee work engagement across time (c.f. Skakon,
Nielsen, Borg, & Guzman, 2010). This study provides a cross-lagged
examination of the causal relationships between these concepts by
testing the proposed assumptions on two-wave data obtained from
hotel employees across a one-year period.

Our paper adds to current knowledge in two ways. First, it in-
tegrates insights from leadership literature (e.g. Schaufeli, 2015)
with those from the job characteristics field. That field includes
several overlapping theoretical frameworks, such as the Job
Demands-Resources model (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, &
Schaufeli, 2001), the Job Demand-Control (-Support) model
(Karasek & Theorell, 1990) and the Job Characteristics model
(Oldham, 1996).

Second, our paper proposes a mediation model that explores the
relationships between engaging leadership, job resources and work
engagement, as they evolve over a one-year period (see Fig. 1). This
responds to a recently raised scholarly concern that extant research
has almost exclusively focused on temporary-synchronous links
between leadership and employee work engagement, leaving issues
such as variability of the effects across time and causality of the re-
lationships unexplored (see literature review of Carasco-Saul, Kim,
& Kim, 2015). There is a need to investigate how leadership styles
influence employee outcomes across time because the dynamics
between leaders and their followers are usually complex, unfold
over time and may vary across time. Prior research (e.g. Carasco-Saul
et al., 2015) has suggested that, owing to their motivational prop-
erties, positive leadership styles may positively affect employee
work engagement in the short term but may have the opposite effect
in the long term because employees might feel overpowered when
they are continuously challenged and motivated by their manager.
Therefore, it is important to gain more insights into the temporal
effects of engaging leadership on employee outcomes.

1. Theory development
1.1. Leadership and employee work engagement

A rapidly growing body of empirical evidence obtained from
diverse samples (i.e. among heterogeneous groups or groups with
one specific occupation) has unambiguously demonstrated that
favourable leadership behaviours or styles can be beneficial to
employee work engagement. A recent meta-analysis (DeCuypere &

Engaging
Leadership

Social Support

Opportunities

Schaufeli, 2018) found moderate to strong associations between
work engagement and various favourable leadership styles,
including transformational, authentic, ethical, empowering and
servant leadership. In addition, a recent review of the literature on
(predominantly transformational) leadership style and employee
work engagement (Carasco-Saul et al., 2015) revealed highly
consistent findings across most of the studies. Altogether, the re-
sults of these overviews indicate a clear pattern: specifically,
transformational leaders are able to successfully motivate em-
ployees, thereby contributing to a higher level of employee work
engagement (e.g. Ghadi, Fernando, & Caputi, 2013; Vincent-Hoper,
Muser, & Janneck, 2012).

Empirical support for this positive relationship also comes from
a dairy study conducted among Dutch consultants (Tims, Bakker, &
Xanthopoulou, 2011), which showed that transformational leaders
can enhance employee work engagement on a day-to-day basis.
Using a multilevel, multi-source design and employees from
different cultural backgrounds, Zhu, Avolio, and Walumbwa (2009)
came to a similar conclusion: transformational leaders in South
Africa enhanced employee work engagement. In another multilevel
study, Tuckey, Bakker, and Dollard (2012) found that — at the group
level — empowering leadership among brigade captains had a
positive association with the engagement of volunteer firefighters
at the individual level. Finally, investigating the potential additive
effects of transformational and fair leadership with respect to
employee work engagement, Perko, Kinnunen, Tolvanen, and Feldt
(2016) established that these two leadership styles are inter-
changeable when applied as means to foster employee work
engagement.

Taken together, these findings from studies that used different
research methodologies show that transformational leadership and
other favourable leadership behaviours are positively linked to
employee work engagement. Below we argue that job resources
might play a crucial role in explaining this link.

1.2. The concept of engaging leadership

In this study, we focus on engaging leadership as a precursor to
employee perceptions of job resources and work engagement. We
chose to study an engaging leadership style because, from a theo-
retical perspective, engaging leaders may have a profound impact
on employee work engagement and may show meaningful con-
nections with specific job resources (Schaufeli, 2015). This is

Employee
Engagement

Colleagues

Learning

Fig. 1. Conceptual model. Note: Str = Strengthening leadership, Con = Connecting leadership and Ins = Inspiring leadership.
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because the notion of engaging leadership (Schaufeli, 2015)
strongly draws upon Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan,
2000), which identifies three innate psychological needs as the core
drivers of an individual’s optimal functioning at work. Specifically,
SDT links the needs for autonomy (i.e. feeling in control), compe-
tence (i.e. feeling effective) and relatedness (i.e. feeling loved and
cared for) to healthy functioning of employees. Moreover, SDT
posits that the degree to which these needs are being met (Ryan &
Deci, 2001) is predictive of employee work engagement (i.e. high
degrees of energy, focus and persistence).

In short, Schaufeli (2015) suggests that an engaging leader can
increase and sustain employee work engagement by satisfying
their basic psychological needs. Typically, this is achieved by
nurturing employee inspiration (e.g. increasing their enthusiasm for
their vision and plans, making them feel that they contribute to the
organisation’s mission), strengths (e.g. granting freedom and re-
sponsibility, delegating tasks) and sense of connectedness (e.g.
encouraging collaboration, promoting a high team spirit). Subse-
quently, inspiring, strengthening and connecting behaviours of the
leader are expected to directly contribute to the fulfilment of em-
ployees’ needs for autonomy (experiencing a sense of control
because they are contributing to an important goal), competence
(experiencing a sense of mastery because of delegated tasks) and
relatedness (experiencing a connection with other team members
because they are encouraged to collaborate and bond). Only when
these basic needs are fulfilled are employees likely to achieve high
levels of work engagement, as shown in a study by Van den Broeck,
Vansteenkiste, De Witte, and Lens (2008). Our study does not
measure psychological need satisfaction as such, but the engaging
leadership measure is based on its premises.

The concept of engaging leadership overlaps with other
favourable leadership styles to the extent that they are all geared
towards stimulating employee’s motivation, well-being and posi-
tive organisational behaviour. However, each leadership style also
has its unique feature. For instance, transformational leadership
aims at transforming individual employees’ mindsets towards
achieving organisational goals (Bass & Riggio, 2006), while ethical
leadership (Brown, Trevino, & Harrison, 2005) focuses on normative
behaviour. Servant leadership (Liden, Wayne, Liao, & Meuser, 2014)
focuses on being altruistic as a leader and attuned to the needs and
development of employees, authentic leadership (Walumbwa,
Wang, Wang, Schaubroeck, & Avolio, 2010) focuses on being self-
aware and authentic, and empowering leadership (Zhang & Bartol,
2010) focuses on empowering employees. Engaging leadership
differs from these positive leadership concepts because it is theory-
based and rooted in SDT, and because it focuses exclusively on
engaging followers by satisfying their basic psychological needs
(Hetland, Hetland, Schou Andreassen, Pallesen, & Notelaers, 2011).

Comparing engaging leadership with transformational leader-
ship, by far the most researched and well-accepted leadership
concept, reveals some overlap but also some notable differences.
Transformational leadership (Bass, 1985) emphasises four types of
leadership behaviours: (1) inspirational motivation (i.e. talking
optimistically and enthusiastically about the future and articulating
a compelling vision); (2) idealised influence (i.e. role modelling,
articulating high expectations and confidence in followers); (3)
individualised consideration (i.e. coaching and mentoring, and
listening to followers’ concerns); and (4) intellectual stimulation
(i.e. encouraging followers to challenge existing approaches,
reframe problems and think in new ways).

Admittedly, some similarities might be found between engaging
and transformational leadership, as both styles focus on a leader’s
ability to activate employees and optimise their functioning.
However, a closer look at the theoretical background and the di-
mensions of the two leadership styles promptly reveals several

differences.

In essence, the concept of engaging leadership departs from the
notion of the leader as a source of motivation for employees and
accordingly builds upon the tenets of SDT — one of the most
acknowledged theories of motivation (Schaufeli, 2015). Trans-
formational leadership, however, is not rooted in a motivational
theory; it taps into leadership facets that positively activate em-
ployees (e.g. stimulating their creativity, coaching and role
modelling). Moreover, the three dimensions of engaging leadership
are designed to match the three basic needs of employees and thus
emphasise different aspects of the leader’s behaviours compared to
transformational leadership facets. For instance, whereas engaging
leaders assign a particular importance to the social aspect of
employee functioning (by recognising the individual’s need for
belonging), transformational leaders do not seem to attend to this
need. Unlike transformational leadership that emphasises role
modelling (idealised influence), coaching and mentoring (individ-
ualised consideration) and creativity (intellectual stimulation),
engaging leadership focuses on fostering social connections and
employee autonomy.

Altogether, the validity of the transformational leadership
framework has been heavily criticised, even to the extent that some
authors suggest going ‘back to the drawing board’ (Van
Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013). Three major criticisms are voiced:
(1) a clear conceptual definition is lacking; (2) no causal model is
specified; and (3) the most frequently used measurement tools are
unsound. For these reasons and because of the importance of
motivation theories for explaining motivational processes and
engagement, in this study we chose to examine engaging leader-
ship as an antecedent of employee-perceived resources and work
engagement.

1.3. Leadership and employee work engagement: the role of job
resources

Research on the mechanisms that may explain how leadership
styles positively affect employee and organisational outcomes have
identified job characteristics as a mediator (Nielsen et al., 2008;
Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; Schaufeli, 2015). For instance, a study by
Ghadi et al. (2013) among full-time Australian employees revealed
a positive link between transformational leadership and employee
work engagement, which was partially mediated by meaningful
work. In a similar manner, Bamford, Wong, and Laschinger (2013)
found that the perceived person-job fit is a crucial mediator in
the relationship between authentic leadership and employee work
engagement. The study of Piccolo and Colquitt (2006) corroborated
previous findings by convincingly showing that job resources serve
as a mediator between transformational leadership and employee
motivation. Confirming the mediating capacity of job resources,
Nielsen et al. (2008) found that role clarity, meaningful work and
opportunities for development serve as key links in the relationship
between transformational leadership and positive employee out-
comes; in fact, job resources fully mediate this relationship.

Altogether, the above evidence indicates the importance of job
resources for the relationship between positive leadership styles
and employee positive outcomes (e.g. engagement). Yet, most of
these studies (except for Nielsen et al., 2008) only explored syn-
chronous links (due to their cross-sectional design), so virtually no
evidence exists about the direction of the effects. To overcome this
common pitfall, in this study we tested the influences of engaging
leadership on employee-perceived level of job resources and work
engagement across a one-year time lag.
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14. The current study

We set out to provide empirical evidence for the mediation of
specific job resources (that reflect the fulfilment of the three SDT
needs) that may explain the relationship between engaging lead-
ership and employee work engagement. Since we start from the
idea that an engaging leader influences employee work engage-
ment by increasing specific job resources, we assume that media-
tion mechanisms may play a key role in this relationship.

From a theoretical point of view, because of their unique posi-
tion of influence, leaders are ideally placed to steer employees’
perceptions about their work context. Leadership facets such as
coaching and support have the potential to influence the way
employees appraise their job resources (Breevaart, Bakker, Hetland,
& Hetland, 2014; Lee & Ashforth, 1996; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). A
positive leadership style (e.g. engaging leadership) that motivates
employees and helps them feel safe and supported will likely un-
lock positive emotions. Such positive emotions may expand the
individual’s thought-action repertoire (broaden-and-build theory;
Fredrickson, 2001), resulting in enhanced perceptions of the
available resources.

Moreover, good leaders are expected to nurture a resourceful
work environment that can enhance employee work motivation
(Shuck & Herd, 2012). Put in terms of engaging leadership, inspiring
leaders provide their followers with job control so that they expe-
rience a sense of autonomy and may contribute to the common work
goals in a personal and meaningful way. Furthermore, strengthening
leaders provide their followers with opportunities for growth and
development so that they experience a sense of mastery and may
improve their competencies. And finally, engaging leaders connect
their followers by promoting social support among them so that
they feel psychologically safe and cared for. Taken together, we
reason that engaging leadership has an indirect effect on work
engagement through increasing specific job resources, which, in
turn, may satisfy followers’ basic psychological needs.

More specifically, in this study, we propose that two of the three
core aspects of engaging leadership behaviour may be particularly
linked to employees’ experiences of autonomy. That is, engaging
leaders who inspire employees to work towards certain challenging
goals need to give employees sufficient job control in handling the
challenges associated with their tasks (Schaufeli, 2015). Similarly,
strengthening leaders need to provide their employees with job
control so they can develop a sense of competence and self-efficacy.

In a similar vein, all three facets of engaging leadership may be
key to employee experiences of the extent to which learning op-
portunities are afforded to them in the work context. To be able to
learn and develop their professional potential, employees need a
leader who inspires them to strive towards mastery and who mo-
tivates them to contribute to a common and meaningful goal
(Nielsen et al., 2008).

Additionally, the strengthening aspect of engaging leadership is
essential to employee perceptions of learning opportunities, as
such opportunities are best detected and utilised when employees
experience sufficient support and freedom of choice to act on any
opportunities (Schaufeli, 2015). Employees who do not have a
strengthening leader may feel that they are not being trusted with
important tasks and are denied access to learning opportunities.
Leaders who strengthen their employees by actively encouraging
them to search for and engage in professional learning opportu-
nities might successfully satisfy their need for competence.

The third aspect of engaging leadership — connecting leadership
— could also be associated with employee perceptions of learning
opportunities. A connecting leader encourages teamwork and a
collaborative environment where the exchange of ideas and
knowledge thrives. Such work contexts are doubtlessly highly

conducive to professional development, as one of the most
important sources of learning at work is the immediate social
environment (Boud & Middleton, 2003).

Finally, each of the three facets of engaging leadership can be
linked to the employees’ experiences of social support. The idea of
inspiring leadership, for instance, holds that leaders who are
capable of evoking enthusiasm among their employees to strive
together towards a meaningful, common goal will enhance their
perceptions of being embedded in a positive social context. Alter-
natively, strengthening leaders can also affect employees’ experi-
ences of their immediate social environment at work. By granting
freedom and responsibility, and by encouraging employees to ex-
press their own opinions, strengthening leaders shape an envi-
ronment that is conducive to open communication and mutual
trust. Such an environment is likely to nurture positive relation-
ships among the employees and to enhance perceptions of social
support (Schaufeli, 2015). Last, and perhaps most evident, is the
association between connecting leadership and the employees’
perceptions of social support. Connecting leaders affect their em-
ployees’ sense of relatedness with one another by encouraging
collaboration and promoting a high team spirit (Schaufeli, 2015).
Such leaders strengthen the social ties and sense of support among
employees.

Altogether, the above reasoning illustrates how each facet of
engaging leadership may potentially impact the three proposed job
resources. Considering that engaging leadership seems to operate
as one overarching (i.e. second-order) concept (see Schaufeli, 2015)
with three underlying, closely related dimensions (i.e. inspirational,
strengthening and connecting leadership), we hypothesise that
relationships evolve from engaging leadership (viewed as a com-
pound latent construct) through the three job resources to
employee work engagement. In line with this key proposition of
this study, we formulate the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Engaging leadership has a positive cross-lagged
impact on job resources (i.e. social support, autonomy and learning
opportunities).

Hypothesis 2. Job resources have a positive cross-lagged impact on
employee work engagement.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and procedure

The data were obtained by means of online questionnaires sent
to all employees of a hotel chain operating in the Netherlands. Data
collection took place in the spring of 2015 (T1) and one year later in
2016 (T2). At both times, the online surveys included basically the
same questions. Employees from all functions represented in the
hotels were invited to take part in the survey.

Of the 1055 questionnaires sent at T1, 452 were filled in and
returned, which yielded a response rate of 42.8%. 45% of re-
spondents were male, and on average they had been working in
their current position for 5.5 years. The average age of the surveyed
employees in T1 was 36.6 years (SD = 12.2).

Of the 905 questionnaires sent at T2, 580 were filled in and
returned, which yielded a response rate of 64%. The data of 273 of
the 580 respondents at T2 could be linked to T1, as they filled out
the survey twice. Of the final longitudinal panel, 48% were male,
and on average they had been working in their current position for
6.6 years. The majority of the employees who filled in the ques-
tionnaire at T2 worked in a clerical function (59.3%), while less than
half of them were blue-collar workers (40.7%).
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2.2. Measures

Engaging leadership. We measured engaging leadership with a
scale developed by Schaufeli (2015), which includes three sub-
dimensions: inspiring, strengthening and connecting leadership. For
all three sub-dimensions, answers were given on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from (1) fully disagree to (5) fully agree. Each of the
three sub-dimensions was measured with three items respectively.
An example item of inspiring leadership is: My direct supervisor
gives employees the feeling that they are working on something
important. An example of strengthening leadership is: My direct
supervisor gives employees sufficient freedom and responsibility. An
example of connecting leadership is: My direct supervisor encour-
ages collaboration among the member of our team.

Job resources. To measure job resources, we included three scales
(autonomy, learning opportunities and social support from col-
leagues) that are based on the Questionnaire on the Experience and
Evaluation of Work (QEEW; van Veldhoven & Meijman, 1994).
QEEW is often used in the Netherlands for carrying out psychoso-
cial risk analyses. For each of the three scales, answers were given
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) never to (5) always. Au-
tonomy was measured with three items. For example: You can
decide yourself how you conduct your work. Learning opportunities
was measured with three items. For example: My job offers me
sufficient opportunities for personal growth and development. Social
support from colleagues was measured with three items. For
example: I can ask my colleagues for help when I need it.

Employee work engagement was measured with three items
selected from the Dutch version of the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (UWES; Schaufeli, Shimazu, Hakanen, Salanova, & De Witte,
2017). For example: I am enthusiastic about my work.

Controls. Age, gender, seniority, occupational position and
weekly hours of work were included as covariates to control for
alternative explanations; these variables were selected because
existing studies (e.g. Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2005; Bakker,
Hakanen, Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007) underscore the
importance of controlling for demographics when studying job
resources and work engagement. We tested the study model twice:
with and without control variables. As the results obtained from the
model(s) with the control variables did not differ considerably from
results obtained from the model(s) where no controls were incor-
porated, for parsimony reasons and in line with the recommen-
dation of Spector and Brannick (2011), we reported only the models
without control variables.

Cronbach’s alphas for the all study variables are presented in
Table 1.

L. Nikolova et al. / European Management Journal 37 (2019) 772—783

2.3. Analyses

To test the hypothesised models, we used structural equation
modelling (SEM) with the Mplus software package, version 7.4
(Muthén & Muthén, 2010). We employed a full panel design
including all study variables at T1 and T2. Based on theoretical and
empirical arguments (see Schaufeli, 2015), we modelled engaging
leadership as a second-order latent construct, which is composed
of three latent sub-dimensions (inspirational, strengthening and
connecting leadership). Furthermore, we included each of the three
mediators (i.e. autonomy, learning opportunities and social sup-
port) and the dependent variable (i.e. employee work engagement)
as separate latent constructs.

To examine our hypotheses, which relied on data collected at
two points in time, we followed the analytical approach recom-
mended by Cole and Maxwell (2003) and Taris and Kompier (2006).
This approach allows testing partial mediation using a two-wave
design (see also Hakanen et al., 2008; Philippaers, De Cuyper,
Forrier, Vander Elst, & De Witte, 2016). Cole and Maxwell (2003)
proposed testing two pairs of cross-lagged analyses, which allows
a comparison among several competing models (i.e. stability,
causal, reversed and reciprocal models). Testing partial mediation
by using two-wave data implies: (1) examining the causal rela-
tionship between the predictor and the mediator; and (2) testing
the relationship between the mediator and the outcome.

Following the recommended analyses, we specified several
competing models: a stability model (Mgtapi) including only autor-
egressive paths between each pair of latent constructs across time;
a causality model (Mcaysa1) including autoregressive and causal re-
lationships (for M1causa1 between engaging leadership and job re-
sources, and for M2cyusay between job resources and work
engagement); a reversed causation model (Myevers) including
autoregressive and the reversed to the hypothesised relationships
(for M1 evers between job resources and engaging leadership, and
for M2.evers between work engagement and job resources); a
reciprocal model (Myecipr) including all paths as specified in Msgapil,
Meausal and Myeyers (in M1 ecipr We included M1sapii, M1causal and
M1 evers, and in M2pecipr we included M2stabi;, M2causal and M2 evers).

Several fit indices were used to assess model fit; comparative fit
index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) and the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), commonly used for evaluating
goodness-of-fit in SEM. Values exceeding 0.90 for CFI and TLI and
lower than or equal to 0.08 for RMSEA indicate an acceptable fit
(Byrne, 2013). In addition, we used an y? -difference test to
compare the four alternative models (stability, causal, reversed and
reciprocal).

Table 1

Cronbach’s Alpha, means, standard deviations and correlations among the study variables.
Scale M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
1. Insp. leadership T1 3.51 0.91 (.93) .60 .68 .50 .80 .57 13 .18 A7 32 .36 38 32 .26
2. Insp. leadership T2 3.46 0.92 (.93) 45 71 .51 .86 21 40 38 52 31 A48 35 49
3. Strengt. leadership T1 3.90 0.74 (.86) 57 .66 45 25 24 38 22 38 .36 37 23
4, Strengt. leadership T2 3.84 0.75 (.82) A1 .70 24 35 .36 39 28 A5 29 38
5. Connec. leadership T1 3.70 0.77 (.86) .54 .10 13 40 27 43 35 32 27
6. Connec. leadership T2 3.68 0.90 (.90) 15 28 39 49 34 48 33 47
7. Autonomy T1 4.00 0.81 (.78) .64 17 .18 12 27 34 32
8. Autonomy T2 4.00 0.84 (.81) 22 30 .14 .36 34 46
9. Learning Opport. T1 3.53 0.93 (.90) .60 34 29 51 43
10. Learning Opport. T2 3.40 0.90 (.89) 24 .36 43 .58
11. Social Support T1 3.76 0.84 (.79) 56 39 28
12. Social Support T2 3.66 0.90 (.82) A1 49
13. Engagement T1 3.71 0.80 (.80) .67
14. Engagement T2 3.63 0.85 (.83)

Note. T1 (N =452), T2 (N =273), Correlations: r<0.11, p=ns; r>0.12<0.17, p < .05; r > 0.17, p <.001.
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Table 2
Fit statistics for testing cross-lagged relationships between engaging leadership and job resources (N = 273).
Model Model description 12 df RMSEA CFI TLI Model comparison Ay? Adf
Mines Measurement 1202.63 767 .05 .95 94
Mdir Direct effect of EL on JR 367.72 229 .05 .97 97
Cross-lagged relationships between engaging leadership (EL) and job resources (JR)
M1 stabil Stability 922.81 554 05 95 94
M1 causal Causality (M1upii + EL on JR) 907.49 551 05 95 95 M1 ggabit VS M1causal 15.32%* 3
M1 evers Reversed (M1apii + JR on EL) 918.45 551 .05 .95 .95 M1 stabit VS M1 evers 4.36 n.s. 3
M1 ecipr Reciprocal (M1causal + M1yevers) 904.10 548 .05 95 .95 M tabit VS M1 ecipr 18.71** 6
M1 causal VS M1 recipr 3.39 n.s. 3
M1 evers VS erecipr 14.35"* 3

*p <.01; ***p < .001.

3. Results

Before testing the hypotheses, we conducted attrition analyses
to assess whether dropout between T1 and T2 might have been
predicted by some of the study variables at T1 or by the de-
mographics (Goodman & Blum, 1996). Logistic regression and
crosstab analyses were used to test whether the key study variables
(engaging leadership, the three job resources and work engage-
ment) and the demographics (gender and seniority) were linked to
dropout at T2. The results showed that, except for autonomy,
dropout was randomly distributed. We found that employees who
perceived less autonomy in their job dropped out more often at T2
than those who perceived more autonomy (OR = 1.32, p <.05; x>
(6)=24.14, p<.001).

Table 1 presents the scales’ Cronbach’s alphas, means, standard
deviations, inter-correlations and test-retest reliabilities of the
study variables.

Primary to the mediation analyses, we tested a measurement
model that specifies the relationships between the observed and
the latent constructs. This is necessary to establish whether each
study measure loads on the intended factor (Byrne, 2013). In line
with our expectations, each item loaded on the intended factor.
Loadings varied from 0.66 to 0.91 (fit statistics showed an accept-
able fit: y? (768)=1471.79, p <.001, RMSEA=0.06, CFI=0.92,
TLI=0.91).

Fit statistics of the competitive models obtained from the SEM
analyses are presented in Table 2. First, the results showed that both
the measurement model (Mpes) and the direct effect model (Mgjr
with autoregressive paths and a direct effect between engaging
leadership and work engagement) had a good fit to the data
(Table 2). However, against our expectations and based on the re-
sults from Mgj;, there was no significant relationship between T1
engaging leadership and T2 work engagement (8 = 0.04, p = .48).

Second, we compared alternative models examining cross-
lagged relationships between the predictor ‘engaging leadership’
and the mediator ‘job resources’ (Table 2). Compared to the stability
model (M1gapit), the causal model (M1¢aysa1 Which includes autor-
egressive and causal effects between T1 engaging leadership and T2

job resources) showed a better fit to the data (Ay? =15.32, Adf =3,
p <.01). The reversed causation model, however, did not show any
improvement in fit compared to the stability model (Ay? = 4.36,
Adf =3, n.s.). In addition, the reciprocal model fitted the data better
than the stability model (Ay? = 18.71, Adf= 6, p <.01). However, its
fit did not improve compared to the causal model (Ay?=3.39,
Adf =3, n.s). Taken together, this indicates that the causal model in
which T1 engaging leadership predicts T2 job resources is the
model that best represents the data.

Third, as reported in Table 3, the causal model (T1 job resources
and T2 work engagement) did not fit the data better than the sta-
bility model (Ay®=4.14, Adf=3, n.s). In contrast, the reversed
model (Ay?=27.53, Adf=3, p <.001) fit the data better than the
stability model; whereas the reciprocal model fit the data better
than the stability model (Ay? = 18.71, Adf =6, p <.01). However, its
fit was not better than that of the reversed model (Ay?=2.38,
Adf =3, n.s), indicating that the reversed model was the model that
best represents the data.

Fig. 2 depicts autoregressive and cross-lagged relationships
(M1causal) between engaging leadership at T1 and the three job
resources (social support, autonomy and learning opportunities) at
T2. In line with our expectation, engaging leadership at T1 had a
positive cross-lagged effect on social support (§=0.24, p<.001)
and autonomy (6 = 0.14, p =.02) at T2. However, it did not predict
learning opportunities (6 = 0.05, p = .43).

Fig. 3 shows autoregressive and cross-lagged relationships
(M2revers) between work engagement at T1 and the three job re-
sources at T2. Specifically, we established positive cross-lagged
relationships between engagement at T1 and each of the three
job resources at T2 (for social support: §=0.27, p <.001; for au-
tonomy: § = 0.20, p =.001; and for learning opportunities: § = 0.22,
p=.001).

In addition, we tested cross-lagged relationships between
engaging leadership and engagement. While we found no support
for the hypothesised direct effect from engaging leadership on
engagement (§ =.04, p=.48), the reversed effect was significant
(6=0.14, p=.014).

In sum, the results from the analyses showed that engaging

Table 3
Fit statistics for testing cross-lagged relationships between job resources and engagement (N = 273).
Model Model description %2 df RMSEA CFl TLI Model comparison Ay? Adf
Cross-lagged relationships between engaging leadership job resources (JR) and engagement (ENG)
M2tabil Stability 347.52 224 .05 97 .96
M2 causal Causality (M2scabii + JR on ENG) 34338 221 .05 97 .96 M2;tabit VS M2causal 4.14 ns. 3
M2 evers Reversed (M2gapii + ENG on JR) 319.99 221 04 97 97 M2sgabit VS M2;evers 27.53%* 3
M2 ecipr Reciprocal (Mcausal + Mrevers) 317.61 218 .04 97 97 M2abil VS M2iecipr 18.71** 6
M2 causat VS M2recipr 29.91** 3
M2 evers VS M2recipr 2.38 n.s. 3

**p <.01; **p <.001.
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Fig. 2. Causal model with T1 engaging leadership and T2 job resources (N =273).
y2 =907.49; df =551; CFl =0.95; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.049.
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Fig. 3. Reversed causation model with T1 engagement and T2 job resources (N = 273).
72 =319.99; df = 221; CFI =0.97; TLI = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.041.

leadership predicted social support and autonomy but not learning
opportunities one year later, thus providing partial support for
Hypothesis 1. Contrary to our expectations, the reversed causation
model (i.e. work engagement predicting job resources) fit the data
better than the causal model (i.e. job resources predicting work
engagement); hence Hypothesis 2 was not supported.

4. Discussion

The main goal of this study was to provide longitudinal evidence
for the links between engaging leadership, job resources and
employee work engagement. In doing so, we integrated insights
from literature about leadership and job characteristics (Nielsen
et al., 2008; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006; Schaufeli, 2015) that helped
us explain the processes underlying the relationship between a

motivational leadership style (i.e. engaging leadership) and
employee work engagement.

The results partially supported our conceptual model. Specif-
ically, two of the three job resources at T2 — autonomy and social
support from colleagues (but not learning opportunities) — were
predicted by engaging leadership at T1 when tested across a one-
year time interval. However, job resources at T1 did not predict
work engagement at T2; instead, the reversed causation model
delivered the best fit to the data (i.e. work engagement at T1
increased perceptions of job resources at T2).

Our results have important implications because they show that
engaging leaders are capable of fostering job resources, such as
social support and autonomy, which are known to be precious for
employee well-being (Hakanen et al., 2008; Weigl et al., 2010).
Moreover, high levels of work engagement may lead to more job
resources, which might either be due to perceiving more resources
in the work environment (De Beer, Rothmann, & Mostert, 2016) or
to successful job crafting (Tims, Bakker, Derk, & Van Rhenen, 2013).

4.1. Theoretical contributions

The goal of this study was to test cross-lagged relationships
between engaging leadership, job resources and work engagement
by means of a two-wave full panel design with a one-year time lag.
First, following the recommendations of Cole and Maxwell (2003),
we conducted a series of analyses intended to establish the direc-
tion of the relationships between the study concepts. The results
largely supported the hypothesised causal direction between
engaging leadership and perceived job resources but provided no
evidence for effects streaming from job resources to work
engagement (an effect largely supported by extant JD-R model
research), after controlling for baseline autoregressive relation-
ships. Second, by examining the relationships in our model across a
one-year period, we were able to test whether this time lag is
appropriate for the hypothesised relationships to unfold. It was
necessary to validate our study model across time because research
on engaging leadership has only started to reveal the effectiveness
of this leadership style in enhancing valuable employee outcomes
(Schaufeli, 2015).

To date, owing to its predominantly cross-sectional nature, the
existing research on engaging leadership and employee outcomes
has not been able to provide evidence for the directionality of the
hypothesised relationships. To outline the contributions of this
study, we will pay attention to the causal effects between engaging
leadership and job resources, and between job resources and
engagement, and will discuss the appropriateness of the time lag
we used.

Our findings show that engaging leadership increases employee
experiences of social support from colleagues and autonomy one
year later, thereby confirming the assumption that a leader who
inspires, strengthens and connects employees helps them perceive
more resources in their environment. This may be because such
leaders enable employees to more easily identify and more suc-
cessfully craft these resources (Shuck & Herd, 2012). Our results
largely corroborate previous findings on engaging leadership and
positive employee outcomes (Schaufeli, 2015); we also added to the
limited knowledge on temporal effects by studying how they un-
fold over a period of one year. The choice of this specific time lag
was informed by prior research on transformational leadership, job
characteristics and employee well-being (De Lange, 2005; Nielsen
et al.,, 2008). Extant research has indicated that time lags ranging
between 8 and 18 months may be most appropriate for measuring
the relationships hypothesised in our model (De Lange, 2005;
Dormann & Zapf, 1999, 2002; Nielsen et al., 2008). Also, from a
theoretical point of view, it seems likely that a minimum of several
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months is needed for employees to be able to experience the full
range of the leader’s behaviours and for these leaders’ behaviours
to impact relevant job outcomes (e.g. job resources). In sum, our
results strongly suggest that an engaging leadership style may have
a prolonged impact on employee perceptions of social support from
colleagues and autonomy. This finding is important because it en-
hances awareness of the long-lasting benefits of this leadership
style for employees and, by extension, for organisations.

Despite our expectation that engaging leadership can enhance
employee perceptions of learning opportunities, we found no
support for this hypothesis. To better understand this null finding,
we scrutinised our sample more closely. The demographic char-
acteristics revealed that the majority of the participants (54.2%) had
been employed in their current job for less than four years. In
addition, about a quarter of them (25.6%) worked part-time (i.e.
30h or less per week). As noted earlier, to filter out potential
interference of the sample’s demographic characteristics on the
study findings, we tested our models with several control variables.
Results showed that only the variable ‘number of hours spent at
work’ was positively and significantly linked to learning opportu-
nities, indicating that employees who worked longer hours enjoyed
more developmental opportunities than their colleagues who were
employed on a part-time basis. Scholars (e.g. Billett, 1999; Tam,
1997) have suggested that contingent workers (i.e. part-time and
contractual employees) may feel more constrained in realising their
career aspirations because they are given fewer developmental
opportunities. As the hospitality sector often relies on a flexible
workforce, the above demographics might provide a clue to our null
finding. Specifically, employees who consider their work in the
catering industry to be a temporary job rather than a lifelong career
path might not be inclined to search for and utilise the develop-
mental opportunities that arise in their daily work.

Also, it is common for organisations to invest in their employees’
development (i.e. provide budgets for training) in proportion to the
number of hours they actually work. Employees who spend more
time at work every week and remain employed at the same orga-
nisation for longer are more likely to be viewed by their employer
as assets worth investing in (Kyndt, Govaerts, Dochy, & Baert,
2011); hence, HR policies for professional development might be
directed at employees who are more invested in their work and
more loyal to their organisation. Moreover, employees who enjoy a
shorter workweek are likely to be exposed to fewer on-the-job
learning opportunities simply because they spend less time at
work.

Finally, even though we found no significant link between the
variable ‘occupational level’ and learning opportunities, consid-
ering the over-representation of low-qualified jobs in the hospi-
tality sector, it is possible that the relationship between engaging
leadership and learning opportunities would be significant if tested
on a larger sample in which most employees are white-collar
workers. Empirical evidence indicates that compared to white-
collar workers, employees who work in low-qualified jobs (i.e.
employees with low levels of education) are afforded fewer
developmental opportunities (Boeren, Nicaise, & Baert, 2010;
Greenhalgh & Mavrotas, 1994, pp. 579—604; Kyndt, Dochy, & Nijs,
2009; Tharenou, 1997) and might be less successful in identifying
or crafting such opportunities themselves. Research has shown that
since low-skilled workers are less involved in formal vocational
training (Greenhalgh & Mavrotas, 1994, pp. 579—604; Tharenou,
1997) and enter the labour market in less favourable positions,
they might be more easily trapped in situations with limited career
options and developmental opportunities (i.e. ‘the low skill trap’,
Burdett & Smith, 2002).

On a similar note, owing to the low learning efficacy and the
accumulation of negative educational experiences, low-qualified

employees may be less willing to participate in training (Illeris,
2006; Kyndt et al., 2009). The accumulation of negative learning
experiences can lead to a lower willingness to learn (i.e. learning
intentions), which would limit one’s career prospects; having fewer
career options and remaining ‘caught’ in the low-skill trap implies
less access to learning opportunities, resulting in a vicious ‘devel-
opment-restrictive’ circle in the long run (Burdett & Smith, 2002).
Although constrained developmental and career opportunities can
be disadvantageous for employees, organisations might not
perceive the added value of investing in the competence develop-
ment of their low-skilled workforce, because such investment
might be considered unlikely to increase the organisation’s revenue
or to help retain employees in their current jobs (Asplund &
Salverda, 2004; Krueger & Rouse, 1998).

Altogether, in the long run a variety of factors — for instance,
employment conditions and changes in the work context (e.g., new
team, changes in personal and team goals, lay-offs) — might be
important precursors of employee vocational development and
engagement experiences (Kyndt et al., 2009; Petrou, Demerouti, &
Schaufeli, 2018). Importantly, these conditions are likely to affect
access to learning opportunities and employee work engagement,
even beyond the positive influence an engaging leader might have
on employees.

In this study, we did not find a cross-lagged effect from job re-
sources on employee work engagement. Model comparison
showed that the reversed model (i.e. work engagement predicting
job resources) best fit the data, indicating the importance of
engagement as a positive affective state that can engender positive
context experiences (i.e. increased job resources). Altogether, our
results suggest that engaging leadership might not influence
employee work engagement directly or through job resources.
Different reasons might account for this.

It is, for instance, possible that a one-year time lag might be too
long to capture the potential effects of leadership styles (e.g.
engaging leadership) on employee outcomes (i.e. engagement);
this is because many aspects of the work context, beyond the three
resources included in our study, might have changed in one year’s
time. For instance, changes in team composition, working condi-
tions or direct supervision might counteract or even taint the po-
tential beneficial effect of engaging leadership on employee work
engagement.

Even though leadership characteristics and behaviours tend to
be relatively stable across time (Seppala et al., 2015), the impact of
engaging leadership on employee resources and work engagement
might be best studied with a shorter time lag. For instance,
Dormann and Griffin (2015) suggested using ‘shortitudinal pilot
studies’ with quite short lags that help researchers design an
optimally spaced panel study. Such ‘shortitudinal’ studies provide
essential information about the expected distribution of causal
effects over time. Moreover, the idea of shorter time lags is in line
with recent findings (Hetland et al., 2018) that indicate that sup-
portive leadership can influence employee outcomes on a day-to-
day basis.

Even though we did not formulate specific hypotheses for the
reversed causation assumptions (i.e. work engagement predicting
job resources), the established significant result is not unprece-
dented. Over the past decade, research on the JD-R model (De
Lange, De Witte, & Notelaers, 2008) delivered findings that sup-
port both a causal and a reversed effect between job resources and
employee work engagement (De Beer, Pienaar, & Rothmann, 2013;
Reis, Hoppe, & Schroder, 2015; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti,
& Schaufeli, 2009). To theoretically explain the processes be-
tween job resources and employee engagement, scholars often
resorted to one of the key tenets of the Conservation of Resources
Theory (COR; Hobfoll, 2011): the notion of ‘upward gain spirals’ (i.e.
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the accumulation of resources enhances individuals’ well-being,
which in turn provides conditions for further resource gains).

Yet, explaining the reciprocal relationship between job re-
sources and employee engagement through the lens of COR has not
been unchallenged. Some scholars (Biggs, Brough, & Barbour, 2014)
have suggested that since engagement and job resources tend to be
quite stable characteristics (Seppala et al., 2015), actual differences
across time are therefore not easily observed. Subsequently, the
only claim that can be made based on the established reciprocal
relationships is that job resources and engagement can fuel one
another, contributing to a ‘self-correcting spiral’ rather than to an
upward spiral owing to accumulative process (Biggs et al., 2014).

However, our results (i.e. work engagement enhancing future
perceptions of job resources) do not imply circular or accumulative
processes (as suggested by COR); the established unidirectional
effect between work engagement and job resources aligns closely
with one of the core propositions of broaden-and-build theory
(Fredrickson, 2001). Specifically, this theory suggests that a positive
affective state — such as work engagement — can broaden one’s
attention, cognition and action, thereby enabling the individual to
build physical, intellectual and psychological resources.

In light of these theoretical underpinnings, it stands to reason
that work engagement may enhance job resources in two ways.
First, work engagement as a positive affect may broaden in-
dividuals’ perceptions and cognitions of their environment, thereby
enabling them to more efficiently identify the resources around
them. Second, employees who experience a positive affective state
(e.g. being engaged) may be better equipped (cognitively and
emotionally) and more strongly motivated to successfully under-
take efforts in crafting job resources (Beer, Rothman, & Mostert,
2016; Halbesleben, 2011). Engaged employees, therefore, may be
more capable of successfully shaping a supportive social network,
job autonomy and opportunities for development at work in line
with their individual needs. Presumably, a positive work-based
affect can trigger individuals to change their work environment
even more so than the environment can affect employee engage-
ment (De Beer et al., 2016; Yu, 2009). Altogether, engaged em-
ployees make better use of the available resources because they are
more successful in identifying and acquiring resources in their job,
and are more successful in crafting new ones (De Beer et al., 2016).

Surprisingly, we found no evidence that job resources can
impact work engagement, which implies that no claims can be
made for a mediation effect of job resources in the relationship
between engaging leadership and employee engagement. The
selected one-year time lag in combination with the stability of the
construct work engagement may account for the lack of support for
our second hypothesis. A longer time lag is better suited for
studying the influence of work engagement on job resources,
compared to the time needed for tapping into the opposite (envi-
ronment influencing engagement) effect (Weigl et al., 2010),
because it takes longer for an individual to be able to change fea-
tures of the environment than for the environment to affect the
individual’s well-being.

In addition, recent research (Seppala et al., 2015) has showed
that work engagement is a relatively stable characteristic and as
such it might be a stronger predictor of the work environment
(than the other way around) when tested over a prolonged period
of time. In our study, work engagement remained very stable be-
tween T1 and T2 (with an autoregressive path coefficient of 0.76;
Fig. 3), which might have led to an underestimation of the causal
effect (from job resources to engagement).

The accumulated body of research (De Beer et al., 2013; Reis
et al., 2015; Xanthopolou et al., 2009) on job resources and
employee well-being has shown, beyond doubt, that job resources
are key for employee work engagement. Altogether, it is

conceivable that the favourable effect of job resources on work
engagement (or the lack thereof) will be felt much sooner than one
year. A lack of valuable resources (i.e. social support, job autonomy
and opportunities for learning and personal growth) might almost
instantly set negative cognitive and emotional processes in motion,
lowering one’s motivation and thereby negatively affecting
engagement experiences in a relatively short time frame (Bakker &
Sanz-Vergel, 2013). The notion that a shorter time lag might be
more appropriate for testing the effect of job resources on work
engagement, while a longer period of time might be better suited
for studying the reversed effects, accords with evidence from prior
longitudinal research (Weigl et al., 2010). Also, diary studies
(Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013) have convincingly shown that work
engagement is particularly susceptible to fluctuations in job re-
sources when studied on a daily basis.

4.2. Limitations

There are some limitations to the current study. First, owing to
the homogeneity of the data (i.e. collected among employees
working in one particular hotel chain) the generalisability of our
findings and conclusions is limited to employees working in the
hospitality industry. Therefore, caution is called for when applying
our conclusions to other populations. To overcome this limitation,
future research could test our model on data obtained from a
heterogeneous sample that includes different industries and
occupational groups.

Second, the data for this study was collected by means of self-
reported measures. This may raise a concern for common method
bias and measurement error, because the use of self-reports may
result in inflated estimation of the study effects (Frese & Zapf,
1994). However, Spector (2006) argued against this concern by
pointing out that common method bias issues are usually over-
stated in this kind of survey research. Moreover, in line with
Conway and Lance (2010), it is appropriate to use self-reports to
study perceptions of job characteristics and occupational well-being
in psychological research. This is because experiences of the work
context and of occupational well-being are subjective by their very
nature and are thus best measured by tapping into individuals’
perceptions. To test the robustness of our model, future studies
might wish to replicate it using data collected from various actors
(e.g. evaluations from colleagues, supervisors and external parties)
when measuring constructs such as engaging leadership, job re-
sources and work engagement (Mazetti, Schaufeli, & Guglielmi,
2018).

Third, in the current contribution we operationalized learning
opportunities with a scale that taps in to employee perceptions of
their job as conducive to successful learning (i.e., ‘in my work I
regularly learn new things’). Although providing employees with
ample opportunities for professional development might be
imperative to their effective learning, the opportunities as such do
not guarantee a successful acquisition of new competences.
Importantly, as every learning situation entails some extent of
ambiguity regarding the learning outcomes, when learning op-
portunities arise, they might contribute towards either feelings of
competency (if employees feel that they can successfully obtain
new knowledge and skills) or feelings of incompetency and un-
derachievement (if employees anticipate failure to achieve the
learning objectives). Even though successful learning experiences
can enhance one’s sense of competency, leadership style alone
might not be sufficient to ensure successful learning. To enable a
more precise testing of the relationship between engaging leader-
ship and learning opportunities, future studies should operation-
alize learning opportunities by using a scale that focuses on the
opportunities as such instead of tapping into the (presumably
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favourable) outcomes of the learning processes.

Fourth, attrition analyses revealed that dropout in our sample
was not completely at random. Employees who reported lower
levels of autonomy at T1 had a higher dropout rate at T2. Even
though this finding is not unprecedented for research on job re-
sources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Makikangas, Bakker, Aunola, &
Demerouti, 2010), we cannot be certain about the reason such a
selective bias might have occurred. It is, for instance, possible that
employees who perceived lower levels of autonomy at T1 had left
the company by T2 because they were not satisfied with their
working conditions. Another possible explanation for this selective
non-response might be found in employees’ perceptions of psy-
chological contract breach. Employees may have perceived their
participation in the online survey as a citizenship behaviour to-
wards their employer; such behaviour would be considered an
effort to keep the exchange relationship with the organisation in
balance (Organ, 1988; Organ & Ryan, 1995). However, if employees
appraise the low levels of autonomy as a breach of their expecta-
tions about the work context, they are likely to withdraw from
citizenship behaviours that might benefit the organisation and thus
not take part in the survey at T2.

Importantly, it is possible that the lack of significant effect from
autonomy on work engagement might be to some extent attributed
to a restriction of the range associated with the non-random
dropout. Non-random dropout might imply that the study find-
ings about autonomy are sample-dependent and thus might not be
replicated if tested on a sample where dropout was random. Since
we cannot rule out the possibility that dropouts caused by low
autonomy caused the link between autonomy and engagement to
be underestimated, we strongly recommend that future studies
replicate our findings using different samples (that are not affected
by selective dropout).

Finally, the validity of our model was tested on data collected at
two points in time with a one-year lag between the measurements.
Two issues are associated with this research design. First, for
mediation effects to be examined, a research design incorporating a
minimum of three-wave data is recommended (Cole & Maxwell,
2003). Thus, one avenue for future research would be to test our
conceptual model on three-wave data. However, in this study we
followed the approach recommended by Cole and Maxwell (2003)
for testing half-longitudinal design, which allowed us to test our
assumptions for causality. Second, as outlined above, one could
argue that a shorter time lag (e.g. a few weeks or months) might be
more suited to testing the hypothesised relationship between job
resources and work engagement. Moreover, it is possible that the
optimal time lag for measuring the relationship between job re-
sources and work engagement varies depending on the specific
resource. Exposure to some resources might affect employee
engagement faster than exposure to others.

4.3. Conclusions and implications for practice

This study extends existing knowledge on engaging leadership
and its motivational properties, by showing that an engaging leader
may boost employees’ positive perceptions of their job context. Our
results indicated that a leadership style that includes inspiring,
strengthening and connecting employees might play a key role in
shaping employees’ perceptions of their work context as
resourceful (e.g., by enhancing perceptions of available autonomy
and social support). Importantly, as a suchlike positive leadership
style is deemed to be effective in creating resourceful (i.e., auton-
omy and social support nurturing) work environments, it is also —
to some extent — expected to provide an alternative to costly job re-
design interventions (Nielsen et al., 2008). Organisations may
facilitate this by providing leadership development programmes

that promote engaging leadership in daily interactions with em-
ployees. Training managers to master the particular skill set
required to support employee work engagement seems practical
because empirical evidence from the past decade has shown that
leadership behaviours are malleable and subject to change by
means of professional training (Jackson & Lindsay, 2010; Nielsen,
Randall, & Christensen, 2010; Parry & Sinha, 2005).

Contrary to our expectations, we found no evidence that
engaging leadership stimulates employees in utilizing more
learning opportunities. Possibly this null finding was due to an
implicit assumption (inherent to our learning opportunities scale)
that learning opportunities would typically result in successful
learning outcomes. Shaping successful learning experiences, how-
ever, might extend beyond the power of the leader, because
learning experiences are highly dependent on the learner’s per-
sonal characteristics (e.g., learning self-efficacy; Noe, Tews, &
Marand, 2013) and capacity or energy to engage in the learning
process (Holman & Wall, 2002). The latter was also supported by
the significant cross-lagged effect from employee engagement to
employee perceived learning opportunities established in this
study, indicating that individuals might be better able to identify
and use learning situations that arise at work, when they experi-
ence a positive work-related affective state (i.e., being engaged).

In line with the tenets of the broaden-and-built theory
(Fredrickson, 2001), the second major finding of our study shows
that those employees who are engaged (i.e., in a state of positive
affect) experiences a more positive and resourceful work context
across time. Organisations that place a high value on creating
resourceful work environments are well advised to foster employee
engagement and to encourage managers to lead by the principles of
engaging leadership. Presumably organisational initiatives aimed
at increasing employee engagement will additionally lead to an
increase in their perceptions of autonomy, social support and
learning opportunities; two of these three job characteristics (i.e.,
autonomy and social support) will, in turn, feed back into employee
engagement, contributing ultimately to a ‘self-correcting spiral’ of
resources and well-being (Biggs et al., 2014).
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