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Abstract: The psychology of sustainability highlights the importance of building organizational
environments promoting the employees’ well-being, and leaders play an important role in it. Drawing
from Kahn’s theory, the purpose of this study is to simultaneously examine the mediating role of task
significance, perceived organizational support (POS) and employees’ core self-evaluations (CSE) in
the relationship between supervisors’ transformational leadership and job engagement. In order to
test the proposed model, a structural equation modelling was performed using the bootstrapping
technique in IBM SPSS Amos 23 for Windows. The sample consisted of 320 employees from emergent
high-tech and knowledge-based SMEs in Spain. The results supported all the hypotheses posited.
By helping employees to find the meaning and significance of their work, making them feel supported
by the organization and strengthening their sense of worth and competence, transformational
leaders boost job engagement, a key aspect of the human dimension of organizational sustainability.
This paper contributes to the psychology of sustainability by advancing knowledge of the mechanisms
through which supervisors’ transformational leadership influences employees’ well-being in terms of
job engagement.

Keywords: psychology of sustainability; leadership; job engagement; task significance; perceived
organizational support; core-self evaluations

1. Introduction

The psychology of sustainability considers sustainability in broad terms, encompassing not
only economic, ecological and social factors, but also the well-being and quality of life from a
preventive approach [1,2]. Leadership styles focused on values, respect, dignified treatment and
support contribute to employee well-being and sustainable development in organizations [1,3].
Although researchers have analyzed the direct and indirect effect of transformational leadership
on various indicators of the followers’ well-being [4–6], few studies have tested several mediators
simultaneously. In this sense, recently, Arnold [7] has called for new studies analysing simultaneously
multiple mediating variables in this relationship and “determine which mediators are key in explaining
this relationship” (p. 389).

There is no commonly accepted definition of well-being. From a broad perspective, well-being is
a “mental, physical and general health state of individuals, as well as their experiences of satisfaction
both at work and outside of work” [8] (p. 104). In fact, well-being has been conceptualized in various
ways according to the specific purpose of the research, covering both physical and psychological health,
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and measured in negative (e.g., stress, burnout, or emotional exhaustion) and in positive (e.g., affect,
affective well-being, engagement, among others) (see the reviews by Arnold [7] and Nielsen et al. [8]).

Engagement is a psychological affective-motivational state characterized by high pleasure and
high activation. Engaged employees manifest positive emotions (excitement, enthusiasm, energy) [9].
While in some studies it has been considered as an indicator of well-being (e.g., Schaufeli et al. [10]
and Mäkikangas et al. [11]), in others it has been treated as a predictor of employee’s well-being and
general health (e.g., Shimazu et al. [12] and Caesens et al. [13]).

The aim of this study is to examine the underlying processes through which transformational
leadership increases individual well-being in terms of job engagement, in a technological and
knowledge-intensive context.

Kahn [14] defined engagement as “the simultaneous employment and expression of a person’s
‘preferred self’ in task behaviors that promote connections to work and to others, personal presence
(physical, cognitive, and emotional) and active, full performances” (p. 700). Engaged employees
enjoy better health and well-being. Longitudinal research confirms that engagement leads, over time,
to an improvement in employee health and an increase in satisfaction with life [12,15]. Job engagement
predicts higher employee performance and citizenship behaviors [16], as well as knowledge-sharing
and innovative behavior [17,18]. In addition, collective engagement has been found to positively
influence firm performance [19]. Consequently, engagement promotes not only social sustainability
if not also organizational development and economic sustainability. Indeed, it has been argued that
employees’ engagement enables organizations to develop and maintain a competitive advantage [9,20],
contributing to their long-term success and competitiveness [21] and their sustainability [17,22].

Leadership is recognized as a determinant of employee health and well-being. Nevertheless,
according to Wegge et al. [3], the underlying processes are not fully understood. Research has
supported the positive effect of health-promoting leadership and transformational leadership on
employees’ well-being, and on their engagement in particular [23–27]. Transactional leadership has a
lower motivational power [28] and lacks the inspirational attractive of transformational leadership [29].
The recent meta-analytic review by Hoch et al. [30] documented a strong corrected correlation (ρ = 0.48)
between transformational leadership and engagement. Despite this, further studies are needed to
analyze the mechanisms intervening in the association between transformational leadership and
employee job engagement [23,31,32].

According to Saks and Gruman [33], the transformational leadership can indirectly influence
followers’ engagement by providing them with the necessary resources to perform their work. These,
in turn, will generate states of greater psychological meaningfulness (“sense of return on investments
of self in role performance” [14] (p. 705)), safety (“sense of being able to show and employ self without
fear of negative consequences to self-image, status or career” [14] (p. 705)) and availability (“sense of
possessing the physical, emotional, and psychological resources necessary for investing self in role
performances” [14] (p. 705)) that will boost employees to invest their entire self in their work role.
Drawing from Kahn’s theory, Rich et al. [9] argued that perceptions of task factors and social systems
related to support are the main determinants of psychological meaningfulness and safety, respectively,
and the subsequent engagement level. They also suggested that the evaluations that individuals make
of their self-worth, competencies, and abilities largely determine their psychological availability.

Based on these assumptions, this research proposes that perceived task significance, perceived
organizational support (POS) and employees’ core self-evaluations (CSE) will mediate the effect of
the supervisor’s transformational leadership on the employees’ engagement. First, because the leader
frames the ‘reality’ in which employees perform their jobs [34] (p. 327), he/she can generate in
followers the perception that the tasks they perform are significant. Second, transformational leaders
are concerned with the needs and well-being of the followers [35]. To the extent that employees often
attribute the actions carried out by the immediate manager to the organization itself [36], supervisors’
transformational leadership can be expected to foster a greater POS. Third, because transformational
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leaders can influence the sense of worth and confidence of followers [37], they are expected to positively
influence employees’ CSE.

In his study, Kahn [14] highlighted the potential of tasks characteristics as key antecedents of
psychological meaningfulness and subsequent engagement. Tasks significance refers to “the degree
to which a job influences the lives or work of others” [38] (p. 1323). Several reasons have guided the
choice of this job dimension. On the one hand, it is the job characteristic that most consistently predicts
the meaningfulness experienced in work [39,40]. The recent longitudinal research by Allan [40] shows
that task significance predicts the work significance over time. On the other, according to Grant [41],
to the extent that workers are increasingly interested in the contribution of their work to others and
society, it is a key aspect of work experiences in the current economy. However, only two studies [42,43]
have investigated the effect of task significance on job engagement. Furthermore, while the relationship
between transformational leadership and job characteristics is well documented [34,44,45], almost all
studies have used an aggregate measure.

Kahn [14] considered supportive and trusting relationships and supportive management as
precursors of engagement, because of their impact on psychological safety. POS refers to employees’
“global beliefs concerning the extent to which the organization values their contributions and cares
about their well-being” [36] (p. 501). POS, together with trust in the organization, is a key precursor
to the safety experienced by employees, both individually and collectively [46]. Responding to
Eisenberger and Stinglhamber’s [47] call for more research on the effect of POS on job engagement,
recent studies have provided evidence of this relationship (e.g., Brunetto et al. [48] and Zhong et al. [49]).
However, to the best of our knowledge, no study has analyzed the POS as a mediator in the
transformational leadership-job engagement relationship.

For employees to be willing to bring their full selves into the role they need to feel that they have
the necessary psychological resources [9,14]. Personal resources, such as CSE, favor psychological
availability [33]. CSE refers to the “fundamental appraisal of one’s worthiness, effectiveness,
and capability as a person” [50] (p. 304). Several studies have found a positive impact of employee’s
CSE on job engagement. In addition, it has been suggested that leadership can influence follower’s
self-concept [51]. In this sense, Zhou and Wu [52] corroborated that humble leadership enhanced the
CSE of employees working at technological firms in China. However, we are unaware of any study
that has explored the mediating role of CSE in the relationship between transformational leadership
and job engagement.

In summary, this paper contributes to the psychology of sustainability by advancing knowledge
of the mechanisms through which supervisors’ transformational leadership influences employees’
well-being, in terms of job engagement. At the same time, drawing from the theoretical framework
proposed by Kahn [14], it provides evidence of the determinants of job engagement in a context of
emergent high-tech and knowledge-based SMEs in Spain. These firms constitute the basis of the current
economic development [53] and contribute to the innovation and development of the regions [54–56].

2. Theoretical Framework

Kahn’s theory [14] asserts that engagement depends on three psychological states:
Meaningfulness, safety and availability. These conditions, in turn, are affected by people’s perceptions
of work contexts and their personal resources. In this study, the indirect effect of transformational
leadership on employee job engagement is explained via three focal factors: Task significance
(meaningfulness), POS (safety) and CSE (availability). As explained previously, each of the mediating
variables considered represents a key determinant of these psychological states [9,40,46,57].

2.1. Task Significance as Mediator

According to Kahn’s theory [14], people’s job perceptions influence the psychological work
experience. Employees in enriched jobs will experience more psychological meaningfulness
(i.e., they will feel useful and valuable) and engagement [14,43,57]. When employees believe that



Sustainability 2018, 10, 4109 4 of 17

the tasks performed are significant, they will be willing to invest their entire self in their job [14,57],
to devote more time and energy [41] and to maintain it, even in the face of difficulties [43]. Grant [58]
theorized that the likelihood that employees will invest more effort and be more persistent in
completing tasks increases if they are aware of the impact of their work on others. Two empirical
studies [42,43] have supported the influence of task significance on job engagement. Furthermore,
Christian et al.’s meta-analysis [59] provided evidence of a strong positive correlation between
these variables.

On the other hand, it is assumed that transformational leaders can affect employees’ perceptions
of work [34,41,60]. Apart from making changes in the content of the job, leaders, as potential sources
of social information, can significantly influence employees’ perceptions of the job importance [61].

Cleavenger and Munyon argue that by using “words, actions and/or symbols when talking about
work” [60] (p. 352), transformational leaders frame job experiences and strengthen the perceptions
of significance and meaning that employees attribute to their work. Piccolo and Colquitt [34]
affirmed that transformational leaders, by expressing with clarity an irresistible shared vision and
highlighting the effects of work decisions from an ethical and moral point of view, encourage
employees to perceive their work as more important and self-congruent. According to Bass [62] and
Shamir et al. [37], transformational leaders boost the follower’s perception of the importance to their job.
Purvanova et al. [44] concluded that employees whose managers were engaged in transformational
behaviors considered their jobs to be more significant and challenging. When leaders emphasize
the relevance of the employees’ contributions to the organization and its mission, and link them
to a broader purpose, the perceptions of the task significance will increase [44,60]. Several studies
support that transformational leadership positively affects employees’ perception of job characteristics
evaluated in the aggregate [34,44,45]. Additionally, the studies by Aryee et al. [23] and Ghadi et al. [26]
suggest that transformational leaders influence employee engagement by encouraging employees to
perceive meaning in work. Recent evidence indicates that other job motivational characteristics, such
as autonomy, mediate the transformational leadership-engagement relationship [28,63].

According to the previous arguments, it is expected that perceived task significance explains the
indirect effect of transformational leadership on job engagement.

Hypothesis 1. Transformational leadership is indirectly related to job engagement via task significance.

2.2. POS as Mediator

From Kahn’s perspective [14], POS is a key determinant of psychological safety [46]. Employees
perceiving high organizational support will consider their work environment as safer and more
reliable and, as a result, will have little reason to fear negative consequences that could damage their
“self-image, status, or career” [14] (p. 708), because of investing their energies in the work role [9,64].
In addition, POS strengthens employees’ expectations of effort and reward [65]. POS provides some
assurance to employees that the organization will respond with favorable treatment to their efforts
and investments to help it achieve their objectives. According to Kahn [66], engagement requires
that employees have a clear sense of the relationship between their efforts and results. Employees
perceiving high organizational support will be willing to intensify their efforts and invest all their
energies in their role because they anticipate being recognized.

Drawing from social exchange theory [67], Saks [68] noted that employees believing that the
organization is concerned by them and take care of their well-being try to balance their relationship
with the organization. In this situation, employees will develop favorable attitudes and behaviors
consistent with the perceived support and will increase their level of job engagement. Previous research
has supported the influence of POS on job engagement [9,48,49,68].

Furthermore, it has been argued that the actions of managers and supervisors are often
attributed to the organization itself [36]. The flat structure that characterizes SMEs promotes that
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employees “identify their supervisors more with the organization’s basic character than those in large
organizations” [69] (p. 572). Therefore, it is to be expected that the support, caring and recognition
actions carried out by the transformational supervisors will be attributed to the organization.

Transformational leaders articulate a shared vision and express high expectations that motivate,
inspire and challenge followers [70]. As a result, it provides followers with purpose and effectiveness
and thus with positive assessments of their contributions to the organization [35,47]. Transformational
leaders recognize the employees’ needs and abilities, treat them as unique individuals, and build
individualized relationships with them [62]. These behaviors, which convey care, recognition and
appreciation, and improve the employee’s subjective well-being, foster POS [35]. Transformational
leaders are concerned with improving the knowledge, skills and abilities of followers and empowering
them by involving them in decision making [70]. With all these behaviors, the leader transmits that
the organization is favorably oriented toward employees. Recent research corroborates the role of the
supervisor’s positive leadership styles, such as transformational leadership, in creating a supportive
context aimed at generating a psychologically safe environment [46].

Based on the above arguments, it is to be expected that:

Hypothesis 2. Transformational leadership is indirectly related to job engagement via POS.

2.3. CSE as Mediator

Kahn [14,66] argued that to put all their energies into their job and be able to express their true
self, people need to feel having the necessary personal resources. People with high CSE are adaptable,
positive, confident, and effective, and believe in their own agency [50]. In addition, people with high
CSE assess demands more positively and feel that they are better able to meet them effectively [50,71].
In short, they will perceive that they have more resources to invest themselves in their job.

The approach/avoidance framework [72] suggests that differences in people’s sensitivity to
positive and negative information are what drives the relationship between CSE and results.
Ferris et al. [73] and Aryee et al. [74] confirmed that people with high CSE were more likely to
adopt a motivational orientation toward positive stimuli and less likely to adopt negative stimuli.
As a result, employees with high CSE are more likely to feel autonomous in pursuing positive work
outcomes and to consider themselves more competent than those with low CSE [75]. The studies
by Karatepe and Demir [76] and Lee and Ok [77] corroborated the positive effect of CSE on job
engagement in samples of hotel sector employees. Rich et al. [9] achieved at the same result in a sample
of firefighters.

Furthermore, both transformational leadership theory [62] and self-concept based leadership
theory [37] emphasize that one of the main objectives of transformational leaders is to enhance
the followers’ sense of self-worth and self-concept. By delegating responsibilities to employees,
transformational leaders not only contribute to them acquiring new skills [70], they also express
confidence in their competencies and reinforce their feelings of personal worth. According to de
Cremer et al. [78], leaders empowering their followers, such as transformational leaders, improve their
self-confidence and, thus, their self-concept.

Transformational leaders enhance the followers’ self-esteem and self-efficacy by expressing high
expectations, trusting in their abilities to meet these expectations, showing how the organization’s
mission reflects their personal values and emphasizing the relationships between efforts and important
results [37]. Kark et al. [79] showed that transformational leadership was positively related to followers’
organization-based self-esteem in a sample of employees working for a bank in Israel. Research has
also found a positive influence of transformational leadership on the followers’ self-efficacy [79–81].
Nielsen et al. [6] supported that the individual self-efficacy completely mediated the effect of
transformational leadership on the well-being of the cared employees.
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Research supports that personal resources and CSE are influenced, at least in part, by other
contextual factors. For example, Xanthopoulou et al. [82] discovered that autonomy, peer support,
supervisory coaching and opportunities for professional development stimulated employees’ personal
resources, operationalized as generalized self-efficacy, organizational-based self-esteem and optimism,
which in turn generated more engagement and less exhaustion. Karatepe et al. [83] confirmed that
employees with more coworker support reported higher CSE and that these, in turn, significantly
impacted on vigor and dedication, two dimensions of engagement. Nguyen and Borteyrou [84] found
that person-environment fit indirectly influenced job satisfaction through the CSE, and Liu et al. [85]
analyzed the mediating role of CSE in the relationship between social support and well-being.

Based on the aforementioned arguments and available evidence, transformational leadership
is likely to have an indirect positive effect on job engagement via CSE. Consequently, it is proposed
the following:

Hypothesis 3. Transformational leadership is indirectly related to job engagement via CSE.

3. Method

3.1. Sample

Data were gathered from a sample of employees from emergent high-tech and knowledge-based
SMEs in Spain. One hundred SMEs, operating for 10 or fewer years [40] in high-tech and knowledge
intensive industries according to Eurostat classification, were contacted to collaborate in the study.
Ultimately, 21 firms, sizing between 10 and 100 employees, agreed to participate.

Management provided the research team with the employees’ emails. A questionnaire link
was mailed directly to the employees to guaranty anonymity. Of the 443 questionnaires distributed,
320 were returned. The response rate per firm ranged from 41.0% to 92.9%. The average response rate
was 68.98% in medium-sized firms (169 responses from 245 questionnaires distributed) and 76.26% in
small firms (151 responses from 198 questionnaires distributed).

Respondents’ mean age was 32.09 years (SD = 6.18), and 204 (63.75%) were men. With regard
to education level, 69.06% held a higher education degree, 27.81% held a master or a PhD degree,
and 3.12% had high school education or below.

3.2. Measures

All the variables were measured using a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree) and taken or adapted from previously validated and published instruments.
Because the scales were originally written in English, they were subjected to a translation process
following the procedure proposed by Brislin [86].

Transformational leadership was assessed with the seven-item Global Transformational
Leadership (GTL) measure proposed by Carless et al. [70]. An example item is “My supervisor
treats staff as individuals, supports and encourages their development”.

Task significance was assessed with three items of the Work Design Questionnaire (WDQ) by
Morgeson and Humprey [38]. An example is “The results of my work are likely to significantly affect
the lives of other people”.

POS was measured with six items of the Survey of Perceived Organizational Support by
Eisenberger et al. [36]. To improve the participants’ understanding, one reverse score item was
worded positively. An example item is “The organization really cares about my well-being”.

CSE was assessed with the twelve-item Core Self-Evaluations Scale (CSES) by Judge et al. [50].
An example item is “I am filled with doubts about my competence” (reverse item).

Job engagement was measured with Rich et al.’s scale [9] based on Kahn’s conceptualization.
This scale is composed of three dimensions: Physical (e.g., “I devote a lot of energy to my job”),
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emotional (e.g., “I am enthusiastic in my job”), and cognitive (e.g., “At work, I focus a great deal of
attention on my job”). The four items with the highest factor loadings for each dimension were used.

As in previous engagement studies [23,49,87], age, gender and tenure were included as
control variables.

3.3. Analytical Methods

Data analysis was carried out in two steps. First, a confirmatory factorial analysis was performed
to analyze the fit of the measurement model and examine the internal consistency of each construct,
the convergent validity of the scales and the discriminant validity of the constructs. Then, the structural
model was estimated using latent structural equation modelling. To analyze mediation, the initially
hypothesized model was compared with alternative models. The analyses were performed with IBM
SPSS Amos 23 for Windows.

The bootstrapping technique was used to analyze the indirect effects. In the present study, a 95%
confidence interval of indirect effect was calculated based on 2000 bootstrap resamples. Furthermore,
to correct the instability of the parameters, due to the length of the CSE measurement, three parcels of
four randomly selected items were created [88].

4. Results

The descriptive statistics and correlations are displayed in Table 1. As is shown, the correlations
were aligned with the hypotheses.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliability coefficients.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender - -
2. Age 32.09 6.18 −0.09
3. Tenure 3.17 2.52 −0.18 * 0.37 ***
4. Transformational leadership 5.25 1.43 −0.06 −0.20 *** −0.16 ** (0.96)
5. Task significance 4.71 1.30 −0.00 0.10 −0.02 0.14 * (0.81)
6. Perceived organizational support 4.73 1.46 0.04 −0.02 −0.19 *** 0.57 *** 0.28 *** (0.96)
7. Core-self evaluations 5.30 0.82 −0.03 −0.13 * 0.00 0.37 *** 0.32 *** 0.25 *** (0.82)
8. Job engagement 5.77 0.82 0.11 0.05 −0.08 0.33 *** 0.49 *** 0.44 *** 0.56 *** (0.93)

Note. N = 320. Values in parentheses are Cronbach’s alphas. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

To confirm the constructs’ reliability and validity, prior to testing the hypotheses, we conducted
CFAs. First, to evaluate the second-order structure of the engagement several models were proposed
and compared. As can be seen in Table 2, the one-factor model, in which the different items were loaded
into a single latent variable, adjusted poorly to the data. The three-factor model fitted significantly
better than the one-factor model (χ2(3) = 723.382, p < 0.001). The high correlations [89] between the
three dimensions of engagement (mean correlation = 0.655) suggest a commonality indicative of a
higher order factor [9,87,90]. Therefore, an additional model reflecting a second-order factor structure
was estimated. This model has the same fit statistics than the three-factor model, since the number
of estimated relationships and degrees of freedom are the same [9]. Furthermore, the second-order
factorial loads of the three dimensions (0.879, 0.690 and 0.866) are all positive, high and statistically
significant, supporting the structure as second-order factor [9].

Table 2. Engagement structure.

Models χ2 df CFI IFI RMSEA CI 90% RMSEA

One-factor structure 842.983 52 0.764 0.765 0.218 0.206–0.231
Three-factor structure 119.601 49 0.979 0.979 0.067 0.052–0.083

Second-order structure 119.601 49 0.979 0.979 0.067 0.052–0.083

Note. N = 320. In the three models, it was allowed error variances for two items of the physical dimension and
other two of the emotional one to correlate.



Sustainability 2018, 10, 4109 8 of 17

Second, the measurement model fit was tested. The results indicated an adequate fit with the data
(χ2 (421) = 1048.853; χ2/df = 2.491; CFI = 0.934; TLI = 0.928; RMSEA = 0.068), implying the acceptability
of the proposed model.

Table 3 summarizes the statistics used to verify the scales’ reliability and validity. The composite
reliability (CR) and the average variance extracted (AVE) of each scale exceeded the established
minimum of 0.6 and 0.5, respectively [91], supporting the reliability of the scales. Convergent
validity was evidenced by verifying that all the factor loadings were significant and higher than 0.5.
The discriminant validity between constructs was verified since the correlation confidence intervals
excluded the unit value, and their squared correlations were lower than the AVE [91].

Table 3. Overall reliability and validity of the constructs.

TL TS POS CSE JE

TL
CR = 0.964

AVE = 0.792

TS
SC = 0.019 CR = 0.818

(0.008; 0.266) AVE = 0.600

POS
SC = 0.328 SC = 0.080 CR = 0.959

(0.467; 0.679) (0.157; 0.407) AVE = 0.797

CSE
SC = 0.134 SC = 0.100 SC = 0.063 CR = 0.824

(0.244; 0.488) (0.176; 0.458) (0.123; 0.377) AVE = 0.610

JE
SC = 0.111 SC = 0.236 SC = 0.194 SC =0.316 CR = 0.855

(0.213; 0.453) (0.363; 0.609) (0.333; 0.549) (0.446; 0.678) AVE = 0.664

Note. TL, transformational leadership; TS, task significance; POS, perceived organizational support; CSE, core-self
evaluations; JE, job engagement; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; SC, squared correlation.

All the data were collected from a single source. Therefore, to examine the influence of common
method bias, Harman’s one-factor test using a CFA [92] was applied. The model in which all the
items of the five variables loaded onto the same factor did not fit the data well (χ2 (435) = 6095.668;
χ2/df = 14.013; CFI = 0.409; TLI = 0.386; RMSEA = 0.202), suggesting that common method bias was
not a significant issue in the present study [92].

The results of the structural model suggest that the hypothesized model (HM) provides good
fit with the data (χ2 (425) = 1081.935; χ2/df = 1.923; CFI = 0.931; IFI = 0.932; RMSEA = 0.070).
Based on existing theory, alternative models were considered to determine which of these best fit the
data. The comparison models were based on the saturated model, which coincides with a partial
mediation model. Four alternative models were then proposed. In the first one (M1), only the direct
relationships of each variable with the dependent variable were considered. In the following ones,
the relationships of transformational leadership with each of the mediating variables were eliminated
(M2, with no transformational leadership-task significance relationship; M3, with no transformational
leadership-POS relationship; and M4, with no transformational leadership-CSE relationship).

Following the Hair et al.’s [91] recommendation, to determine the best model, differences in χ2

were established according to the degrees of freedom. As can be seen in Table 4, the hypothesized
model (HM: Total mediation) is the one that presents a significantly better fit.
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Table 4. Model comparison.

Models χ2 df CFI IFI RMSEA CI 90% RMSEA ∆χ2 df p

Partial mediation 1081.833 424 0.931 0.932 0.070 0.065–0.075
Hypothesized model
(HM): total mediation 1081.935 425 0.931 0.932 0.070 0.064–0.075 0.102 1 ns

M1 1240.245 427 0.915 0.915 0.077 0.072–0.082 158.412 3 <0.001
M2 1086.872 425 0.931 0.931 0.070 0.065–0.075 5.039 1 <0.05
M3 1199.399 425 0.919 0.919 0.076 0.071–0.081 117.566 1 <0.001
M4 1118.409 425 0.928 0.928 0.072 0.066–0.077 36.576 1 <0.001

Note. M1: Only the direct relationships of each variable with the dependent variable were considered; M2:
With no transformational leadership-task significance relationship; M3: With no transformational leadership-POS
relationship; M4: With no transformational leadership-CSE relationship.

Figure 1 shows the parameters of the structural model.Sustainability 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 17 
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Figure 1. Structural model. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Note. TL, transformational
leadership; TS, task significance; POS, perceived organizational support; CSE, core-self evaluations;
JE, job engagement; PJE, physical job engagement dimension; EJE, emotional job engagement
dimension; CJE, cognitive job engagement dimension. Values in parentheses are the parameters
of the structural model, including the control variables.

To test the mediation hypotheses, the bootstrapping technique was used. As can be seen in
Table 5, the 95% confidence intervals (CI) for the indirect effects of transformational leadership on
job engagement via task significance, POS and CSE exclude zero. These results provide support for
Hypotheses 1–3 and confirm the indirect effect of transformational leadership on job engagement
through the three considered variables. Together, the independent and mediating variables explain
43.8% of the variance in job engagement.
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Table 5. Indirect effects of transformational leadership on job engagement.

Indirect Effects TL → VM → JE Estimate 95% CI (Lower) 95% CI (Upper) p

H1: TL→ TS→ JE 0.029 0.004 0.066 0.026
H2: TL→ POS→ JE 0.106 0.059 0.170 0.001
H3: TL→ CSE→ JE 0.104 0.059 0.162 0.001

Note. TL, transformational leadership; VM, mediating variable; JE, job engagement; TS, task significance; POS,
perceived organizational support; CSE, core-self evaluations.

5. Discussion and Implications

To encourage employees’ job engagement is considered essential to the sustainability of
organizations [17,22] and for their survival and long-term success [20,21], particularly in those
immersed in a changing environment [93]. Emergent high-tech and knowledge-based SMEs “are the
foundation for economic growth in today’s business” [53] (p. 241). Their development and
sustainability depend to a large extent on using and developing employee’s talent, encouraging
their well-being and stimulating them to give their best.

The purpose of this paper is to improve the understanding of the mechanisms through
which supervisors’ transformational leadership influences job engagement. In particular, this
paper explores the mediating role of perceived task significance, POS and employees’ CSE in the
transformational leadership-job engagement relationship in the context of emergent high-tech and
knowledge-based SMEs.

This study shows that supervisors’ transformational leadership influences job engagement by
framing followers work to help them to find meaning and significance into the tasks they perform
(Hypothesis 1). When employees perceive that their job tasks have a substantial influence on the life
or work of others, a sense of meaningfulness is generated. This sense increases their willingness to
invest their complete self and channel all their energies (physical, emotional and cognitive) into the
work role [14]. It is displayed, therefore, that the transformational leadership models the employees’
perceptions about their work [61], generating significant work experiences.

Moreover, transformational supervisors foster the belief that the organization values followers’
contributions and cares about their well-being. Transformational leadership has been associated
with the perception of more support from the supervisor [94] strongly linked to POS [35,69]. In line
with the results of research undertaken in other contexts [9,48,49,68], it is supported that the POS
positively influences job engagement. Recently, Caesen et al. [13] discovered that weekly POS positively
influenced weekly engagement and subsequent subjective well-being.

Employees who perceive a supportive and trusting work environment are willing to invest and
express their true self in their jobs, because they feel psychologically more secure and are not afraid of
negative consequences [14,46,64]. This finding is consistent with Kahn’s theory [14] and organizational
support theory [36,47]. Therefore, this research supports the indirect effect of transformational
leadership on employees’ job engagement via POS (Hypothesis 2). This is in accordance with the
results of Breevaart et al.’s [28] daily study, in which the authors found that when leaders showed
a more transformational behavior, followers perceived more social support, this, in turn, boosted
their engagement.

While some studies have demonstrated the influence of other leadership styles (e.g., humble
leadership) on followers’ CSE [52], to our best knowledge, this is the first study to corroborate that
the transformational leadership arouses employees’ engagement by enhancing the followers’ CSE
(Hypothesis 3). On one hand, in consonance with the transformational leadership theory [62] and
the self-concept based leadership theory [37], the results indicate that transformational supervisors
enhance the followers’ sense of self-worth and self-concept. On the other hand, in agreement with
Kahn’s theory [14], employees with high CSE feel psychologically available to invest their entire self in
the work, i.e., they feel energetic, emotionally linked to and happily absorbed in their works.
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An interesting result is derived from the relative strength of the indirect effects of transformational
leadership on job engagement. The strongest indirect effects are through POS and CSE. The indirect
effect via task significance, although significant, is somewhat less than one would expect. This result
may be due to the fact that employees perceive the task significance both on the basis of the job and
the social context cues (namely, transformational leadership) [34,58].

The context of this research (emergent high-tech and knowledge-based SMEs) could also have
influenced. In these firms, characterized by flat structures and project-based work, employees
perform multiple roles [95] and interdependent tasks [93] that can generate the perception of task
significance [96]. Furthermore, their size and age could also make it easier for employees to better see
the link between their work and the firm’s purpose and vision.

It has been argued that psychological safety may be more important for engagement in contexts in
which employees perform “complex, uncertain, creative tasks” [57] (p. 31), as emergent high-tech and
knowledge-based SMEs [97]. In this context, supervisor transformational leadership can contribute to
increase predictability, while generating a non-threatening environment in which employees can try
and experiment and put all their energies into creative work. Finally, feelings of competence and worth
are necessary to deal with the challenging demands derived from complexity and uncertainty [71].

On the other hand, it is possible that the different dimensions of transformational
leadership (idealized influence, inspirational motivation, individualized consideration, intellectual
stimulation, [62]) have differential effects on the perceptions of task significance, POS and CSE.
For example, one might expect that when leaders engage in behaviors of idealized influence and
inspirational motivation, employees will perceive that their work is more meaningful. Individualized
consideration could be associated more strongly with the perception of support, and the inspirational
motivation and intellectual stimulation with CSE [98]. Given that the scale used in this study is
one-dimensional in nature, it does not allow us to assess it. We believe that it would be interesting to
analyze it in future researches.

In sum, the results indicate that the transformational supervisors indirectly influence followers’
job engagement through three avenues: Helping them to find that the tasks they perform are significant
and have meaning, making them feel supported by the organization, and improving their sense of
worth and competence. In terms of psychological states, transformational leadership favors the
psychological meaningfulness, safety and availability [14] required for employees to decide to put their
hands, mind and heart into their jobs [9]. It represents an important advance in the comprehension of
the mechanisms involved in the complex relationship between transformational leadership and job
engagement responding to the recent calls made by several scholars [7,23,31,32]; and it serves to enrich
the debate on how the distinct forms of leader behavior could have a bearing on employee health and
well-being [3].

It also supports the Saks and Gruman’s theoretical approach [33] according to which the effect of
transformational leadership on job engagement occurs through the contextual and personal resources
perceived by employees. The results are also in line with the conservation of resources theory [99]
which states that people try to conserve current resources and acquire new resources. Those individuals
with a greater resource base are better able to invest resources, and as resources are gained, they can
increase their investment to achieve additional resources. As defined by Hobfoll [99], resources are
“those objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued by the individual or that
serve as a means for attainment of these objects” (p. 516). From Halbesleben et al.’s perspective [100],
the value of a resource for the individual will be greater to the extent that it helps him/her to achieve
his/her goals. Since transformational leadership favors employees’ access to valuable resources (that is,
perceptions of task significance, organizational support, and feelings of competence and personal
worth) that can help them to achieve their goals they will increase their investment in role, that is,
they will simultaneously invest their physical, emotional and cognitive energies in their job.

The results of this study shed light on some interventions to increase employee well-being in
terms of engagement. In order to create a healthy organizational environment promoting work
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meaning and safety, task significance and POS should be cultivated. Jobs could be designed so that
employees perceive that the tasks they perform have a significant impact on others, and society [38].
Encouraging employees to have greater interaction with those they benefit will strengthen the
significance they attach to their job [41,58]. To pay special attention to interpersonal relationships,
establish two-way communication channels, and provide employees with the needed resources to
perform their work [13,35] are undoubtedly actions that contribute to POS. Our study suggests that
supervisors should inspire and provide a purpose for employees, provide them support, involve
them in decision making, encourage their creativity, and act as role models. With these behaviors,
supervisors will make employees more aware of the significance of the task and feel more supported
by the organization, promoting higher levels of engagement.

In addition, supervisors can help to create an environment conducive to the development and
growth of followers by encouraging their learning, giving them the opportunity to perform tasks
that generate mastery and competence experiences, and providing them positive feedback. With this,
they will strengthen the followers CSE and their level of engagement, contributing to build healthy
workplaces [2] and to sustain the organization [17,22].

Based on the evidence that transformational leadership improves the employees’ engagement
through the task significance, POS and CSE, management at high-tech and knowledge-intensive SMEs
should promote this leadership style among their supervisors. Several studies (e.g., Antonakis et al. [101]
and Barling et al. [102]) have shown the effectiveness of training programs for transformational leadership
development. It is therefore recommended that training programs for transformational leadership
development should be carried out.

Despite the important implications, this study is not without limitations. First, the cross-sectional
design limits causal inferences. Additional studies with longitudinal data are needed to support the
causality of the relations.

Second, this study used employee self-reports, which may result in common method bias.
Although common method bias is rarely severe enough to jeopardize the validity of the results [103],
the Podsakoff et al.’s [92] recommendations concerning the design of the questionnaire were followed
to reduce this bias. In addition, the results of the Harman’s one-factor test using a CFA was applied;
and the results suggest that common method bias was not a significant issue in the present study [92].

Third, in this study, the one-dimensional GTL scale was used to measure transformational
leadership. This scale, which has the advantage of its short length (7 items), is highly correlated with
other established scales, such as the MLQ [70], and has shown reliability and validity [6]. To examine
the differential effects of the different facets of transformational leadership on the mediating variables,
new research based on multidimensional measures (such as the MLQ) is required.

This study examined the underlying mechanisms connecting transformational leadership with
job engagement. Therefore, CSE were considered as a mediator. Previous research has also analyzed
CSE as a mediator between resources and contextual variables, and employees’ attitudes, engagement
and well-being. However, there is also evidence of the moderating role of CSE. For example,
Zhang et al. [104] found that CSE moderated the abusive supervision-intrinsic motivation relationship.
A future line of interest would be to analyze whether CSE moderate the relationship between positive
leadership styles (such as transformational leadership) and job engagement.

This research is focused on the individual level. An interesting line for future studies would be to
combine different levels of analysis into a multilevel nature model.

This study is based on Kahn’s theoretical framework [14]. As it has been pointed out throughout
the paper, there are theoretical arguments and empirical evidence that support the choice of the
variables and the relations proposed. However, we recognize that a more accurate validation of
the theory should include psychological states. Future studies could expand our research testing
the mediation of psychological states in the relationships between the mediating variables and
job engagement.
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Despite these limitations, we believe that the results can help scholars and practitioners better
understand how to cultivate an environment that nurtures the employees’ enthusiasm, energy, and
their connection with work. For Kim et al. [22]: “A pivotal mechanism for understanding the human
dimension of sustainability is the ability for employees to thrive or be engaged in the workplace”
(p. 631).
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