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How to Foster Knowledge Workers’ Work Engagement?
From the Dual Perspectives of COR and SET
GUO Zhong-ze', XIE Bao-guo’, CHENG Yan-yuan'
(1. School of Labor and Human Resources, Renmin University of China, Beijing, 100872, China;
2. School of Management, Wuhan University of Technology, Wuhan, Hubei, 430070, China)

Abstract ; Nowadays, how to improve knowledge workers’ work engagement is an important problem for schol-

ars and managers, since most of the existing researches show that work engagement affects not only job performance
and financial returns, but also customer satisfaction and employees’ well-being. Conservation of Resources Theory
(COR) argue that staff has the tendency of gain resources and to add resources storage by investing it. As internal
personal resources, psychological capital includes self-efficacy, optimism, hope and resilience. Previous empirical
studies have ignored the effect of overall psychological capital on knowledge workers’ work engagement. Social Ex-
change Theory (SET) hold that obligations are generated through a series of interactions between parties who are in
a state of reciprocal interdependence. Knowledge workers value opportunities for professional development, as an
external organizational incentive, when employees receive opportunities for professional development from their or-
ganization, they feel obliged to repay the organization with greater levels of work engagement. This study aims to ex-
amine the influence of psychological capital and opportunities for professional development on work engagement,
and the moderating effect of opportunities for professional development on the relationship between psychological
capital and work engagement.

Our sample is composed of 893 knowledge workers from one large state-owned telecoms company. With the
help of the HR department, we mailed each respondent in the form of internal email and explained our research
purpose. Then we provided each participator personal network account and password in order to ensure the confiden-
tiality of the personal information. At time 1, we collected psychological capital. 8 months later, we collected oppor-
tunities for professional development and work engagement.

Based on the integrated perspective of COR and SET, the hierarchical regression was applied to test our hypot-
heses. The results show: (1) Psychological capital has significantly positive effect on knowledge workers’ work en-
gagement, after controlling the socio-demographic variables; (2) Opportunities for professional development also
has significantly positive effect on knowledge workers’ work engagement; (3) Opportunities for professional devel-
opment can moderate the relationship between psychological capital and work engagement.

The primary theoretical contribution of this study is that it based on the dual perspectives of COR and SET,
which extends the explanation scope of knowledge workers’ work engagement and its antecedents. The second con-
tribution of this paper is that it enriches the literature of work engagement and explores the boundary condition of
how to foster knowledge workers’ work engagement. Then we use 8 month time lag data, which may be more clearly
proven causal relationship between psychological capital and work engagement. Our findings provide some implica-
tions for managers and enterprises to effectively cope with knowledge workers. First of all, the enterprises should pay
attention to knowledge workers’ psychological capital and establish appropriate screening mechanism. Second, the
companies should provide opportunities for professional development for knowledge worker. Third, the enterprises
can’t ignore the internal personal resources and external organizational incentive, combining both of them to improve
the level of work engagement.

There are some potential limitations of this study and we propose the future research directions. First, although
the size of our sample is larger, the sample is from the same company. Second, the data is self-reported. Although
time- lagged data was used, we can’t completely avoid common method bias. Third, there may be other moderators
that affect knowledge workers’ work engagement.

Key Words ; knowledge workers; work engagement; psychological capital ; opportunities for professional devel-
opment
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