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How can personal development lead to increased engagement? The roles of
meaningfulness and perceived line manager relations

There is an increasing need to understand the psychological processes that link
personal development with employee engagement, particularly the boundary
conditions at which these occur. The current study sought to meet this need by
testing whether perceived opportunities for development are positively associated
with job engagement indirectly through the experience of meaningfulness, and
whether this indirect relationship is conditional on the level of perceived line
manager relations. Questionnaire data was collected from 152 UK workers from a
range of occupations and organizations. The results found support for all the
hypotheses. In particular, the positive effects of perceived opportunities for
development on job engagement (measured one month later) via meaningfulness was
only significant for those who perceived that they had a good relationship with their
line manager. Thus, there is a need for line managers to develop high quality
relationships with their direct reports in order for development practices to translate
into positive psychological outcomes. Engagement theory could be advanced by
further understanding broaden-and-build and social exchange processes.

Keywords: personal development; line management; meaningfulness; engagement;
moderated mediation
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Introduction
Providing opportunities for personal development is a crucial practice within a human
resource management (HRM) system because such opportunities develop human capital
resources within the organization, which enable sustained competitive advantage (Lee &
Bruvold, 2003). Moreover, opportunities for development are important for facilitating
employee engagement (Bakker & Bal, 2010; Sarti, 2014; Shuck, Twyford, Reio, & Shuck,
2014). Engagement is defined as the authentic, simultaneous expression of one’s emotional,
cognitive, and physical dimensions of the self whilst performing one’s job role (Kahn, 1990).
In doing so, personal development connects the individual with their work context because
“they provide pathways for employee growth and fulfillment” (Crawford, Rich, Buckman, &
Bergeron, 2014, p.61). Over recent years initiatives to improve employee engagement have
become widespread because of their potential to leverage organizational success through
harnessing the motivation and spirit of its employees (Saks & Gruman, 2014). As HRM
practitioners are often responsible for leading organizational change initiatives that seek to
improve employee engagement through human resource (HR) practices (Arrowsmith &
Parker, 2013; Reissner & Pagan, 2013), and given that a recent evidence synthesis shows that
employee perceptions of development are associated with engagement (Bailey, Madden,
Alfes, & Fletcher, 2015), it may be particularly useful for HRM researchers to examine the
psychological processes that underpin the relationship between personal development and
engagement in more depth. Currently, there is a lack of understanding of how personal
development leads to engagement, and in what circumstances this process occurs. This is
important to address because it provides practical recommendations on how development
practices can be best designed and implemented to facilitate engagement, as well as
theoretical insight into the psychological foundations of engagement and how these can be
influenced by contextual factors.
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This paper aims to develop such an insight by examining whether meaningfulness, a
key precondition of engagement (Kahn, 1990), is a critical psychological process that
explains how perceptions of personal development lead to engagement; and whether this
process is contingent upon one’s perceived relationship with one’s line manager. Although a
few studies have shown that perceived development is directly linked to engagement (e.g.,
Bakker & Bal, 2010; Sarti, 2014; Shuck et al., 2014), a scarce number have examined
potential mediating processes that underpin this relationship. For example, Bal, Kooji, and de
Jong (2013) examined how the availability of developmental HRM (including job
development/enrichment/rotation, internal promotion, and lateral job movement), at the unit
level, was related to engagement, at the individual level, via psychological contract
perceptions, at the individual level. The current study complements and extends Bal et al.’s
(2013) study by examining employee perceptions of development practices, rather than just
whether they are available to them, and by focusing specifically on opportunities for personal
development, rather than on a range of job design/development factors. Focusing on
perceptions of HR practices are important as employees vary in how they react to
implemented practices, and differ in the attributions they make about why management enact
these practices, which influences the way each individual behaves and acts (Nishii, Lepak, &
Schneider, 2008). Moreover, the current study will probe the boundary conditions of the
mediating process that links personal development and engagement by testing whether the
relationship with the line manager has a moderating influence. Given that line managers enact
development practices on a day-to-day basis, such as career management (Crawshaw &
Game, 2015), the relationship between the employee and their line manager may strengthen
or weaken the positive effects of opportunities for development depending on the extent to
which this relationship is perceived as supportive.
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This paper will contribute to the engagement literature in the following ways.
First, it will strengthen the evidence base that perceived opportunities for
development are important for facilitating engagement. Although there is growing
evidence to show that job resources, as a collection of physical, social and
organizational aspects of a job, promotes high levels of engagement (Bailey et al.,
2015), there are a lack of studies that specifically examine the effects of development
practices and engagement (Shuck et al., 2014). Therefore, there is a need to strengthen
this particular body of evidence as the effects of personal development on engagement
has, to date, been subject to only a handful of studies. Second, the study will provide
further insight into the role of meaningfulness as a key psychological condition of
engagement. Despite contemporary theorizing on engagement positioning
meaningfulness as a critical intermediary process that connects perceptions of the
wider work context with the experience of engagement (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014), there
remains little specific understanding or evidence about how HR practices, such as
personal development, may facilitate engagement via meaningfulness. This has been
highlighted as an important gap to address as such studies will reveal the
psychological processes that underpin HR practices and may help to integrate
different theoretical perspectives to advance our understanding of how HRM can
facilitate engagement (e.g., Fletcher, 2016; Shuck & Rose, 2013). Third, by
examining the role of the line manager as a boundary condition for the effects of
personal development this study will shed light on the contextual factors that impact
on how engagement is experienced, and will provide a more nuanced understanding
of engagement’s theoretical foundations, particularly that of social exchange (Blau
1964). Qualitative studies have highlighted how management behave and relate to
employees will influence the way in which the wider organizational context shapes
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the experience of engagement (e.g., Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Reissner & Pagan, 2013).
Therefore, the current study will complement these studies by providing a quantitative
examination of the role of the line manager in shaping how development practices impact on
engagement.
Theoretical background and hypotheses
The association between perceived opportunities for development and engagement
Having opportunities to undertake personal development activities, such as leading a new
project or undertaking a qualification/formal learning experience, signifies that the
organization values and cares about them as individuals, and as important for the success of
the organization (Lee & Bruvold, 2003). Thus, personal development can be seen as a way in
which the employer and employee can participate in social exchanges because the employer
is giving the employee opportunities to acquire and develop valuable resources in the form of
skills, abilities and knowledge (Koster, de Grip, & Fouarge, 2011). The theory of social
exchange (Blau, 1964) posits that an employee and their employer participate in an ongoing
exchange of resources that occurs within a framework of rules and norms of reciprocity, such
that when an employee receives resources from the other party they will feel obliged to repay
in kind. Social exchange involves not only economic (i.e. tangible) resources, such as pay and
incentives, but also socio-emotional (i.e. intangible) resources, such as social support and
recognition. If the employee receives these resources from their employer, via practices such
as personal development, they may feel obliged to repay their employer by engaging more
with their work (Shuck et al., 2014). This is because engagement is assumed to be within the
individual’s power to some degree, i.e. the degree to which the individual engages with their
work is a choice that the individual themselves makes (Kahn, 1990; Kahn, 2010).
Moreover, personal development can be seen as an important job resource; such
resources connote physical, social, or organizational features related to the job that are
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functional in achieving goals and personal growth as well as in reducing job demands
and their associated costs (Crawford et al., 2014). According to job demands-resources (J
D-R) theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), job resources, such as opportunities for
development, facilitate motivational psychological states, particularly that of
engagement, as they help to fulfil both extrinsic (e.g., goal accomplishment) and intrinsic
(e.g., competency) motivational needs. Therefore, employees who perceive that they
have many opportunities to develop their personal skill/abilities, as well as careers,
within their organization are more likely to feel engaged with their work roles than those
that do not hold those perceptions. Indeed there is some evidence to show that
perceptions regarding opportunities for development are positively associated with
engagement. Bailey et al. (2015) systematically reviewed the engagement literature to
find that 26 empirical studies out of 172 that met the quality criteria for inclusion (from
5771 items) examined the association between a range of job resources and engagement,
yet only one examined the specific relationship between opportunities for development
and engagement, with this finding a positive association. Additionally, Shuck et al
(2014) found, within a sample of 207 employees in the health care industry, that
perceived support for participation in human resource development practices was
positively and similarly related to each dimension of engagement (i.e., emotional,
cognitive, behavioural).
The association between meaningfulness and engagement
A core feature of contemporary engagement theory is the positioning of meaningfulness as a
critical psychological condition of engagement (Kahn, 1990). Meaningfulness connotes
“feeling that one is receiving a return on investments of one’s self in a currency of physical,
cognitive, or emotional energy” (Kahn, 1990, p.703-4). In other words “people need to feel as
if they matter, that their contributions have meaning” (Kahn, 2010, p.24). Although the body
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of literature on meaningfulness is fragmented, there is consensus that meaningfulness refers
to perceiving one's work as particularly significant and valuable (Rosso, Dekas, &
Wrzesniewski, 2010). These perceptions are argued to be necessary for the experience of
engagement as they incentivize the investment of one's energies into one's work role (Kahn,
1990), and deepen the purpose and personal fulfilment of work and the work context (Kahn
& Heaphy, 2014). This corresponds with conservation of resource (COR) theory (Hobfoll,
1989) which argues that individuals invest their own psychological resources in this way in
order to protect and enhance their sense of wellbeing. Investing resources helps them to selfregulate, manage their social relationships, and fit into the wider organizational context
(Hobfoll, 2011). Thus, investment in one’s work role through the experience of
meaningfulness leads to higher engagement as it improves psychological functioning, which
then allows for further investment, i.e. a gain spiral effect. Indeed, there is empirical evidence
supporting this claim, for example Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, and Schaufeli (2009a)
found, within a sample of 163 employees, reciprocal relationships between personal
resources and engagement across an 18-month period. Accordingly, individuals who
experience meaningfulness will be motivated to invest more of themselves into their work
role (i.e., engagement) because they feel that in doing so they will be better able to protect
and enhance their well-being. Indeed, there is growing evidence demonstrating that
meaningfulness increases levels of engagement (e.g., Chen, Zhang, & Vogel, 2011; May,
Gilson, & Harter, 2004; Soane et al., 2013).
Meaningfulness as a mediating process that connects personal development with the
experience of engagement
Meaningfulness is not just a key antecedent of engagement; it is also proposed to be a
core psychological process that connects perceptions of the wider work environment with
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engagement (Kahn, 1990; Saks & Gruman, 2014). This is because meaningfulness acts as a
motivational pathway that transforms the value and purpose derived from the work context
into a positive and fulfilling personalized experience (Shuck & Rose, 2013). Indeed, evidence
has shown that meaningfulness links work contextual perceptions of job enrichment and work
role fit with increased engagement (May et al., 2004); however no studies have explored
whether this in case for the relationship between personal development and engagement.
Having opportunities to develop one’s skills, abilities and career aspirations will enable
personal growth and fulfilment, and will prepare one for changes to one’s job, e.g. increased
responsibility, challenge or promotion (Crawford et al., 2014). This increases the personal
value and significance of one’s work, i.e. meaningfulness, which in turn fosters engagement
(Kahn, 1990; Soane et al., 2013), and as such reflects Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build
theory and the theory of purposeful work behavior (Barrick, Mount, & Li, 2013). More
specifically, perceiving that one has ample opportunities to develop personal skills/abilities
and career aspirations enhances one's sense of meaningfulness as such perceptions signify to
the individual that their unique skills, responsibilities, and work activities hold value and
worth (Kahn, 1990; Lee & Bruvold, 2003). As reflected in Fredrickson’s (2001) broadenand-build theory, this sense of meaningfulness then broadens affective and cognitive
processes through promoting a wider interest in the work context, for example work goals
and expected performance behaviour (Barrick et al., 2013; Soane et al., 2013). In
consequence, engagement is heightened because, as an affective-cognitive psychological
state, it is activated when meaningfulness is experienced (Kahn, 1990). Thus, the relationship
between perceived opportunities for development and engagement is likely to be mediated by
meaningfulness.
Hypothesis 1: Meaningfulness mediates the relationship between perceived opportunities for
development and engagement.
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The moderating role of perceived line manager relations
There is a need to explore and test interactions between different antecedents of engagement
because there is an untested and uncritical assumption that all resources have the same linear
and independent effects (Crawford et al., 2014). Given that there is emerging evidence that
resources interact to influence engagement, it is important to further examine potential
moderation effects to advance engagement theory. For example, Zhu, Avolio and Walumbwa
(2009) found that follower characteristics strengthened the positive relationship between
transformational leadership and follower work engagement; and Mendes and Stander (2011)
revealed that empowering leadership interacted with role clarity to influence engagement.
The current study aims to examine the potential moderating role that line managers
have on the relationship between perceived opportunities for development and
meaningfulness. Line managers can create meaning and purpose for employees by enacting
behaviors that raise morality and commitment, providing positive cues about the importance
and wider utility of their work, and inspiring creativity and action (Rosso et al., 2010).
According to social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) employees and line managers can develop
a high quality relationship because they participate and invest, over time, in the mutual
reciprocation of socio-emotional resources, such as support and trust. Although this theory
has been used to explain the mediation processes that link perceptions of development with
engagement (e.g. Shuck et al., 2014), a growing number of scholars argue that social
exchange mechanisms may moderate or accentuate the psychological processes that translate
HR practices into positive employee states, attitudes and behavior (e.g., Alfes, Shantz, Truss,
& Soane, 2013; Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2010; Kuvaas, Buch, & Dysvik, 2012). This is because
line managers are often responsible for the day-to-day implementation of HR practices
(Wright & Nishii, 2007) and play a key role in the career management of their direct reports
(Crawshaw & Game, 2015), and so they act as deliverers and implementers of personal
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development practices and as agents of the organization (Kuvaas & Dyskvik, 2010).
Supportive managers who display leadership behaviours are important for ensuring the
delivery and implementation of HRM to frontline staff results in favourable employee
outcomes (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). As line managers are implementers of HR
practices, employees will interact with them regularly and perceive them, in part, as an
agent of the organization, and therefore the employee will participate in an exchange of
socio-emotional resources with their line manager and over time this develops into a
long-term social exchange relationship (Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997).
Social exchange relationships strengthen the experience of, and provide further
legitimation for, personal development and so social exchange theory may explain the
conditions under which personal development results in positive effects (Kuvaas &
Dyskvik, 2010). When one has a positive relationship with one’s manager, felt
obligations towards the manager and the expectation of mutual reciprocity will be
stronger than when one has a weak or negative relationship with one’s manager (Wayne
et al., 1997). A high level of perceived opportunities for development coupled with a
positive perception of the relationship with one’s manager, will result in a particularly
strong obligation to reciprocate by way of positive attitudes and behaviors towards both
the manager and the organization (Kuvaas & Dyskvik, 2010). Given that
meaningfulness is facilitated by both the manager, such as through leadership
behaviors, goal setting, and communication, and by the organization, such as through
its mission, values, and practices (Rosso et al., 2010), perceived opportunities for
development will interact with the perceptions regarding the relationship with one’s
line manager to influence meaningfulness. Thus, the positive effects of personal
development on meaningfulness will be strengthened when such felt obligations and
reciprocity are particularly salient because the individual will also be motivated to
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sustain the social exchange relationship between themselves and their manager. In order to
maintain this relationship, the individual will put even more effort into ensuring that they
benefit from personal development opportunities in terms of meaningfulness, which, in turn,
will result in repayment in terms of increased engagement. Based on these propositions, line
managers are in a position to strengthen employees’ ability to transform the perceived value
and worth of development opportunities into the experience of meaningfulness. It is proposed
that the positive relationship between perceived opportunities for development and
meaningfulness will be stronger for employees who perceive that they have a high quality
relationship line manager than for those who do not hold such perceptions.
Hypothesis 2: Perceived line manager relations will moderate the relationship between
perceived opportunities for development and meaningfulness.
In sum, this study predicts that perceived opportunities for development leads to job
engagement indirectly via the experience of meaningfulness (Hypothesis 1), and that this
relationship is conditional upon the degree to which the employee perceives that they have a
high quality relationship with their line manager (Hypothesis 2). This model is illustrated in
Figure 1.
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
Method
Participants and procedure
The study was designed as two online questionnaires: the first assessed perceived
opportunities for development, perceptions of line manager relations, and meaningfulness
(i.e., predictor, mediator, and moderator); and the second was conducted one month later and
assessed the dependent variable, namely job engagement. A time lagged design was used in
order to minimize common method bias. Separating out the measurement of independent and
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dependent variables in time reduces respondent biases in retrieving and recalling information
and contextual cues (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Similarly to Karatepe
and Ngeche (2012) and Paek, Schuckert, Kim, and Lee (2015), a one month interval was used
because it reduces memory decay, prevents masking a relationship that really exists, and
enables the effects of affective states, such as meaningfulness, to be captured reasonably well.
Three thousand UK workers were asked to participate in the study via a market research
company. The sample was generated by the market research company from a database of
enrolled members of the public who receive credit points for completing surveys sent by the
company. These points can be exchanged for monetary vouchers once enough have been
gained. A total of 302 (response rate of 10%) completed the first online questionnaire; of
these, 152 (around half) also went on to complete the second online questionnaire one month
later. It should be noted that the 152 individuals included in this study represents a very low
overall response rate from those initially invited (5%) – this was partly due to the researcher’s
small available budget that only allowed a total of just over 300 to be completed initially, and
partly due to a tight response timeframe of one week being imposed on the second
questionnaire. Of the 152 that fully completed both questionnaires, half were male, two thirds
did not have managerial responsibility, and the same proportion were full-time. They
represented a range of occupational and industrial sectors with the most from
professional/associated professional (27%), administration/ secretarial (23%), and skilled
trades/manual (17%).
Measures
All measures used a 7-pt Likert scale (1-strongly disagree to 7-strongly agree).
Perceived opportunities for development
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Four items were developed by the author to assess perceived opportunities for development,
an example item being 'I have many opportunities to develop my personal skills and abilities'.
These items were designed to capture the individual’s perceptions regarding the formal (e.g.,
secondments, qualifications) and informal (e.g., increased responsibilities, leading on a new
project) opportunities available to them to develop their personal skills/abilities as well as
their careers (Shuck & Rocco, 2014). The items drew upon those from Lee and Bruvold’s
(2003) and Kuvaas and Dysvik’s (2010) perceived investment in employee development
scales, as well as Bakker and Bal’s (2010) opportunity for development scale. The remaining
items can be found in Table 1. The inter-item reliability of this scale was α = .90.
Perceived line manager relations
Four items were developed by the author to assess perceived line manager relations, an
example item being 'My immediate manager motivates me to perform well'. These items
drew upon Rhoades, Eisenberger, & Armeli’s (2001) perceived supervisory support scale and
Graen and Uhl-Bien’s (1995) leader-member exchange scale. The remaining items can be
found in Table 1. The inter-item reliability of this scale was α = .85.
As the scales for perceived opportunities for development and perceived line manager
relations were constructed by the author, a principal components analysis was conducted
using oblimin rotation to ensure that these two factors were distinct. Table 1 shows that two
factors were extracted and that these reflected the items for each scale, respectively. To
further test the validity of these scales, additional data was collected to compare the
psychometric properties of the scales to alternative published scales. Additional tests
confirmed that the scales developed in this paper were psychometrically comparable to other
similar, published scales1.

1

The results from these additional analyses are available from the author upon request
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Meaningfulness
May et al’s (2004) six item meaningfulness scale was used to assess an individual’s perceived
sense that their work is personally worthwhile and valuable (Kahn, 1990). An example item
is ‘The work I do on this job is very important to me’. Its inter-item reliability was α = .95.
Job engagement
Job engagement was measured one month after the first questionnaire using a 9-item
shortened version of Rich, Lepine, and Crawford’s (2010) 18-item job engagement scale.
This scale represents the emotional, cognitive and behavioral components of engagement as
conceptualized within HRM research (e.g., Alfes et al., 2013; Shuck et al., 2014). Three items
assessed each dimension of engagement: emotional, an example item being 'I am enthusiastic
about my job'; cognitive, an example item being 'At work, my mind is focused on my job',
and physical, an example item being 'I exert my full effort to my job'. Participants were
instructed to focus on how they have felt about their job over the past month. Inter-item
reliabilities for the dimensions ranged from α = .92 to .97, and for job engagement as a whole
was found to be α = .96. The dimensions were strongly correlated with each other (r = .61 to
.87), thus supporting engagement as a higher-order construct. To further verify the factor
structure, Harman's one factor test was conducted. The one factor structure was a poor fit: χ²
(27) = 505.07, p < .001; χ²/df = 18.70; RMSEA = .34, CFI = .73, TLI = .71, SRMR = .10,
whereas the hypothesized three factor structure was an acceptable fit: χ² (24) = 74.40, p <
.001; χ²/df = 3.10; RMSEA = .10, CFI = .97, TLI = .95, SRMR = .04, and a better fit than the
one factor alternative: Δ χ² (3) = 430.67, p <.001.
Control variables
Similarly to other engagement studies (e.g. Alfes et al., 2013; Kuvass & Dysvik, 2010;
Kuvass et al., 2012), gender (0- male, 1 – female), age (in years), fulltime (0 – no, 1- yes),
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management responsibility (0- no, 1 – yes), and job tenure (in years) were controlled for in
analyses as these may influence engagement and/or other independent variables in the study.
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE
Results
Descriptive statistics
Means, standard deviations, reliability alphas, and correlations between the variables are
given in Table 2.
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE
Measurement models
Although the dependent variable was measured at a later time point than the independent
variables, all of the measures were self-report. Therefore there is a need to examine the
discriminant validity of the constructs (Podsakoff et al., 2003), and so confirmatory factor
analyses (CFAs) were conducted to verify the factor structure of the hypothesized model. The
likelihood ratio χ² and degrees of freedom were calculated. The following fit indices were
also used to determine model fit more accurately: a) χ² /df ratio where values of below three
indicate good fit; b) Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) where values of
.10 or below indicates a plausible fit; c) the Comparative Fit Index and Tucker Lewis Index
(CFI/TFI), where values of .90 or above indicates a plausible fit; d) the standardized Root
Mean Square Residual (SRMR) where values of .08 or below indicates a plausible fit. A
model can be confirmed as an acceptable fit when the majority of these are within the
reported boundaries; relying on them individually can be problematic due to sample size
issues and other statistical confounds (Hair et al., 2005).
All of the constructs were represented by their constituent items, except job
engagement which was represented by its sub-dimensions (i.e., emotional, cognitive, and
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physical). This is because, as highlighted in the measures section, job engagement is
operationalized as a second-order factor. Representing a higher-order factor in this way is
acceptable within CFA analyses (Martin, Malmberg, & Liem, 2010). The results of the CFAs
(see Table 3) shows that the hypothesized four factor structure was an acceptable fit; although
the RMSEA and SRMR are on the boundaries of acceptability: χ² (113) = 282.50, p < .001;
χ²/df = 2.50, RMSEA = .10, CFI = .94, TLI = .92, SRMR = .08; and was a better fit than the
alternative factor models, thus adding weight to the acceptability of the hypothesized model.
INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE
Tests of hypotheses
Hierarchical multiple regressions were used to test Hypothesis 1, and hierarchical moderated
regression was used to test Hypothesis 2. All continuous independent variables were
standardized to reduce the likelihood of multicollinearity; the dependent variable in any
analysis remained unstandardized (Aiken & West, 1991). In order to test for mediation the
following steps were tested as outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986). First, the predictor (i.e.,
perceived opportunities for development) should be significantly related to the dependent
variable (i.e., job engagement). Second, the mediator (i.e., meaningfulness) should be
significantly associated with the dependent variable. Third, the predictor and the mediator
should be correlated with each other. Lastly, when the mediator is included in the model with
the predictor, it should reduce the association between the predictor and the dependent
variable, and its relationship with the dependent variable should be strong.
Table 4 shows the results of these steps. The first step found that perceived
opportunities for development was positively related with job engagement (β = .25, p < .01),
thereby meeting the first condition for mediation. The second step found that meaningfulness
was positively associated with job engagement (β = .54, p < .001), thus meeting the second
condition for mediation. Table 4 also shows that perceived opportunities for development
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was positively related with meaningfulness (β = .38, p < .001), and so the third condition of
mediation is met. The final (fourth) step included both perceived opportunities for
development and meaningfulness in the prediction of job engagement. This resulted in a
reduction of the relationship between perceived opportunities for development and job
engagement to non-significance (β = .05, p > .05), yet the positive association between
meaningfulness and job engagement remained strong (β = .52, p < .001). Therefore the fourth
condition of mediation is met, and the results suggest that meaningfulness fully mediates the
relationship between perceived opportunities for development and job engagement. Sobel’s
test (1982) for indirect effects verifies this finding (z = 4.00, p < .001), and so the first
hypothesis was supported.
INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE
The second hypothesis predicted that the relationship between perceived opportunities
for development and meaningfulness would be moderated by perceived line manager
relations. As this would also affect the indirect relationship between perceived opportunities
for development and job engagement via meaningfulness (see Figure 1), it is known as a
moderated mediation model. Moderated mediation analyses are used to clarify the boundary
conditions of the mechanisms by which a predictor influences an outcome through a
mediating process (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007; Hayes, 2015). It is particularly useful
when a mediational process has been evidenced, yet there remains questions regarding when
and in what circumstances this occurs, for example does the mediating process differ for men
versus women, or between highly demanding versus highly predictable work environments
(Muller et al., 2005). In this case, there are questions remaining as to whether the relationship
with one’s line manager influences how perceived opportunities for development leads to
engagement through the psychological experience of meaningfulness.
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To assess moderated mediation, the recommendations outlined by Preacher et al.
(2007) and Hayes (2014) were followed. First, the predictor as well as the mediator must be
significantly associated with the dependent variable. Table 4 confirms that perceived
opportunities for development as well as meaningfulness positively predicts levels of job
engagement one month later. Second, the interaction of the predictor and moderator should
significantly influence the mediator, and explain additional variance in the mediator than
when the predictor and moderator are considered as independent variables. The results of this
analysis, shown in Table 5, find that perceived line manager relations interacted with
perceived opportunities for development to predict meaningfulness (β = .22, p < .01) and
explained 5% of additional variance, thus meeting the second main condition of moderated
mediation. Third, the magnitude of the conditional indirect effect of the predictor (i.e.,
perceived opportunities for development) on the dependent variable (i.e., job engagement)
through the mediator (i.e., meaningfulness) should be different at high versus low levels (i.e.,
1 standard deviation above versus 1 standard deviation below) of the moderator (i.e.,
perceived line manager relations). The conditional indirect effects were calculated using
Hayes (2014) PROCESS macro for SPSS, which uses regression-based approaches and
bootstrapping techniques. Table 6 shows the results of these calculations and confirms that
the indirect effect is different at high versus low levels of the moderator, thus meeting the
forth condition of moderated mediation. Moreover, the moderated mediation index (a
quantified value of the strength of association between the indirect effect and the moderator)
is significant: Index = .13; bootstrapped confidence interval = .04 to .27 (Hayes, 2015).
Further examination of Table 6 reveals that the indirect effect is significant only at high
levels of perceived line manager relations. When perceived line manager relations are low
then perceived opportunities for development will not translate into higher levels of
meaningfulness, which consequently will not lead to greater engagement. Figure 2 plots this
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interaction, and shows that perceived line manager relations strengthens the relationship
between perceived opportunities for development and meaningfulness. Collectively these
analyses give strong support for the second hypothesis.
INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE
INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE
INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE
Discussion
The present paper sought to address a gap within HRM research on engagement; namely the
psychological processes that underpin the relationship between personal development and
engagement. Understanding such processes are important for understanding how
development practices can be best designed and implemented to facilitate engagement. It was
firstly hypothesized that the positive relationship between perceived opportunities for
development and engagement would be mediated by meaningfulness. Furthermore, it was
predicted that this mediated relationship would be conditional upon the quality of the
employee-line manager relationship. The study’s findings support these hypotheses, and in
doing so makes three substantial contributions to the HRM literature on engagement.
First, the findings that perceived opportunities for development and meaningfulness
positively predict levels of job engagement one month later support prior studies that have
demonstrated these direct relationships (e.g. Chen et al., 2011; Shuck et al., 2014). Thus, the
study corroborates the assertion that opportunities for personal and career development are
motivational job resources, as theorized by the J D-R model (Crawford et al., 2014), which
signify that the organization values and cares about its employees (Lee & Bruvold, 2003).
Moreover, it suggests that meaningfulness triggers a resource investment process in which
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the individual invests themselves, i.e. engages, in their work role to protect and enhance their
wellbeing (Hobfoll, 1989; 2011).
Second, the study showed the relationship between perceived opportunities for
development and job engagement was fully mediated by meaningfulness. This indicates that
broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) may explain the intermediary psychological
process that links personal development with engagement, and indicates that HRM and
engagement scholars should examine this theory in more depth. Within the context of
engagement, Shuck and Rose (2013) suggest that meaningfulness can be interpreted as
contribution, influence, and reward; and Kahn and Heaphy (2014) highlight the relational
dimensions of deepened purpose and heightened belongingness as important pathways
through which meaningfulness and engagement are shaped. Thus, these avenues through
which meaningfulness can manifest and influence engagement warrant further investigation,
and broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) may provide a unified, explanatory
framework for examining these pathways.
Finally, it was revealed that an employee’s perceived relationship with their line
manager was particularly important for the positive effects of personal development to occur.
The study found that the employee’s perceived quality of the relationship between themselves
and their line manager moderated the relationship between perceived opportunities for
development and meaningfulness. The positive indirect relationship between perceived
opportunities and engagement via meaningfulness was significant for those who held
moderate or strong perceptions that their relationship with their manager was positive and
motivational. For those who viewed their relationship with their manager as poor, perceived
opportunities for development did not translate into meaningfulness, and consequently did
not foster engagement. This supports and extends previous studies that show how supportive
and motivational line managers enable the positive effects of job and organizational
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resources, such as job clarity and employee development, to occur (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2010;
Mendes & Stander, 2011). It highlights how social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) may not
necessarily explain the psychological process through which personal development translates
into engagement, but rather how it may identify the boundary conditions that those
psychological processes operate in (cf Kuvass et al., 2012; Shuck et al., 2014). For instance,
the findings suggest that the relationship with the line manager affects the extent to which
personal development enhances a sense of meaningfulness and subsequently elicits
engagement, such that when the relationship is weak or poor then the potential positive
effects of personal development may not be realized. This underscores the critical importance
of the quality of the line manager-employee relationship to the functioning of motivational
processes. Overall, the present study suggests that engagement theory could be advanced by
integrating broaden-and-build (Fredrickson, 2001) and social exchange (Blau, 1964)
explanations. This may provide a more sophisticated understanding of how HR practices can
be designed and implemented to foster and maintain high levels of employee engagement.
Practical implications
This study provides HRM practitioners with further evidence to demonstrate the positive
benefits that personal and career development have on individual employees. In particular, it
suggests that organizations wishing to foster high levels of employee engagement may want
to consider providing more opportunities for personal development. These may include
establishing clear routes for career advancement and progression, arranging secondments and
cross-departmental workgroups, or utilizing personal development plans within the appraisal
process (Shuck & Rocco, 2014). However, it should be noted that this study underscores the
importance of employee perceptions of these practices, and perceptions may not completely
reflect the reality of provision so organizations should be cognisant of perceptual and
attributional biases when evaluating the effectiveness of their development initiatives (Nishii,
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Lepak, & Schneider, 2008). Furthermore, organizations should reflect on how
meaningfulness can be promoted within the organization, and how development practices and
organizational systems can create meaning and purpose. For example, making explicit
connections between an individual’s personal development goals and wider values, goals and
mission of the organization (Shuck & Rose, 2013); providing developmental opportunities
that enable the individual to have contact with, and see the impact of their work, on
beneficiaries (Grant, 2007); or promoting developmental goals and opportunities that seek to
affirm one’s social/professional identities (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014), such as being sponsored
by the organisation to undertake a professional accreditation qualification. However, this
study highlights how providing development opportunities and creating meaning is not in
itself going to lead to meaningfulness nor to engagement. Line managers are integral to
transforming these opportunities into meaningful and engaging experiences. Employees who
feel that they do not have a high quality relationship with their line manager may not receive
the benefit of personal development activities. Thus, organizations must ensure that line
managers are selected, trained and regularly monitored so that they enact motivational
leadership, social support, and coaching behaviors (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014).
Limitations and conclusion
The findings of this study should be interpreted with the following limitations in mind. First,
all variables were assessed using self-report Likert scales and so common method bias may
have been an issue (Podsakoff et al., 2003). However, the results of the CFAs conducted (see
Table 3) did not show that this was of major concern in the current study. Related to this, the
scales used to measure perceived opportunities for development and perceived line manager
relations were designed specifically for the study. Although reliability and validity tests were
conducted and an additional study confirmed that these scales were comparable with other
published scales, it may be worthwhile to further validate these constructs.
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Although the time lag of one month between the predictors and job engagement was
chosen due to the state-like nature of meaningfulness and engagement (Kahn, 1990), there is
no agreed length of time for measuring changes in these states. Engagement research has
used various units of analysis, and have found that engagement, and some of its antecedents,
vary considerably across days (e.g., Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009b),
weeks (e.g., Bakker & Bal, 2010), months (e.g., Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008) and years
(e.g., Yalabik, Popaitoon, Chowne, & Rayton, 2013). As a one month time lag was used, this
current study chose to direct attention of the respondent to how they felt during the last month
in order to reduce the potential for variation regarding the implicit timeframe each individual
may have used to judge their engagement levels, and in doing so would better enable the
distinct (temporal) separation between the evaluation of independent variables and the
dependent variable. Future research that clarifies the precise temporal dynamics of
engagement, and how to measure engagement over different timeframes, would be welcome.
The study focused specifically on opportunities for development and the moderating
role of line managers. Future research that investigates the moderation effects of line
managers on a wider range of HR practices will provide further insight into the role of line
managers have on how HR practices are interpreted, experienced, and perceived by
employees, and how these then shape future expectations as recent work by Piening, Baluch
and Ridder (2013) show that employee expectations may have a strong influence on their
experience of HR practices. Moreover, examining how other social exchange constructs, such
as norms of reciprocity (Wu et al., 2006), interact with affective processes will shed light on
how social exchange and broaden-and-build processes combine to influence engagement.
A market research organization was used to maximize the sample range and
generalizability of findings; a practice of data collection that is becoming more widely used
across a range of management disciplines to obtain a wide sample pool, particularly when
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budgets and resources are limited (Shoenherr, Ellram, & Tate, 2015). However, there are
issues with collecting data in this way, particularly the issue of being rewarded for
participating, which may bias the types of people that complete the survey and may limit
sample verification and transparency (Schoenherr et al., 2015). Further research that collects
data from specific organizational settings would therefore be beneficial.
To conclude, this study was one of the first to examine how personal development
may lead to increased engagement through the experience of meaningfulness. In doing so, it
provides two novel findings that contribute to the engagement literature. First, it was found
that meaningfulness positively mediated the relationship between perceived opportunities for
development and job engagement. Thus, it empirically demonstrated that personal
development facilitates engagement through the experience of meaningfulness, and suggests
that broaden-and-build theory can explain the psychological processes that underpin
engagement. Second, the study showed that the positive effects of perceived opportunities for
development were conditional on the level of line manager relations, such that such effects
were not significant for those who perceived the relationship with their line manager as weak.
This highlights the importance of the line management relationship in enabling the positive
effects of personal development to be realized. Moreover, it suggests that engagement and
HRM scholars should consider how perceptions of HR practices may interact with social
exchange mechanisms, such as trust and reciprocity, to influence the experience of these
important psychological states.
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Table 1. Principal components analysis of the perceived opportunities for development and perceived line
manager relations items.

Item statement
This organization actively supports my personal development
and learning
I have opportunities to advance my career here, e.g.
Promotions, increased responsibilities
This organization provides me with a variety of development
opportunities, e.g. Projects, qualifications, CPD, secondments
I have many opportunities to develop my personal skills and
abilities

Factor 1:
Perceived
opportunities for
development

Factor 2:
Perceived line
manager
relations

.79

.23

.88

-.06

.90

-.09

.88

.05

My immediate manager motivates me to perform well
I have a good working relationship with my immediate
manager
My immediate manager does not support me when things go
wrong (reverse scored)
My immediate manager recognises my efforts when I have
performed well

.28

.78

.01

.91

-.17

.74

.12

.84

Eigenvalue

4.21

1.83

% of variance explained

52.64

75.64 (+22.90)
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Table 2. Means, standard deviations, correlations and reliability statistics of the study variables.
Variable

Mean

SD

1

1. Gender

-

-

-

2. Age

42.03

10.40

-.11

-

3. Fulltime

-

-

.21**

.02

-

4. Management
responsibility

-

-

-.08

.07

.34***

-

-.12

.32***

.22**

.16*

-

5. Job tenure

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

6. Perceived opportunities
for development

4.09

1.32

-.14

-.04

.06

-.03

.07

(.90)

7. Perceived line manager
relations

4.67

1.42

.01

.07

-.03

-.05

.09

.45***

(.85)

8. Meaningfulness

5.15

1.30

.02

.29***

.04

.03

.08

.35***

.38***

(.95)

9. Job engagement

5.00

1.32

-.03

.12

-.05

-.13

.04

.24**

.18*

.52***

(.96)

Note: Values in parentheses are Cronbach alpha reliability scores. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 3. Fit statistics from measurement model comparison.
Models
1 factor
alternative
2 factor
alternative
3 factor
alternative
4 factor full
hypothesized
model

BIC

RMSEA
(95% CI)

CFI

TLI

SRMR

7911.54

8065.76

.25 (.23-.26)

.59

.53

.19

383.28***(1)

7530.25

7687.50

.20 (.19-.21)

.73

.69

.13

4.71

278.97***(2)

7255.29

7418.58

.16 (.14-.17)

.84

.81

.12

2.50

263.90***(3)

6997.39

7169.75

.10 (.09-.11)

.94

.92

.08

χ²(df)

χ²/df

1208.65***(119)

10.16

825.37***(118)

6.99

546.40***(116)

282.50***(113)

∆χ²(df)

AIC

Note: 1 factor = (perceived opportunities for development, perceived line manager relationship, meaningfulness,
job engagement); 2 factor = (perceived opportunities for development, perceived line manager
relationship)/(meaningfulness, job engagement); 3 factor = (perceived opportunities for development, perceived
line manager relationship)/(meaningfulness)/(job engagement) ; 4 factor = (perceived opportunities for
development)/(perceived line manager relationship)/(meaningfulness)/( job engagement). * p < .05, ** p < .01,
*** p < .001
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Table 4. Hierarchical regression results for testing mediation.
Predicting job engagement

Predicting meaningfulness

Variables

Control model

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Control model

Step 1

Gender

-.02

.01

-.06

-.05

.06

.11

Age

.15

.17*

-.01

-.00

.30***

.33***

Fulltime

.01

-.00

-.02

-.02

.06

.05

Management responsibility

-.13

-.12

-.13

-.13

-.00

.02

Job tenure

-.07

-.09

-.06

-.07

-.03

-.06

Perceived opportunities for development

.25**

Meaningfulness

.05
.54***

.52***

.38***

F statistic

1.17

2.61*

10.33***

8.89***

2.85*

7.18***

R² (Adj. R²)

.04 (.01)

.10 (.06)**

.30 (.27)***

.30 (.27)***

.09 (.06)

.23 (.20)***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Table 5. Moderation of perceived line manager relations on perceived opportunities for development to meaningfulness.
Predicting meaningfulness
Variables

Step 1

Step 2

Gender

.09

.10

Age

.31***

.30***

Fulltime

.06

.07

Management responsibility

.02

.01

Job tenure

-.07

-.07

Perceived opportunities for development

.27***

.28***

Perceived line manager relations
Perceived opportunities for development
x perceived line manager relations

.25**

.29***

F statistic

7.96***

8.64***

R² (Adj. R²)

.28 (.24)

.33 (.29)

Δ R²

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

.22**

.05**
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Table 6. Moderated mediation results for the indirect effect of the perceived opportunities for development on
job engagement, via meaningfulness, across levels of perceived line manager relations.
Moderator
Perceived line
manager
relations

Level

Conditional
indirect effect

SE

Lower
Bound CI

Upper
Bound CI

High

.33

.09

.17

.54

Low

.06

.09

-.12

.24

Perceived line
manager relations

+
Perceived opportunities
for development

+

Meaningfulness

+

Job engagement

Figure 1. Hypothesized relationships between perceived opportunities for development, perceived line manager
relations, meaningfulness, and job engagement.

6.5

Meaningfulness

6

5.5
Low perceived line
manager relations

5

High perceived line
manager relations

4.5

4
Low

High

Perceived opportunities for development

Figure 2. Perceived line manager relations strengthens the relationship between perceived opportunities for
development and meaningfulness

