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Abstract
Research on how and when leader–member exchange (LMX) impacts work
engagement in different public sector contexts and categories of employees is
scarce. Utilising conservation of resources theory, we advance research on LMX
and work engagement in two studies. Study 1 investigates the mediating role of a
contextual resource (psychological safety) and an energy resource (job crafting) in
a resource-rich context, and Study 2 investigates the moderating role of a personal
resource (optimism) in a resource-poor context. Study 1 uses a three-wave
research design with employees from the engineering and technical divisions of an
Irish public utility operating in the energy market and found that both psychologi-
cal safety and job crafting functioned as partial mediators. Study 2 uses a sample
of teachers and tutors from three Irish local authority education and training
organisations and found that subordinate optimism moderated the LMX work
engagement relationship. Our study findings highlight that both psychological
safety and job crafting operated as important linking mechanisms and shed light
on how LMX is linked to work engagement in the case of public utility
employees. We also found that employee optimism provided an explanation of
when it will impact work engagement with employees working in an education
context. We highlight theory and practice implications.

KEYWORDS
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INTRODUCTION

Investigations of work engagement, defined as ‘positive,
fulfilling, work related state of mind that is charac-
terised by vigor, dedication and absorption’ (Schaufeli
et al., 2002, p. 74), focused in the formative stages of its
conceptual development on the private sector (Monks
et al., 2022) with less attention paid to the public sector
context. However, in the past 5 years, research on work
engagement has become a vital part of public sector
scholarship (Bashir et al., 2021; Breaugh, 2021;
Hameduddin, 2021). In addition, work engagement is
now an important dimension of public sector manage-
ment policy discourse as evidenced by the UK Civil

Service (Cabinet Office, 2015), the National Health
Service Trusts (NHS, 2015) and the Irish Department of
Public Expenditure and Reform (‘Our Public Service
2020’, 2017) prioritising the enhancement of public sec-
tor work engagement. It is accepted that engaged public
sector employees will invest more energy and higher
levels of discretionary effort in their roles (Lopez-
Cabarcos et al., 2022; Ruck et al., 2017; van der Voet &
Vermeeren, 2016).

Although we have witnessed significant growth in the
public sector literature on work engagement, a number
of opportunities remain. First, although researchers
acknowledge differences between public and private sector
contexts, Fletcher et al. (2020) pointed out that research

DOI: 10.1111/emre.12594

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited.
© 2023 The Authors. European Management Review published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Academy of Management (EURAM).

European Management Review. 2023;1–15. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/emre 1

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2696-7853
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9263-5780
mailto:tgaravan@ucc.ie
https://doi.org/10.1111/emre.12594
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/emre


has primarily focused on professional occupations with
fewer studies on public sector employees in semi-state and
local government organisations. This is problematic
because it impacts the generalisability of findings, and as
pointed out by both Fletcher et al. (2020) and Monks et al.
(2022), uncertainty exists concerning whether existing find-
ings are linked to occupations or public sector contexts.

Second, research has primarily focused on exploring
the antecedents of work engagement. For example,
George, Okon and Akaighe (2023) investigated the effects
of psychological capital on work engagement, whereas
Bashir, Wright and Hassan (2021) investigated the inde-
pendent and joint effects of public sector motivation, job
prosocial impact and job reward equity on employee
engagement. Monks et al. (2022) continued this line of
investigation and focused on the role of ability–job fit as
an antecedent of work engagement amongst Irish public
sector employees. Leadership processes are defined as situ-
ations where leaders and followers participate in interac-
tions that over time are conducive to the generation of
exchange relationships that have received significantly
less attention (Dinh & Lord, 2012). The concept of
leader–member exchange (LMX) that theorises why
leaders establish relationships with followers and how
these relationships are important for work outcomes
including engagement (Bauer & Green, 1996) has emerged
as an important way to capture leadership processes.
LMX theory proposes that high-quality LMX relation-
ships characterised by strong interpersonal attachment
engender positive follower responses including work
engagement and job performance (Dulebohn et al., 2012).

Third, existing research mainly provides insights
concerning the direct relationship between LMX and
employee engagement. For example, Breevaart et al.
(2015) investigated LMX and work engagement amongst
Dutch police officers and found a positive relationship,
and Gutermann et al. (2017) also found that LMX was
positively related to work engagement. Aggarwal et al.
(2020) focused on R&D employees in information tech-
nology and pharmaceutical firms and found a positive
link between LMX and engagement. Few studies have
investigated (a) the transmission mechanisms or media-
tors whereby LMX impacts work engagement and
(b) the moderators that accentuate or amplify the strength
of this relationship (Ancarani et al., 2018; Breevaart
et al., 2015). There is therefore significant scope to gener-
ate insights concerning the how and when of the LMX–

work engagement relationship amongst different catego-
ries of public sector employees (Aggarwal et al., 2020;
Gutermann et al., 2017).

In the two studies reported in this paper, we take a
resource perspective, and in particular, we focus on three
types of resources (contextual, energy and personal) to
understand how and when LMX leads to employee
engagement. Work engagement is closely linked to the
availability of other resources and is an important out-
come of the resources delivered by leadership processes

(Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Research to date has not
incorporated resource constructs into explaining both
linking mechanisms and boundary conditions of the
LMX–work engagement relationship (Hobfoll, 1989).
Resources potentially take on greater significance amongst
public sector employees given the formal nature of the
subordinate–supervisor work relationship (Brunetto
et al., 2010), which is important to work engagement
(Jin & Park, 2016; Van der Heijden et al., 2010). In
addition, the motivational environment for many public
sector employees is different, thus presenting significant
challenges when it comes to engaging employees to
deliver high-quality public services (Jin &
McDonald, 2017; Vandenabeele et al., 2014). Therefore,
public sector managers face challenges when seeking to
enhance work engagement levels.

To bridge these significant gaps in the literature, we
employ conservation of resource (COR) theory (Hobfoll
et al., 2018) to shed light on the underlying mechanisms
of psychological climate (a contextual resource) and job
crafting (an energy resource) in linking LMX to work
engagement and the boundary role of employee optimism
(a personal resource) in explaining the LMX–work
engagement relationship. COR is a motivational theory
that explains how individuals both allocate and conserve
resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018), and it proposes that indi-
viduals are motivated to gain and protect work-related
resources considered important in the workplace, such as
relationships with leaders (Halbesleben et al., 2014;
Hobfoll, 1989). The resource investment principle of
COR theory proposes that when individuals perceive and
receive significant resources, they will be more likely to
invest these resources in behaviours intended to enhance
their resource pool and thus experience ‘resource gain
spirals’ (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Therefore, taking COR
theory as our intellectual foundation, we view strong
LMX as a supportive contextual resource that can foster
both psychological safety and job crafting as outcomes
of contextual resource gain. Then, once both have
been established, employees are more likely to reinvest
acquired resources in work engagement (the outcome of
resource investment). Therefore, consistent with COR
theory, LMX may transform into employee engagement.
Additionally, in line with COR theory, employee opti-
mism influences how employees react to the resource-
based processes of gain and loss. For example, employees
with higher levels of optimism are more likely to respond
to positive LMX relationships to gain more resources
(Grandey & Cropanzano, 1999). Therefore, based on our
COR theoretical foundations, we propose a research
model (see Figure 1) that incorporates LMX (a contextual
resource), psychological safety (a contextual resource)
and job crafting (an interpersonal resource) both as mani-
festations of resource gain and work engagement (the out-
come of resource investment) and employee optimism
(a personal resource) to explore how and when LMX leads
to employee engagement.
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We offer important theoretical and practical implica-
tions. First, in Study 1, we investigate the how question
that addresses a significant gap on the underlying mecha-
nisms linking LMX to work engagement by highlighting
the role of resources as mediators. This context can be
described as resource rich in that employees worked with
an abundance of financial resources in addition to
significant HR supports. Second, in Study 2, we investi-
gate the value of a personal resource as a moderator of the
LMX–work engagement relationship. This context can be
described as resource poor in that employees worked with
significant financial constraints and poor HR supports.
Third, we extend research findings to cover public sector
workers in a public utility operating in the energy market
and three public institutions that provide education and
training services at a local level. This adds to the accumu-
lated findings on categories of public sector workers
including healthcare workers (Shantz et al., 2016;
Van Dorssen-Boog et al., 2020) and federal employees
(Jin & McDonald, 2017; Rich et al., 2010; Richardsen
et al., 2006). We therefore shed light on the varieties of

public sector contexts and types of public sector employees
relevant to understanding work engagement in the public
sector. Fourth, we make a practical contribution and
provide managers with insights on the role of leadership
processes in stimulating work engagement and the central-
ity of resources in this context. Our findings suggest that it
is beneficial for public sector managers to implement
actions that address LMX quality issues, enhance psycho-
logical safety, provide employees with greater opportuni-
ties for job crafting and implement interventions that
boost employee optimism.

Figure 1 presents our research model. In the model,
we depict the two studies that make up this paper. Both
Studies 1 and 2 measure the predictor (LMX) and the
dependent variable (work engagement). In Study 1, we
focused on a mediated model and included psychological
safety and job crafting as our mediators. In Study 2, we
tested a moderated model with optimism as our moder-
ator or boundary condition. We investigated mediators
in Study 1 because of the opportunity to gather
multi-wave data, which is more appropriate for the

F I GURE 1 The hypothesised research model
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investigation of mediational models. In Study 2, our
research design was cross-sectional, which enabled the
investigation of moderation.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

The resource perspective: conservation of
resources theory

Hobfoll (1989) initially proposed COR theory, and in the
intervening years, the theory has had significant expan-
sions and applications to many areas of the workplace.
In particular, it has given rise to what is called the
resource perspective where resources are defined as
‘anything perceived by an individual to help attain his or
her goals’ (Halbesleben et al., 2014, p. 1338). Resources
are also conceptualised as contextual (e.g., supervisor
support), energy (e.g., job crafting) and personal
(e.g., optimism). In postulating these different categories
of resources, COR theory proposed several principles
including the primacy of resource loss, the resource
investment principle, resource caravans, resource caravan
passageways and both resource loss and resource gain
cycles (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Most studies within work
psychology and management have focused on investigat-
ing how employees react under stressful situations
(Halbesleben et al., 2014) and utilise principles related to
resource loss and resource loss cycles. However, more
recently management research has used COR as a macro-
motivational theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018) to explain how
employees will behave in non-stressful situations (Wu &
Chen, 2019; Zhou et al., 2018). These studies give pri-
macy to the resource investment principle, and they
investigate how the investment of resources enriches
employee resource availability and the potential for
resource gain spirals. For example, Zhou, Ma and Dong
(2018) found that employees can gain important
resources including trust, autonomy and flexibility from
empowering supervisors. In a similar line of research, Wu
and Chen (2019) found that authentic leadership, com-
bined with collective mindfulness and collective thriving,
was an important resource in explaining the prosociality
of front-line employees. Both studies therefore provided
support for the investment principle of COR and the idea
that resources can be strengthened.

In line with the key ideas underpinning COR theory,
we investigate the processes of resource transformation in
the context of the relationship between supervisors and
their direct report employees. Utilising COR theory, in
Study 1, we particularly invoke the concept of the
resource caravan and propose that LMX can be viewed
as a key contextual resource that leads to significant
resource gain in the form of both psychological safety
and job crafting. Furthermore, following the resource
investment principle, employees with abundant resources

are more likely to invest their acquired resources in the
form of psychological safety and job crafting into
employee engagement. In Study 2, we focus on the role
of personal resources in accentuating the value of contex-
tual resources derived from LMX for the purposes of
work engagement. We argue that an individual state
(employee optimism), which we conceptualise as a per-
sonal resource, leads to work engagement.

Psychological safety as a mediator of the LMX–
work engagement link

We propose that psychological safety is an ambient cog-
nitive characteristic that acts as a contextual resource
linking LMX to work engagement. We define psycholog-
ical safety as ‘employee perceptions regarding the conse-
quences of interpersonal risk taking’ (Edmondson, 1999,
p. 354). In a psychologically safe work environment,
employees respect for each other’s competence, and
they feel they can speak up (Newman et al., 2017). Other
dimensions of psychological safety include (a) that work
colleagues are interested in each other as people; (b) that
employees have positive intentions towards each other;
and (c) that it is possible to engage in conflict or confron-
tation (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Lei, 2014).

Drawing on COR theory, in Study 1, we argue that
LMX has a positive effect on psychological safety
(a contextual resource), which then leads to work engage-
ment. COR theory argues that employees will strive to
obtain, foster and protect valuable resources and includes
anything perceived by the employee to be useful to achieve
work goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Therefore, as a
supportive contextual resource, perceptions of psychologi-
cal safety help employees acquire additional resources
to achieve work engagement. Specifically, through psycho-
logical safety, employees experience a sense of collegiality
with other employees and enhanced positive relationships
where conflicts and disagreements can be resolved. COR
theory consistent with the resource caravan principle
argues that one type of resource is linked to other
resources, so that the resources gained from high-quality
LMX are invested to obtain additional resources. There-
fore, consistent with COR theory, we posit that percep-
tions of psychological safety enhance the availability of
resources to employees to stimulate work engagement.
Psychological safety represents a significant proximal vari-
able explaining work engagement, and previous research
suggest that psychological safety acts as a mediator of
antecedents including leadership processes (Carmeli et
al., 2012; Hirak et al., 2012; Schaubroeck et al., 2011).
Based on the resource investment principle, we therefore
propose that high-quality LMX relationships will lead to
employee perceptions of psychological safety within the
organisation. We define high-quality LMX relationships
as those where leaders perform important resource func-
tions such as (a) greater levels of interpersonal attention

4 BRENNAN ET AL.
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and (b) more information resources and higher status. The
provision of these resources by a supervisor will then shape
employees’ perceptions of their work environment in the
form of perceptions of psychological safety, which in turn
will lead to work engagement. Studies have highlighted a
positive link between psychological safety and work
engagement (May et al., 2004; Nembhard &
Edmondson, 2006) suggesting that psychological safety
represents an important contextual resource that helps
employees to feel more engaged with their work. There-
fore, consistent with the resource gain and resource cara-
van principles of COR and related empirical evidence that
employees’ perception of high-quality LMX in turn leads
to work engagement, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1. Psychological safety will positively medi-
ate the relationship between high-quality
LMX and work engagement.

Job crafting as a mediator of the relationship
between LMX and work engagement

According to COR theory, high-quality LMX can lead to
the generation of energy resources, which in turn impacts
work engagement. We conceptualise job crafting as an
energy resource and define it as a self-initiated behaviour
used by employees to proactively shape their work prac-
tices and thus ensure better alignment with values,
skills and personal work preferences (Slemp & Vella-
Brodrick, 2013; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). It is con-
ceptualised as an energy resource within COR because it
enhances momentary psychological energy resources
and enhances employee engagement. Hobfoll (2002)
characterised these individual-level resources as energy
resources or energy reservoirs, in that employees can tap
into them to regulate job demands. We propose that
immediate supervisor LMX will lead to individual job
crafting because it offers employees the resources to
develop new skills and make important decisions about
work content and work goals (Chen et al., 2015).

According to COR theory, high-quality LMX will
induce job crafting behaviours and further promote or
lead to employee engagement. There is support for the
idea that job crafting is beneficial for work engagement.
Individual job crafting encourages the use of self-
regulation strategies, and their motivations, strengths and
passion are directed towards work they consider impor-
tant. Research points to the importance of job crafting
for work engagement (Bakker et al., 2012). For example,
Petrou et al. (2012) found that individual job crafting in
the form of seeking challenges and reducing job demands
was positively linked to day-level work engagement.
Tims, Bakker and Derks (2013) reported a similar finding
and found that individual job crafting allowed employees
to customise their psychological energy resources to bal-
ance situational characteristics and employee functioning

and well-being. Therefore, as suggested by COR theory,
we propose that job crafting is an important energy type
mediator of the LMX–work engagement relationship.

H2. Employee job crafting will positively
mediate the relationship between high-quality
LMX and employee engagement.

Subordinate optimism as a moderator of the
LMX–work engagement relationship

According to COR theory, individual characteristics are
valuable in impacting the generation of personal
resources (Fan et al., 2021). We propose that employee
optimism will impact how employees react to resource
gain and loss situations (Grandey & Cropanzano, 1999).
Optimism is defined as a state-like employee characteris-
tic (Kluemper et al., 2009) involving a belief that one will
experience good outcomes in life. It is conceptualised as a
purposeful belief that ‘one will succeed and generate posi-
tive outcomes now and, in the future’ (Luthans et
al., 2007, p. 26). Scholars highlight that optimism
includes an affective component where an individual will
view situations in a positive light. Research from the
state-like perspective argues that optimism is malleable
and is influenced by contextual conditions such as leader-
ship. We therefore take a state-like perspective and pro-
pose optimism as a malleable psychological state. We
suggest that employee optimism has an attenuating
impact on the LMX–work engagement link.

Thus, when employees experience high-quality LMX,
those with higher levels of optimism will be more dis-
posed towards experiencing employee engagement. In
other words, the state-like characteristic of employee
optimism will determine the extent to which LMX leads
to work engagement, the manifestation of resource gain.
Optimism is characterised by a belief in positive out-
comes, cheerfulness, joyfulness and new horizons, which
affect how employees respond to high-quality LMX.
Specifically, employees with high levels of optimism are
more likely to gain resources from positive LMX rela-
tionships, and this supports work engagement, whereas
employees with lower levels of optimism will derive fewer
resources from high-quality LMX relationships. There-
fore, employee state optimism strengthens the link
between LMX and work engagement because they are
more likely to take on work challenges and utilise the
resources found in high-quality LMX. Optimism infuses
employees with energy to be engaged in their work. In
addition, employees are ‘less likely to dwell on negative
or stressful situations, less likely to give up amidst stress,
and [are] more likely to maintain a positive outlook and
to develop plans of action to deal with stressful situa-
tions’ (Higgins et al., 2010, p. 750). Optimism has been
directly linked to work engagement (Halbesleben, 2010;
Prieto et al., 2008; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), and in this
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study, we follow Luthans, Youssef and Avolio (2007)
who demonstrated that optimism had both conceptual
independence and discriminant validity from psychologi-
cal capital. Therefore, LMX as an interpersonal resource
will have a greater impact on work engagement where
the levels of subordinate optimism are higher. Accord-
ingly, we propose the following hypotheses:

H3. Employee optimism will moderate the
relationship between overall supervisor LMX
and work engagement such that the relation-
ship will be stronger when employee optimism
is higher.

METHODS

Procedure and sample

Given that both studies investigated formal hypothesised
relationships between independent and dependent vari-
ables, we used a quantitative approach involving the
design of a survey using existing and use of well-validated
scales. To generate our samples, we targeted public
sector organisations that fell outside of the traditional
government-type organisation in Ireland. In Study 1, the
employees operated in a rich financial resource context
where there is a paramount emphasis placed on employee
safety, health and well-being given that it is a public utility
with responsibility for electricity. In addition, employees
have a high level of job security and strong welfare-
oriented HR practices. This contrasts with Study 2 where
employees work in a significantly less rich financial
resource context and where there is significant job insecu-
rity and employment precarity. Employees have signifi-
cantly less scope for job specialisation, and they are
expected to perform a variety of additional tasks because
of resource constraints and the lack of funding from the
central government for additional posts. HR practices
within the Study 2 organisation are administrative in focus
with limited HR expertise. Both resource contexts poten-
tially have implications for the roles of the mediators and
moderators depicted in Figure 1. For example, in the
resource-rich context, employees potentially have greater
opportunities to draw on contextual and energy resources,
and it is likely in this context that LMX will have a greater
direct impact on employee engagement. In contrast, in a
resource-poor context, employees may have fewer oppor-
tunities to avail of contextual and energy resources and
instead have to rely on personal resources. In this resource
context, we anticipate that the direct relationship between
LMX and employee engagement will be weaker.

Study 1 was conducted within a large public utility in
Ireland, and to gain access, the second author
approached the HR director, explained the purpose of
the study and provided guarantees of confidentiality. We
specifically outlined that the focus was on engineering

and technical employees, and they provided us with a list
of 1270 employees in this category. We then sent a com-
munication to this group of employees requesting their
participation in the study. We received responses from
845 potential respondents. We consulted with managers
within the relevant section of the organisation, and we
organised collection points for the completed surveys. To
ensure identification for each stage of the survey, we
asked employees to include their date of birth and initials
as an identifier. In addition, they were asked to provide
the name of their supervisor. We used this to gather data
at T2 from supervisors on job crafting behaviours. At T1
of data collection, we distributed questionnaires to
845 employees, and at T2, we distributed questionnaires
to 84 supervisors. We only included in the final data anal-
ysis those respondents who had received a full set of
responses from both the employee and the supervisor.

At T1, we asked both employees and supervisors to
report their LMX relationship with their immediate super-
visor. At T2, 2 months later, we asked respondents to indi-
cate their perceptions of psychological safety. In addition,
at T2, we asked supervisors to provide ratings of job craft-
ing for their job crafting behaviours for employees who
completed the T1 survey. At T3, 2 months later, we asked
respondents to indicate their level of work engagement.
This approach resulted in a significant reduction in the
sample; however, it was important in reducing potential
common method variance (CMV). We received completed
responses from 279 employees (a response rate of 33.0%)
and a matching set of 46 supervisors (a response rate of
54.7%), which we considered sufficient for data analysis.
Overall, 64% of respondents were male, 52% were aged
between 35 and 55 years, almost 80% of study respondents
had more than 10 years’ tenure in their roles and 80% had
a bachelor’s degree or higher.

The data for Study 2 were collected by the first author
and the sample comprised teaching staff working in three
local authority Education and Training Boards (ETBs)
located in Ireland. The first author contacted these organisa-
tions, and 780 employees involved in teaching or tutor roles
were invited to participate in the survey. Prior to administer-
ing the survey, the first authors sent an email to employees
explaining the purpose of the study and guaranteeing confi-
dentiality. The survey was administered using a Survey
Monkey link, and emails were sent to all 780 potential
respondents. We received completed responses from
156 teaching staff (20% response rate). Seventy-four percent
of respondents were female, 72% were aged between
25 and 55 years, almost 50% of study respondents had
more than 10 years’ tenure in their roles and 80% had a
primary or bachelor’s degree or a higher qualification.

Study measures

All measurement items were assessed using a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly
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agree (5). In both studies, we used the same measures of
the independent and dependent variables. In Study 1, we
measured psychological safety and job crafting as
additional variables, whereas in Study 2, we included
employee optimism as an additional variable.

Leader–member exchange

We measured LMX quality using Liden and Maslyn’s
(1998) 12-item LMX-MDM scale. This scale includes
four sub-scales: affect, loyalty, contribution and profes-
sional respect. Each dimension contains three items.
Study respondents were asked to indicate their level of
agreement with 12 statements about the relationship
quality with their immediate supervisor or leader. Sample
items include ‘My supervisor would defend me to others
in the organisation if I made an honest mistake’ and ‘My
supervisor is the kind of person one would like to have as
a friend’. We aggregated the 12 items to achieve an over-
all LMX quality score. In Study 1, these data were col-
lected at T3. The Cronbach alpha in Study 1 was 0.93,
and in Study 2, it was 0.89.

Subordinate job crafting

We measured subordinate job crafting using the 10-item
job crafting scale developed by Tims, Bakker and Derks
(2012). This scale measures subordinates’ behaviours in
amassing structural and social resources. We selected this
scale because it was very appropriate to an external-
focused division of the organisations where there are sig-
nificant resource issues and high job demands. A sample
item is ‘I try to make my work more challenging by
examining the underlying relationships between aspects
of my job’. Supervisors in Study 1 completed the job
crafting measure for each of their direct reports at T2.
The Cronbach alpha for the full scale was 0.86.

Psychological safety

We measured psychological safety using a five-item scale
developed by Edmondson (1999), which has been used
in previous studies (Detert & Burris, 2007; Plomp
et al., 2019). Sample items include ‘in my organisation,
one is free to take risks’. Employees in Study 1 reported
psychological safety at T2. The Cronbach alpha in Study
1 was 0.87.

Subordinate optimism

We measured subordinate optimism in Study 2 using
Schwarzer and Jerusalem’s (1995) 22-item Generalised
Expectancy for Success Scale-Revised (GESS-R), and to

account for it as a malleable state, we followed the
approach of Kluemper, Little and De Groot (2009) and
Higgins, Dobrow and Roloff (2010) and added the
phrase ‘in the future I expect that I will’ before each
statement. Sample items include ‘ … I will succeed at
most things I try’ and ‘… I will attain the career goals I
set for myself’. The Cronbach alpha for the full scale
was 0.89.

Work engagement

We measured work engagement using the nine-item
version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Sample items include
‘At work I feel gusting with energy’ (vigour), ‘I am
enthusiastic about my work’ (dedication) and ‘I am
immersed in my work’ (absorption). In Study
1, employees reported their levels of work engagement
at T3. The Cronbach alpha in Study 1 was 0.91, and in
Study 2, it was 0.90.

Control variables

We included four control variables in our regressions that
previous research on engagement (Christian, Garza, &
Slaughter, 2011) indicates may be relevant in predicting
work engagement. These are education, age, gender and
role in the organisation.

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs)

We conducted CFAs to assess the discriminant validity
of the study variables. In Study 1, the results of the CFA
(see Table 1) demonstrated that the four-factor model
was a good fit with the data (χ 2 = 1462.91, p < .001;
CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.07). The alternative three
(χ 2 = 1501.62, p < .001; CFI = 0.71; RMSEA = 0.10),
two (χ 2 = 1562.23, p < .001; CFI = 0.65;
RMSEA = 0.10) and one (χ 2 = 2258.16, p < .001;
CFI = 0.55; RMSEA = 0.11) factor models were less
effective, so we concluded that the four-factor model was
the superior model. In Study 2 (see Table 1), the results
of the CFA demonstrated that the three-factor model
was a good fit with the data (χ 2 = 1722.96, p < 0.001;
df = 656, CFI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.08). A two-factor
model with both LMX and subordinate optimism com-
bined into one variable (χ 2 = 1844.57 p < 0.001 df = 664;
CFI = 0.88; RMSEA = 0.10) and a single-factor model
with all three variables combined (χ 2 = 221.61,
p < 0.001, df = 673, CFI = 0.75; RMSEA = 0.11) were
less effective as research models. Given the findings of
our CFA analysis, we then proceeded to test our
hypothesised models in both studies as these emerged as
the best-fit models.
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Analytical strategy

In Study 1, we tested the hypotheses using SPSSv21 and
AMOSv21. For the mediation analysis, Iacobucci, Sal-
danha and Deng (2007) suggested that the direct and
indirect paths be specified simultaneously to estimate
either effect while partialling out the other. In Study
2, we used hierarchical linear regression to test the mod-
erated relationships.

RESULTS

Table 2 presents the correlations, means and standard
deviations for all the study variables Study 1. Table 3 pre-
sents the results of the mediation analysis. Following
Preacher and Hayes (2008), we used 5000 bootstrap
resamples to compute the significance of the indirect
efforts. Although we did not propose a direct relationship
between LMX and work engagement, this is a necessary
relationship to investigate mediation and moderation. In
Study 1, we found a direct relationship between LMX
and work engagement (0.19**). We also found that psy-
chological safety (0.66***) and job crafting (0.23**) were
positively related to LMX. Hypotheses 1 and 2 proposed
that both psychological safety and job crafting would
fully mediate the direct relationship between LMX and
work engagement. Our results reveal that when psycho-
logical safety and job crafting were included in the
model, the relationship between LMX and work engage-
ment was reduced; therefore, the indirect relationship
between psychological safety (0.14*) and job crafting
(0.11*) is significant. We therefore find partial support
for Hypotheses 1 and 2.

Table 4 presents the correlations, means and standard
deviations for all the variables for Study 2. Table 5 pre-
sents the results of the hierarchical regression analysis for
Study 2. We found that overall supervisor LMX was pos-
itively associated with work engagement. Like Study
1, we found that overall LMX was significantly and posi-
tively related to work engagement (ß = 0.31, p < 0.01).
Hypothesis 3 proposed that subordinate optimism would
moderate the relationship between overall supervisor
LMX and work engagement such that the relationship
would be stronger where employee optimism is higher.

Table 6 and Figure 2 reveal that the relationship
between LMX and work engagement is positive for all
levels of optimism (SPSS’s Process Macro displays the
relationship for those with low, medium and high levels
of optimism, and the slope is positive for all levels).
Figure 2 also reveals that the relationship between LMX
and work engagement is stronger for subordinates with
higher levels of optimism, that is, a one-unit increase in
LMX will have a higher impact on work engagement for
subordinates with high levels of optimism than for those
with lower levels of optimism. This suggests that subor-
dinate optimism is significantly moderating the LMX–

work engagement relationship, and this is confirmed by
a significant p-value for the interaction variable
(p < 0.05). Additional analysis of the three regression
lines in Figure 2 reveals that there are very significant
slopes for those with middle and high levels of optimism
(p < 0.01), whereas the slope for those with low levels of
optimism is not significant. Table 6 reveals that for sub-
ordinates with higher levels of optimism (top line), the
slope is much higher (0.424) for those with high levels of
optimism compared with those with low levels of opti-
mism (0.162).

TABLE 1 Comparisons of the CFA results (Studies 1 and 2).

Variables χ 2 df ΔX2 CFI TLI RMSEA

Model 1 (S1): The hypothesised four-factor model (i.e.,
LMX, psychological safety, job crafting and work
engagement)

1462.91*** 699 - 0.96 0.94 0.07

Model 2 (S1): The alternative three-factor model (i.e.,
psychological safety and job crafting were combined)

1501.62*** 701 38.71 0.71 0.72 0.10

Model 3 (S1): The alternative two-factor model (i.e., LMX,
psychological safety and job crafting were combined)

1562.23*** 702 60.61 065 0.88 0.10

Model 4 (S1): The alternative one-factor model (all items
were loaded into a single factor)

2258.16*** 716 695.93 0.65 0.69 0.11

Model 1 (S2): The hypothesised three-factor model (i.e.,
LMX, optimism and work engagement)

1722.96*** 656 - 0.95 0.94 0.08

Model 2(S2): The alternative two-factor model (i.e., LMX
and optimism combined and work engagement)

1844.57*** 664 121.26 0.88 0.87 0.10

Model 2 (S2): The alternative one-factor model (all items
were loaded into a single factor)

2066.18*** 673 221.61 0.75 0.73 0.11

Note: S1: N = 279; S2: N = 156.
Abbreviations: CFI, comparative fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.
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DISCUSSION

In this paper, we utilised COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989)
to provide more nuance and understanding on the
relationship between LMX and work engagement for
two distinct categories of public sector employee—one
engineering/technical and the other teaching and educa-
tion one characterised as resource rich and the other as
resource poor. In particular, we were interested in how
and when LMX would lead to work engagement. In the
case of both questions, we theorised that three COR-
informed resources—contextual, energy and personal—
would act as linking mechanism and as a moderator in the
case of the personal resource. In Study 1, the resource-rich
context, we found partial mediation, in addition to a posi-
tive but weaker direct relationship between LMX and

employee engagement than in Study 2. This is counter-
intuitive in that we would have expected that LMX would
more strongly impact employee engagement. It suggests
that HR and financial resource availability may impact
employee engagement levels thus highlighting the need to
operationalise these resource-rich characteristics in the
study design. In Study 2, the resource-poor context, we
found a stronger direct relationship between LMX and
employee engagement suggesting that LMX is particularly
valuable as a predictor of employee engagement. In a
resource-poor context, employees will draw on their direct
relationships with supervisors to enhance employee
engagement because of the low or non-availability of
financial and HR resources. We found that high levels of
employee optimism enhanced this relationship pointing to
the value of a personal resource in resource-poor contexts.

TABLE 3 Direct and indirect effects via psychological safety and job crafting on work engagement (Study 1).

Dependent variables

Independent variables Psychological safety Job crafting Employee engagement Type of mediation

Age 0.09 0.11* 0.08

Gender 0.06 0.07 0.08

Education 0.06 0.07 0.10*

Role 0.07 0.09 0.08

LMX 0.66*** 0.23** 0.19**

Psychological safety 0.16***

Job crafting 0.18***

Indirect effects of LMX on work engagement through
psychological safety

0.14** Partial

Indirect effects of LMX on work engagement through job
crafting

0.11* Partial

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations (Study 1).

Variable Mean Std. dev. Education Age Gender Tenure Role Mgt. resp. LMX Psych. safety Job crafting

Education 5.21 1.26

Age 3.57 0.82 0.115

Gender 1.26 0.61 �0.106 0.003

Tenure 5.60 2.23 0.232* �0.042 0.010

Role 2.62 0.42 0.007 �0.031 �0.133 �0.168*

Mgt. resp. 1.45 0.21 0.116* 0.021 0.001 0.111 0.008

LMX 3.99 0.67 �0.089 �0.126 �0.015 �0.186* �0.212* �0.061

Psychological
safety

3.98 0.53 �0.081 �0.121 �0.015 0.112 0.006 0.090 0.510**

Job crafting 3.97 0.69 0.088 �0.024 �0.167 0.021 �0.112 �0.101 0.490*** 0.340**

Employee

engagement

3.94 1.21 0.111 �0.017 0.138 0.052 0.032 �0.101 0.372** 0.420*** 0.416**

Note: Gender coding: 1 = male; 2 = female. Education coding: 1 = leaving certificate; 2 = qualified apprentice; 3 = diploma; 4 = primary degree; 5 = professional
qualification; 6 = master’s degree; 7 = PhD. Age coding: 0 = 18–25; 1 = 26–35; 2 = 36–45; 3 = 46–55; 4 = 56–65; 5 = 65+. Role coding: 1 = operational employee;
2 = technician; 3 = supervisor; 4 = middle manager; 5 = senior manager; 6 = HR specialist. Management responsibility: 1 = no; 2 = yes. Tenure coding: 1 = less than
1 year; 2 = between 1 and 2 years; 3 = between 2 and 4 years; 4 = between 4 and 6 years; 5 = between 6 and 8 years; 6 = between 8 and 10 years; 7 = 10+ years.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.
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These findings suggest that the investigation of the
relationship between LMX and work engagement in both
resource-rich and -poor contexts is complex. In particular,

in the resource-rich context, both mediators operated in a
partial way suggesting that the abundance of resources will
itself be important in explaining employee engagement

TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations (Study 2).

Variable Mean Std. dev. Education Age Gender Tenure Role Mgt. resp. LMX Optimism

Education 4.26 1.03

Age 2.57 0.918 0.165

Gender 1.66 1.95 �0.136 0.001

Tenure 5.60 1.83 0.332* �0.082 0.358**

Role 1.62 0.489 0.003 �0.050 �0.163 �0.288*

Mgt. resp. 1.11 0.111 0.114* 0.110 0.006 0.114* 0.011

LMX 3.69 0.865 �0.079 �0.185 �0.025 �0.246* �0.222* 0.111

Optimism 3.87 0.479 0.078 �0.034 �0.197 0.027 �0.142 �0.130 0.318**

Employee eng. 3.54 1.01 0.102 �0.012 0.158 0.074 0.072 �0.225* 0.282** 0.285**

*p < 0.05, and **p < 0.01.

TABLE 5 Hierarchical regression analysis predicting engagement (Study 2).

Hypotheses Variables ß p-value R2 ΔR2 F

Gender 0.13 0.47

Education �0.04 0.59

Age 0.13 0.12

Role �0.18. 0.25 0.035

Covariates and overall LMX 0.310 0.001 0.102 0.067 3.353

TABLE 6 Regression analysis of moderation of optimism on LMX and work engagement relationship (Study 2).

Optimism level Effect Standard error t-stat p-value Lower confidence interval Upper confidence interval

Low (3.44) 0.162 0.089 1.81 0.072 �0.015 0.334

Medium (3.76) 0.267 0.087 3.06 0.003*** 0.095 0.440

High (4.24) 0.424 0.124 3.41 0.001*** 0.179 0.670

**Significant at 5% level, and ***Significant at 1% level.

F I GURE 2 Moderated relationship between leader–member exchange (LMX) and engagement for three levels of optimism (low, medium, and
high)

10 BRENNAN ET AL.
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levels beyond LMX. In the resource-poor context, we
found a stronger direct relationship suggesting that the
direct supervisor relationship is vital to employee engage-
ment in addition to the drawing on a personal resource
to enhance the LMX–employee engagement relationship.
Cumulatively, the findings tentatively suggest that con-
textual, energy and personal resources are important in
both resource-rich and -poor contexts in explaining the
LMX–employee engagement relationship; however, the
resource availability will influence the impact of these
contextual, energy and personal resources as mediators
or moderators.

Theoretical implications

Both studies suggest several theoretical implications.
First, our theoretical integration of COR theory and the-
ory related to LMX and work engagement highlights the
role of resources in both resource-rich and -poor organi-
sational contexts to be critical to understanding the
LMX–work engagement relationship. The investment of
resources is a core principle of COR theory, and Hobfoll
et al. (2018) highlighted that where employees encoun-
tered a context where there are opportunities for resource
investment, this will lead to positive work outcomes.
Our findings support this principle and reveal that two
categories of public sector employees respond effectively
to resource investments derived from positive LMX.
In addition, our findings provide illumination of the
resource caravan and resource caravan passageways prin-
ciples of COR theory (Hobfoll, 2011). COR theory envis-
aged that resources come in pairs thus providing an
explanation of the LMX, psychological safety and job
crafting linkages found in Study 1. In addition, our
results speak to the resource caravan passageway princi-
ple of COR, which envisages that organisational climate
or cultural conditions provide a resource passageway
whereby the contextual resources from LMX are linked
to work engagement. In this study, psychological climate
performs this resource passageway role.

In utilising COR theory, this way we position it as a
positive motivational type of theory with Hobfoll et al.
(2018) arguing that COR can be viewed or considered a
motivational theory, and therefore, studies that utilise the
investment principle potentially highlight the bright side
of the theory. We additionally take an agentic and posi-
tive perspective on the role of the employee in acquiring
and utilising different contextual, energy and personal
resources for the purposes of work engagement. Many
prior studies in the management and work psychology
field use COR theory to explain fluctuations in the inter-
nal resources of employees, the experience of stressful sit-
uations and maladaptive performance in stressful
situations (Halbesleben et al., 2014). We extend the use
of COR theory, which is consistent with Hobfoll et al.
(2018) who suggested that it could be used in situations

that did not involve stress or strain but instead focused
on motivation. We extend this positive perspective to
shed light on the LMX–work engagement relationship in
the context of public sector employees.

Beyond our contribution to COR theory and its
emphasis on resources, we as a second contribution
advance the public sector work engagement literature by
focusing on the indirect effects of LMX on employee
engagement. Because research on the complexities of the
LMX–work engagement relationship is relatively modest,
we shed light on the underlying mechanisms and what
role resource-type mediators may play in this relation-
ship. Increasingly scholars have called for more investiga-
tion of mediating mechanisms in the context of
leadership processes (Carasco-Saul et al., 2015; Schmitt
et al., 2016). Scholars have suggested that various organi-
sational factors including organisation culture, role clar-
ity and empowerment processes are relevant. COR
theory enables us to capture spume of these mediators
utilising its multidimensional conceptualisation resources
that focused on context, behaviour and personal
characteristics.

Third, our findings contribute to a contingency view
by both proposing and investigating when LMX may
operate differently in the context of work engagement
as a resource depending on a critical personal resource–
employee optimism. We specifically shed light on
employee personal characteristics that function as ampli-
fiers of the LMX–work engagement relationship. In
particular, we highlight that employee optimism enhances
the positive relationship between LMX and employee
engagement, thus enabling public sector employees to cap-
italise more effectively on the resource benefits associated
with high LMX. In utilising employee optimism as a per-
sonal resource, our study represents one of the first
attempts to explicitly examine employee optimism as a
boundary condition.

Taken together, our two studies provide insights into
the ‘resource caravans’ principle of COR and, in particu-
lar, the interplay of resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014;
Hobfoll & Leiberman, 1987) by introducing three catego-
ries of resources as mediators and moderators. Our
research reveals an interesting interplay between LMX
(as a contextual resource) and psychological safety
(another contextual resource), between LMX and job
crafting (an energy resource) and between LMX and
employee optimism (a personal resource). Additionally,
they highlight the value of leadership processes in the
form of LMX in enhancing the work engagement of pub-
lic sector workers in public utilities and local government
organisations. They reveal that the extent to which the
organisation at a macro level has a safe psychological cli-
mate and at the micro level offers employees opportunities
for job crafting is important for work engagement. We
bring to the fore the role of personal resources–employee
optimism as an amplifier of the LMX–work engagement
relationship, and we add to the literature on public sector
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context and work engagement by highlighting the value of
work engagement for two distinctly different categories of
public sector employees thus responding to calls by Bak-
ker, Albrecht and Leiter (2011) to bring context more into
work engagement research.

Management implications

In addition to theoretical implications, this study offers
important managerial implications for practitioners. The
first implication points to the need to focus on ensuring
high-quality LMX relationships. Therefore, to maximise
work engagement, direct supervisors should be suffi-
ciently skilled to ensure high-quality LMX relationships
with direct reports that in turn lead to additional contex-
tual, energy and personal resources that are valuable for
employee engagement. We suspect that in many public
sector organisations, both culture and unionisation issues
may prove challenging when it comes to addressing prob-
lematic LMX relationships in an effective and prompt
way. However, in terms of specifics, when hiring supervi-
sors, public sector organisations should pay attention to
identifying potential candidates who have the skills and
competencies to achieve high-quality LMX relationships.
Organisations can make use of competency-based inter-
viewing and personality profiling because both selection
methods can provide HR functions with more valid data
to make judgements concerning potential effectiveness in
a supervisor role. It is unlikely that many public sector
organisations will have in place formal performance
management processes that could provide useful informa-
tion on these issues. In addition, public sector organisa-
tions should consider the feasibility of reassigning low-
quality LMX subordinates to a different supervisor or
assigning ineffective supervisors to individual contributor
roles in efforts to enhance the LMX relationship. This
may again prove challenging where there are trade union
issues and small resource pools.

Second, our findings suggest that public sector man-
agers should devote time and resources to developing
employee optimism given that we found that it amplifies
or accentuates the effects of LMX on employee engage-
ment. We propose that employee optimism is malleable
therefore organisations can make use of different develop-
ment methods to achieve this outcome. At the level of the
supervisor–employee relationship, this can be enhanced
through strengths-based development feedback. At the
level of the organisation and in the case of an HR func-
tion, there is scope to use interventions including coaching,
mentoring, training, personal development activities and
feedback processes to develop the skills of supervisors to
enhance levels of employee optimism. Training and devel-
opment interventions directed towards employees that
emphasise confidence building could also be helpful.

Third, our study highlights that public sector organi-
sations should pay attention to psychological safety and

employee job crafting. In the case of psychological safety,
which we conceptualise as an ambient variable, public
sector organisations should ensure that employees are
not fearful of voicing concerns and that they are sup-
ported in doing so. Perceptions of psychological safety
provide a vital passageway whereby the benefits of high-
quality LMX translate into work engagement. It makes
sense for organisations to measure the effectiveness of
their psychological climate as part of work engagement
surveys. In addition, there is value in developing the skills
and competencies of employees to job craft and it is vital
that supervisors empower employees to do so. It may also
be beneficial for public sector managers to provide train-
ing on job crafting in addition to ensuring that employees
have sufficient resources to craft their jobs. There is scope
in the context of high-quality LMX for immediate super-
visors to co-craft jobs with subordinates.

Limitations and future research directions

We conducted our studies in two different public sector
contexts, one resource rich and the other resource poor,
therefore potentially impacting the generalisability of
our findings. We thus highlight limitations and future
research avenues to address these complexities. First, given
that we investigated different types of resources in each
resource availability context, an important future research
implication concerns the investigation of the role of the
same set of contextual, energy and personal resources in
both resource-rich and resource-poor contexts. This will
help us to develop insights into whether LMX has a
greater impact on employee engagement in resource-rich
versus resource-poor contexts, in addition to better under-
standing the role of contextual, energy and personal
resources in these contexts as mediators and moderators.

Second, in Study 2, we relied on a cross-sectional
design that does not allow the demonstration of causality.
We evaluated CMV and did not find one single factor
that accounted for the variance. We suggest that the use
of the design implemented in Study 1 and the measure-
ment of each variable at different times would better
identify the direction of the relationship and more effec-
tively evaluate mediating and moderating effects. How-
ever, we would recommend the extension of the design in
Study 1 to collect data from supervisors on the quality of
LMX. This would give us both employee and supervisor
perspectives and enhance the robustness of the LMX
measure. We acknowledge that LMX is bi-directional;
therefore, such design would enhance our understanding
of the impact of LMX on work engagement and provide
the potential to investigate reverse causality where
strongly engaged subordinates may motivate immediate
supervisors to develop higher quality LMX.

Third, given the unique characteristics of the public
sector organisations included in this study, there is scope
for replication with additional categories of public sector
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employees and a greater variety of public sector organisa-
tions based on their resource availability characteristics.
Fourth, there are other resource-type moderators and
mediators that can be investigated in these contexts. For
example, Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) highlighted the role
of optimism and self-efficacy as two parallel mediating
mechanisms or the moderating impact of self-efficacy. In
addition, there is value in investigating the dynamic
nature of personal resources such as optimism and job
crafting because they are likely to fluctuate day-to-day.

Finally, we measured the three variables from a fol-
lower perspective, and we did not collect data on LMX
quality from supervisors or peers within each organisa-
tion. We did however measure subordinate job crafting
from the perspective of the supervisor. Given that LMX
is by its nature bi-directional, it is possible that leaders
will expect resource gains from employees including
information and support. There is, therefore, value in
studying LMX from a leader rather than a follower per-
spective and investigating how leaders gain resources from
followers to impact their effectiveness. There is scope to
test the relative predictive value of LMX compared with
transformational or servant leadership in explaining
employee engagement. Finally, the findings are confined
to Ireland; therefore, it is unclear whether the conclusions
of this research would apply in other cultural contexts.
Further exploration of the proposed model in other coun-
tries and cultures should be considered.

CONCLUSIONS

The purposes of the two studies reported in this paper
were to better understand the how and when of the
LMX–work engagement relationship in both resource-
rich and resource-poor organisational contexts. In Study
1, a resource-rich context, we investigated the indirect
relationship between LMX and work engagement
through psychological climate and job crafting and we
found partial support for these relationships. In Study
2, a resource-poor context, we investigated and found
support for the moderating and enhancing role of
employee optimism on the LMX–work engagement rela-
tionship. Overall, our study findings highlight the impor-
tant role that resources play in understanding the LMX–

work engagement relationship in addition to pointing to
opportunities for future research.
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