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ABSTRACT 

 

Title:  Testing a structural model for demands, resources, engagement and well-being of first-

year university students 

 

Key terms: study demands, study resources, study engagement, well-being, first-year 

university students 

 

The constructs of job demands, job resources as well as engagement and well-being are 

conceptualised well in literature. Extensive research is available on these constructs in the 

broader sense of the working environment. However, research is limited regarding first-year 

students, more especially within the South African context. The present research focused 

specifically on first-year students at a South African university, testing the following 

constructs: study demands, study resources as well as student engagement and well-being. The 

first year at university can often be a difficult phase where students make the transition from a 

secondary educational institution to the university environment. Therefore, it is vital to 

investigate the probable predictors of student engagement and success. Information gathered 

on the influence which study demands and resources have on the engagement and well-being 

of first-years, could help students and the university improve engagement levels, thus 

increasing these students’ well-being and success.  

 

The objective of this research was to determine significant demands and resources linked to 

fist-year students’ engagement and well-being. The research investigated how first-year 

students’ well-being is affected by variations of demands and resources, also when engagement 

is a mediating factor. Further investigations determined the strength and nature of the 

relationships between these constructs. The aim of this study was thus to gain a better 

understanding of the role these constructs play in the life of first-year students in South Africa, 

as well as the influence of the university environment on student engagement and well-being.  

 

A quantitative research approach was followed by using a stratified random sample design, 

which comprised first-year students at a tertiary institution (N = 773). Product-moment 

correlations were used to determine the relationships between the constructs. Structural 

equation modelling was used to analyse the data and test a structural model. The results 

indicated that study demands have a negative relationship with student engagement, although 
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only academic results confirmed this relationship in the structural model. The findings 

indicated further that study resources have a positive relationship with student engagement. 

Through regression analysis, only lecture support and autonomy confirmed the mentioned 

positive relationship. Personal relationship problems with social and psychological well-being 

confirmed a negative relationship between study demands and well-being. A positive 

relationship was confirmed between study resources and well-being by friend support with the 

various types of well-being; family support with emotional well-being; and autonomy with 

psychological well-being. In the final phase, engagement was found to mediate the relationship 

between study demands and well-being negatively, and the relationship between study 

resources and well-being in a positive sense. 

 

Finally, conclusions were drawn from the findings, limitations were discussed and 

recommendations made for future research and practice.   
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OPSOMMING 
 

Titel: Toetsing van ŉ strukturele model vir studie-eise, -hulpbronne asook betrokkenheid en 

welsyn van eerstejaar-universiteitstudente 

 

Sleutelbegrippe: studie-eise, studiehulpbronne, studiebetrokkenheid, welsyn, eerstejaar-

universiteitstudente 

 

Die konstrukte, werkeise, werkhulpbronne asook betrokkenheid en welsyn word deeglik in die 

literatuur uiteengesit. Uitvoerige navorsing is beskikbaar oor hierdie konstrukte in ŉ breër sin 

binne die werkomgewing. Tog is slegs beperkte studie oor eerstejaarstudente onderneem, in 

die besonder binne ŉ Suid-Afrikaanse konteks. Die huidige navorsing was veral gerig op 

eerstejaarstudente aan ŉ Suid-Afrikaanse universiteit waar die volgende konstrukte getoets 

word: studie-eise, -hulpbronne asook studente se betrokkenheid en welsyn. Die eerste jaar op 

universiteit kan dikwels ŉ moeilike fase wees, aangesien studente die oorgang van ŉ sekondêre 

onderwysinstelling na ŉ universiteitsomgewing moet maak. Gevolglik is dit noodsaaklik om 

moontlike voorspellers van studentebetrokkenheid en -sukses te ondersoek. Verkrygde 

inligting oor die invloed wat studie-eise, en -hulpbronne uitoefen op eerstejaars se 

betrokkenheid en welsyn, kan hierdie studente asook die universiteit help om vlakke van 

betrokkenheid te verhoog en sodoende dié studente se welsyn en sukses te verbeter.  

Die doel van hierdie navorsing was om vas te stel of betekenisvolle eise en hulpbronne aan 

eerstejaarstudente se betrokkenheid en welsyn gekoppel kan word. Die navorsing het 

ondersoek hoe eerstejaarstudente verskeie soorte eise of hulpbronne teëkom en hoe dit hulle 

welsyn raak, ook wanneer betrokkenheid as bemiddelende faktor geld. Verdere ondersoeke het 

die sterkte en aard van die verbande tussen die genoemde konstrukte vasgestel. Hierdie studie 

se doel was dus om beter begrip te vorm van die rol wat hierdie konstrukte binne die lewe van 

eerstejaarstudente binne Suid-Afrika speel en hoe die universiteitsomgewing ook hierop 

inspeel.  

 

ŉ Kwantitatiewe navorsingsbenadering is gevolg deur ŉ gestratifiseerde, ewekansige 

steekproef te neem uit eerstejaarstudente aan ŉ tersiêre instelling (N = 773). ŉ Strukturele 

vergelykende model is gebruik om die data te ontleed en produkmoment-korrelasies toegepas 

om die verhouding tussen die konstrukte vas te stel. Die resultate dui daarop dat studie-eise ŉ 

negatiewe verhouding met studentebetrokkenheid toon, hoewel slegs akademiese resultate 
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hierdie verhouding bevestig het. Voorts is bevind dat studiehulpbronne ŉ positiewe verhouding 

met studentebetrokkenheid toon. ŉ Regressie-analise het aangetoon dat slegs dosente-

ondersteuning en selfstandigheid die genoemde positiewe verhouding bevestig. Daarby het 

persoonlike verhoudingsprobleme saam met sosiale en sielkundige welsyn ŉ negatiewe 

verhouding tussen studie-eise en welsyn bevestig. Daar is ŉ positiewe verhouding uitgewys 

tussen studiehulpbronne en welsyn deur vriende-ondersteuning met verskeie vorme van welsyn 

te koppel; familie-ondersteuning met emosionele welsyn; en selfstandigheid met sielkundige 

welsyn. In die finale fase is gevind dat betrokkenheid die verhouding tussen studie-eise en 

welsyn negatief, en dié tussen studiehulpbronne en welsyn positief bemiddel. 

Laastens is slotsomme uit die bevindings gemaak, beperkings bespreek en aanbevelings vir 

toekomstige navorsing en die praktyk gemaak.  
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CHAPTER 1 

  

INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this mini-dissertation was to investigate the relationships between study 

demands, study resources, engagement and well-being of first-year students at a higher 

education institution, by testing a structural model. In this regard, the present study focused on 

factors that may influence students’ first-year experiences at university.  

 

Chapter 1 frames the problem statement, which describes the background of the study, followed 

by the prominent literature on first-year students’ experiences at a higher education institution, 

especially regarding their study demands, study resources, engagement, and well-being. 

Additionally, this chapter outlines the theoretical framework utilised in this study, namely the 

Job Demands-Resources model. Based on the problem statement, the research questions are 

formulated as well as the research objectives, which can be divided into general and specific 

objectives. Thereafter, the research design and research method is described and discussed; and 

finally, an overview given of the chapters that structure this mini-dissertation.  

  

1.1. PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

Prior to presenting and discussing the problem statement, an overview is given of the 

background of developments in the research field that prompted the present study. 

 

1.1.1. Background to the study 

 

In the current fast-paced and rapidly changing work environment, employees in organisations 

experience exhausting job demands. Therefore, they need job resources to help them keep 

abreast with the demands that confronts them (Lee, 2012). As a result, the outcomes of 

employees’ well-being and engagement practices have attracted extensive attention in research 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2018; 2017; Robotham & Julian, 2006). With reference to developing 

future employees for the workforce, similar influences apply to students entering higher 
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education institutions (Wisse, Van Eijergen, Rietzchel, & Scheibe, 2018). According to 

Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004), first-year students who are in transit from 

secondary institutions to tertiary institutions appear to experience noticeable difficulties with 

basic knowledge about their challenges in the new demanding environment. This implies the 

context where a new chapter of their lives is set to begin. Additionally, Kuh (2001) points out 

that for first-years leaving home for the first time, the first few months of the new tertiary 

environment can be likened to being in a foreign land.  

 

Previous research has suggested that South African Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 

should dedicate effort and suitable resources to first-year students (Leibowitz, Van der Merwe, 

& Van Schalkwyk, 2009). After the student protests in 2015 and 2016, Nyamupangedengu 

(2017) remarked that HEIs need to dedicate pertinent resources to various issues that impact 

first-year students’ success. This entail issues such as lack of transformation, relevance of the 

curriculum, as well as the routine through which lecturers convey their curricular. In addition, 

first-year students encounter various other challenges such as language barriers, social 

adaptation, inefficient study skills, adaptation to lecturing pace, and the academic writing 

required of them (Awino & Agolla, 2008; Ongori, 2007).  

 

Extensive research has been done on the transition from an institution of secondary to tertiary 

education (e.g. Bowles, Dobson, Fisher & McPhail, 2011; Briggs, Clark & Hall, 2012; Jacobs 

& Jacobs, 2013; Kift, 2009). Therefore, research has highlighted crucial challenges to first-

year students. The more prevalent issues are language barriers and social adaptation. The 

reason is that most students may lack self-confidence to engage fluently in English, which is 

portrayed as the language universal communication (Anderson, 2013). Additionally, due to 

these overwhelming demands, there may be unfavourable outcomes for first-year students. 

Such outcomes may entail stress, burnout, deficient academic performance, disengagement, ill-

being as well as the intention to and actual drop out of university (Ahern & Norris, 2011; Pillay 

& Ngcobo, 2010).  

 

HEIs play a significant role in developing future-generation leaders and employees who will 

contribute to the world of work and maintain the country’s economic health. It is therefore vital 

to take care of students’ well-being as a crucial factor in predicting student success (Lopez & 
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Louis, 2009) and career success as future employees (Agolla & Ongori, 2009; Fredrickson & 

Losada, 2005). Additional studies have shown that students’ well-being at HEIs does impact 

their well-being in a future workplace.  

 

The context of organisations is vibrant, constantly changing, and driven by competitiveness. In 

such a setting, students, at this phase in their lives viewed as young graduates, are expected to 

be more proactive, innovative and creative. They must show initiative for their own 

professional development, whilst continuously learning and updating their set of knowledge 

and skills (Mostert & Els, 2012). Habitually, as these graduates enter the world of work, they 

experience a sense of being overpowered by intense job demands, which they struggle to 

balance with their personal lives. As a result, these new entrants are at high risk of burnout, 

disengagement, poor physical health and potentially psychological ill-health. Therefore, it is 

essential to focus on first-year students’ well-being from the onset. Such an approach will help 

ensure their health is nurtured and well-being enhanced throughout their university period 

before entering the world of work (Mostert & Els, 2012).   

 

In recent decades, wide-spread research has been done on well-being (e.g. Keyes, Schmotkin, 

& Ryff, 2002; Seligman, 2011; Stratham & Chase, 2010). To comprehend this construct, it is 

essential to recognise its historical background. Odge, Daly, Huyton and Sanders (2012) 

distinguish two approaches that have emerged in research on well-being:  

 Hedonic: accentuates concepts such as happiness, positive affect, low negative affect 

as well as satisfaction with life (Bradburn, 1969; Diener, 1984).  

 Eudaimonic: emphasising positive psychological functioning and human development 

(Rogers, 1961; Ryff, 1989).  

In general, mental health can be understood as an evolving condition based on the concept of 

a syndrome. A state of health such as illness occurs when a set of symptoms (or factors) at a 

particular level are present for a specific period, and these factors correspond with an 

individual’s distinctive cognitive and social functioning (Keyes, 2014; Keyes 2001; Mechanic, 

1999). In the past 40 years, researchers have conceptualised, assessed and studied the 

measurement structure of mental health by investigating subjective well-being (Headley, 

Kelley, & Wearing, 1993; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002).  
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Subjective well-being can be viewed as individuals’ insights and evaluations of their own lives 

by focusing on their affective condition as well as psychological and social functioning (Keyes 

& Waterman, 2003). Furthermore, subjective well-being measures the presence of positive, 

and the absence of negative functioning in life (Keyes, 2002). In other words, it entails 

individuals’ assessment of their life’s positive quality based on aspects such as their 

experiences, accomplishments and interactions, and other pertinent means of functioning in 

life (Ryff, 1989). In line with this conceptualisation, positive functioning consists of six 

dimensions of psychological well-being, namely self-acceptance, positive relations with others, 

personal growth, purpose in life, environmental mastery, and autonomy (Keyes & Ryff, 1999 

review). 

 

Since Ryff’s (1989) operationalisation of positive functioning, the study field has shifted 

towards a more specific conceptualisation of subjective well-being. Keyes (2002) has done 

significant research to identify the characteristics of subjective well-being. It was pointed out 

that well-being follows two well-matched traditions: one focuses on feelings towards fulfilled 

life (hedonic) and the other emphasises functioning in life (eudaimonic) (Keyes, Shmotkin, & 

Ryff, 2002). Hedonic well-being links mental health to granted happiness in life and the 

experience of positive emotions. The hedonic approach exemplifies making the most of the 

amount or duration of positive, pleasant feelings, whilst reducing the negative, unpleasant 

feelings in the process (Keyes, Wissing, Potgieter, Temane, Kruger, & Van Rooy, 2008). On 

the other hand, eudaimonic well-being associates mental health with human potential that, 

when realised, creates an outcome of positive functioning in life. Such an approach exemplifies 

the long-standing anxieties of developing promising abilities and capabilities to become a more 

fully functioning individual (Keyes et al., 2008).  

 

In line with the reasoning above, Keyes (2002; 2005; 2007) developed a taxonomy that 

approaches the constructs of psychopathology and psychological well-being as two dissimilar, 

negatively correlated dimensions on a continuum of human functioning, which he terms the 

mental health continuum (MHC). Positive health and well-being consist of three core 

components, namely emotional, social, and psychological well-being (Keyes, 2014; Keyes & 

Haidt, 2003; Wissing, 2014). In essence, psychological and social dimensions of well-being 
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signify a functioning-well factor as observed from a eudaimonic perspective. Conversely, 

emotional well-being embodies feeling good – a more hedonic perspective of well-being 

(Keyes, 2014; Keyes & Haidt, 2003; Wissing, 2014).  

 

Emotional well-being can be seen as a collection of factors that reflect the presence or absence 

of positive feelings regarding life. Characteristics of emotional well-being are determined from 

an individual’s responses to structured scales that measure the presence of positive affect (e.g. 

individuals in good spirits), the absence of negative affect (e.g. individuals who are not 

hopeless), as well as perceived satisfaction with life (Keyes, 2002). Keyes (2014) thus 

conceptualises emotional well-being in terms of individuals who demonstrate positive 

emotions, show interest in life, and are satisfied with their daily existence.  

 

Social well-being complies with the more public and social standards according to which 

individuals assess their functioning in life. Social aspects are: coherence, actualisation, 

integration, acceptance, and contribution (Keyes, 2002). In this view, individuals are 

functioning well when they view society as meaningful and understandable, or with potential 

for growth. Social well-being thus implies that individuals feel they fit in and are acknowledged 

by their communities. Furthermore, this form of well-being means individuals accept most 

fragments of their society and view themselves as contributing to this broader setup (Keyes, 

2002).  

 

From their side, individuals are functioning well when they appreciate most parts of 

themselves, have warm and trusting relationships and consider themselves as developing into 

better individuals. This means they have a direction in life, are capable of shaping their 

environments to satisfy their needs, and show a degree of self-determination (Keyes, 2002). 

Keyes (2014) therefore understands social well-being in terms of an individual who is 

functioning well within the broader structure of social interaction and integration.  

 

Psychological well-being follows more private and personal standards applied to evaluate an 

individual’s functioning. For Keyes (2014) psychological well-being incorporates 

characteristics of people functioning well on an individual level. These characteristics include 
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self-acceptance, autonomy, personal growth, positive relations, environmental mastery, and 

having a purpose in life. Furthermore, Robertson and Cooper (2011) view psychological well-

being as essential for individuals in various ways. In this regard, increased psychological well-

being can be correlated with positive outcomes such as life success, improved health, career 

success, and sounder relationships with others. 

 

1.1.2. Stating the research problem 

 

Various international studies have established the importance of well-being in general, but also 

specifically within the student context (Cooke, Melchert, & Connor, 2016; Soutter, O’Steen & 

Gilmore, 2014). Research proposes that students who experience a deeper sense of well-being 

are more able to acquire, absorb, and integrate information effectively. Such students are also 

more likely to show healthy and gratifying societal behaviours. Due to positive experiences, 

these students invest effort in their own and others’ well-being. This effort influences their 

well-being as future adults where they fulfil their social, professional and leadership roles in 

the world of work (Awartani, Whitman, & Gordon, 2008).  

 

Although student well-being was researched widely in recent years, limited studies could be 

found that apply Keyes’s taxonomy, especially within the South African context. Therefore, 

the present study utilised Keyes’s well-being taxonomy to determine the relationships between 

first-years’ study demands, study resources, study engagement and well-being. To date, no 

other study could be found that examined these relationships in a sample of university first-

year students. 

 

Numerous models or theories can be used to explain factors associated with subjective well-

being. One of the most well-known models in organisational psychology is the Job Demands-

resources (JD-R) model. This model aims to explain the well-being of employees, as well as 

the correlated antecedents and consequences (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018; 2017; 2014). The 

JD-R model works from the assumption that, in spite of the sort of job, the psychosocial work 

characteristics of individual employees can be classified into two groups (Bakker & Demerouti, 

2018; 2017; 2014):  
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 Job demands: those features of a job that entail sustained physical and/or psychological 

effort and thus are connected with corresponding physio-psychological costs.  

 Job resources: the physical, psychological, social and organisational features of a job 

that may have the following effects: (a) decrease job demands along with the related 

physiological and psychological costs; (b) help achieve work goals; and (c) motivate 

personal growth, learning, and development within the organisation.  

 

From the exposition above, it is apparent that job resources may provide extrinsic motivation 

in the work environment. The reason is that these resources are essential for employees to deal 

with job demands and to attain work goals. Additionally, by nourishing the fundamental 

psychological needs of autonomy, belongingness and competence, the job resources may also 

provide intrinsic motivation for employees.  

 

Another basic presupposition of the JD-R model is that demands and resources initiate two 

further underlying processes, namely health-impairment and motivation. According to Bakker 

and Demerouti (2014), research has indicated that demands are distinctive indicators of 

negative outcomes such as exhaustion and health complaints; whereas resources are distinctive 

predictors of positive outcomes such as work enjoyment, motivation, and engagement. The 

motives for these distinctive effects can be inferred from the premise that job demands 

fundamentally require effort and consume energy resources, whereas job resources fulfil basic 

psychological needs such as autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Bakker & Demerouti, 

2017; 2014; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). 

 

In light of the discussion above, the current study focused primarily on the motivational process 

presented by the JD-R model, as applied to the student context. Thus, the study investigated 

the role of study engagement in the relationship between study demands, study resources and 

subjective well-being (including emotional well-being).  

 

The emergence of positive psychology introduced the concept of work engagement in 

academic research. Prior, positive psychology focused on human malfunctioning with the 

corrective of human strengths and optimal functioning (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
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As corrective, work engagement was conceptualised as a positive, fulfilling, and work-related 

state of mind characterised by two core dimensions, namely vigour and dedication (Schaufeli 

& Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002).  

 

Vigour: typified by elevated levels of energy and persistence as well as mental resilience while 

working. This implies employees are willing to invest effort in the work they are involved in, 

and persist even in the face of difficulties (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli, Salanova, 

Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002).  

Dedication: typified by individuals’ feeling of effective engagement with a sense of pride in 

their work. This includes a sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, and challenge. Such 

a feeling is associated with individual employees’ exceptionally strong psychological 

identification with their work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2002).  

 

The concept of study engagement (or in certain cases, student engagement) was introduced in 

recent years and builds on aspects such as student involvement, time spent on a task, quality of 

effort given, social and academic incorporation, and good practices in undergraduate education. 

In this regard, scholars maintain that from a psychological perspective, students’ core activities 

can be regarded as ‘work’ (Salanova, Schaufeli, Martínez, & Bresó, 2010). This means that 

like employees, students are engaged in structured and directive activities. These activities 

include doing assignments and attending classes, and are directed towards attaining a specific 

goal such as passing exams and obtaining a degree (Ouweneel, Le Blanc, & Schaufeli, 2011). 

Therefore, similar to work engagement, study engagement reflects positive outcomes, for 

example, feeling vigorous, dedicated to one’s studies, and being absorbed in study-related 

activities (Schaufeli et al., 2002).  

 

Study engagement in HEIs has become an important topic and has been researched widely 

recently, due to its strong relationship with positive outcomes of student learning such as 

academic performance, excellence, and student success (Cilliers et al., 2018; Gellin, 2003; 

Kuh, 1995; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Salanova & Schaufeli, 2008; Shulman, 2002; 

Trowler & Trowler, 2010; Zhang, Hu, & Mcnamara, 2015). Conversely, although certain 

studies conceptualised and investigated study engagement in schools (Cothran & Ennis, 2000; 

Jonasson, 2012), limited research was conducted within the HEI setting, particularly the South 
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African context and specifically on first-year students (Zhang et al., 2015). The study of 

engagement in the student context is imperative since insufficient engagement translates into 

poor performance for students as well as the university (Robertson & Cooper, 2011).  

 

International studies on study engagement point out that students’ academic performance can 

improve when they are more engaged in their studies (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013). In 

particular, various researchers have confirmed that individuals – either from a higher education 

or workplace setting – who show higher engagement levels are more inclined to perform better 

than those indicating lower engagement levels (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Van Rhenen, 2009; 

Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, 

& Bakker, 2002). Thus, it is crucial for students to maintain high energy levels since vigorous 

students are inclined to succeed during their university tenure, compared to students who show 

low energy levels (Schaufeli et al., 2009; 2002). In this regard, HEIs also have a clear advantage 

and benefit from engaged students, since high study engagement is associated with reduced 

dropout rates and increased student productivity (Coates, 2005; Kuh, 2009; Pohl, 2013). 

 

The literature reports numerous factors that create conditions conducive to successful student 

engagement. Various researchers focus specifically on HEIs’ role in providing first-year 

students with suitable resources and opportunities that may enhance their student experience 

and help them achieve success (Coates, 2005; Kuh, 2007; Pike & Kuh, 2005). Cilliers et al. 

(2018) argue that highly-engaged students who are intrinsically motivated, are thus more 

devoted to their academic studies, show higher rates of class attendance, and also lead healthy 

lives by participating in extra-curricular activities. Such students who are intrinsically engaged 

are typically more successful in life. Therefore, in future they cope better with challenges of 

the new work environments, and deal more successfully with a volatile and uncertain global 

economy (Cilliers et al., 2018). Furthermore, such students enjoy learning, are dedicated and 

passionate about their academic success and more likely to be an asset to the institution (Cilliers 

et al., 2018).  

 

Due to the importance of and growing attention for the concept of study engagement, more 

studies have focused on the organisation and have constructed theoretical frameworks of work 

engagement, including the JD-R model (Cilliers et al., 2018; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014; 
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Robins, Roberts & Sarris, 2015; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). The JD-R model has been 

found to be universally applicable, thus, it can be personalised to suit diverse environments and 

settings (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018). A number of studies have utilised the JD-R model in the 

student context (e.g. Cilliers et al., 2018; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014; Osedach, 2013; 

Salanova, Schaufeli, Martinez, & Breso, 2010; Wilson & Sheetz, 2010). However, to date, 

limited research has been conducted to determine the influence of study demands and resources 

on study engagement and student well-being, as linked to Keyes conceptualisation (2002; 2005; 

2007). To address the gap, the present study focused on the influence that study demands, 

resources and engagement have on the emotional, social, and psychological well-being of first-

year students. Keyes’ model was applied to test whether study engagement mediates the 

relationship between demands and resources on the one hand, and student well-being on the 

other. The outline of the research problem and its investigation are depicted in Figure 1 below. 

 

1.2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Based on the aforementioned stating of the research problem, the following research questions 

were formulated: 

 

1. How are first-year student’s study demands, study resources, study engagement and well-

being conceptualised in the literature? 
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2. What is the relationship between study demands, study resources, study engagement and 

well-being among first-year students, as tested in a structural model? 

3. Does first-year students’ study engagement mediate between study demands and resources 

on the one hand, and student well-being on the other hand? 

4. What recommendations can be made for future research and practice?   

 

1.3. EXPECTED CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

 

This research aims to provide the following theoretical and practical contributions for students, 

the institution and the field of Industrial/Organisational Psychology. 

 

1.3.1. Contribution to the individual 

 

The research could help first-year students explore and understand the various demands and 

resources they face during their first year of study at a tertiary institution. Furthermore, the 

study could provide innovative insights amongst first-year students to establish a positive 

lifestyle and thereby, implement decisions that will lead to successful study behaviours and 

useful coping mechanisms. Early detection of high study demands can help prevent negative 

outcomes of exhaustion, burnout and ill-health at an early stage in life. Additionally, the study 

can contribute by empowering the individual student to become a well-prepared, well-balanced 

potential employee for the workplace.  

 

1.3.2. Contribution to the institution 

 

Tertiary institutions can benefit through the present study in various ways. The study can help 

these institutions understand the effects of high study demands on students and the remedy that 

increased study resources can offer to the individual and group of students. This study could 

also contribute to tertiary institutions’ success and pass rate as it may help reduce the dropout 

rate (Murray, 2014). On the flipside, the research may increase student well-being for first-year 

students due to the knowledge gained from the results. Furthermore, the institution may be in 

a better position to execute and implement change programmes that could help increase student 
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engagement, enhance student well-being and thereby improve academic performance. The 

results could also identify coping mechanisms that could help first-year students deal with the 

vast amount of demands they experience at such a tertiary institute.  

 

1.3.3. Contribution to the field of Industrial/Organisational Psychology 

 

The findings of the present study could benefit the discipline of Industrial and Organisational 

Psychology, by expanding on previous theories of first-years study experiences. In particular, 

the study may contribute to research on first-year students, by focusing on their well-being, as 

well as study engagement, demands, and resources. The JD-R model has been utilised 

extensively in the work context; for the purpose of this research it is applied to the student 

context, thus paving way for further studies in HEIs by using the JD-R model. In this way, the 

study expands the model’s theory and development, and add to literature in the field of 

Industrial/Organisational Psychology.  

 

1.4. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

The research objectives were divided into a general objective and specific objectives. 

 

1.4.1. General objective 

 

The main aim of the present research was to test a structural model of study demands, study 

resources, study engagement and student well-being in a sample of first-year university 

students. In addition, the mediating effect of study engagement was tested.  

 

1.4.2. Specific objectives 

 

The specific objectives flowing from the general one were: 
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1. Conceptualise study demands, study resources, study engagement and student well-being, 

according to the literature. 

2. Test a structural model of study demands, study resources, study engagement and well-

being among first-year students.  

3. Assess the mediating effect of first-year students’ study engagement between study 

demands and study resources on the one hand, and student well-being on the other hand. 

4. Make recommendations for future research and practice. 

 

1.5. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

1.5.1. Research approach 

 

For the present study, a quantitative research approach was followed. A quantitative design 

entails a method of conclusive research in which specified hypotheses are tested that express 

the causality of relationships in large representative samples (Struwig & Stead, 2010). 

Furthermore, a quantitative research approach suits the purpose of the present study due to the 

structured data collection methods, with its typical objective to generalise the results obtained 

from the study (Struwig & Stead, 2010). In addition, a cross-sectional design was used as 

method to collect data from the selected sample and attain the research goals. A cross-sectional 

design has the advantage of being convenient as well as cost-effective (De Vos, Strydom, 

Fouché & Delport, 2011).   

 

1.5.2. Research method 

 

The method of research for the present study had two phases, namely literature review and 

empirical study. The results obtained are presented in the form of a research article in chapter 

2. 
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1.5.3. Literature review 

 

A detailed literature review was done to investigate the study demands and study resources that 

first-year students experienced, as well as their level of study engagement and the consequent 

well-being. Articles pertinent to the study were acquired by consulting various search engines 

and databases such as: Google Scholar, Ebscohost, Academic Search Premier, Business Search 

Premier, PsycInfo, PsycArticles, Google Books, Emerald, JSTOR, Research Gate, 

SAePublications and Science Direct. The main journals consulted because of their relevance 

to the topic of interest were: Student Engagement and Experience Journal, The International 

Journal of Research and Practice on Student Engagement, The International Journal of the 

First Year in Higher Education, Journal of Psychology in Africa, Australian Journal of 

Organisational Psychology, The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 

South African Journal of Psychology, British Journal of Educational Psychology, An 

International Journal of Work, Health and Organisations, Journal of Further and Higher 

Education, The Journal of Higher Education, South African Journal of Education, South 

African Journal of Psychiatry, and the South African Journal of Psychology. Keywords used 

to search for relevant topics were: study demands, demands, study resources, resources, study 

engagement, engagement, student well-being, and well-being. 

 

1.5.4. Research participants 

 

A stratified random sample was used to collect the data. Stratified random sampling represents 

the entire population under investigation, in this case, a university with three diverse campuses. 

The advantages of the mentioned sampling method are the reduced bias of sample selection 

and ensuring certain segments of the population are not more or less represented than others 

(Siegle, 2017). For the present research, a total sample of 773 first-year students (mean age = 

20.24, SD = 2.71) was used with each of the three delivery sites included in the study. The 

sample consisted only of first-year students and represented the gender, ethnic groups and 

language groups. The inclusion criterion for this study was that each participant should be a 

full-time first-year student at the particular tertiary institution.  
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1.5.5. Measuring instruments 

 

The following instruments were utilised in the study to measure the responses:  

 

Study demands: The Student-stress Questionnaire of Burge (2009) was utilised to measure 

study demands. Items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all 

stressful) to 5 (extremely stressful). The validity and reliability of this scale were determined 

in this study. The following dimensions were included:  

 Academic demands (i.e. how stressful students find academic-related activities) was 

measured with six items (e.g. “With regard to studying at university, how stressful do you 

find handling the academic workload?”).  

 Personal relationship demands (i.e. how stressful students find it to deal with personal 

issues) was measured with ten items (e.g. “With regard to studying at university, how 

stressful do you find dealing with personal issues?”).  

 Personal relationship problems (i.e. how stressful students find it to handle relationships, 

measured with five items (e.g. “With regard to studying at university, how stressful do you 

find getting along with fellow students at university?”).  

 Lecturer demands (i.e. how stressful students find it to approach lecturers for help, 

measured with six items (e.g. “With regard to studying at university, how stressful do you 

find approaching lecturers for help?”).  

 

Study resources: The resources scale for the present study was based on items that have been 

adapted for the student context from the English version of the Questionnaire on the 

Experience and Assessment of Work (Van Veldhoven, De Jonge, Broersen, Kompier, & 

Meijman, 2002). Items were measured on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 4 

(always). The validity and reliability of this scale were determined in this study. The following 

resources were measured:  

 Family support (i.e. whether students can count on family when they encounter difficulties 

in their lives) was measured with three items (e.g. “Does your family support you?”).  

 Lecture support (i.e. whether students can approach lecturers for advice) was measured 

with three items (e.g. “I receive help from my lecturers when difficulties in my course 

arise”).  
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 Autonomy (i.e. whether students have an influence in the planning of their study-related 

activities) was measured with six items (i.e. “Can you organise your work yourself?”).  

 

Study engagement: The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale- s tudent Survey (UWES-S) was utilised to 

measure study engagement (Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002). The items 

on this scale were assessed on a six-point Likert-type scale that ranges from 1 (a few times) to 

6 (every day). Vigour was measured with six items (e.g. “I have energy to study for long 

hours”), and dedication with six items (e.g. “I find my studies stimulating”). The validation of 

the UWES-S was done on an international level (Schaufeli et al. 2002), and in South Africa 

internal consistencies have been found to be Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.70 for vigour 

and 0.78 for dedication (Mostert, Pienaar, Gauché & Jackson, 2007). 

  

Well-being: The Mental Health Continuum-short Form (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2009) was used to 

measure three types of well-being, namely emotional (three items; e.g. “I am interested in 

life”), psychological (six items; e.g. “I have something important to contribute to society”) and 

social (five items; e.g. “I have warm and trusting relationships with others”). Items were 

measured on a six-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (everyday). The MHC-SF is 

validated for use with individuals aged 12 years and older. The internal consistency for each 

of the three sets of measures exceeded Cronbach’s alpha of 0.80 (Keyes, 2005a), and indicates 

discriminant validity in adolescents from age 12 to18 and adults in the U.S., Netherlands, and 

South Africa (Keyes, 2005b, 2006; Keyes, et al., 2008; Lamers et al., 2010; Westerhof & Keys, 

2010). 

  

1.5.6. Research procedure 

 

The procedure of the present study commenced with a professional letter that was send to the 

dean and lecturers of all three campuses. The letter explained the purpose of the study, as well 

as its objectives and important implications. The letter also ensured confidentiality and 

anonymity of the participants and the assurance that participation is voluntary. First-year 

students were given relevant information on the research project and were invited to participate 

by completing a questionnaire of approximately 30 to 40 minutes. Prior to distributing the 

questionnaires, informed consent was gained from each participant. Students who participated 

in this study were provided with a link that they could access to complete an online 
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questionnaire. The participating group was given four weeks to complete the questionnaire. A 

reminder was sent every two weeks to participants encouraging them to complete the 

questionnaire.  

  

1.5.7. Statistical analysis  

 

Structural equation modelling (SEM) was utilised with Mplus 7.2 to analyse the data (Muthén 

& Muthén, 2014). Furthermore, to establish or determine the relationship between the 

variables, the product-moment correlation (r) was used. This correlation can range from -1 

(considered as a negative relationship); 0 (non-relationship) and +1 (a positive relationship) 

(Beaumont, 2012). The relationships that exist between variables were determined by 

correlation coefficients where effect sizes were calculated to establish the practical significance 

of the results (Steyn & Swanepoel, 2008). The cut-off points established for the practical 

significance of the correlation coefficients were: 0.30 (medium effect) and 0.50 (large effect) 

(Cohen, 1988). The statistical significance of the variables is usually deliberated by a 

confidence interval level of 95% (p < 0.05).  

 

Four latent variables (demands, resources, engagement and well-being) in this structural model 

were created by utilising the individual items as indicators, instead of parcelling several items 

(Bandalos & Finney, 2001). The maximum likelihood (ML) estimator was implemented, with 

the input type of estimation the covariance matrix. The traditional chi-square (χ2) statistic, the 

Comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the Root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) and the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR) were utilised 

to test the goodness-of-fit of the model, even if the cut-off values for adequate fit show little 

agreement (Lance, Butts, & Michels, 2006). The conformist approached was followed, 

according to which the model fit is considered adequate when the CFI and TLI values are larger 

than 0.90 (Byrne, 2010). The RMSEA value was utilised to determine the model fit; values 

below 0.05 indicate a good fit and those from 0.05 and 0.08 indicate a moderately good model 

fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993).  

 

The indirect effect was estimated through a mediation analysis (Rucker, Preacher, Tormala, & 

Petty, 2011). The study explored the effect the independent variables (study demands and study 

resources) have on the dependent variable (well-being), which was indicated by the mediating 



18 

 

variable (student engagement). This mediation analysis was tested through the bootstrap 

method, which according to Preacher and Hayes (2008), is defined as a non-parametric 

resampling method to test the indirect effects of variables. Bootstrapping is also believed to be 

the most preferred method compared to the traditional methods of Baron and Kenny (Hayes, 

2009; MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). The bootstrap method was set to resample 

5 000 draws (Hayes, 2009). For the purpose of the present study, the bootstrap confidence 

interval level was set at 95%. This meant examining whether the indirect effects would cross 

zero or not at that level.  

 

1.5.8. Ethical considerations  

 

The present study forms part of an existing project undertaken with the following available 

ethic number assigned by the particular HEI (NWU-HS-2014-0165). To ensure the success of 

this research, several fair and ethical practices were adhered to. Firstly, beforehand, 

information on the purpose and possible implications of the study was provided to the 

participants. Secondly, the researcher remained honest and respectful towards the respondents 

involved in this study. Thirdly, throughout the study, participation was voluntary, no invasion 

of privacy took place, and no deception occurred. Fourthly, participants’ informed consent was 

obtained, and their privacy and confidentiality maintained at all times (Salkind, 2009). Finally, 

the researcher ensured that the collected data remained private and was kept in a secure and 

confidential area to which only the research team had access.  

 

1.6. OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS 

 

The outline of the following chapters can be explained as follows:  

Chapter 2: Is delivered in the form of a research article that presents the research problem, 

literature review, research method and results, as well as the discussion of the study results.  

Chapter 3: Draws the conclusions, points out the limitations of the study, and make 

recommendations for future research and practice. 
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1.7. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 

This chapter presented the problem statement, research questions and research objectives. The 

chapter explained the study design, measuring instruments and statistical analysis that was 

used, followed by a brief overview given of the following chapters that outline the mini-

dissertation.  
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Testing a structural model for demands, resources, engagement and well-

being of first-year university students 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Orientation: The well-being of students has increasingly become a topic of interest over the 

past decade in higher education institutions. In the current study the focus was specifically on 

the well-being of first-year university students. 

Research purpose: The purpose of this research is to investigate the relationships between 

demands, resources, engagement and well-being for first-year students through a structural 

model.  

Motivation for the study: To assist individual students and tertiary institutions to gain insight 

into the effect that demands and resources have on engagement and well-being of first-year 

students, thus assisting students in their transition from the tertiary context to a work 

environment.  

Research design, approach and method: A quantitative research approach with stratified 

random sampling was followed to collect data. The sample consisted of (N = 773) first-year 

students in a higher education institution in South Africa. Structural equation modelling was 

used to test the proposed model and product-moment correlation was applied to establish the 

relationship between variables. 

Main findings: The results indicated that study demands (academic, personal relationship 

problems with social and psychological well-being) have a negative relationship with student 

engagement and well-being respective. The results further indicated that study resources 

(friend support, family support and autonomy) have a positive relationship with student well-

being. A positive relationship between study engagement and student well-being was also 

found. Lastly it was found that engagement mediated the relationship between demands, 

resources and well-being.    

Practical implications: Evidence suggest that the understanding of student demands and 

resources can significantly change the relationship and outcomes of student engagement and 

well-being. Focusing thus on specific positive relationships and elements that can strengthen 

the outcomes of better student engagement and well-being from an individual and 

organisational level.  
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Contribution of the study: The study contributed into deeper insight of how demands and 

resources can influence the engagement and ultimate well-being of students. Thereby assisting 

institutions to create an environment in which students could flourish and be successful. 

 

Keywords: study demands, study resources, study engagement, well-being, first-year 

university students 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

When young people attend university for the first time, they experience difficulties in the 

transition process due to encountering various challenges. First-year students must adapt to the 

new schooling environment, lecturing pace and level of academic writing. Further challenges 

that impact students’ success significantly, are the relevance of the curriculum to their study 

choices; the perceived lack of transformation, and language barriers (Awino & Agolla, 2008; 

Knoop, 2013; Ongori, 2007). These challenges are coupled with inadequate resources to assist 

students in their performance (Agolla & Ongori, 2009; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005).  

 

This is especially the case for first-year students in South African higher education institutions 

(HEIs). They experience similar challenges, especially language barriers – communicating 

fluently in English. Furthermore, these students find it difficult adapting to semester structures, 

suffer lack in self-confidence, and experience problems with social interaction 

(Nyamupangedengu, 2017). As a result of the mentioned challenges, students may experience 

stress, burnout, poor performance, disengagement, and intention to drop out. These are all 

unfavourable outcomes that could have a negative impact on students’ well-being (Ahern & 

Norris, 2011; Agolla & Ongori, 2009).  

 

The notion of student well-being has gained much attention in recent years. Various researchers 

have argued the importance of studying well-being of first-year students as a significant 

predictor of student success (Cooke, Melchert & Connor, 2016; Soutter, O’Steen & Gilmore, 

2014). Studies indicate that first-year students’ well-being influences their academic 

performance, intention to drop out and actual drop-out rates (Coates, 2005; Pike & Kuh, 2005). 

Various studies have indicated that first-year students who experience positive well-being are 

in a better position to integrate academic information effectively, can maintain healthy social 

behaviours better and make more effort to take care of themselves (Awatani, Whitman, & 

Gordon, 2008). Furthermore, findings show that these students also experience positive 

feelings and attitudes towards their studies and may feel more engaged and motivated to 

accomplish important goals, which positively impacts their success at university (Salanova, 

Schaufeli, Martinez, & Breso, 2010). The study of first-year student well-being does also 

benefit HEIs through increased retention, higher performance rates, and decreased student 

dropout (Coates, 2005; Kuh, 2009; Pohl, 2013). 
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Various models that have been used to study factors influencing student well-being, however 

recently the Job Demands-resources (JD-R) model has been applied to the student context 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti & Bakker, 2011; Demerouti, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 

2001). The JD-R model is based on two assumptions. Firstly, the model links two categories, 

namely demands and resources, and explains how these two categories have unique and 

multiple effects on job stress and motivation. Secondly, the model has two fundamental 

processes, health-impairment and motivation, which are activated by various demands and 

resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014). The present study focused on the motivational process 

to determine the relationship that study demands, study resources and engagement have with 

student well-being. 

 

Furthermore, numerous models and taxonomies can be applied to well-being. This study used 

the conceptualisation of Keyes (2002; 2005; 2007), who defines well-being as follows: a state 

of mental health that is seen when a set of symptoms at a particular level are present for a 

specific period and these symptoms match distinctive forms of cognitive and social 

functioning. Keyes (2014) focuses on the concept of subjective well-being, which can be 

divided into two streams of research: positive feelings or emotions, and positive functioning. 

Positive feelings or emotions associates well-being with happiness or feeling good, while 

positive functioning link well-being to human potential that, when nurtured, helps the 

individual function well in life (Keyes, 2014). Mental health is broken down further into three 

constructs of well-being, namely emotional, psychological, and social (Keyes, 2014).  

 

Taking into account the aforementioned, to date no studies on student well-being could be 

found that tested a structural model of study demands, study resources, engagement and well-

being (as conceptualised by Keyes) or the mediating effect of engagement between 

demands/resources and well-being (Keyes, 2007; 2014). Findings show that certain studies did 

apply the JD-R model to the student context (e.g. Cilliers et al., 2018; Mokgele & Rothmann, 

2014; Osedach, 2013; Salanova, Schaufeli, Martinez, & Breso, 2010; Wilson & Sheetz, 2010). 

However, limited studies were found that investigate the influence of study demands and study 

resources on study engagement and student well-being, based on the mentioned 

conceptualisation of Keyes (2002; 2005; 2007). To address this gap, the present study 

investigated the impact that study demands, resources and engagement have on emotional, 

social and psychological well-being of first-year students. In this regard, the study also tested 
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whether study engagement mediates the relationship between study demands/resources on the 

one hand, and emotional, social and psychological well-being on the other.  

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Subjective well-being 

 

Subjective well-being focuses on what is typically described as happiness as it embraces those 

aspects of life that make individuals’ ‘feel good’ (Guse, 2014). Over the past 50 years, various 

researchers have made intensive efforts to study subjective well-being empirically (cf. Gilbert, 

2006; Oishi, 2010; Seidlitz & Diener, 1993; Scollon, Kim-Petro, & Diener, 2003). The roots 

of subjective well-being can be traced back to Bradburn (1969), who first indicated that positive 

affect and negative affect are distinct constructs. Diener (2006) conceptualised subjective well-

being as a holistic term for numerous types of appraisals individuals have of their lives, both 

positive and negative (Durayappah, 2010). These references consider judgements of life 

satisfaction, engagement and affect.  

 

Current literature has indicated existing but limited taxonomies and theories explaining 

subjective well-being, although the Mental Health Continuum developed by Keyes (2002) is 

noteworthy. The Mental Health Continuum proposes a gradient from ill-being to well-being. 

Keyes describes individuals with complete mental health as ‘flourishing’ in life with high levels 

of subjective well-being. On the other hand, individuals with incomplete mental health are 

‘languishing’ in life, showing low-levels of subjective well-being (Keyes, 2014; 2007; 2002).  

 

In recent years, studies on well-being have developed in response to the fundamental 

hypothesis that mental health is similar to a sheer lack of psychopathology (Ben-Arieh, 2006; 

Huppert & So, 2013; Keyes, 2002). The World Health Organisation (WHO) defined mental 

health as a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence 

of disease or infirmity (WHO, 1948). Keyes (2014) took this a step further and defines mental 

health as a state of well-being in which individuals realise their own abilities, are able to cope 

with normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and are able to contribute to 

their society (Keyes, 2014). He proposed three components for well-being: emotional, social 

and psychological. Emotional well-being is observed from a hedonic perspective, while social 
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and psychological social well-being is observed from a eudaimonic perspective. In other words, 

a hedonic perspective focuses on happiness, enjoyment, pleasure and satisfaction. A 

eudaimonic perspective on the other hand, focuses on meaning and purpose.  

 

Emotional well-being is defined as a collection of symptoms that replicate the presence or 

absence of positive feelings about life (i.e. individuals being in good spirits, interested in life, 

calm and peaceful, full of life). Social well-being expresses social aspects and focuses on 

matters such as acceptance, growth, contribution, coherence, and integration. Psychological 

well-being embodies characteristics of functioning well on an individual level and focuses on 

self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, environmental mastery, autonomy, and 

positive relations with others (Keyes, 2002; 2014).  

 

Various researchers suggest that students who experience a deeper sense of well-being, show 

a higher ability to learn and incorporate information in effective methods or ways. Such 

students are more willing to engage in healthy and fulfilling social behaviour and are more 

likely to devote them to their own and others’ well-being. Furthermore, these students engage 

in their social, professional, and leadership roles when they undergo the transition from the 

university context to the working environment (Awartani, Whiteman & Gordon, 2008).  

 

The Job Demands-resources theory 

 

The Job Demands-resources (JD-R) model was developed for the workplace to predict 

employees’ burnout and engagement, with the primary objective of enhancing organisational 

performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014; 2007; 2001). The JD-R model is based on the 

assumption that the different characteristics and risk factors within the workplace environment 

are linked to job stress or employee well-being and can be divided into two categories, namely 

job demands and job resources (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001; Van den 

Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte & Lens, 2008; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti & 

Schaufeli, 2007).  

 

Job demands can be defined as those features of a job that require sustained physical and/or 

psychological effort and are linked to specific physiological and/or psychological costs (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2018; 2017; 2014). Examples of job demands in the context of the work 
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environment are high work pressure and emotionally demanding interactions with clients or 

customers (Bakker, 2011; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; 2017). In the context of the student 

environment, examples of study demands would be academic pressures as well as emotionally 

demanding interactions with lecturers, fellow classmates, and individuals on campus 

(Reyagalaletsa, 2015). Even though study demands are not negative per se, they may turn into 

hindrance demands when coupled with high effort and insufficient recovery (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2014). Study demands can therefore be defined as study circumstances that lead to 

stress responses when students’ personal boundaries are overpowered. These demands are 

connected to physical and psychological detriments, such as burnout (Salmela-Aro & 

Upadyaya, 2014).  

 

Job resources are defined as the physical, psychological, social and organisational features of 

a job that (a) may decrease job demands along with the related physiological and psychological 

costs; (b) may be seen as useful to achieve work goals; and (c) help motivate personal growth, 

learning, and development (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018; 2017; 2014). Examples of job 

resources in the work environment are: autonomy, skill variety, performance feedback, and 

opportunities for growth (Bakker, 2011; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; 2017).  

 

Study resources can be referred to as the permitting features that encourage student engagement 

as well as protect these students against feelings of being exhausted and disengaged, which 

prevent them to attain their study goals (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). The main function of 

study resources is to maintain health and well-being. Such resources are thus attributes that 

help students achieve academic-related goals; reduce demands and counter the resultant 

physical and psychological detriments; while also encouraging personal growth and 

development (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). Examples of study resources are: the nature 

and variety of tasks performed by students; amount of autonomy students have; and 

opportunities for personal growth. Such resources include: feedback on results; meaningfulness 

of tasks and students’ level of responsibility; sound lecturer-student relationship (support and 

guidance); and social support structures (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009; 

Kember, 2004; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014; Ngidi, 2007; Wrzesniewski, 2012).  

 

A further assumption of the JD-R model is the postulation of two underlying processes, namely 

health impairment and motivation. Health impairment is when employees are exposed to 

continuous high demands without sufficient resources, and thus experience burnout and other 
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health-related problems (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014). For motivation it is assumed that when 

employees are engaged in their work, they are more exposed to improved performance and 

success (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker et al., 2015; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014; 

Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Based on these assumptions, the JD-R model integrates both 

negative and positive indicators and outcomes of well-being. 

 

Study engagement  

 

Engagement is seen as a positive, satisfying, work-related state of mind that is driven by vigour 

and dedication (see Bakker, 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli, 

Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002a). Vigour is characterised by high levels of energy 

and mental resilience while working, as well as the willingness to invest effort in one’s work 

and show persistence in the face of difficulties. Dedication entails a sense of significance, 

enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, as well as challenge. Students who are engaged show high levels 

of energy and are enthusiastic about the academic work required of them. Kahn (1990) notes 

that individuals who are engaged in their work, invest substantial time and energy in their work 

or studies. In this regard, first-year students who are engaged draw on their physical, cognitive, 

as well as emotional resources that help them perform as efficiently as possible (Bakker, 2015). 

 

Relationships between study demands, study resources, engagement and well-being 

 

Research conducted in the work setting showed that job demands are correlated negatively to 

engagement since job demands diminish energy levels (Crawford, LePine & Rich, 2010). 

Therefore, when first-year students have to cope with study demands, they may experience 

strain, which could in the long term result in dissatisfaction and exhaustion (Crawford et al., 

2010). Several empirical studies in numerous countries confirm that job demands are correlated 

positively with burnout, which is the direct opposite construct of engagement (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007; Crawford et al., 2010). Hypothesis 1a is therefore formulated as: Study 

demands have a significant negative relationship with engagement.  

 

Several studies have found that the presence of job resources predicts higher levels of work 

engagement amongst employees through a motivational process (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; 

2018; Bakker, Demerouti, Taris, Schaufeli, & Schreurs, 2003; Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 
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2006; Halbesleben, 2009; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli, Bakker, & Van Rhenen, 2009). 

The same can be argued for the student context: study-related resources will assist students and 

will be associated with higher levels of study engagement (Schaufeli, Martınez, et al., 2010). 

Hypothesis 1b is therefore formulated as: Study resources have a significant positive 

relationship with study engagement.  

 

Various studies have encouraged the twofold routes to employee and student well-being 

suggested by the JD-R theory, and has noted the prediction of essential organisational as well 

as university outcomes (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Specifically, Bakker et al. (2003) applied 

the JD-R model to call centre employees of a Dutch telecom organisation, and investigated its 

predictive validity for self-reported absenteeism as well as turnover intentions. From this study, 

results from a sequence of structural equation modelling (SEM) analyses mostly supported the 

notion of these twofold processes (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014).  

 

In the first instance, the energy-driven process, the focus was on job demands such as work 

pressure, computer glitches, emotional demands, as well as changes in tasks. These demands 

were found to be the most prevalent predictors of health problems, which, in turn, were 

connected to absence due to illness. In the second instance, the motivation-driven process, the 

following job resources were investigated: social support, supervisory coaching, performance 

feedback, as well as time control. Results showed that these resources were the primary 

predictors of dedication and organisational commitment, which, in turn, were connected to 

(lower) turnover intentions (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014). Hakanen, Bakker and Schaufeli 

(2006) found comparable results in their study of Finish teachers. According to their findings, 

burnout mediated the effect of job demands on ill-health, while work engagement mediated the 

effect of job resources on organisational commitment.  

 

Bakker, Demerouti and Verbeke (2004) utilised the JD-R model to explore the relationship 

between job characteristics, burnout, as well as other evaluations of performance. Their study 

hypothesised and found that job demands such as work pressure and emotional demands, were 

the most essential antecedents of the exhaustion component of burnout, which, in turn, 

predicted in-role performance. On the other hand, job resources such as autonomy and social 

support, were the most prevalent predictors of extra-role performance, due to their relationship 

with engagement.  
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The JD-R model indicates that resources may have a positive influence on employees’ well-

being and performance through the motivational processes (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). The 

motivational assumption is that resources may improve individuals’ well-being by increasing 

their intrinsic motivation. The reason is that resources promote learning and development, 

thereby satisfying basic human needs such as autonomy, belonging and competence (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2014). In the student context, individuals who receive feedback, autonomy and 

social support, are more likely to learn and develop skills. This should improve their studies 

and help them recognise a higher degree of choice in how they do their work. Such students 

will gain a sense of belonging amongst classmates and fellow students in the university, and 

more likely develop a stronger capability to achieve future task goals (Nielsen, Lackmaker, 

Kansala, Saari, Isaksson, & Nielsen, 2015). 

 

 Furthermore, students with intrinsic motivation are more likely to experience satisfaction with 

their work, outside of their work, and suffer less negative effects on their health, such as stress 

and burnout (Nielsen et al., 2015). Students with extrinsic motivation are more likely to 

improve their well-being performance (Nielsen et al., 2015).  

 

Based on the above mentioned research, hypothesis 2 can be formulated as follows: 

2a: Study demands have a significant negative relationship with well-being.  

2b: Study resources have a significant positive relationship with well-being.  

 

The relationship between study engagement and well-being 

 

Research on employee engagement has increased momentum since the first decade of the 21st 

century (Albrecht, 2010). Research has provided evidence that engagement is becoming more 

than a traditional predictor of workplace performance, seeing that it impacts other aspects such 

as job attitudes and well-being (Shuck & Reio, 2014). In a study by Schuck and Reio (2014), 

employees who reported higher levels of engagement were more likely to report higher levels 

of both personal accomplishment and psychological well-being. Individuals, teams and 

organisations have been reported to work most productively for sustained periods where they 

experience high levels of engagement and well-being. Where employees face high engagement 

but low well-being, there is a risk of burnout. Hypothesis 3 can therefore be formulated as: 

Study engagement has a significant positive relationship with well-being.  
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The JD-R model demonstrates that demands and resources have an impact on engagement 

(Salanova & Bakker, 2004) and the latter mediates the relationship between demands, 

resources, and outcomes such as well-being (Osedach, 2013). In particular, engagement is the 

result of resources, thus leading to positive outcomes such as satisfaction, commitment, and 

enhanced performance. Literature on the JD-R model points out a clear limitation: there is 

extensive focus on the perceptions of the same set of characteristics to measure resources. In 

addition, the model does not indicate a relationship between demands and engagement; 

however, certain studies suggest that such a relationship may exist (Osedach, 2013).  

 

Findings by Salanova and Schaufeli (2008) on Spanish and Dutch employees, showed that 

engagement fully mediates the relationship between resources and well-being. This mediation 

applies to the impact job resources have on well-being in the workplace, which implies that an 

increase in job resources is related to increased work engagement, which is in turn related 

positively to well-being. Additionally, Bernt (2016) also suggests a linkage of job resources 

and well-being that is mediated by work engagement. Hopkins and Gardner (2012) also 

investigated the mediating role of work engagement in the relationship between job resources 

and well-being. They found that the establishing of job resources can strengthen employees’ 

ability to meet basic psychological needs, thus leading to positive well-being.  

 

On the other hand, Hopkins and Gardner (2012) note a negative relationship where engagement 

mediates between job demands and employee well-being (also see Hallberg & Schaufeli, 2006; 

Schaufeli, Taris, & Van Rhenen., 2008). They found that job demands show a significant 

negative relationship with psychological distress (well-being) when mediated by 

(dis)engagement. Burnout, as a result of job demands, was found related positively to 

psychological distress and poor health (Melamed, Shirom, Toker, Berliner, & Shapira, 2006; 

Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Additionally, high levels of work engagement were found related 

to lower levels of psychological distress where research indicated negative relationships 

between work engagement and mental health problems (Hallberg & Schaufeli, 2006; Schaufeli, 

Taris, & Van Rhenen., 2008). These findings thus stress the importance of work engagement 

and its effect on well-being (Hopkins & Gardner, 2012).  

 

Based on the above-mentioned findings, Hypothesis 4 can be formulated as follows: 

4a: Engagement mediates the relationships between study demands and well-being.  

4b: Engagement mediates the relationships between study resources and well-being.  
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The model the present study tested is depicted in Figure 1 below.  

 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Research approach 

 

The nature of the study was quantitative, by using a stratified random sample to collect data. 

This form of sampling represents the entire population which a researcher is studying, in this 

case, a university with three diverse campuses. The advantages of this sampling technique 

include reduced bias with sample selection as well as ensuring certain segments of the 

population are not represented more or less than others (Siegle, 2017). Stratified random 

sampling can be distinguished from random sampling by not selecting sample items or 

respondents from the whole universe, but only a predetermined number of items from each 

stratum or section (Struwig & Stead, 2011). The sample for the present study was stratified by 

dividing the population into subpopulations, where the strata entail three diverse campuses of 

the participating university.  
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Research participants 

 

For the purpose of the present study, a sample of first-year students from the participating 

university and all its delivery sites was used (N = 773; mean age = 20.24, SD = 2.71). The 

inclusion criterion was that participants should be full-time first-year students at the specific 

university. Participation in this research was voluntary. The characteristics of the participants 

are summarised in Table 1 below.  

 

Table 1 

Characteristics of the Participants (N = 773) 

 

Item Category Frequency Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 258 33.4 

 Female 508 65.7 

 Missing 7 0.90 

Ethnic group Asian 2 0.30 

 Black 469 60.7 

 Coloured 47 6.10 

 Indian 11 1.40 

 White 243 31.4 

 Other 1 0.10 

Campus Delivery site 1 246 31.8 

 Delivery site 2 384 49.7 

 Delivery site 3 134 17.3 

 Missing 9 1.20 

 

As is evident from Table 1 above, the sample consisted of 773 participants of whom 258 

(33.4%) were male and 508 (65.7%) female. Most participants were Black (60.7%), followed 

by Whites (31.4%). The delivery sites were widely represented, with the most participants from 

delivery site 2 (384, 49.7%) and the least from delivery site 3 (134, 17.3%). 

 

Measuring instruments  

 

The following measuring instruments were used in the study: 
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Study demands: The Student-Stress Questionnaire of Burge (2009) measured these demands. 

Items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all stressful) to 5 

(extremely stressful). The validity and reliability of this scale were determined in this study. 

The following dimensions were included:  

 Academic demands (i.e. how stressful students find academic-related activities) were 

measured with six items (i.e. “With regards to studying at university, how stressful do you 

find handling the academic workload?”).  

 Personal relationship demands (i.e. how stressful students find it to deal with personal 

issues) were measured with ten items (i.e. “With regards to studying at university, how 

stressful do you find dealing with personal issues?”).  

 Personal relationship problems (i.e. how stressful students find it to handle relationships), 

measured with five items (i.e. “With regards to studying at university, how stressful do you 

find getting along with fellow students at university?”).  

 Lecturers’ demands (i.e. how stressful students find it to approach lecturers for help, 

measured with six items (i.e. “With regards to studying at university, how stressful do you 

find approaching lecturers for help?”).  

 

Study resources: The resources scale for this study was based on items that have been adapted 

for the student context from the English version of the Questionnaire on the Experience and 

Assessment of Work (Van Veldhoven, De Jonge, Broersen, Kompier, & Meijman, 2002). Items 

were measured on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The validity 

and reliability of this scale were determined in this study. The following resources were 

measured:  

 Family support (i.e. whether students can count on family when they encounter difficulties 

in their lives) was measured with three items (i.e. “Does your family support you?”).  

 Lecture support (i.e. whether students can approach lecturers for advice) was measured 

with three items (i.e. “I receive help from my lecturers when difficulties in my course 

arise”).  

 Autonomy (i.e. whether students have an influence in the planning of their study-related 

activities) was measured with six items (i.e. “Can you organise your work yourself?”).  

 

Study engagement: The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student survey (UWES-S) was used 

to measure such engagement (Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002). The 



47 

 

items on this scale were assessed on a 6-point Likert-type scale that ranges from 1 (a few times) 

to 6 (every day). Vigour was measured with six items (i.e. “I have energy to study for long 

hours”), and dedication with six items (i.e. “I find my studies stimulating”). The validation of 

the UWES-S was done on an international level (Schaufeli et al. 2002). In South Africa, internal 

consistencies have been found to be 0.70 for vigour and 0.78 for dedication (Mostert, Pienaar, 

Gauché & Jackson, 2007). 

 

Well-being: The Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2009) was used to 

measure three types of well-being: emotional (three items) (i.e. “I am interested in life”), 

psychological (six items) (i.e. “I have something important to contribute to society”) and social 

(five items) (i.e. “I have warm and trusting relationships with others”). Items were measured 

on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (everyday). The MHC-SF was validated 

for use with individuals aged 12 years and older. The internal consistency or reliability for each 

of the three sets of measures exceeded 0.80 (Keyes, 2005a), showing discriminant validity for 

adolescents from ages 12-18 and adults, in the U.S., Netherlands, and South Africa (Keyes, 

2005b, 2006; Keyes, et al., 2008; Lamers et al., 2010; Westerhof & Keys, 2010).  

 

Research procedure and ethical considerations  

 

Once permission was obtained from the participating university’s Research Data Gatekeeper 

Committee and Ethics Committee, formal invitations were e-mailed to all first-year students 

on the delivery sites. The e-mail contained an explanation of the purpose and objectives of the 

study and a link to the online questionnaire. Additionally, an informed consent form thoroughly 

explained confidentiality and voluntary participation, requesting that students confirm their 

informed consent for completing the questionnaire. The time-frame to complete the online 

questionnaire was stipulated as between 30-40 minutes. Participants were reminded of 

voluntary participation every two weeks. Fair and ethical practices were adhered to.  

 

The researcher attempted to be honest and respectful towards the participants involved in this 

study. The research was not harmful towards participants, and participation remained 

voluntary. No invasion of privacy or deception occurred during the study (Salkind, 2009). 

Furthermore, the researcher ensured all collected data remained anonymous and were 

preserved in a secure location where only the main research team have access.  
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Statistical analysis 

 

Structural equation modelling (SEM) was utilised with Mplus 7.2 to analyse the gathered data 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2014). As a means to establish or determine the relationship between the 

variables, product-moment correlations (r) were used, where the relationships between 

variables can be seen as positive or negative, depending on how they differ (Beaumont, 2012). 

Effect sizes were measured to establish the practical significance of the results (Steyn & 

Swanepoel, 2008). In this regard, the cut-off points for the practical significance of the 

correlation coefficients were established at 0.30 (medium effect) and 0.50 (large effect) 

(Cohen, 1988). The statistical significance of the variables was deliberated by a confidence 

interval level of 95% (p ≤ 0.05).  

 

Four latent variables were created: study demands, study resources, student engagement, and 

well-being. This was done by using the individual items as indicators; in other words, items 

were not parcelled in this study (Bandalos & Finney, 2001). The maximum likelihood (ML) 

estimator was implemented, with the input type covariance matrix. Further methods were 

applied to test the goodness-of-fit of the model. These methods were: the traditional chi-square 

(χ2) statistic, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), the Root Mean 

Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the standardised root mean square residual 

(SRMR) The conformist process was used where the model fit was considered adequate when 

the CFI and TLI values were larger than 0.90 (Byrne, 2010). The RMSEA value was calculated 

to determine the model fit; values below 0.05 indicated a good fit and those between 0.05 and 

0.08 a moderately good model fit (Browne & Cudeck, 1993).  

 

The indirect effect was estimated through a mediation analysis (Rucker, Preacher, Tormala, & 

Petty, 2011). The study explored the effect of the independent variables (study demands and 

study resources) on the dependent variable (well-being) as mediated by the mediating variable 

(student engagement). This mediation analysis was tested through bootstrapping, which 

according to Preacher and Hayes (2008) entails a non-parametric resampling method to test the 

indirect effects of variables. Bootstrapping is also believed to be the most preferred method 

compared to Baron and Kenny’s traditional ones (Hayes, 2009; MacKinnon, Lockwood, & 

Williams, 2004). The bootstrap method was set to resample 5 000 draws (Hayes, 2009). For 

the present study the interval level for bootstrap confidence was set at 95%, and it was 

investigated whether the indirect effects would cross zero at that level or not.  
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RESULTS 

 

Measurement model 

 

The measurement model of this study was tested by creating four latent variables, including 

study demands, study resources, study engagement, and well-being. This instrument proved to 

be a good fit where the RMSEA value registered below 0.05, and the CFI and TLI values larger 

than 0.90. Such values indicated that the model fitted the data well.  

 

Table 2 below presents the standardised factor loadings for the latent factors of this study.  
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Table 2  

Standardised Loadings for the Latent Factors  

 

Item Item Loading S.E p 

Academic demands     

 ACDEM1 0.65 0.03 0.001 

 ACDEM2 0.68 0.03 0.001 

 ACDEM3 0.64 0.03 0.001 

 ACDEM4 0.63 0.03 0.001 

 ACDEM5 0.75 0.02 0.001 

 ACDEM6 0.82 0.02 0.001 

 ACDEM7 0.75 0.02 0.001 

 ACDEM8 0.81 0.02 0.001 

Personal relationship demands     

 SELF1 0.77 0.03 0.001 

 SELF2 0.90 0.02 0.001 

 SELF3 0.80 0.02 0.001 

Personal relationship problems     

 REL1 0.91 0.01 0.001 

 REL2 0.88 0.02 0.001 

 REL3 0.91 0.01 0.001 

Lecture demands     

 LEC1 0.70 0.03 0.001 

 LEC2 0.84 0.02 0.001 

 LEC3 0.86 0.02 0.001 

 LEC4 0.61 0.03 0.001 

Family support     

 SSFA1 0.87 0.02 0.001 

 SSFA2 0.93 0.02 0.001 

 SSFA3 0.82 0.03 0.001 

Lecture support     

 SSL1 0.86 0.02 0.001 

 SSL2 0.93 0.02 0.001 

 SSL3 0.82 0.02 0.001 
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Table 2 (continued) 

Standardised Loadings for the Latent Factors  

 

Item Item Loading S.E p 

Friend support     

 SSFR1 0.85 0.02 0.001 

 SSFR2 0.85 0.02 0.001 

 SSFR3 0.84 0.02 0.001 

 SSFR4 0.91 0.01 0.001 

 SSFR5 0.92 0.01 0.001 

Autonomy     

 AUT1 0.84 0.03 0.001 

 AUT2 0.86 0.02 0.001 

 AUT3 0.72 0.03 0.001 

 AUT4 0.78 0.02 0.001 

Engagement     

 ENGAGE1 0.83 0.02 0.001 

 ENGAGE2 0.87 0.01 0.001 

 ENGAGE3 0.91 0.01 0.001 

 ENGAGE4 0.73 0.02 0.001 

 ENGAGE5 0.81 0.01 0.001 

 ENGAGE6 0.93 0.01 0.001 

 ENGAGE7 0.88 0.01 0.001 

 ENGAGE8 0.76 0.02 0.001 

Emotional well-being     

 HED1 0.80 0.02 0.001 

 HED2 0.90 0.01 0.001 

 HED3 0.89 0.01 0.001 

Social well-being     

 EUDS1 0.85 0.02 0.001 

 EUDS2 0.84 0.01 0.001 

 EUDS3 0.84 0.01 0.001 

 EUDS4 0.76 0.02 0.001 

 EUDS5 0.80 0.02 0.001 

Psychological well-being     

 EUDP1 0.76 0.02 0.001 

 EUDP2 0.79 0.02 0.001 

 EUDP3 0.76 0.02 0.001 

 EUDP4 0.71 0.02 0.001 

 EUDP5 0.78 0.02 0.001 

 EUDP6 0.88 0.01 0.001 

 

Notes: S.E. = Standard error; All p-values ≤ 0.001.  
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As is evident from Table 2 above, all items loaded significantly on their respective factors. For 

example, the highest factor loading for personal relationship problems was 0.91 (Item 1: 

“Trying to make friends on campus”) and 0.91 (Item 3: “Making new friends”), while the 

lowest factor loading was 0.88 (Item 2: “Getting along with fellow students at university”). 

The highest factor loading for lecture support was 0.93 (Item 2: “I receive help from my 

lecturers when difficulties in my course arise”), while the lowest was 0.82 (Item 3: “My 

lecturers help me when I encounter problems in my studies that I cannot solve by myself”). 

Furthermore, the highest factor loading for engagement was 0.93 (Item 6: “I feel energised by 

my studies”) and the lowest was 0.73 (Item 4: “I am a dedicated student”). Finally, the highest 

factor loading for emotional well-being was 0.90 (Item 2: “Interested in life”), with the lowest 

0.80 (Item 1: “I am happy”).  

 

The correlations and reliability coefficients are presented in Table 3 below. The mean scores 

are not reported since all means registered zero due to the latent variables being standardised.
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Table 3 

Reliability Coefficients and Correlation Matrix  

 

 Α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Academic demands 0.87 1.00           

2 Personal relationship demands 0.79 0.55 1.00          

3 Personal relationship problems 0.89 0.30 0.54 1.00         

4 Lecture demands 0.80 0.60 0.52 0.49 1.00        

5 Family support 0.84 -0.10 -0.29 -0.15 -0.25 1.00       

6 Lecture support 0.80 -0.28 -0.28 -0.23 -0.57 0.26 1.00      

7 Friend support 0.90 -0.13 -0.34 -0.44 -0.24 0.43 0.37 1.00         

8 Autonomy 0.83 -0.48 -0.38 -0.20 -0.35 0.28 0.40 0.24 1.00       

9 Engagement 0.94 -0.37 -0.26 -0.18 -0.26 0.19 0.28 0.17 0.47 1.00     

10 Emotional well-being 0.86 -0.39 -0.53 -0.39 -0.40 0.36 0.36 0.39 0.43 0.51 1.00   

11 Social well-being 0.88 -0.36 -0.34 -0.38 -0.39 0.23 0.35 0.34 0.36 0.51 0.72 1.00 

12 Psychological well-being 0.88 -0.41 -0.43 -0.41 -0.37 0.26 0.34 0.38 0.50 0.61 0.80 0.77 

 

Notes: All correlations are statistically significant p ≤ 0.01 

r ≥ 0.30 is practically significant (medium effect); r ≥ 0.50 is practically significant (large effect); α = Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
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Table 3 above indicates that all alpha coefficients of the variables were reliable (Cronbach’s 

alpha ≥ 0.70), which indicates good internal consistency. Furthermore, demands correlated 

negatively with engagement and well-being. More specifically, academic demands showed a 

negative correlation and a practically significant relationship with engagement and all well-

being variables with a medium effect. Personal relationship demands had a negative correlation 

and a practically significant relationship with social well-being and psychological well-being 

(with a medium effect), and emotional well-being (with a large effect). Personal relationship 

problems showed a negative correlation and practically significant relationship with 

engagement and all well-being variables with a medium effect, as well as lecture demands with 

all well-being variables. Furthermore, family support showed a positive correlation with 

emotional well-being as a practically significant relationship (medium effect). Lecture support 

and friend support had a positive correlation with all well-being variables, showing a 

practically significant relationship (medium effect). Autonomy had a positive correlation with 

engagement, emotional well-being and social well-being at medium effect, and psychological 

well-being with a large effect. Additionally, engagement had a positive practically significant 

relationship with all well-being variables, indicating a large effect.  

 

The structural paths and significance levels are indicated in Table 4 below. 

 

Structural model fit and regression results 

 

The regression paths were included in the measurement model and were aligned with the study 

hypotheses. It was found that the structural model was a good fit to the data (CFI = 0.94; TLI 

= 0.94.93; RMSEA = 0.04). The results of the regression paths are provided below in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

Regression Results for the Structural Model 

 

Structural paths   β S.E p Result 

Engagement       

 Academic demands   -0.24 0.05 0.00* Significant 

 Personal relationship demands  0.04 0.05 0.46 Nonsignificant 

 Personal relationship problems  -0.08 0.05 0.13 Nonsignificant 

 Lecture demands  0.10 0.06 0.11 Nonsignificant 

 Family support   0.08 0.04 0.08 Nonsignificant 

 Lecture support  0.12 0.05 0.02* Significant 

 Friendship support  -0.02 0.04 0.74 Nonsignificant 

 Autonomy  0.33 0.04 0.00* Significant 

Social well-being       

 Academic demands  -0.07 0.05 0.17 Nonsignificant 

 Personal relationship demands  0.02 0.05 0.68 Nonsignificant 

 Personal relationship problems  -0.18 0.05 0.00* Significant 

 Lecture demands  -0.08 0.06 0.19 Nonsignificant 

 Family support  0.03 0.04 0.54 Nonsignificant 

 Lecture support  0.08 0.05 0.11 Nonsignificant 

 Friendship support  0.14 0.04 0.00* Significant 

 Autonomy  0.02 0.04 0.61 Nonsignificant 

 Engagement  0.37 0.03 0.00* Significant 

Emotional well-being        

 Academic demands  -0.03 0.05 0.60 Nonsignificant 

 Personal relationship demands  -0.26 0.05 0.00* Significant 

 Personal relationship problems  -0.09 0.05 0.08 Nonsignificant 

 Lecture demands  -0.01 0.06 0.92 Nonsignificant 

 Family support  0.13 0.04 0.00* Significant 

 Lecture support  0.06 0.05 0.17 Nonsignificant 

 Friendship support  0.12 0.04 0.01* Significant 

 Autonomy  0.06 0.04 0.21 Nonsignificant 

 Engagement  0.33 0.03 0.00* Significant 

Psychological well-being       

 Academic demands  -0.05 0.05 0.32 Nonsignificant 

 Personal relationship demands  -0.08 0.05 0.08 Nonsignificant 

 Personal relationship problems  -0.17 0.04 0.00* Significant 

 Lecture demands  0.00 0.06 0.97 Nonsignificant 

 Family support  0.02 0.04 0.68 Nonsignificant 

 Lecture support  0.02 0.05 0.71 Nonsignificant 

 Friendship support  0.14 0.04 0.00* Significant 

 Autonomy  0.17 0.04 0.00* Significant 

 Engagement  0.43 0.03 0.00* Significant 

 

 Notes: β = Beta coefficient; S.E. = Standard error; p = Two-tailed statistical significance 

* Statistically significant p ≤ 0.05 
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The regression results in Table 4 above, indicate that academic demands described a significant 

negative relationship path with engagement (β = -0.24; p ≤ 0.001), whilst lecture support 

showed a significant positive relationship path with engagement (β = -0. 0.12; p = 0.015) and 

autonomy a significant positive relationship with engagement (β = -0.33; p ≤ 0.001). 

Furthermore, personal relationship problems indicated a significant negative relationship path 

with social well-being (β = -0.18; p ≤ 0.001), and friend support (β = 0.14; p ≤ 0.001) a 

significant positive relationship with engagement (β = 0.37; p = 0.001) as well as social well-

being. Personal relationship demands indicated a significant negative relationship path with 

emotional well-being (β = -0.26; p ≤ 0.001), whilst family support (β = 0.13; p = 0.002), 

friendship support (β = 0.12; p = 0.005) and engagement (β = 0.33; p ≤ 0.001) all indicated a 

significant positive relationship path with emotional well-being. Additionally, personal 

relationship problems indicated a negative relationship path with psychological well-being (β 

= -0.17; p = 0.001), and friend support (β = 0.14; p ≤ 0.001), autonomy (β = 0.17; p ≤ 0.001) 

and engagement (β = 0.43; p ≤ 0.001) a positive relationship with psychological well-being.  

 

Indirect effects and confidence intervals  

 

The results of the indirect effects and confidence intervals of the structural paths are reported 

in Table 5 below. 

 

Table 5 

Indirect effects with confidence intervals at 95%  

Effects Estimate S.E p Confidence intervals 

(95%) 

    Lower Upper 

Academic demands→ Engagement → Emotional well-being -0.08 0.02 0.00 -0.13 -0.04 

Lecture support → Engagement → Emotional well-being 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.08 

Autonomy → Engagement → Emotional well-being 0.11 0.02 0.00 0.07 0.15 

Academic demands → Engagement → Social well-being -0.09 0.03 0.00 -0.15 -0.04 

Lecture support → Engagement → Social well-being 0.05 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.09 

Autonomy→ Engagement → Social well-being 0.12 0.02 0.00 0.08 0.17 

Academic demands → Engagement → Psychological well-being -0.10 0.03 0.00 -0.17 -0.05 

Lecture support → Engagement → Psychological well-being 0.05 0.03 0.04 0.01 0.10 

Autonomy → Engagement → Psychological well-being 0.14 0.02 0.00 0.10 0.19 

 

Notes: p < 0.05 
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Table 5 above shows the results in relation to the indirect effects that were statistically 

significant (p ≤ 0.05). Engagement mediated between academic demands, lecture support and 

autonomy, with all three well-being dimensions (emotional, social and psychological).  

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The aim of the current study was to investigate the relationships between study demands, study 

resources, study engagement and well-being of first-year university students through a 

structural model. Furthermore, this study investigated engagement as a mediator between study 

demands, study resources, and three types of well-being (social, emotional and psychological) 

in a sample of South African first-year university students.  

 

Hypothesis 1a set out to confirm that study demands (academic demands, personal relationship 

demands, personal problems, and lecture demands) indicate a negative relationship with study 

engagement. The results indicated that all correlation coefficients were statistically significant 

between demands and engagement. However, in the structural model, only academic demands 

had a significant negative relationship with engagement. These results suggest that when 

students experience high academic demands (e.g. experience difficulty with handling their 

academic work) this will impact negatively on their vigour and dedication (e.g. being less 

enthusiastic, less confident and less effective in completing their academic tasks). These results 

concur with the findings of Schaufeli et al. (2002a) that demands and engagement are 

moderately and negatively related. In another study, Crawford, LePine and Rich (2010) argued 

that the relationship between demands and engagement were a function of the nature of the 

demand. Based on these results, hypothesis 1a was accepted partially. 

 

Hypothesis 1b postulated that study resources (family support, lecturer support, friend support, 

and autonomy) have a positive relationship with student engagement. All correlation 

coefficients were found to be significant, although the significant regression coefficients in the 

structural model were found between lecture support and autonomy with engagement. This 

indicates that when a positive lecture-student relationship exists (e.g. support and guidance 

received from their lecturers), the higher their engagement levels. Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 

and Bakker and Demerouti, (2017; 2018) deduced that resources may have an intrinsic or 

extrinsic motivational function. Thus, as an intrinsic motivational function, resources empower 
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basic human needs such as autonomy (DeCharms, 1968), competence (White, 1959) and 

relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995); (Klem & Connell, 2009). Based on the mentioned 

results, hypothesis 1b was accepted partially.  

 

Hypothesis 2a postulated that study demands have a negative relationship with student well-

being. Although all correlations coefficients were found to be significant, the results of the 

structural model showed that only personal relationship problems had a significant negative 

relationship with social and psychological well-being; and personal relationship demands with 

emotional well-being. In this study in particular, this means that the more relationship demands 

students experience (e.g. inability to make new friends and interact with fellow students), the 

more their social and psychological well-being is impacted negatively, resulting in a feeling 

that they do not belong.  

 

Baumeister and Leary (1995), found that individuals feel good when they share moments and 

experiences with others. Thus each individual has an innate desire to foster high-quality 

relationships. This desire is linked strongly to a psychological instinct: the need to belong. On 

the other hand, the more personal relationship problems students experience, the more 

uninterested and unsatisfied with life they can become; thus affecting their emotional well-

being. A study by Danna and Griffin (1999) concur and add that when individuals experience 

work-related stress together with stress from daily life, this can lead to detrimental emotional, 

psychological and socially unfavourable outcomes. This condition is due to excessive demands 

on the human body and mind. Based on these results, hypothesis 2a was accepted partially.  

 

Hypothesis 2b proposed that study resources will show a positive relationship with student 

well-being. The results of the present study indicated that all correlation coefficients were 

statistically significant with resources and well-being. Nevertheless, it was found that friend 

support had a positive relationship with all types of well-being; family support with emotional 

well-being; and autonomy with psychological well-being. Therefore, the more resources 

individual students have (e.g. friends and family support), the more positive its impact on their 

well-being. Various researchers have suggested that when individuals feel they have reliable 

and supportive friends, the following resources are provided: intimacy and closeness (Reis, 

Clark & Holmes, 2004); surplus of comfort and relief from stress (Collins & Feeney, 2000); as 

well as accountability partners who help them achieve certain goals (Tay, Tan, Diener, & 

Gonzalez, 2013; Taylor, 2010).  
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In particular, social relationships are considered as essential to an individual’s happiness and 

well-being (Argyle, 2001; Myers, 2000). Leach (2016) indicates that social connections have 

a significant impact on an individual’s emotional well-being and the ability to survive major 

challenges. Deci and Ryan (2014) point out an essential value and motivation for individuals, 

namely to feel connected and meaningfully related to others. Based on the JD-R model, Bakker 

(2011) and Demerouti et al., (2001), argue that resources are motivational, thus in their 

findings, increased student resources enhance student’s well-being. Based on the mentioned 

results, hypothesis 2b can therefore be accepted partially. 

 

Hypothesis 3 postulated that study engagement will show a significantly positive relationship 

with student well-being. In the current study all correlation and regression constructs were 

found to be statistically significant with engagement and all three types of well-being, thus 

hypothesis 3 is accepted fully. This means that the more vigorous students are (e.g. mental 

energy to study for long hours) and dedicated (viewing studies as meaningful and exciting), 

the more they will be impacted positively in the various states of well-being: emotional (feeling 

happy, interested and satisfied with life), social (meaningful contribution to society) and 

psychological (appreciating most aspects of their personality and managing daily 

responsibilities effectively).  

 

Diener and Chan (2011) confirm that engagement and emotional well-being relate to improved 

health and longer life, thus positive impact on happiness and satisfaction with life. In this 

regard, Keyes (1998); Keyes and Shapiro (2004) found that engaged students have a more 

positive attitude towards others; uphold certain beliefs in the growth of self and society; and 

have an understanding of society. According to Ryff and Singer (2002; 2008), students who 

measure high on psychological well-being have a positive view of themselves (self-

acceptance), are self-determined and independent with their thoughts and actions (autonomy) 

and are able to establish and maintain close relationships with others. Shuck and Reio (2013), 

found that engaged individuals tend to be more productive and interact positively with those 

around them. Appropriate feedback from lecturers help foster student’s learning, thus 

increasing their study competence (emotional well-being), whereas freedom of decision and 

social support satisfy the need for autonomy (psychological well-being) and the need to belong 

(social well-being) (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).  
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Hypotheses 4a and b: The research model of the study proposed that engagement is a mediator 

between demands, resources, and three types of well-being (emotional, social and 

psychological). According to hypothesis 4a, engagement mediates the relationship between 

study demands and well-being; and hypothesis 4b postulated further that engagement mediates 

the relationship between resources and well-being. In other words, when demands are high, 

students find their studies difficult and less meaningful, which essentially hampers their 

happiness and satisfaction at the university and in life as a whole. Schaufeli (2013) points out 

that when individuals are overwhelmed by demands that are not supported by resources, they 

are more likely to be disengaged in their work; thus impacting their well-being negatively.  

 

Based on the results above, hypothesis 4a can therefore be accepted partially, seeing that 

engagement showed a mediated effect with only certain study demands and the mentioned 

three types of well-being. Engagement, according to hypothesis 4b, involves lecture support 

and autonomy, which as a result, has a positive impact on well-being. A study by Salanova and 

Schaufeli (2008) in the work context concludes that work engagement fully mediates the 

impact of job resources on employees’ well-being. According to their findings, an increase in 

job resources related positively to an increase in work engagement, and thus positively 

impacted employee well-being. Additionally, Torrente, Salanova, Llorens, and Schaufeli 

(2012) found that resources were related positively to engagement – a psychological state 

related to an individual’s performance. Based on these mentioned results, hypothesis 4b is 

accepted partially. 

  

Conclusion  

 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the relationships between study demands, 

study resources, study engagement and well-being of first-year university students through a 

structural model. Additionally, this study investigated engagement as a mediating effect 

between study demands, study resources, and well-being in the mentioned sample. The results 

highlighted the importance of study demands and its negative impact on study engagement, 

particularly student well-being. Furthermore, the findings emphasised the importance of study 

resources and its positive impact on study engagement and student well-being. This condition 

applies especially to the support students receive from their lecturers and which help provide 

opportunities for development and growth. The results from the present study have indicated 
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that it is beneficial to investigate the impact of study demands, study resources, engagement as 

a mediating effect, as well as on the well-being of first-year students.  

 

Limitations and recommendations 

 

This study makes a valuable contribution to the field of Industrial and Organisational 

Psychology in general, as well as to research in student engagement and well-being in 

particular. However, certain limitations were noted within this study.  

 

Firstly, data gathering in this study was limited to a single instrument that was e-mailed to 

students as a self-report questionnaire. This could have created a basis for students being 

personally biased (consciously or unconsciously), and required of them to complete the form 

without support or supervision. A recommendation for future research is to obtain more 

information through various other methods of data collection such as semi-structured 

interviews and appreciative inquiry sessions. This will help researchers determine the 

appropriate means to investigate first-year students within the university.  

 

Secondly, the data were gathered over a brief period, which also may produce limited results. 

Thus, it is recommended that a longitudinal study be done over the duration of students’ 

progress in their studies (i.e. from first to second year; second to third year, etc.). Such an 

approach may determine whether the results should be altered or remain the same.  

 

Thirdly, during the data-gathering period, political instability may have occurred. The political 

issue coupled with the concept of @Fees must fall led to student strikes in various universities 

across South Africa, protesting for the reduction of perceived high student tuition. This 

instability could have influenced the number of first-year students who participated in the study 

since campuses were closed intermittently.  

 

Fourthly, participant characteristics did not equally represent the gender, seeing that female 

participants were in the majority. Similarly, unequal representation of ethnic groups was noted, 

therefore the results could not be generalised results for all gender and ethnic groups. Since the 

study focused on first-year students, the results could also not be generalised for all university 

students (i.e. from second year onwards). Thus recommendations are to expand the study to all 
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students working towards attaining their degree (first, second and third year students) to 

ensure more generalised results.  

 

Finally, the study focused on first-year students from a single university site in South Africa. 

therefore, the results cannot be generalised for first-year students in other universities. It is 

recommended that future studies should incorporate first-year students in other education 

institutions to attain more generalisable results.  

 

Practical implications  

 

The results from the present study contribute to literature and the field of student engagement 

and student well-being. Through this research, further information has been made available on 

the impact and effect that study demands, study resources and study engagement have on 

students’ well-being. The findings from this study could benefit first-year university students 

as well as higher education institutions.  

 

Students: On this level, the study may have specific benefits. It could provide coping 

mechanisms for extraneous study demands which may be a challenge to them. Students may 

be helped to utilise their resources thereby improving their academic performance. They may 

also become more engaged by finding deeper meaning in their studies and becoming more 

aware of opportunities for growth.  

 

Higher education institutions: The benefits may entail a clearer understanding of the impact 

study demands and resources have on first-year students, and how support structures enhance 

students’ engagement and well-being. Furthermore, the findings could help HEIs develop and 

structure programmes to manage challenging situations that students may face in their studies 

and personal lives. In this regard, the findings can guide HEIs to create platforms that may 

improve students’ performance, engagement and well-being.   

 

Author’s note: 

The material described in this article is based upon work supported by the office of the Deputy 

Vice-Chancellor: Teaching and Learning, North-West University. The views and opinions 

expressed in this research are those of the researcher and do not reflect the opinion or views of 

the funder. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This final chapter draws certain conclusions, points out the limitations and makes 

recommendations based on findings of the present study. The conclusions present the outcomes 

of the study with reference to the general and specific research objectives outlined in Chapter 

1. The limitations of the study provide possible solid factors that may have impacted the study 

and its results. The recommendations are provided to individuals, universities and to help 

expand the literature for future research and practice in this field. 

 

3.1. CONCLUSIONS  

 

The main aim of this research was to test the relationships between study demands, study 

resources, study engagement and student well-being through a structural model. This included 

testing study engagement as an additional mediating factor. 

 

Objective 1 

The first objective of this study was to determine how study demands, study resources, study 

engagement and student well-being are defined in literature. For a better understanding, 

demands and resources were defined from within the work context and according to the Job 

Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, while the constructs were placed within in a student 

context. Furthermore, engagement and study engagement; well-being and student well-being 

were also conceptualised in accordance with literature.  

 

Job demands were defined as an individual’s job characteristics, which involve sustained 

physical and/or psychological effort and are thus linked to certain physiological and/or 

psychological costs (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014; 2017; 2018). Certain instances of job 

demands in the work context include high work pressure and emotionally demanding 

interactions with clients or customers (Bakker, 2011; Bakker & Demerouti: 2007; 2017). In the 

student context, study demands were defined as circumstances that lead to stress responses 

when students’ boundaries have been tested. These demands were also linked to physical and 

psychological detriments such as burnout (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). Examples of such 
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study demands were noted as: academic pressures, emotionally demanding interactions with 

lecturers, fellow classmates and individuals on campus (Reyagalaletsa, 2015). 

 

Job resources were defined as the physical, psychological, social and organisational 

characteristics of a job that (a) may decrease job demands alongside related physiological and 

psychological costs; (b) may be seen as useful in achieving work goals; and (c) help motivate 

personal growth, learning and development (Bakker & Demerouti, 2018; 2017; 2014). Certain 

cases of job resources within the work context include autonomy, skill variety, feedback on 

performance, and opportunities for growth (Bakker, 2011; Bakker & Demerouti, 2018; 2017; 

2014).  

 

Study resources were conceptualised as the enabling traits that encourage students’ 

engagement and protect them against feelings of exhaustion and disengagement, which often 

prevent individuals from reaching their study goals (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). Study 

resources also help maintain students’ health and well-being. Therefore, these attributes help 

students achieve their academic-related goals, reduce demands and counter resultant physical 

and psychological detriments, whilst encouraging personal growth and development (Salmela-

Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). Examples of such study resources were noted as the nature of tasks 

performed and autonomy, which included: feedback on results, task meaningfulness; support 

and guidance from lecturers as well as social-support structures (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; 

Jacklin & Le Riche, 2009; Kember, 2004; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014; Ngidi, 2007; 

Wrzesniewski, 2012).  

 

Study engagement was described as a positive, satisfying, work-related state of mind driven 

by vigour and dedication (Bakker, 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; 

Schufeli, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002a). Vigour was found to entail high levels of energy 

and mental resilience while working, and the willingness to invest effort into one’s work and 

persist in the face of difficulties. Dedication was fond to be characterised by a sense of 

significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge. Bakker (2015) found that students 

who were engaged in their study, drew on their physical, cognitive, and emotional resources 

that help them perform as effectively as possible.  
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Well-being was conceptualised as a state of mental health that emerges when a set of symptoms 

at a particular level are present for a specific time and matches distinctive cognitive and social 

functioning (Keyes, 2002; 2005; 2007). Keyes (2014) utilised the concept of subjective well-

being, which he divided into two streams of research – positive feelings or emotions, and 

positive functioning. Positive feelings or emotions link well-being to happiness or feeling good, 

while positive functioning associate well-being with human potential that, when nurtured, 

helps individuals function successfully in life (Keyes, 2014). Mental health was broken down 

further into three constructs of well-being: emotional, psychological, and social (Keyes, 2014).  

 Emotional: a collection of symptoms that imitate the presence or absence of positive 

feelings about life.  

 Psychological: embodies characteristics of functioning well on an individual level and 

focuses on self-acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, mastering the 

environment, autonomy and positive relations with others (Keyes, 2002; 2014).  

 Social: focusing on themes such as acceptance, growth, contribution, coherence and 

integration.  

 

Numerous studies on student well-being indicate that students who are said to experience an 

unfathomable sense of well-being have a higher ability to learn and process information 

effectively. As a result these students are more willing to engage in vigorous and satisfying 

social behaviour and are more likely to dedicate efforts to their own and others’ well-being. 

Additionally, it was found that these students are more capable of fulfilling their social, 

professional and leadership functions (Awartani, Whiteman & Gordon, 2008).  

 

Objective 2 

The second research objective was to test a structural model of study demands, study resources, 

study engagement and student well-being amongst first-year students from a tertiary institution. 

The findings showed that these constructs have positive as well as negative relationships. The 

results confirmed the hypotheses either fully or partially.  

 

Hypothesis 1 was confirmed, namely that study demands have a negative relationship with 

student engagement, although only academic demands showed a significant negative 

relationship with study engagement. The results indicated that first-year students experience 

difficulties in their studies when academic demands are high. This has a negative effect on their 
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confidence, enthusiasm and dedication to their work. The mentioned results for the relationship 

between study demands and study engagement were also confirmed by Schaufeli, Salanova, 

Gonzalez-Roma and Bakker (2002) who measure engagement and burnout, a construct 

resulting from demands. Their findings indicate a negative correlation between exhaustion and 

vigour, as well as between cynicism and dedication. In a study on a work context by Crawford, 

LePine and Rich (2010) found that when employees who are strongly disengaged in their work 

activities (i.e. when experiencing high demands) suppress their physical, cognitive and 

emotional dedication and vigour, which is evident from the poorer results of their work 

activities.  

 

On the opposite end of hypothesis 1, the results confirmed a significant positive relationship 

between study resources (although only lecture support and autonomy) and engagement. These 

results indicate clearly that when students receive support and guidance from their lecturers, 

they tend to be more motivated toward, engaged in and dedicated to their work. These results 

were supported by various studies (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; 2018; Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2004), confirming a clear relationship. When individuals have resources at their disposal, this 

unlocks the potential of an intrinsic or extrinsic motivational function, which leads to the 

empowerment of basic human needs.  

 

Where well-being was the main construct, the results from the study confirmed a certain level 

of negative relationship with study demands; and a level of positive relationship with study 

resources and student engagement. Regarding study demands, the results confirmed that the 

more relationship demands students experience (e.g. inability to make friends or relate with 

fellow students), the more likely they are to develop negative social and psychological feelings 

and emotions. Furthermore, the more personal relationship problems (a construct linked to 

study demands) students encounter, the more feelings of disinterest and dissatisfaction they 

show, which are negative feelings and emotions that affect their well-being.  

 

Danna and Griffin conducted their study within a work context (1999). They found that 

individual employees experience work-related stress coupled with daily life stress. This may 

lead to damaging emotional, psychological and social consequences. Where study resources 

were taken into account, the results confirmed a positive relationship with friend support, 

family support and autonomy with increased well-being. These results confirm that the more 

resources students have, the more positive the impact is on their well-being. Reis, Clark & 
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Holmes (2004) suggest that when individuals experience support from their friends and family, 

they feel that the resource of intimacy and closeness is provided. Collins and Feeney (2000) 

note that more comfort and relief from stress are provided as study resources. Taylor (2010) 

explain a provided resource as the availability of accountability partners to help individuals 

achieve their goals.  

 

Finally, the positive relationship with student engagement and well-being confirmed that the 

more vigorous and dedicated students are, the more likely their levels of well-being are to 

increase considerably: emotionally, psychologically and socially. A study confirmed that 

engagement and emotional well-being relate to improved health and longer life due to increased 

happiness and heightened satisfaction (Diener & Chan, 2011). In a study within a student 

context, Keyes and Shapiro (2004) confirm that students who are engaged to their studies show 

a stronger positive attitude towards themselves and others; they also hold clear beliefs about 

self-growth and societal growth. Furthermore, it was highlighted that students who measure 

high on psychological well-being are more self-accepting, autonomous, and have the ability to 

establish and maintain close relationships with others (Ryff & Singer: 2002; 2008).  

 

Objective 3 

The third research objective was to assess the mediating effect of student engagement for first-

year students between study demands and study resources on the one hand, and student well-

being on the other hand. The results confirmed the mediating effect that engagement had, 

positively or negatively, on the relationships between constructs. Where engagement mediated 

the relationship between study demands and well-being, a negatively mediated relationship 

was indicated. It was found that when study demands are perceived as high, students experience 

difficulties in their studies, thus causing a lack of commitment or inability to find meaning in 

completing their study. Schaufeli (2013) corroborates these findings by confirming that when 

individuals are overwhelmed by demands that are not balanced by resources, they are at higher 

risk of disengagement and poor well-being. Where engagement mediates the relationship 

between resources and well-being, the results indicate a positively mediated relationship 

wherein the presence of resources impact positively on well-being. These results are also 

confirmed by Salanova and Schaufeli (2008), who indicate that an increase in job resources 

relates positively to an increase in work engagement, thus impacting positively on well-being.  
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The objectives that have been discussed help expand the existing literature about the constructs: 

study demands, study resources, student engagement well-being. Furthermore, the findings 

contribute greatly to the limited research available in South Africa, particularly on these 

constructs and sample. As confirmed, there are strong positive and negative relationships, 

which relate strongly to student well-being and students’ probabilities for success at HEIs. 

Therefore, this provides a motivation to invest in studies on the well-being of first-year 

students.  

 

Objective 4 

The fourth and final objective of the current study was to outline relevant recommendations for 

future research and practice. This objective is discussed in the following section.  

 

3.2. LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

 

The current study made a valuable contribution to the field of Industrial and Organisational 

Psychology in general, as well as to research on student engagement and well-being in 

particular. However, certain limitations were noted, which should be mentioned in this regard.  

  

Firstly, the present research was cross-sectional, meaning that data gathering only transpired at 

a certain point in time. As a result, participant behaviour could not be measured over an 

extended period. Due to the mentioned limitation, the study depended on the assumption of 

association since it was difficult to determine any cause and effect (Friedman, 2014). 

Therefore, a longitudinal design (data collected over an extended period) is recommended for 

future studies (Friedman, 2014; Govindji & Linley, 2007).  

 

Secondly, data gathering was restricted to a single document that was e-mailed to students as 

a self-reporting questionnaire. Such a restriction could have caused common-method bias 

(Friedman, 2014; Kamakura, 2010). This created a platform for student bias (conscious or 

unconscious), where the interpretation and understanding of the questionnaire and rating scales 

may differ for each individual.  

 

Thirdly, the sample of this study consisted only of first-year students. Therefore, the results 

could not be generalised to all students who attend university. Thus, to obtain further validation 

of results, future studies should include students enrolled in other academic years as well. In 
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the same light, this study focused on first-year students from a single university in South Africa, 

which prevents generalisation for first-year students in other universities. When including 

participants from other universities, the obtained results can be generalised to other groups of 

university students.  

 

Finally, during data collection, several campuses across South Africa were closed due to the 

political instability that led to student strikes. This could have impacted significantly on the 

study’s response rate. Students may have had limited access to campus, specifically to 

computer laboratories. Due to the strike, participants could also have felt disinterested in 

completing the online questionnaire. This may have been due to low morale, disengagement 

and discouragement to participate in this research.  

 

3.3. RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

Notwithstanding the aforementioned limitations, the study makes valuable recommendations 

for the individual, tertiary institutions, and for future research in the field of 

Industrial/Organisational Psychology.  

 

3.3.1. Recommendations for the individual  

 

Throughout the current research, it became evident that study demands, study resources, and 

students’ level of engagement play a vital role in these individuals’ well-being and essentially 

influence the completion of their studies. This study provides the mentioned students with a 

platform to explore various challenging demands and resources they face during their first year 

of study, as viewed from their individual perspectives. It is thus recommended that the gathered 

knowledge is shared as this will entrench positive lifestyle and decisions on behaviour that will 

empower students to deal with the challenging demands. Such knowledge may allow students 

the leverage to gain from resources. This ensures high levels of engagement, while also 

highlighting efficient coping mechanisms to deal with stressful demands from university. 

Furthermore, the results prepare the students for challenging work demands they may 

encounter after completing their study. Thus, it is recommended that the JD-R model is applied 

within a student context since it is essential that prospective employees are well-prepared to 

enter the world of work from the onset. Such preparation would provide early detection and 

management of taxing work demands, thus reducing exhaustion, burnout and ill-health.  



85 

 

3.3.2. Recommendations for institutions  

 

The current study’s findings aim to improve university contexts in order to provide students 

with opportunities for growth and development. The findings contribute by improving 

students’ understanding of the effect study demands have on the engagement and well-being 

of first-year students. It is thus recommended that universities build on the findings to make 

study resources available and promote those aspects which students need the most. Such 

interventions could also contribute to the university’s success and pass rate by reducing dropout 

rates (Murray, 2014). 

 

Furthermore, universities should execute and put into practice change programmes, which 

increase students’ engagement and academic performance. The focus should be on 

implementing coping mechanisms to counter the vast demands that first-year students face. 

These coping mechanisms can be tested and practised at HEIs from first-year level onwards. 

This will help prepare students for the transition from the university to work environment. The 

reason is that they will be better equipped to deal with the challenging work demands which 

they will faced. As a result, organisations will comprise more flourishing, efficient and 

productive employees notwithstanding the demanding work environment they find themselves 

in.    

 

3.3.3. Recommendations for the field of Industrial/Organisational Psychology 

 

The findings of the current study will benefit the field of Industrial Psychology by adding value 

to existing theories concerning first-year students. For future research on similar topics, it can 

be beneficial to use a longitudinal design as research approach. Such a design allows flexibility, 

typically has high validity and can also observe changes accurately (Farrington, 1991). Johnson 

and Onwuegbuzie (2004) also note the use of a mixed-method design. Future researchers can 

utilise this method since it combines qualitative and quantitative research techniques, thereby 

producing richer data, improved results and clearer interpretation of the findings.  

 

A final recommendation is that this study should be replicated across other universities in South 

Africa. Such a research should include other study years. The focus should even be on 

universities in other countries, Such an expansion would lead to richer results, which can be 
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generalised and utilised globally. Findings from this study should be applied to help prepare 

future employees for various organisations. In this way, first-year students will be equipped 

with the necessary resources to survive in a fast-paced work environment. In several instances, 

the JD-R model has been used widely in the work context. The present study helped pave the 

way by using the model within the student context. Thus, it is recommended that further studies 

is done that apply the JD-R model to a tertiary context. Such studies will add to the model’s 

theories and developments in the literature on Industrial Organisational Psychology.  
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