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Introduction
Scholars in the field of positive psychology are promoting an equal focus on individuals’ deficits 
and strengths (Seligman, 2002; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In a work-related context, 
Van Woerkom Mostert, Els, Bakker and De Beer (2016) argue that employees are dependent on 
their organisations to support them to improve or develop their deficits and to use their strengths. 
In their research, Van Woerkom et al. (2016) refer to perceived organisational support (POS) for 
strengths use to indicate the extent to which employees believe that their organisations are 
supportive of them applying their strengths in the workplace. Similarly, POS for deficit correction 
refers to the extent to which employees perceive their organisation as supportive of them in 
developing their deficits. Although Van Woerkom et al. (2016) and other scholars promote a 
combined approach, studies usually focus on either strengths or deficits and rarely on a combined 
approach where both constructs are included.

In the literature it is found that organisations often take a deficit-based approach towards 
employee development by identifying employee deficits that compromise their performance in a 

Orientation: The positive psychology paradigm suggests a balanced focus on employee 
strengths and deficits. However, an overemphasis on strengths has raised questions regarding 
the value of a focus on strengths use, deficit improvement or a combined approach with a 
balanced focus on both.

Research purpose: The primary objective was to examine whether perceived organisational 
support (POS) for strengths use, POS for deficit improvement or a combined approach would 
be the strongest predictor of work engagement, learning, job satisfaction and turnover intention.

Motivation for the study: In the literature, there is little empirical evidence to support an 
approach where both employees’ strengths are used and their deficits improved.

Research design, approach and method: This study was conducted among 266 teachers from 
four public schools in the Western Cape. A cross-sectional survey design was used.

Main findings: The results suggest that both strengths use and deficit improvement are 
important predictors of work engagement, learning, job satisfaction and turnover intention. 
Learning was higher and turnover intention lower for individuals experiencing a combined 
approach compared to those believing that their school did not support them in either using 
their strengths or improving their deficits. Furthermore, a combined approach was associated 
with higher job satisfaction than a strengths-based approach, and a deficit-based approach was 
shown to be associated with higher levels of work engagement and lower turnover intentions 
compared to an environment where neither employees’ strengths nor deficits were addressed.

Practical or managerial implications: The results urge organisations to invest an equal amount 
of resources in their employees’ strengths and deficits, as opposed to neglecting either one. 
Such a combined approach may be associated with increased work engagement, learning and 
job satisfaction and lower turnover intention.

Contribution: This study provides empirical evidence that supports a combined approach 
where both employees’ strengths are used and their deficits developed.
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performance appraisal and by providing support in 
narrowing the gap between actual and desirable performance 
through training, coaching or feedback (e.g. Carr, 2004; 
Slade, 2010; Swanson & Holton, 2001; Wood & Tarrier, 2010). 
The focus on deficits or performance problems becomes 
evident in systematic approaches to human resources 
development that depart from a needs analysis, in which 
actual and desired end states are compared (Swanson & 
Holton, 2001), or in the competence management approach, 
in which employees are assessed and developed against a 
fixed set of competencies (Hall, 2004). Although such a 
deficit-based approach may indeed lead to considerable 
performance improvement (Dunn & Shriner, 1999; Ericsson, 
Nandagopal & Roring, 2009; LaFleur & Hyten, 1995), it does 
not acknowledge the fact that employees also have strengths, 
individual characteristics, traits and abilities that, when 
used, are energising and allow a person to perform at his or 
her personal best (Linley & Harrington, 2006; Wood, Linley, 
Maltby, Kashdan & Hurling, 2011).

Research has suggested that individuals can greatly benefit 
from using their strengths, because these refer to tasks for 
which the individual has an innate ability (Buckingham & 
Clifton, 2001). Previous research has found that strengths use 
is related to higher levels of self-efficacy (Falender & 
Shafranske, 2004; Van Woerkom, Oerlemans & Bakker, 
2015b), increased happiness and vitality (Govindji & 
Linley, 2007), subjective well-being (Proctor, Maltby & Linley, 
2011), increased work engagement (Harzer & Ruch, 
2012, 2013; Linley & Harrington, 2006), goal attainment 
(Linley, Nielsen, Wood, Gillett & Biswas-Diener, 2010), 
increased in-role and out-role performance (Van Woerkom & 
Meyers, 2015) and lower levels of sick leave (Van Woerkom, 
Bakker & Nishii, 2015a). Recently, however, some scholars 
have objected that the positive psychology movement has 
again created an imbalance by focusing almost exclusively 
on employee strengths while failing to pay an equal amount 
of attention to employee deficits (Rust, Diessner & Reade, 
2009; Sirmon, Hitt, Arregle & Campbell, 2010).

Thus, from the above arguments, it is suggested that in 
organisations there seems to be either an overemphasis on 
employee strengths or on deficits. Previous research, 
however, has not investigated empirically whether a focus 
on strengths use, a focus on deficit correction or a combined 
approach (focusing on both strengths use and deficit 
correction) may be more advantageous to the organisation. It 
therefore seems as if organisations are not grasping the 
possible positive outcomes that a combined approach 
(considering both strengths use and deficit correction as 
equally important) may offer. This study aims to address this 
issue by empirically investigating three possibilities: whether 
(1) POS for strengths use on its own, (2) POS for deficit 
correction on its own or (3) a combined approach including 
both POS for strengths use and POS for deficit 
correction will best predict employee outcomes, including 
work engagement, learning, job satisfaction and turnover 
intention. All these outcomes have been proven to affect the 

bottom line of the organisation and are therefore important 
constructs for organisational and individual performance 
(Bakker & Bal, 2010; Cropanzano, Rupp & Byrne, 2003; 
Judge, Thoresen, Bono & Patton, 2001; Porath, Spreitzer, 
Gibson & Garnett, 2012).

It can also be argued that the teaching profession in particular 
is in need of a study where the effects of POS for strengths 
use and POS for deficit correction on employee outcomes are 
investigated. This profession is typically characterised by 
high levels of burnout (Johnson, 2015), low work engagement 
(Buron & Lassibille, 2016), psychological distress and 
depression (Domingo et al., 2015), low job satisfaction and 
high turnover (Shaw & Newton, 2014; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2011). This clearly illustrates the need to examine whether 
intervention strategies, namely a strengths-based approach, a 
deficit-based approach or a combination of the two, may 
improve outcomes relevant to the teaching profession.

Purpose
The primary objective of this study was to examine which 
approach will best predict employee outcomes (i.e. work 
engagement, learning, job satisfaction and turnover 
intention): (1) an exclusive focus on POS for strengths use; (2) 
an exclusive focus on POS for deficit improvement or (3) an 
approach where both POS for strengths use and POS for 
deficit correction is combined.

Literature review
Perceived organisational support for deficit correction 
and for strengths use
Perceived organisational support refers to employees’ overall 
beliefs about the extent to which the organisation values their 
contributions and cares about their well-being (Rhoades, 
Eisenberger & Armali, 2001). Although POS for strengths use 
and deficit correction is related to general POS, the latter 
construct is much broader. For example, the organisation can 
also value the employee’s contribution by appreciating the 
fact that the employee is working overtime or care about 
employees’ well-being by encouraging a healthy work–home 
balance. Employees will perceive organisational support for 
strengths use when they believe that the organisation actively 
supports them in applying their strengths at work (Keenan & 
Mostert, 2013), for instance by making use of complementary 
partnering with colleagues or by adapting the task allocation 
to employees’ individual strengths (Linley & Harrington, 
2006). This may implicate that the performance requirements 
for two individual employees may change, while together 
they are still responsible for the same tasks, making individual 
deficits less important for their performance.

Employees will perceive organisational support for deficit 
correction when they believe that their organisation actively 
supports them in correcting their deficits. An example of this 
is when employee deficits that compromise performance are 
identified in a performance appraisal (Swanson & Holton, 
2001) and when the organisation supports the employee in 
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narrowing the gap between the actual and desirable 
performance by providing training, coaching, feedback or 
on-the-job learning processes.

Both POS for strengths use and POS for deficit correction 
may be conceptualised as job resources that are instrumental 
in achieving organisational and personal work goals, and 
that may stimulate employees’ growth, learning and 
development (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Van Woerkom 
et al., 2016). When employees are able to use their unique 
strengths, they are more likely to achieve performance goals. 
Also, it is likely that these performance goals will be more 
self-concordant (Sheldon & Elliot, 1999) and therefore that 
employees will be more persistent in achieving these goals 
(Koestner, Lekes, Powers & Chicoine, 2002). Moreover, 
using one’s strengths enhances feelings of competence 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004), which will support employees 
in coping with job demands (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; 
Van Woerkom et al., 2015a). In addition, furthering one’s 
best skills and abilities leads to steep learning curves, 
thereby stimulating employee development (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004).

Perceived organisational support for deficit correction may 
also be seen as a job resource because remediating one’s 
weaknesses facilitates goal attainment and employee 
development. As workers who feel incompetent report 
higher levels of stress or burnout (e.g. Brouwers & Tomic, 
2000; Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001), correcting 
performance deficits by engaging in learning opportunities 
may reduce job demands, alleviate stress and provide 
opportunities for growth and development.

Employee outcomes of perceived organisational support 
for strengths use and for deficit correction
Following the conceptualisation of POS for strengths use and 
POS for deficit correction as job resources, these two concepts 
may be associated with the positive outcomes that are 
associated with job resources. According to the job demands–
resources (JD-R) model, job resources are related to positive 
outcomes, including work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007), learning opportunities (Van Ruysseveldt, Proost & 
Verboon, 2011), job satisfaction and the intention to stay with 
the company (Jones, Chonko, Rangarajan & Roberts, 2007; 
Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009).

Work engagement is described as a positive, fulfilling work-
related state that can be characterised by vigour, dedication 
and absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli, 
Salanova, González-Romá & Bakker, 2002). Vigour is 
characterised by high levels of energy and mental resilience 
while working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work 
and persistence even in the face of difficulties (Schaufeli 
et al., 2002). Dedication refers to being strongly involved in 
one’s work and experiencing a sense of significance, 
enthusiasm and challenge (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Recent 
studies suggest that vigour and dedication are the core 
dimensions of work engagement (Llorens, Schaufeli, Bakker 
& Salanova, 2007; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). According to 

the JD-R theory, job resources are the strongest drivers for 
work engagement. More specifically, aspects of the job like 
autonomy, supervisory relationships, opportunities for 
growth, colleague support, et cetera, greatly influence an 
employee’s levels of work engagement (Bakker, 2011; 
Bakker & Bal, 2010). This argument is built on the hypothesis 
that job resources influence work engagement because of 
the motivational nature of these resources. It is believed that 
job resources may play an intrinsic motivational role 
because they foster growth and learning, or they can play 
an extrinsic motivational role because they are instrumental 
in achieving work goals (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 
Therefore, job resources have a motivational potential and 
are associated with increased work engagement (Bakker & 
Bal, 2010).

It can therefore be expected that the two job resources, POS 
for strengths use and POS for deficit correction, may lead to 
increased work engagement. When employees apply their 
strengths at work and can do what comes naturally to them, 
they will feel more energised and intrinsically motivated, 
making them more vigorous and dedicated to their work 
(Biswas-Diener, 2010). Similarly, when employees feel 
supported to develop competencies that do not come 
naturally to them, this may foster their feeling of learning, 
growth and personal development, which have been found 
to be associated with work engagement (Bakker, 2011; 
Mauno, Kinnunen, Mäkikangas & Feldt, 2010). Within the 
teaching profession, research has also indicated that support 
by the school and opportunities for development may 
increase teachers’ work engagement (Bakker & Bal, 2010). 
Similarly, it can be argued that when teachers feel competent 
in what they do and thus experience self-efficacy, they tend to 
experience higher levels of work engagement (Skaalvik & 
Skaalvik, 2014). For these reasons, we expect that both POS 
for strengths use and POS for deficit correction will increase 
employees’ levels of work engagement.

Learning can be described as the acquisition and application 
of knowledge and skills and is defined as an important 
component of thriving (Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, 
Sonenshein & Grant, 2005). On the one hand, POS for deficit 
correction can be expected to foster the acquisition of new 
skills, for example, by providing employees with 
opportunities for training or coaching. On the other hand, 
providing employees with the opportunity to use their 
strengths is likely to lead to the application of knowledge 
and skills. Also, learning curves tend to be steep when 
people get the chance to practice their best skills and 
abilities (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). This was confirmed in 
a study by Meyers, Van Woerkom, De Reuver, Bakk and 
Oberski (2015), who found that both an intervention to 
promote strengths use and an intervention to promote 
deficit correction led to increases in students’ personal 
growth initiative, although these increases were bigger for 
the strengths intervention group.

The extent to which employees feel that their organisation 
provides them with the desired support to use their strengths 
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or remediate their deficits may also influence employees’ 
attitudes regarding their work. When organisations are 
committed to employee development, employees may feel 
that they are important to the organisation and may feel more 
optimistic about the future (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, 
Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2007), which may increase their 
satisfaction with their job and reduce their intention to leave 
the organisation. Similarly, when employees feel that their 
work is designed in such a manner that they can do what 
they are good at, they may find their work more meaningful 
and may derive more pleasure from their daily activities 
(Harzer & Ruch, 2013; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). This 
in turn may influence their satisfaction with their work 
environment and reduce the risk of them leaving the 
organisation. Also, using strengths at work and mastering 
new skills may foster a sense of competence and self-efficacy, 
making employees feel more in control over their own 
performance (Bell & Kozlowski, 2008; Peterson & Seligman, 
2004). This positive attitude may lead to higher levels of job 
satisfaction and a lower turnover intention. It can therefore 
be argued that, when teachers feel competent and skilled in 
what they are doing (i.e. either by means of applying their 
strengths or by training and learning activities to develop the 
work-related aspects they are not good at), they are likely to 
experience stronger job satisfaction and are less likely to want 
to leave the profession (Høigaard, Giske & Sundsli, 2012).

Based on the arguments above, it is proposed that both POS 
for strengths use and POS for deficit correction may be 
associated with higher levels of work engagement, learning 
and job satisfaction and lower levels of intention to leave. 
What we do not know, however, is to what extent one of 
these approaches is more beneficial than the other, or to what 
extent a combined approach, focusing on both strengths use 
and deficit correction, is even more advantageous to the 
organisation. For this reason we tested three different 
conceptual models (see Figure 1). In Model A the path from 
POS for deficit correction was constrained to zero, and the 
unique contribution of POS for strengths use to each of the 
outcome variables was examined. In Model B the path from 
POS for strengths use was constrained to zero, and the unique 
contribution of POS for deficit correction to each of the 
outcome variables was examined. Finally, in Model C none of 
the paths were constrained to zero, and thus the covariance 
between POS for strengths use and POS for deficit correction 
were also taken into account.

Research method
Research approach
This study followed a quantitative research design and cross-
sectional data were collected by means of surveys. Therefore, 
data were collected at one particular point in time (Trochim & 
Donnelly, 2007).

Measures
Participants
The study population consisted of teachers from public 
schools in the Western Cape, South Africa. According to the 

Department of Basic Education of the Republic of South 
Africa (2014), there are approximately 11 062 educators 
employed in secondary schools in the Western Cape. A 
convenient sample of 266 teachers was drawn for the purpose 
of this study (n = 266). The characteristics of the participants 
are presented in Table 1. The majority of the sample consisted 
of females (64.6%). The majority were Afrikaans speaking 
(94.50%), followed by English speaking (3.7%). The mean age 
of the sample was 48.28 years, and almost one-third of the 
participants (34.70%) held a university degree. The majority 
of the teachers had been with their current school for less 
than 5 years (34.20%).

Measuring instruments
The strengths use and deficit correction questionnaire (Van 
Woerkom et al., 2016) was used to measure POS for strengths 
use and POS for deficit improvement. These constructs were 
measured on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 
(never) to 6 (almost always). POS for strengths use was 
measured with five items (e.g. ‘This organisation ensures that 
people can apply their strong points in their jobs’; α = 0.96) 

POS, perceived organisational support.

FIGURE 1: Conceptual models. (a) Model A, (b) Model B and (c) Model C.
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and POS for deficit correction was also measured with five 
items (e.g. ‘In this organisation I receive training to improve 
my weak points’; α = 0.93).

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) was used to 
measure the two core dimensions of work engagement, 
namely vigour and dedication (see Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 
Vigour was measured with six items (e.g. ‘At my work, I feel 
I am bursting with energy’) and dedication with five items 
(e.g. ‘I am enthusiastic about my job’). All items were 
measured on a seven-point frequency-rating scale, varying 
from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). The reliability for use of the 
UWES within the South African context has been confirmed 
with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for vigour (α = 0.78) and 
dedication (α = 0.89; Storm & Rothmann, 2003).

Learning, as a dimension of thriving, was measured with the 
Thriving at Work Scale developed by Porath et al. (2012). This 
questionnaire measures learning with five items (e.g. ‘I 
continue to learn more and more as time goes by’) on a scale 

from 0 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The internal 
consistency of the instrument was confirmed in previous 
studies, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from 0.88 
to 0.93 (Porath et al., 2012).

The Job Satisfaction Scale, developed by Hellgren, Sjöberg 
and Sverke (1997) (based on Brayfield & Rothe, 1951), was 
used to examine job satisfaction. This instrument consists of 
three items (e.g. ‘I am satisfied with my job’) rated on a Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). 
The reliability of this instrument has been confirmed in South 
Africa (α = 0.75; Masia & Pienaar, 2011).

Turnover intention was measured with a scale developed by 
Sjöberg and Sverke (2000). The items are measured with a 
total of three items (e.g. ‘I am actively looking for other jobs’). 
The items are measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). This scale has 
been proven to be reliable within the South African context, 
with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging between 0.74 
(Pienaar, Sieberhagen & Mostert, 2007) and 0.79 (Diedericks 
& Rothmann, 2014).

In the current study all scales showed a good internal 
consistency with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ≥ 0.72 
(see Table 2). Additionally, confirmatory factor analysis 
including all variables indicated that the overall measurement 
model showed an acceptable fit to the data ( χ2 = 1177.00; 
df = 572; p = 0.00; comparative fit index [CFI] = 0.91; Tucker–
Lewis index [TLI] = 0.90; root-mean-square error of 
approximation [RMSEA] = 0.06; standardised root-mean-
square residual [SRMR] = 0.05).

Analysis
The data were analysed by means of the SPSS program (IBM 
SPSS Inc., 2009) and Mplus 7.2. Structural equation 
modelling was used to assess prediction of the dependent 
variables (employee outcomes) by the independent variables 
(POS for strengths use and POS for deficit development). 
The goodness of fit of the models was tested using the 
traditional χ2 statistic, the CFI, the TLI, the RMSEA and the 
SRMR. General guidelines were followed and fit was 
considered adequate if CFI and TLI values were larger than 
0.90 (Byrne, 2010). A RMSEA value of 0.05 or less indicates a 
good fit, whereas values between 0.05 and 0.08 represent a 
moderately good model fit (Van de Schoot, Lugtig & 
Hox, 2012). According to Hu and Bentler (1999), the SRMR 
value should be smaller than 0.05. The Akaike information 

TABLE 1: Characteristics of participants.
Item Category Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 87 32.10
Female 175 64.60

Home language Afrikaans 256 94.50
English 10 3.70
Other 5 1.80

Age 16–20 years 2 0.80
21–30 years 30 11.30
31–40 years 19 7.10
41–50 years 81 30.50
51–60 years 99 37.20
60–69 years 24 9.00

Highest  
qualification

Grade 10 5 1.80
Grade 11 0 0.00
Grade 12 23 8.50
Technical College 
Diploma

58 21.40

Technicon Diploma 29 10.70
University Degree 94 34.70
Post-graduate 
Degree

37 13.70

Organisation  
tenure

0–5 years 91 34.20
6–10 years 35 13.20
11–20 years 51 19.20
21–30 years 52 19.50
31–40 years 24 9.00
41–50 years 3 1.10

N = 266.

TABLE 2: Correlation matrix (r) of the latent variables.
Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. POS for strengths 
use

4.55 1.08 (0.93) - - - - -

2. POS for deficit 
correction

3.93 1.36 0.54 (0.92) - - - -

3. Engagement 5.00 0.88 0.38 0.40 (0.92) - - -
4. Learning 4.32 0.64 0.20 0.25 0.44 (0.72) - -
5. Job satisfaction 4.20 0.75 0.33 0.41 0.55 0.21 (0.90) -
6. Turnover 2.22 1.03 -0.28 -0.26 -0.41 -0.19 -0.58 (0.83)

All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (p ≤ 0.01); r ≥ 0.30 is practically significant (medium effect); r ≥ 0.50 is practically significant (large effect). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (α) are 
presented on the diagonal in brackets.
Mean, scale means; SD, standard deviation; POS, perceived organisational support.
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criterion and sample adjusted Bayesian information criterion 
were used to compare the fit of competing models, where 
the model with the lowest value suggests superior fit (Van 
de Schoot et al., 2012).

One-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was 
used to assess whether differences exist in work engagement, 
learning, job satisfaction and turnover intention between 
different groups (representing different levels of POS for 
strengths use and POS for deficit correction). The Wilks’ 
lambda statistic was used as an indicator of the significance 
of group differences (Mayers, 2013). Subsequent analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) was then conducted to examine the 
differences for each outcome variable. Where significant 
differences were found, the Games-Howell post hoc test was 
used to examine the nature of these differences.

Results
Relationships between the variables
The correlations between the study variables are presented in 
Table 2. The means for the scales (and not the latent variables 
that were standardised), standard deviations and Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficients of the scales are also presented. All the 

correlations between all the variables were statistically 
significant.

Structural equation modelling
To test whether POS for strengths use and POS for deficit 
correction were significant predictors of our outcome 
variables, separate structural models were tested for each of 
these outcome variables (work engagement, learning, job 
satisfaction and turnover intention). In all models, both POS 
for strengths use and POS for deficit correction were included, 
but three competing models were tested for each outcome 
variable:

•	 In Model A, the path from POS for deficit correction to the 
outcome variable was constrained to zero.

•	 In Model B, the path from POS for strengths use to the 
outcome variable was constrained to zero.

•	 In Model C, paths from both POS for strengths use and 
POS for deficit correction were specified to the outcome 
variable (none of the paths in this model were constrained). 
In addition, a covariance between POS for strengths use 
and POS for deficit correction was included in the model.

The model fit indices and structural paths for each of the 
outcome variables are presented in Table 3. As can be seen 

TABLE 3: Goodness of fit indices and structural paths investigated for the different outcome variables.
Model Structural path β SE pa χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR AIC BIC ∆χ2 ∆df pb

Work engagement

Model A POS for strengths use → 
engagement

0.38 0.06 0.00* 633.22 188 0.89 0.88 0.09 0.19 14568.94 14798.29 113.69 2 0.00*

Model B POS for deficit correction → 
engagement

0.45 0.05 0.00* 618.69 188 0.90 0.88 0.09 0.18 14554.41 14783.75 99.16 2 0.00*

Model C POS for strengths use → 
engagement

0.18 0.07 0.01* 519.53 186 0.92 0.91 0.08 0.05 14459.25 14695.76 - - -

POS for deficit correction → 
engagement

0.35 0.07 0.00* - - - - - - - - - - -

Learning

Model A POS for strengths use → 
learning

0.36 0.06 0.00* 333.17 89 0.91 0.89 0.10 0.20 10947.98 11112.83 103.82 2 0.00*

Model B POS for deficit correction → 
learning

0.36 0.06 0.00* 324.42 89 0.91 0.90 0.10 0.20 10939.23 11104.08 95.07 2 0.00*

Model C POS for strengths use → 
learning

0.13 0.08 0.11 229.35 87 0.95 0.94 0.08 0.04 10848.16 11020.17 - - -

POS for deficit correction → 
learning

0.29 0.08 0.00* - - - - - - - - - - -

Job satisfaction

Model A POS for strengths use → 
satisfaction

0.33 0.04 0.00* 314.53 64 0.91 0.89 0.12 0.24 8568.11 8711.45 112.64 2 0.00*

Model B POS for deficit correction → 
satisfaction

0.42 0.06 0.00* 297.62 64 0.92 0.90 0.12 0.23 8551.20 8694.54 95.73 2 0.00*

Model C POS for strengths use → 
satisfaction

0.13 0.08 0.09 201.89 62 0.95 0.94 0.09 0.04 8459.47 8609.98 - - -

POS for deficit correction → 
satisfaction

0.35 0.07 0.00* - - - - - - - - - - -

Turnover intention

Model A POS for strengths use → 
turnover 

-0.37 0.08 0.00* 282.76 64 0.92 0.90 0.11 0.22 9347.08 9490.42 96.52 2 0.00*

Model B POS for deficit correction → 
turnover 

-0.31 0.06 0.00* 285.38 64 0.92 0.90 0.11 0.22 9349.70 9493.04 99.14 2 0.00*

Model C POS for strengths use → 
turnover 

-0.21 0.08 0.01* 186.24 62 0.95 0.94 0.09 0.04 9254.56 9405.07 - - -

POS for deficit correction → 
turnover 

-0.19 0.08 0.02* - - - - - - - - - - -

Β, beta; SE, standard error; a, statistical significance of regression paths, values in bold not significant; b, statistical significance of chi-squared difference; χ2, chi-squared; df, degrees of freedom; POS, 
perceived organisational support; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation; SRMR, standardised root-mean-square residual; AIC, Akaike 
information criterion; BIC, Bayesian information criterion.
*, p ≤ 0.01
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from Table 3, Model C was a significantly better model 
compared to Models A and B for all outcome variables. Also, 
the results indicate that for work engagement, in Model C 
both POS for strengths use (β = 0.18; p ≤ 0.01) and POS for 
deficit correction (β = 0.35; p ≤ 0.01) were significant 
predictors of work engagement, with POS for deficit 
correction being the strongest predictor. With regard to the 
results for learning, Model C suggests that POS for strengths 
use was not a significant predictor of learning in the presence 
of POS for deficit correction. POS for deficit correction, 
however, significantly predicted learning (β = 0.29; p ≤ 0.01). 
The results for job satisfaction indicate that in Model C, POS 
for strengths use (β = 0.35; p ≤ 0.00) significantly predicted 
job satisfaction, whereas POS for deficit correction did not 
significantly predict job satisfaction. The results with regard 
to turnover intention indicate that in Model C, both POS for 
strengths use (β = -0.21; p ≤ 0.01) and POS for deficit 
correction (β = -0.19; p ≤ 0.05) were significant predictors of 
turnover intention.

The results from Table 3 suggest that for all the employee 
outcomes (i.e. work engagement, learning, job satisfaction 
and turnover intention), Model C showed a significantly 
better fit to the data compared to Models A and B, suggesting 
that the model where POS for strengths use and POS for 
deficit correction are combined is a better model compared to 
the other two models, where only POS for strengths use or 
POS for deficit correction is included.

Multivariate analysis of variance and 
analysis of variance
Multivariate analysis of variance analysis was conducted to 
compare four different groups of respondents on their levels 
of work engagement, learning, job satisfaction and turnover 
intention. The sample was divided into groups based on the 
mean scores of POS for strengths use and POS for deficit 
correction, in which responses below the mean were 
categorised as ‘low’ and responses above the mean were 
categorised as ‘high’. Consequently, the following four groups 
were created:

•	 Group 1 consisted of employees experiencing low POS 
for strengths use and low POS for deficit correction, 
implying that the organisation does not provide support 
for employees in using strengths or developing their 
weaknesses.

•	 Group 2 consisted of employees with high POS for 
strengths use but low POS for deficit correction, implying 
mainly a strengths-based approach.

•	 Group 3 consisted of employees with low POS for 
strengths use but high POS for deficit correction, for 
example, following mainly a deficit-based approach.

•	 Group 4 comprised employees experiencing high POS for 
strengths use and high POS for deficit correction, meaning 
that these organisations followed a combined approach.

The results of the Wilks’ lambda test indicated that statistically 
significant multivariate group differences were found [F(15.657) = 
4.14, p ≤ 0.01; Wilks’ λ = 0.78; partial η² = 0.08]. The results of the 
follow-up ANOVA indicated significant differences for each of 
the five outcomes. Group comparisons were made by means of 
the Games–Howell procedure, because the group sizes were 
unequal (Mayers, 2013). The results are presented in Table 4.

The ANOVA results indicate that for all outcome variables, 
Group 1 (low POS for strengths use; low POS for deficit 
correction) differed significantly from Group 4 (high POS for 
strengths use; high POS for deficit correction). In each of these 
cases the high POS for strengths use and high POS for deficit 
correction group showed significantly higher levels of work 
engagement, learning and job satisfaction and lower levels of 
turnover intention compared to the low POS for strengths use 
and low POS for deficit correction group. In addition, 
interesting group differences were found for work engagement 
and job satisfaction, with results indicating a significant 
difference between Group 1 (low POS for strengths use; low 
POS for deficit correction) and Group 3 (low POS for strengths 
use; high POS for deficit correction), indicating that individuals 
who believe their organisation provides support to remediate 
their deficits but does not provide support to use their strengths 
have significantly higher work engagement and job satisfaction 
when compared to employees who perceive their organisation 
as neither using their employees’ strengths not correcting their 
deficits. Similarly, Group 2 (high POS for strengths use; low 
POS for deficit correction) showed significantly lower job 
satisfaction levels compared to Group 4 (high POS for strengths 
use; high POS for deficit correction), suggesting that employees 
who believe their organisation provides strengths use support 
but does not help them to improve their deficits reported 
significantly lower job satisfaction than those employees who 
indicated that their organisation provides support for both 
strengths use and deficit correction.

Discussion
Outline of the results
The primary objective of this study was to test three 
approaches and determine which approach would best 

TABLE 4: Between-group differences based on work engagement, learning, job satisfaction and turnover intention.
Variable Group 1: LS_LD Group 2: HS_LD Group 3: LS_HD Group 4: HS_HD F p Partial η²

Work engagement 4.60 (0.91)ᵃ 4.98 (0.65) 5.14 (0.94)ᵇ 5.38 (0.72)ᵇ 12.84 0.00 0.14
Learning 4.08 (0.63)ᵃ 4.30 (0.79) 4.35 (0.70) 4.47 (4.47)ᵇ 5.24 0.01 0.06
Job satisfaction 3.93 (0.70)ᵃ 4.05 (0.83)ᶜ 4.29 (0.63)ᵇ 4.55 (0.58)ᵇ,ᵈ 12.48 0.00 0.13
Turnover intention 2.51 (1.04)ᵃ 2.13 (0.95) 2.31 (0.87) 1.83 (0.96)ᵇ 7.02 0.00 0.08

The means are presented in the table with standard deviations in brackets; statistical significance is set at p ≤ 0.05.
LS_LD, low POS for strengths use and low POS for deficit correction; HS_LD, high POS for strengths use but low POS for deficit correction; LS_HD, low POS for strengths use but high POS for deficit 
correction; HS_HD, high POS for strengths use and high POS for deficit correction.
a, Group differs statistically significantly from type (in row) where b is indicated; c, group differs statistically significantly from type (in row) where d is indicated.
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predict employee outcomes (i.e. work engagement, learning, 
job satisfaction and turnover intention): (1) an exclusive 
focus on POS for strengths use; (2) an exclusive focus on 
POS for deficit improvement or (3) an approach where both 
POS for strengths use and POS for deficit correction were 
combined. Our results indicate that both POS for strengths 
use and POS for deficit correction predict work engagement, 
learning and job satisfaction and are negatively related to 
turnover intention. This implies that when employees 
perceive their organisation to be supportive of them using 
their strengths or improving their deficits, they are more 
likely to experience increased levels of work engagement, 
learning and job satisfaction and lower intentions to leave 
the organisation. These results are in line with the results 
from previous research. A recent study by Botha and Mostert 
(2014) found that employees who are allowed to use their 
strengths at work experience higher work engagement. 
Other studies indicate that when individuals are given the 
opportunity to use their strengths (Falender & Shafranske, 
2004; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) or master new skills (Bell 
& Kozlowski, 2008) these individuals may develop a sense 
of competence and self-efficacy, giving them the feeling that 
they have control over their own performance and that they 
can positively influence their environment. In a work 
context, such positive attitudes as a result of using one’s 
strengths at work may potentially lead to higher levels of 
job satisfaction and lower levels of turnover intention. Also, 
research has shown that in organisations where employees 
receive opportunities for development, they may feel 
valued by the organisation (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), 
which may influence their job satisfaction. Similarly, 
employees who feel they apply their strengths at work may 
feel more optimistic about their job, find their work more 
meaningful, and may derive more pleasure from their daily 
activities (Harzer & Ruch, 2013; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 
2010), which may influence their job satisfaction. Finally, 
our study supports advocacy for a combined approach 
focusing on both individuals’ strengths and their deficits, as 
suggested by leaders in the field of positive psychology. 
These authors all agree that for optimal human functioning 
there should be an equal focus on nurturing people’s 
strengths and repairing their weaknesses (Linley, Joseph, 
Harrington & Wood, 2006; Rust et al., 2009; Seligman, 
Parks & Steen, 2004). It is not surprising that a combined 
approach yields better employee results compared to an 
exclusive focus on POS for strengths use or POS for deficit 
correction. It is reasonable to expect that an organisation 
that both improves their employees’ deficits and uses their 
strengths may have employees with more positive attitudes 
towards the organisation, because these employees feel 
more valued and appreciated by the organisation (Santos & 
Stuart, 2003; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) and enjoy their 
work more (Harzer & Ruch, 2013; Schmidt, 2007), because 
they can do what comes naturally to them and can work on 
the things that they are less skilled at.

It is worthwhile to note that in our results with learning and 
job satisfaction as outcome variables, POS for strengths use 

and POS for deficit correction were both significant 
predictors of these two outcomes when examined separately. 
However, when both POS variables were included in one 
model and the covariance between these two variables was 
taken into account, the path between POS for strengths use 
on the one hand and learning and job satisfaction on the 
other hand became insignificant. Thus, in this study POS for 
strengths use is a significant predictor of learning and job 
satisfaction when POS for deficit correction is not accounted 
for in the model. However, in the case where both strengths 
use and deficit improvement are present, POS for deficit 
correction may play the predominant role in increasing 
learning and job satisfaction, while POS for strengths use 
may become less significant in predicting these outcomes. A 
possible explanation for these results may be the nature of 
our sample, which consisted of secondary school teachers, 
who may have a predominant orientation on learning and 
development. Future research needs to explore to what 
extent these findings can be generalised to other populations. 
Also, because of our cross-sectional research design, we 
cannot rule out the possibility that reversed causality played 
a role in our results. This could mean that engaged and 
satisfied employees perceive more support for deficit 
correction compared to other employees, possibly because 
they have the energy to invest in learning processes that 
address their weaknesses.

Our results also suggest that for all outcome variables, the 
high POS for strengths use and high POS for deficit correction 
group showed significantly higher levels of work engagement, 
learning and job satisfaction and lower levels of turnover 
intention compared to the low POS for strengths use and low 
POS for deficit correction group. It can thus be expected that 
it will always be better to follow a combined approach of POS 
for strengths use and POS for deficit correction compared to 
a lack of support for either strengths use or deficit correction. 
Our results further indicate that for engagement and job 
satisfaction an exclusive deficit approach is also more 
beneficial than an absence of a strengths-based approach or a 
deficit-based approach. Our results also show that for 
increased satisfaction a combined approach focusing on both 
POS for strengths use and POS for deficit correction is better 
than an exclusive strengths-focused approach. These findings 
indicate that ‘fixing’ weaknesses is not by definition 
demoralising and demeaning (Hodges & Clifton, 2004) and 
may even contribute to employee well-being. It is thus 
strongly suggested that researchers acknowledge the 
importance of both the use of employees’ strengths and the 
correction of their deficits, rather than overemphasising or 
neglecting one or the other. Using one’s strengths and 
successfully addressing one’s deficits may improve an 
individual’s level of functioning and essentially contribute to 
a sense of self-actualisation. Self-actualisation is described as 
being the best an individual is capable of being (Maslow, 
1968). Therefore, it is plausible that using one’s strengths and 
also remediating one’s deficits gives an individual a sense of 
competence and the feeling that their potential is realised. 
Therefore, positive psychology should not just concern itself 
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with amplifying strengths but also with supporting people in 
overcoming their weaknesses (Linley et al., 2006; Seligman 
et al., 2004).

Practical implications
Whereas in the past human resource practices were almost 
exclusively aimed at identifying and correcting employees’ 
weaknesses or deficits, the positive psychology approach has 
made a case for the importance of employee strengths. Our 
study can be seen as an investigation of the relative 
importance of both deficits and strengths-based approaches 
for promoting employee outcomes such as engagement, 
learning and satisfaction. The results of our study point out 
that a combined approach of supporting employees both in 
leveraging their strengths and remediating their weaknesses 
leads to the most favourable results in terms of important 
employee outcomes. Thus, it is demonstrated that, rather 
than overemphasising or neglecting either strengths use or 
deficit improvement, organisations are likely to enhance 
employee outcomes by investing equally in their employees’ 
deficits and their strengths.

Limitations and recommendations
This study is not without limitations. The cross-sectional 
design followed cautions the reader to prudently interpret 
the findings. In order to make sound inferences regarding 
causal relationships it is suggested that future studies examine 
these relationships longitudinally. Another limitation in this 
study was the use of self-report measures, as this threatens 
the validity of the findings through possible response bias 
(Bolt & Johnson, 2009). Although it would be ideal to assess 
strengths use and deficit improvement of employees with 
objective measures, this would likely prove to be time and 
resource intensive.

Conclusion
To conclude, the results of this study clearly suggest that in an 
environment where the organisation follows a combined 
approach – focusing on both POS for strengths use and POS 
for deficit correction – employees are likely to experience 
higher levels of work engagement, learning and job satisfaction 
and lower turnover intention, compared to organisations 
where neither strengths use nor deficit improvement receive 
much consideration. Therefore, focusing on both strengths 
use and deficit improvement may benefit the individual 
and organisation greatly, indicating the need for employees 
to both use their strengths and improve their deficits in 
the work.
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