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Abstract: Starting from the Positive Organizational Behavior movement, several studies showed
that some personal resources and some contextual features within the working context might en-
courage individuals and groups in thriving, thus providing a concrete competitive advantage for
organizations. Among the individual factors, psychological capital (PsyCap) received a special in-
terest because it was proved to promote positive work attitudes and behaviors. The present study
aimed to investigate the positive effect of PsyCap on extra-role behaviors considering the mediat-
ing role of work engagement. A mediational hypothesis was tested via SEM on 1219 Italian em-
ployees, balanced for gender. Results suggested that work engagement partially mediated the
positive relationship between PsyCap and extra-role behaviors. The present study shed a light on
the psychological mechanisms according to which PsyCap positively affects extra-role behaviors.
In line with the Positive Organizational Behavior Movement Theory, personal resources, i.e.,
PsyCap, tend to improve work engagement that, in turn, tends to promote positive behaviors at
work. Finally, the present study discussed results especially in terms of practical implications in
order to promote employees’ PsyCap in organizational setting.

Keywords: positive organizational behavior; PsyCap; extra-role behavior

1. Introduction

Over the past decades, the issue of People Management has undoubtedly become a
priority for research and practice in the field. Abundant evidence has confirmed the
positive relationship between human resource management practices, employees’” mo-
tivation and engagement, organizational performance, competitive advantage, customer
satisfaction, and reputation [1,2]. Therefore, unanimously, scholars and practitioners
engaged in different disciplinary domains, ranging from management science to organ-
izational behavior, agreed with the evidence that employees, with their knowledge, their
skills, their abilities, and personal features, are the most important intangible asset of the
organization, the human capital that potentially could make a difference in many re-
spects and could add value to the core business.

This assumption is largely echoed by the Positive Organizational Behavior (POB)
movement, which is a quite recent stream of research within psychology studying the
individual and contextual characteristics that allow people and organizations to flourish
and increase their competitive advantage. The center of POB is the need to merge theory
and research about human resource strengths and psychological resources that find ap-
plication of such knowledge and skills in organizational contexts [3,4]. Accordingly, this
positive approach places psychology at the service of management and business, thus
concretely helping organizations in creating sustainable performance [5]. To enlarge the
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paradigm, a further employee-centered point of view is added to a management and
performance-driven view, which suggests that the study of POBs must also focus on
goals such as employee happiness and health [6], recommending the development of
business strategies that have a positive impact on employee well-being, where a win-win
situation for both the organization and its employees can be drawn [7]. In this vein, this
approach focuses on successful performance in organizations and identifying the condi-
tions that allow employees to thrive, feel good at work, and therefore work harder and
better. Accordingly, empirical research in the field of Positive Organizational Behavior
[8] could give a precious contribution to HR practice by studying “what is positive,
flourishing, and life-giving in organizations. Positive refers to the elevating processes and
outcomes in organizations. Organizational refers to the interpersonal and structural dy-
namics activated in and through organizations, specifically considering the context in
which positive phenomena occur” [9] (p. 731).

In line with these theoretical speculations, empirical evidence has confirmed the re-
ciprocal beneficial relationship between a people-based management, individual en-
gagement, and positive organizational outcomes. Luthans and Youssef [4], for instance,
have argued that the characteristics of the organizational context could increase the pos-
itive attitudes and abilities of its human resources, and consequently could result in pos-
itive behaviors (e.g., organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs) and extra-role behav-
ior). In a similar vein, Luthans et al. [10] showed that a positive management of em-
ployees’ personal resources could have long-term benefits both for individuals and or-
ganizations. In this perspective, Psychological Capital (PsyCap), meant as the entirety of
positive features managed by individuals at work (e.g., self-efficacy, resilience, hope, and
optimism) has received special attention because it was showed to play a crucial role in
influencing performance and in creating a virtuous circle between individual and or-
ganization. More simply, PsyCap generates positive emotions that could be used by in-
dividuals “for proactive extra-role behaviors such as sharing creative ideas or making
suggestions for improvement” [11] (p. 133). Finally, these positive behaviors could be
very much useful for organizational success because they could become a drive for per-
formance [12,13].

In line with these assumptions, Gupta, Shaheen, and Reddy [14] showed that em-
ployees high in PsyCap tend not only to display extra-role behavior toward their col-
leagues (e.g., helping colleagues with their work) but also to engage in proactive ex-
tra-role behaviors toward their organization (e.g., being punctual, working overtime)
which could directly contribute to maximizing organizational efficiency. Furthermore,
the study by Gupta and colleagues also showed a significant mediating role of work en-
gagement in this relationship. Accordingly, starting from the social exchange theory
framework [15] of work engagement, that is, the extent to which employees show dedi-
cation, vigor, and enthusiasm for their work [16], has been largely proved to be a relevant
antecedent of positive organizational behaviors, such as task performance and extra-role
behaviors [17,18]. Consistently, Conservation of Resources theory also postulates that
individuals who possess resources are capable of gaining more resources because of the
“gain spiral” effect [19]. In fact, the loss of resources leads to low morale and lack of mo-
tivation, whereas the gain of resources leads to more absorption and immersion in tasks.
Indeed, engaged employees tend to perform extra-role behaviors to reciprocate the ben-
efits they receive from the organization in terms of supportive environment, consistency
of values, and commitment to employee growth. Therefore, prior research confirmed that
the more employees perceive a fit in values and practices with the working context, the
more they would engage in their work, and consequently they would perform extra-role
behaviors [20]. The aim of the study was to examine the positive relationship between
PsyCap and extra-role behavior, investigating if and to what extent work engagement
could be a mediator of this relationship. More simply, the study moved from the as-
sumption that if the organization invests in practices addressed to develop employees’
human and psychological capital, then the latter would probably engage in their job with
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stronger dedication and involvement, finally enacting positive organizational behaviors
that are beneficial to the organization as well, such as, in this case, extra-role behaviors.

In this respect, organizations could invest in employees’ psychological capital
through several Human Resource Management practices [21,22]. More simply, research
suggests that by providing employees with decision-making discretion and by encour-
aging and supporting information sharing, organizations could concretely contribute to
minimize incivility behavior, could give performance feedback, and foster workers’
personal resources, finally impacting a positive adjustment between job demands and
resources.

This evidence leads to further highlight the strategic role of human resource man-
agement practices and the need to focus on HR management systems that, through an
evidence-based approach, could demonstrate the connection between employees’ be-
havior and organizational competitive advantage [23]. These results were further con-
firmed by rich literature on the topic: HRM practices help the organization to develop a
positive relationship with employees, increase motivation, and give meaning and sense
to the organizational behavior of workers. Moreover, HR practices contribute to create,
transform, and develop knowledge as a crucial and distinctive resource [24,25], useful to
support the organizational survival, especially in times of turbulent and rapid changes
such as the present post-pandemic ones [26,27].

In view of the above, the aim of the present study was to give a contribution to this
rich strand of research examining the relationship between employees’ psychological
capital and their extra-role behaviors, and assuming a mediating role of work engage-
ment in this link.

2. Conceptual Framework and Research Hypotheses Development
2.1. The Impact of Psychological Capital on Work Engagement and Extra-Role Behavior

As consistently showed by decades of empirical evidence, personal resources have
been proven to be precious to manage challenging job demands and stressful experiences
at work. Among the most authoritative scientific contributions in this direction, the J]-D/R
model and the CoR (Conservation of Resources) theory represent two crucial milestones.

According to the J-D/R model, any occupation is characterized by the presence of
potentially challenging job demands (e.g., workload, emotional demands) that could
require workers’ sustained physical or psychological effort and strain, menacing their
health and wellbeing. To manage this challenge, workers may rely upon job resources
(e.g., career opportunities, supervisor coaching, role-clarity, and autonomy) and personal
resources (e.g., self-efficacy, optimism, resilience), contrasting the effect of stress and
burnout and increasing their motivation, work engagement and performance. However,
the relationship between job demands and job resources may generate work engagement
and motivation as well as stress and burnout, depending both on workers” perceptions
and on the particular work environment. Job resources particularly influence motivation
or work engagement when job demands are high. This evidence is particularly attuned
with the Conservation of Resources (CoR) theory [28]. According to this theory, people
are motivated to obtain, retain, and protect their resources, because they value them
consistently. To this purpose, Hobfoll [28] argues that resources could acquire higher sa-
liency in the context of resource loss. This implies that job resources gain their motiva-
tional potential particularly when employees are confronted with high job demands. For
example, when employees have to cope with a stressful workload and pressures, the
support of their colleagues and/or of their supervisor might become useful and instru-
mental. Furthermore, personal resources might moderate the relationship between job
demands and exhaustion, might mediate the relationship between job resources and
work engagement, and relate to how employees perceive their work environment and
well-being [29]. Therefore, according to both perspectives, personal resources, psycho-
logical capital in this case, could be a potential motivational drive contributing to de-
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crease emotional exhaustion, strain, and fatigue, and to increase levels of work engage-
ment and positive work-related behaviors.

In view of the above, as highlighted earlier, in recent years, the construct of Psy-
chological Capital (PsyCap) assumed increasing importance both from the employee and
from the organizational point of view. The importance of PsyCap is given by the evi-
dence that underlines the positive relationship between strategic resources (that is, those
that are precious, rare, and difficult to imitate or replace) and organizational performance
[30]. Accordingly, PsyCap could be considered as part of the so-called Human Capital,
namely, a strategic resource that can contribute to sustainability and competitive ad-
vantage of organizations: a universally valuable and imperfectly imitable resource [31-
33].

Luthans and his co-authors [10] described PsyCap as an individual’s positive psy-
chological state of development encompassing four positive psychological resources:
self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience. Based on Bandura’s social cognitive theory
[34], self-efficacy refers to an individual’s confidence in his/her ability to mobilize moti-
vation, cognitive resources, and courses of action to take on and put in the necessary ef-
fort to succeed at challenging tasks [35]. Optimism refers to an individual’s expectancy
about positive outcomes [36] and making a positive attribution about succeeding in the
present and in the future. Hope refers to an individual’s motivation to succeed at a spe-
cific task in a set context, persevering toward goals and, when necessary, redirecting
paths to goals [37]. Finally, resilience consists of the ability of an individual to bounce
back from adversity, uncertainty, risk, or failure, and adapt to changing and stressful life
demands [38,39].

These four psychological resources, called by the acronym ‘HERO’ see e.g., [40],
were proved to be highly important in producing exceptional capabilities and outcomes
both at an individual and at an organizational level [41,42]. Many studies suggested that
PsyCap has a significant impact on Positive Organizational Behavior (POB); it represents
the outcome of the “application of positively oriented human resource strengths and
psychological capacities that can be measured, developed and effectively managed for
performance improvement in today’s workplace” [3] (p. 59).

The basic underlying theoretical thread connecting PsyCap to POB is that it is the
result of a positive evaluation of one’s ability to succeed [43-45]. For this reason, those
who show high levels of PsyCap tend to choose challenging objectives and to invest en-
ergy and resources in pursuing these objectives, despite any eventual obstacle and set-
back [46,47].

Since PsyCap is defined as a personal resource, it is positively linked with employee
work performance including engagement to work, job satisfaction, work motivation, etc.
It represents an important strategic lever for companies. Over the past decade, many
studies have investigated the relationship between PsyCap and employee attitudes, be-
havior, and performance at the individual-level [44,48-50] and retention intentions; see
[11], meta-analytical review. For example, Avey et al. [11], in their meta-analysis, dis-
covered a positive correlation between PsyCap and some measures for job performance,
organizational citizenship behaviors, satisfaction, and commitment.

At the individual level, specifically addressed by the present study, a construct that
was found to be constantly related to PsyCap is Work Engagement, defined by Kahn [51]
as “harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, peo-
ple employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role
performance” (p. 693). Accordingly, work engagement, which is composed of vigor (the
willingness to invest energy and to engage in work), dedication (experiencing a sense of
significance and pride), and absorption (a state of mind of such involvement and im-
mersion in work), is a fundamental concept to understand and to describe, both qualita-
tively and quantitatively, the nature of the relationship between the organization and its
employees, being a significant correlate of motivation, morale, performance, and
productivity.
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In line with these assumptions, and adopting the wider framework of Positive Psy-
chology, Bakker and Leiter [52] theoretically and empirically explained the relationship
between the dimensions of PsyCap and work engagement. Sweetman and Luthans [53]
highlighted how employees experiencing high levels of self-efficacy in accomplishing
tasks and in managing processes would tend to be absorbed in their job and to feel more
motivated to achieve goals. At same time, optimist employees would tend to consider
and face job challenges expecting to succeed, and would be less exposed to the risk of
failure, contributing to buffer the negative impact of stressful conditions. Hope repre-
sents an important psychological resource allowing persistence in the pursuit of goals
and seeking alternative paths in case of difficulty. Finally, resilience allows employees to
adapt positively to the adversities and changes required by the organization, strength-
ening the ability to manage complex situations. Although four PsyCap dimensions are
conceptually well-distinguished [54], self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism share
salient features, i.e., effort and perseverance, internalized sense of agency, control, inten-
tionality, positivity, and goal orientation [55,56]. Empirically speaking, the four dimen-
sions are often used as first-order factors for measuring PsyCap as a second-order factor
[57,58]. As a matter of fact, Luthans and colleagues [43] have well argued the theoretical
and methodological reasons according to which the first-order factor of PsyCap may well
represent the common variance among self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience.
Based on this evidence, our study assumed that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). PsyCap is positively related to work engagement.

In addition to work engagement representing a fundamental dimension for em-
ployees’ organizational performance, another construct of great interest placed in rela-
tion with PsyCap is OCBs. Nowadays, companies are looking for more and more poten-
tial employees who are concentrated, addicted, and are willing to work beyond what is
foreseen by their roles [52,53,59]. Extra-role behaviors are a component of the wider con-
struct of OCBs, defined by Organ [60] as “an individual behavior that is discretionary,
not directly recognized by the formal reward system and that in the aggregate promotes
the effective functioning of the organization” (p. 4). OCBs refer to all those voluntary
behaviors that are not expected as formal job requirements and duties in a job descrip-
tion; they can be performed optionally and can be fully beneficial for the organization
[61]. These behaviors might include helping, cooperating with and supporting col-
leagues, volunteering extra work, and sharing creative and innovative ideas. Turnispeed
and Rassuli [62] defined OCBs as extra-role behaviors such as teamwork with colleagues,
starting work earlier and finishing later, helping other employees, liking and caring for
the organization, and spreading this positive behavior in the organization. The positive
return for organizations is considerable: OCBs improve organizational attractiveness for
potential new recruits with a consequent reduction in managerial expenses, improve
co-worker and managerial productivity, provide better coordination of organizational
activities across individuals, groups and functional departments, provide superior effi-
ciency in resource use and allocation, enhance organizational capability to adapt effec-
tively to environmental changes, and increase stability in the organization’s performance
[63]. Since these are voluntary employee behaviors that benefit the organization, the in-
terest of companies and of the scientific literatures for the onset of such behaviors is taken
for granted. For this reason, research focused on identifying those individual and or-
ganizational conditions that might incentivize employees to carry out extra-role behav-
iors to the benefit of the organization. Previous research highlighted how the presence of
a high level of PsyCap among employees could help employees complete the tasks as-
signed to them in the allotted time, and helps make them more satisfied with their work
environment [45,64,65]. Scholars argued that PsyCap might generate positive emotions,
and individuals could use these positive emotions “for proactive extra-role behaviors
such as sharing creative ideas or making suggestions for improvement” [11] (p. 133).
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Employees’ PsyCap contributes to fueling progressive change through facilitating posi-
tive work outcomes like OCBs [43,66]. Examining the effectiveness of PsyCap in pre-
dicting attitudes and behaviors related to the job, Avey, Luthans, and Youssef [50] found
that PsyCap was positively related with extra-role OCBs, whereas it is negatively related
with undesired organizational attitudes such as cynicism, intentions to quit, and coun-
terproductive workplace behaviors. The research by Beal et al. [67], which considered
PsyCap, resistance to change, and OCBs, confirmed a positive relationship between
PsyCap and organizational citizenship behaviors. According to the studies in question so
far, PsyCap states seem to have a significant impact not only on in-role/work perfor-
mance, but lead to positive attitudes towards the organization, intentions (eg, intention to
remain), and “contextual” behaviors (discretionary behaviors) such as OCBs
[45,66,68,69]. Indeed, employees with high PsyCap are expected to express not only pos-
itive behavior toward their colleagues but also to engage in proactive extra-role behav-
iors toward their organization [14].

Given these evidence-based premises, and considering PsyCap a personal resource
that could significantly impact on employees’ organizational behavior, a second hy-
pothesis was formulated:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). PsyCap is positively related to Extra-Role behavior.

2.2. PsyCap and Extra-Role Behaviors: The Mediating Role of Work Engagement

Being a set of extra-role behaviors, OCBs do not simply depend on personal re-
sources such as PsyCap, but rather could be linked to different kinds of employees” atti-
tudes towards work, to work engagement, and to work commitment. Engaged employ-
ees have abundant personal resources and tend to invest them in their job, going the extra
mile for organizational flourishing [70]. Employees who love their job, who feel deeply
involved in it, and who are strongly committed to achieving the work goals from which
they derive great personal satisfaction, are inclined to adopt behaviors that are not re-
quired by their job and by the organization, although the latter will take great advantage
from this situation [71,72].

If it seems obvious enough that work engagement is linked to in-role performance,
allowing employees to excel by reaching high success standards, it is interesting to note
how work engagement might have an impact also on extra-role performance. Extra-role
or contextual performance is defined as employee voluntary behaviors that directly
promote the effective functioning of an organization without necessarily impacting em-
ployee productivity [73]. A study by Demerouti and colleagues [63] showed the signifi-
cant relationship between work engagement, flourishing, and extra-role behavior, con-
sidering that employees’ commitment to work and their overall state of well-being might
generate positive behaviors towards the organization. Similarly, a meta-analysis con-
ducted by Christian, Garza, and Slaughter [74] demonstrated that work engagement had
incremental value in explaining variance of contextual performance indicators, much
more than positive attitudes such as job satisfaction, job involvement, and organizational
commitment. Often, extra-role behaviors or OCBs have been considered a type of com-
mitment, but in truth, research showed that work engagement might positively influence
in-role and extra-role behaviors, such as OCBs [75,76]. Employees who are psychologi-
cally engaged in their work and feel committed to their company will be much more
likely to devote more time and effort to activities not required by their role, that is, per-
forming a wide range of extra-role behaviors [77].

Moreover, Macey and Schneider [78] highlighted that a state of engagement is posi-
tively related to positive behaviors, such as OCBs, that represent those discretionary be-
haviors to the advantage of the organization. Engaged employees will be more involved
in OCBs, as having effectively achieved their work objectives, they feel able to perform
extra-role behaviors [74]. More specifically, it is believed that when employees are more
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absorbed and dedicated to their work, they will be more likely to engage in behaviors
that are altruistic, conscientious, and virtuous.

Based on these previous arguments and on the empirical evidence reviewed in this
section, the following hypothesis was proposed.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Work engagement is positively related to extra-role behavior.

Considering these assumptions, the current study aimed to relate the variables con-
sidered to understand how psychological capital of employees might influence extra-role
behavior via work engagement. Yet, following the assumptions proposed by the CoR
theory described earlier, it could be argued that employees endowed with many re-
sources would tend to be more engaged in their job because of the “gain spiral” effect
[19]. Accordingly, work engagement could be considered as a form of absorption in one’s
own task, while PsyCap could provide the necessary strengths and abilities to stay en-
gaged [53]. In a similar vein, according to the theory of social exchange [15], employees
who are highly engaged in their job would be more motivated to reciprocate the benefits
received from their organization with positive behavior often not formally required by
their role. Therefore, employees with high levels of PsyCap and high levels of work en-
gagement would feel more motivated to express gratitude to their organization by per-
forming extra-role and voluntary behaviors which will favor organizational growth and
flourishing. Consequently, the third hypothesis assumed that:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Work Engagement mediates the relationship between PsyCap and Extra-Role
Behavior.

3. Materials and Methods

The present study was the result of a collective research project carried out by a na-
tional research group, called Work in Progress (WiP), which was developed within the
Italian Association of Psychology (section Work and Organizational Psychology), in-
volving academics from several different Italian universities sharing a common research
interest, synthetized by the name of the group. In 2020, WiP collected data on a national
basis to investigate if and to what extent some organizational and personal resources
could contribute to promote wellbeing at work and organizational performance. The re-
search design, the development of the protocol (e.g., the choice of variables and
measures), and data collection were the result of a proactive and conjoint effort brought
about by most of the WiP members belonging to different Italian universities, coordi-
nated by the authors of the present study. The research group agreed upon the fact that
the data collected in each national context were then available for all members to allow
further elaborations and future research developments.

According to the research protocol, researchers selected employees via a snowball
procedure, beginning with the employees who were easier to be reached by the re-
searchers. The inclusion criteria were: (1) employees aged 218 years; (2) employees hav-
ing a subordinate employment contract. The questionnaires were administered through
an online platform, following ethical guidelines. Online information consent was re-
quested by clicking on apposite button.
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3.1. Participants

Participants were 1219 Italian employees, balanced for gender (45.7% women and
54.3% men), aged 36.69 years on average (SD = 12.98). Most participants were employed
in the private sector (64.2%), while 33% were employed in the public sector and only 2.8%
were employed in third sector organizations. As for their education, 93.4% of participants
possessed at least a high school diploma, and 43.5% of them also took a university de-
gree.

3.2. Measures

Psychological capital was assessed using the Italian version of the Psychological
Capital Questionnaire [44-57]. This questionnaire encompasses 24 items (e.g., “I am en-
thusiastic about my job”), on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disa-
gree) to 7 (strongly agree), assessing the four dimensions of psychological capital: hope,
optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy. The scale also provides an overall measure of
psychological capital [57]. High total scores indicate high levels of psychological capital.

Work Engagement was assessed adopting the short Italian version of the Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) [79,80]. This scale consists of nine items (e.g., “I am
enthusiastic about my job”) and investigates employees’ perception about the absorption,
vigor, and dedication they feel toward their job through an overall measure. The items
were scored on a frequency scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always). The validation
study of the UWES-9 [80], conducted in ten investigated countries, showed psychometric
properties comparable to those of the original version of the scale, with a very good level
of reliability. In addition, the Italian validation [79] suggested that the UWES-9 was a re-
liable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92) scale. Furthermore, UWES-9 was positively related to
performance and to well-being scales, and negatively to displeasure dimensions. A recent
meta-analysis [81]) pointed out that most of the studies available in literature used the
UWES-9 than UWES-3 or UWES-17. Therefore, in line with several previous studies, we
preferred using the short version of UWES-9 because it had a good scale for work en-
gagement measuring. High total scores indicate high levels of employee’s engagement.

Extra-role behavior was assessed by the Extra-Role Behaviors Scale [82], which is
composed of four items, on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). This scale measures the discretional and positive behaviors towards colleagues
and the organization (e.g., “I volunteer to do things for this organization”). High scores
suggest high levels of extra-role behaviors.

3.3. Data Analysis

Preliminarily, Harman'’s single-factor test was used to examine the common method
variance via Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) by M-Plus 8.53. Thus, a model with
three latent factors (PsyCap, Work Engagement and Extra-role behaviors) was compared
to an alternative model with an overall factor, i.e., a model in which all observed varia-
bles loaded into a single latent variable. In order to evaluate the goodness of models, the
following fit indices were considered: Tucker—Lewis index (TLI), comparative fit index
(CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR). According to previous studies, TLI and CFI values could
be accepted if scoring around or greater than 0.90, and as for RMSEA and SRMR ac-
ceptable values need to score lower than 0.08 [83], therefore the three-factor model
should be preferred because the single-factor model fitted significantly worse than the
first.

SEM was also performed to test the hypotheses. Specifically, a mediation model was
carried out to test the total and direct effect of psychological capital on extra-role behav-
iors, as well as the indirect effect via work engagement. All effects were also assessed via
bootstrapping [84] with 5000 bootstrap samples and a 95% confidence interval.
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All SEM analyses were performed by a combination of total and partial disaggrega-
tion approaches [85]. As the psychological capital scale consisted of more than five items,
a partially disaggregated approach was adopted, where latent factors were defined using
parcels, i.e., the average of some items measuring the latent variable [86]. As previously
described, psychological capital was composed of four correlated dimensions; therefore,
four parcels for this latent variable were defined by the scores derived from the items
related to hope, optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy. As suggested by Barbaranelli and
colleagues [87], this approach could be used when there is a global high-order construct,
as in this case, because the total score of PsyCap, including some correlated first-order
factors, is directly defined by the items. Finally, since work engagement and extra-role
behavior were measured by a limited number of items, latent variables were defined
using all their corresponding items, without parcels.

4. Results
4.1. Preliminary Analysis and Measurement Model

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics, correlations and Cronbach’s alpha for each
variable.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

Mean SD Asymmetry Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Self-efficacy 23.65 5.60 -1.06 0.52 091 0.76** 0.73** 0.54* 0.89** 0.41** 0.42**
2. Hope 2253 5.54 -0.82 0.16 0.90 0.68** 0.60** 0.89 ** 0.52** 0.40 **
3. Resilience 2311 4.54 -0.72 0.19 0.78 0.60** 0.87** 0.35** 0.39 **
4. Optimism 2191 4.08 -0.06 -0.44 0.59 0.77* 0.46 ** 0.34 **
5. Psychological capital 22.80 4.28 -0.95 0.69 093 0.51* 0.45**
6. Work engagement 32.86 9.22 -0.56 -0.49 095 0.54**
7. Extra-role behaviors 15.15 4.14 -0.66 -0.37 091

Notes: Values along main diagonal are Cronbach’s. ** p <0.01.

PsyCap was positively associated with work engagement and extra-role behaviors,
and work engagement was also positively associated with extra-role behaviors. Fur-
thermore, the four PsyCap dimensions were positively associated to both work engage-
ment and extra-role behaviors. Moreover, three latent variables, i.e., PsyCap, work en-
gagement, and extra-role behaviors, showed a good internal consistency, reporting
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients between 0.91 and 0.95. Finally, asymmetry and kurtosis
indices did not violate normality assumptions, justifying the use of the method of Max-
imum Likelihood estimation for subsequently analyses.

To assess the common method variance, the hypothesized three-factor model was
compared to the single-factor model, following Harman'’s test and delta x2. The fit indices
of two models are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of measurement models’ comparison.

Models X2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR  Ayx? Adf
Hypothesized
three-factor ~ 1851.41 116 090  0.88 0.10 0.04 - -
model
Single-factor

5980.49 119 0.66 0.61 0.20 0.12  4129.08 3
model

The hypothesized three-factor model showed acceptable global fit indices: CFI =
0.90; TLI = 0.88; RMSEA = 0.10, SRMR = 0.04. Furthermore, each latent factor was signif-
icantly related to its own observed variables, reporting standardized factor loadings
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between 0.69 and 0.89. Conversely, the single-factor model reached a very poor fit. As the
difference between two models, with delta x2 (df =3) = 4129.08, p < 0.001, was significant,
we concluded that the hypothesized three-factor model better fitted than the alternative
one-factor model.

4.2. Hypotheses Test

The hypothesized mediation model, including direct effect, showed an adequate
global fit to the data: CFI=0.90; TLI = 0.88; RMSEA = 0.11, SRMR = 0.05.

The SEM results showed that PsyCap had a significant and positive effect both on
extra-role behaviors, 3 = 0.50, and work engagement, [3 = 0.55. These results suggested
that employees with high levels of PsyCap tend to be more engaged at work and to enact
positive behaviors towards colleagues and organization. Therefore, these findings sup-
ported H1 and H2.

Additionally, work engagement was significantly and positively related to ex-
tra-role behaviors, 3 = 0.42, supporting H3. Results suggested that employees with high
engagement tend to perform positive behaviors towards colleagues and organization.

Finally, PsyCap had a significant and positive direct effect on extra-role behaviors, 3
=0.27, as well as an indirect effect via work engagement, 3 = 0.23. These results suggested
that PsyCap contributed to increased extra-role behaviors levels in the presence of work
engagement. In other words, work engagement partially mediated the positive relation-
ship between PsyCap and extra-role behaviors supporting H4. All estimates were sig-
nificant, also, considering 95% confidence interval via bootstrapping (Table 3).

Table 3. Results of standardized estimates at 95% confidence interval via bootstrapping.

<0.5% <2.5% <5%  Estimate >0.5% >2.5% >5%

Total effect 0.412 0.435 0.445 0.500 0.551 0.560 0.580
Indirect effect  0.169 0.183 0.190 0.227 0.264 0.271 0.283
Direct effect 0.169 0.195 0.207 0.273 0.340 0.354 0.380

The mediation model was reported in Figure 1.

Extra-Role
/ Behavior .~ . @ J tres | o

4 Hope =
o7 .@ 0.27
EMY RN, 082
133 Resilience M

Figure 1. Mediation model with direct and indirect effect. Notes: Efficacy, resilience, hope and op-
timism = Parcel of PsyCap; WE1-WE9 = items of Work Engagement (WE); ER-B1-ER-B4 = items of
Extra-Role Behavior.

5. Discussion

The aim of the study was to investigate the role played by work engagement in the
relationship between psychological capital and extra-role behavior. Results revealed the
importance of the human factor in organizations and the central role played by Per-
son/Organization fit in encouraging positive organizational behavior. These findings
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produced valid insights both for future research and for practical development of pro-
fessional practices within organizations.

Specifically, results confirmed our hypotheses, in line with what was found by the
literature. The model showed a relation between psychological capital and work en-
gagement (H1), between psychological capital and extra-role behaviors (H2), and be-
tween work engagement and extra-role behaviors (H3). Moreover, the relationship be-
tween psychological capital and extra-role behaviors was showed to be mediated by
work engagement (H4).

Yet, results were fully consistent with the objectives of the present study arising
from the desire to understand the impact of personal resources on the activation of mo-
tivational processes towards one’s work and the organization, supporting positive or-
ganizational behaviors even in difficult conditions.

According to the JD-R model, personal resources (in this case PsyCap) have an in-
trinsic potential to motivate and guide people at work, thus leading to high levels of
work engagement [88]. In this regard, results regarding H1 confirmed what was found in
the literature: employees with a high PsyCap tend to have a positive concept of them-
selves and their abilities and therefore commit themselves more to their goals [43]. This
happens because the employees are intrinsically motivated to achieve the set goals, and
consequently tend to feel more engaged. Therefore, this finding is consistent with pre-
vious studies confirming that psychological capital and resources in general play an ac-
tive and dynamic role in increasing the level of work engagement [89,90]. Tenacity, per-
severance, and a solid belief in future success push employees to be more engaged
[91,92]. Therefore, results showed that employees with good control in carrying out their
working tasks and managing the working context, employees who tend to face work and
work challenges with optimism expecting to be successful, persisting in the pursuit of
objectives and taking action proactively to overcome any obstacles and, finally, employ-
ees who show good resilience skills, who positively adapt to changes and difficulties, will
be more dedicated to their work, will work with greater vigor and dedication, and will
show higher levels of involvement. In this regard, there are three types of interventions
that aim to enhance the psychological capital of employees: (1) Interventions that focus
on providing an opportunity for employees to analyze themselves from different angles.
This can help them find a ‘best self’ of themselves at work, which means focusing on
strengths, contributions, and enduring talents that each person brings to a situation
[93,94]. Usually, these types of interventions produce an increase in the feelings of being
engaged, energized, and fulfilled in one’s role [95]; (2) Solution-focused coaching inter-
ventions which emphasize strength-development and solution-generation methods in-
stead of problem analysis [96], thanks to which employees, by focusing on goal setting,
improve hope [45] and self-efficacy [97]; (3) Interventions aimed at transferring valued
organizational characteristics to individuals, by identifying life-giving forces and core
strengths within the organization to reach organizational goals. This approach may
produce higher motivation and feelings of cooperation among organizational members.

In a similar vein, results relating to H2 (the impact of the PsyCap on extra-role be-
haviors) confirmed the positive and direct relationship between psychological capital
and employees’ attitudes and behaviors. There are plenty of previous studies that al-
ready demonstrated the impact of psychological capital on work performance [43,92-98].
However, this study contributed to enlarge this perspective, showing that employees
who feel they could rely upon their personal resources (namely their PsyCap) not only
tend to feel more motivated to engage in their work, but also tend to give a voluntary
extra-role contribution to their colleagues and to their organization, positively impacting
both individual and organizational performance. Many studies provided convincing
evidence for the relationship between PsyCap and positive behaviors such as OCBs
[11,99-103]. The present results were in line with the findings of a study by Prihatsanti
[104] emphasizing how positive behavior could promote extra-role behavior and conse-
quently organizational success. Positively oriented human strengths and human capaci-
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ties encourage performance by employees that exceeds the minimum role requirements
expected by the organizations [105]. These results are also further supported by another
study by Rehman et al. [106], who also found that there is a significant positive rela-
tionship between PsyCap and OCB. Another study by Khosravizadeh et al. [107] also
supported the results of this study. The authors found that employees high in PsyCap
had a positive approach to their work environment, leading to extra-role work behavior.
Furthermore, employees were confident and optimistic about the work outcomes; hence,
they exhibited voluntary work behaviors [108]. Consistent with these studies, results also
showed that the relevance of PsyCap goes beyond its direct impact on in-role perfor-
mance; rather, it could positively influence “contextual” and discretionary behaviors
such as OCBs that could be highly beneficial for organizations in the long term
[45,49,68,69]. This suggests that organizations should invest in the psychological capital
of their employees, as it might represent a significant antecedent of extra-role behaviors
which, precisely because they are not required by the role, benefit the organization, and
increase its competitive advantage.

Likewise, results showed that work engagement also had a significant influence on
employees’ extra-role behavior (H3). Yet, past research showed that work engagement
positively engraves in-role and extra-role behaviors, such as OCBs [75,76]. Employees
who are psychologically engaged in their work and with their company are led to engage
more in tasks that their job role does not require, dedicating more time and effort to ex-
tra-work and relationship issues, that is, extra-role behavior and OCBs [77]. They also
tended to act more responsibly and constructively in their work and were more likely to
engage in extra-role performance [109,110]. Engaged employees may exhibit OCB be-
cause they accomplish their tasks efficiently and, therefore, feel able to take on extra re-
sponsibilities [111]. As expected, highly engaged employees showed themselves willing
to take personal initiatives, to generate new ideas, and to commit in making an extra-role
contribution to organizational goals as they experience high levels of work positivity. The
results demonstrated that when employees are highly motivated, they perform their
tasks effectively and efficiently, thereby broadening their resource capabilities. This, too,
fosters OCB. Engaged employees with a passion for their work have a strong connection
to their organization, and will put in extra effort to improve not only their own perfor-
mance, but also that of the overall organization [112]. Therefore, the confirmation of this
hypothesis showed that the organization should invest in increasing the levels of work
engagement of its employees, putting the right people in the right place, allowing em-
ployees to express their potential, and granting autonomy and creativity, as long as work
engagement is a positive resource, and when job resources are high, the level of motiva-
tion among employees also tends to be high, regardless of the demands placed on them
[113,114].

Finally, as regards H4, results confirmed the partial mediation of work engagement
in the relationship between PsyCap and extra-role behavior. This means that work en-
gagement was significantly influential in its effect on extra-role behavior, and this sug-
gests that work engagement may become even more crucial when employees are faced
with increasingly greater job demands, but have adequate personal resources, such as
PsyCap, that are available to deal with these job demands. However, resulting in work
engagement as a partial mediator, this study has mapped out a research framework
which suggests there are reciprocal and simultaneous relationships between a predictor
(PsyCap), work engagement, and consequent variables, as already highlighted by the
study by Paek et al. [115]. This is critical from an organizational psychology perspective,
because the partial mediating role of work engagement shows the importance of the di-
rect relationships between the variables considered (PsyCap, work engagement, and ex-
tra-role behavior), and suggests important intervention indications for organizations.
This result represented the core of the research and was very interesting, as it revealed
that employees display voluntary work behaviors toward the organization only when
they feel they could rely upon high levels of psychological capital, because they feel they
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are resilient to work challenges, and they are committed and engaged in their work.
Employees who can count on a rich stock of personal resources useful for managing job
demands are also those who tend to feel more committed to their work and to offer their
support and help to colleagues and to the organization, displaying altruistic and
sportsmanship attitudes and behaviors. From an organizational point of view, the results
highlighted the need to better investigate the strategies and practices that could contrib-
ute to developing and maintaining a positive person/organization relationship, for in-
stance fostering organizational support, adopting a charismatic leadership style, or ap-
propriate people-based HR practices aimed to empower employees’ growth, and to in-
spire in-role and extra-role positive behaviors.

6. Limitations, Practical Implications, and Conclusions

Although the results of this research provided a significant contribution to con-
firming what previous research demonstrated in relation to the variables investigated
above, some limitations should be highlighted. The first limitation was related to the
cross-sectional nature of the study; this prevented us from verifying any causal rela-
tionships between the variables and from monitoring the trend of results over time.
Considering the great changes that the world and the labor market are experiencing due
to the pandemic and how this situation might have affected the variables considered, it
would have been interesting to analyze the impact that these changes (e.g., in terms of job
insecurity, working modalities, relationships among colleagues, etc.) could have had on
people and over time through longitudinal studies.

Another limitation could be found in the impossibility of generalizing the results
due to the heterogeneity of the sample and the relatively small dependence. The con-
venience sample set up through the online procedure did not allow for guiding the col-
lection by allowing us to make comparisons between some categories or some charac-
teristics; in fact, the sample appears to be very heterogeneous due to the presence of dif-
ferent professional categories (e.g., blue collar workers, white collar workers, managers),
for different occupational sectors, and for the type of contract with the company.

Another limit could be represented by the evidence that results could not be gener-
alized due to the limitedness and heterogeneity of the sample. Indeed, the convenience
sample recruited through the online procedure and social media channels did not allow
for the comparison of different professional categories, types of companies, types of
contracts, or working conditions. Furthermore, results could be influenced by the period
in which the data was collected, that is, the advent of the pandemic. it would be inter-
esting to replicate the study at different times by controlling variables that may be linked
to the changes that the pandemic has induced in the work.

Moreover, another possible limitation of the study was related to the risk of common
method bias [116], due to the characteristics of the measuring instruments, which could
have caused spurious effects due to the measuring instruments rather than to the con-
structs, and of self-report measures. To overcome the errors caused by the choice of
measurement instruments, future research could use different endpoints and scale for-
mats and compare employee perceptions with objective measures of the same constructs.

Despite the limitations set out, the research showed interesting results, especially in
terms of practical implications and suggestions for organizations. Specifically, the value
of the study was the further acknowledgement of the importance of psychological capital
in organizational contexts, having assessed its impact on organizational behavior. The
link between psychological capital and extra-role behaviors, via engagement, underlined
the fact that to possess a set of personal resources is useful not only to manage job de-
mands, but also to foster organizational citizenship behaviors. Therefore, understanding
how to recognize, enhance, and invest in the psychological capital of employees becomes
a competitive factor for organizations. The scientific debate between a “trait” or “state”
view of PsyCap is still open, however a widely shared position suggests that PsyCap is a
“developmental state” open to change and potentially trainable through targeted HRM
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interventions [37,44,49,117]. Certainly, PsyCap is significantly related to desirable atti-
tudes, behaviors, and performance outcomes, as showed by the meta-analysis by Avey
and colleagues [11]. Therefore, the main lesson learned through this study was that any
investment in PsyCap training programs could represent a winning and “sustainable”
HR strategy, aimed at improving the potential of individuals and teams and at increasing
the competitive advantage of the organizations, which is a high-order priority, especially
in the current unstable and complex times.
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