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Abstract: The study explores the relationship between authentic leadership, psychological 

capital, and work engagement among educators in the Makhado Municipality. The primary aim 

was to assess how authentic leadership influences educators’ psychological capital and 

examine how psychological capital impacts work engagement. A quantitative research design 

was employed, utilizing a survey-based approach to collect data from a sample of educators 

across 15 primary schools within the Makhado Municipality. Structural Equation Modeling 

was used to analyze the data and test the relationships between authentic leadership, 

psychological capital, and work engagement. Results indicate that authentic leadership has a 

significant positive influence on the psychological capital of educators. In turn, psychological 

Capital was found to have a strong positive impact on work engagement, suggesting that 

educators who perceive their leaders as authentic are more likely to experience higher levels 

of psychological well-being and engagement in their work. This study contributes to the 

literature on leadership and educator well-being by demonstrating the value of authentic 

leadership in promoting a supportive work environment that enhances educators’ psychological 

capital and engagement. The educational management and policy implications emphasize the 

need for leadership development programs that foster authentic leadership behaviors to 

improve educator performance and overall school effectiveness. 

Keywords: authentic leadership; psychological capital; work engagement; educators; 

Makhado Municipality; structural equation modelling 

1. Introduction 

The modern educational landscape emphasizes the importance of leadership that 

fosters personal growth, well-being, and motivation among educators. In this context, 

authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work engagement are three critical 

factors that contribute to educators’ personal development and the quality of education 

provided in schools. While the individual concepts of authentic leadership, 

psychological capital, and work engagement have been studied extensively, there is a 

gap in research that explores the interrelationship among these constructs in a 

comprehensive manner. Most studies focus on these constructs in isolation rather than 

examining how they interact with each other in educational contexts. For instance, 

many studies have examined authentic leadership about teacher motivation and 

performance (Leroy et al., 2015), and others have studied psychological capital’s 

impact on teacher well-being (Morris et al., 2017). However, few studies explore how 

authentic leadership influences psychological capital and, in turn, enhances work 

engagement. Additionally, the mechanisms through which these constructs influence 

each other remain underexplored, particularly in the context of education. 

Most research on authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work 
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engagement has been conducted in Western contexts or large organizational settings 

(Avolio et al., 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Very little research has been done in 

specific cultural or socio-economic contexts like Makhado Municipality, South 

Africa, where educational challenges such as resource limitations, large class sizes, 

and socio-economic disparities may influence the outcomes associated with leadership 

and teacher engagement. Context-specific research is essential to understand how 

these constructs play out in unique settings, especially in rural or under-resourced 

regions. 

While some research suggests that psychological capital mediates the 

relationship between leadership and work outcomes (Avey et al., 2011), there is 

limited empirical evidence regarding the mediating role of psychological capital, 

specifically between authentic leadership and work engagement in educational 

settings. More research is needed to investigate how authentic leadership influences 

educators’ psychological capital and, in turn, impacts their work engagement, 

particularly in schools within resource-constrained environments like Makhado 

Municipality. 

There is also a gap in understanding the causal mechanisms by which authentic 

leadership directly influences educators’ psychological capital development. While 

studies have established that authentic leadership promotes a supportive work 

environment, there is limited research on how this leadership style helps educators 

develop the critical elements of psychological capital—self-efficacy, hope, optimism, 

and resilience. Understanding this process could improve educators’ engagement and 

overall performance. 

1.1. Problem statement 

The nature of educators exposes them to various psychological challenges 

ranging from stress, challenges with interpersonal relationships, and challenges related 

to their career and work demands (Campbell and Nobel, 2009). To maneuver this 

turbulent environment, they need to be constantly focused and employ all their mental 

capabilities in carrying out their tasks. To this end, the approach of how educators are 

managed in their various work environments has a significant influence on their 

engagement at work (Dick and Metcalfe, 2001). 

In Makhado Municipality, educators face significant challenges in their work 

environments, including large class sizes, limited resources, and socio-economic 

barriers that can negatively affect their motivation, well-being, and overall 

engagement. Leadership is crucial in supporting educators and fostering an 

environment where teachers can thrive despite these challenges. However, the nature 

of authentic leadership in promoting psychological capital and fostering work 

engagement among educators in this municipality remains unclear. While authentic 

leadership has been shown to affect teacher outcomes in other contexts positively, its 

specific impact in a rural, resource-constrained setting like Makhado Municipality has 

not been sufficiently explored. 

Moreover, although psychological capital has been recognized as an essential 

psychological resource for educators, the mechanisms through which authentic 

leadership influences psychological capital and, subsequently, work engagement are 
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not well understood, especially in the unique educational landscape of South Africa. 

There is a gap in understanding how authentic leadership could directly contribute to 

the development of psychological capital and how this relationship might mediate 

work engagement among educators in this region. This lack of understanding leaves a 

gap in developing effective leadership strategies and professional development 

programs to improve teacher motivation, job satisfaction, and performance in 

Makhado Municipality. 

Thus, the problem addressed in this research is the lack of empirical 

understanding of how authentic leadership influences psychological capital and work 

engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality, South Africa. Specifically, it 

examines the mediating role of psychological capital between authentic leadership and 

work engagement in this context. 

1.2. Research objectives 

The study’s primary objective was to explore the relationship between authentic 

leadership, psychological capital, and work engagement among educators in Makhado 

Municipality. The specific objectives are: 

• To investigate the relationship between authentic leadership and work 

engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality. 

• To determine the relationship between psychological capital and work 

engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality. 

• To assess the influence of authentic leadership on psychological capital among 

educators. 

• To investigate the mediating role of psychological capital in the relationship 

between authentic leadership and work engagement. 

1.3. Hypotheses 

H1: There is a positive relationship between authentic leadership and work 

engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality in Vhembe district. 

H2: A positive relationship exists between psychological capital and work 

engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality in the Vhembe district. 

H3: Authentic leadership positively influences psychological capital among 

educators. 

H4: Psychological capital mediates the relationship between authentic leadership 

and work engagement among educators. 

2. Literature review 

The modern educational landscape emphasizes the importance of leadership that 

fosters personal growth, well-being, and motivation among educators. In this context, 

authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work engagement are three critical 

factors contributing to educators’ personal development and the quality of education 

provided in schools. This literature review explores these three concepts and their 

interrelationships, specifically within the context of Makhado Municipality, South 

Africa. The review will cover the definitions, theoretical foundations, and empirical 

findings related to authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work engagement 
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among educators. 

Today’s Leaders are expected to value the human resources of their organizations 

and provide an environment that promotes individual contributions to the 

organization’s work (Avolio and Gardner, 2005). People yearn for personalised 

leadership that appeals to their emotions and inspires them to do things they did not 

know they could accomplish (Avolio et al., 2004). In the same vein, several leadership 

studies argue that the leadership traits of the person in charge can either be emulated by 

subordinates or abhorred by them (Chan et al., 2006). According to Avolio and 

Gardner (2005), the foundation of the influence of leadership styles rests on the leader 

and his or her exemplary behavior. 

In the context of education, authentic leadership has been linked to various 

positive outcomes, including increased trust, motivation, and job satisfaction among 

educators (Leroy et al., 2015). Authentic leaders in educational settings foster an 

environment of trust where educators feel valued and supported, leading to improved 

organizational outcomes and better performance in the classroom. 

Asia (2018) opines that physical resources are no longer the only source of 

excellence. Instead, the human element has become an underlying factor in achieving 

the goals and objectives of organizations. The construct of psychological capital is 

vital in assisting individuals to realize their highest job performance. Psychological 

capital is a multi-dimensional concept constituting positive psychological resources of 

self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007). This is an essential 

individual capacity, considering that employees are the primary contributing factors 

towards superior organizational performance (Bakker et al., 2014). 

Psychological Capital is rooted in positive psychology, focusing on individuals’ 

psychological resources to face challenges and thrive professionally. Psychological 

Capital is often considered a higher-order construct comprising four key components: 

Self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007). These components 

contribute to an individual’s ability to perform well in challenging situations. 

In educational contexts, Psychological Capital has significantly impacted teacher 

motivation, job satisfaction, and performance (Morris et al., 2017). Educators with 

higher levels of psychological capital are better equipped to cope with teaching 

stresses and exhibit greater engagement in their work. Furthermore, Psychological 

Capital has been found to mediate the relationship between leadership behaviours and 

employee outcomes (Avey et al., 2011). 

Moreover, research by Schaufeli et al. (2003) emphasizes the importance of work 

engagement, a satisfying work-related state of mind exemplified by vigour, 

absorption, and dedication. Work engagement promotes organizational outcomes and 

increases employees’ psychological well-being (Robertson et al.,2012), which aligns 

with Seligman’s (2011) argument that work engagement brings about happiness and 

human flourishing. Significantly, organizational leaders play a crucial role in fostering 

employee work engagement (Heaphy and Kahn, 2014)). When leaders support, 

encourage, and develop their employees, such employees are more likely to experience 

a high level of engagement (Adkins and Harter, 2015). According to Adkins and 

Harter (2015), up to seventy percent of the variable in engagement scores can be 

ascribed to leader behaviour. 

Work engagement is critical for educators because it is linked to improved 
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student outcomes, job satisfaction, and reduced burnout. Educators who are highly 

engaged in their work are likelier to go beyond basic job requirements, invest extra 

effort, and exhibit greater teaching effectiveness (Bakker et al., 2014). Moreover, work 

engagement can enhance teacher well-being, promote positive student-teacher 

relationships, and foster a sense of professional fulfilment (Schaufeli and Bakker, 

2004). 

2.1. The concept of authentic leadership 

The growing demands from society for more transparency, integrity, and ethical 

behaviour within organisations have led to the development of authentic leadership 

(Gardner et al., 2011). George (2003) describes authentic leaders as individuals who 

use their natural abilities to recognize their shortcomings and work hard towards 

overcoming them. Authentic leaders direct others with purpose, meaning, and values 

and build worthwhile relationships with people (Avolio et al., 2004). 

According to Avolio et al. (2004), authentic leaders are individuals who have a 

deeper understanding of self, their own thoughts and exhibit behaviors aligned to their 

course and are perceived by others as being aware of their own and others’ values, 

knowledge and strengths. 

Authentic leadership has been identified as an emerging and dominant trait 

among various positive leadership models, such as charisma, transformation, and 

ethics (Avolio and Luthans, 2003). George (2003) proposes that an authentic leader 

views their leadership role as having a deep sense of purpose. Their acts always reflect 

their principal values. They perceive themselves as stewards and servants and lead a 

great sense of circumspect. Authentic leadership is a relatively recent theory focusing 

on leaders’ authenticity and ability to promote transparency, ethical decision-making, 

and self-awareness. Avolio and Gardner (2005) define authentic leadership as a 

leadership style characterized by the leader’s self-awareness, relational transparency, 

balanced processing, and an internalized moral perspective. Authentic leaders are 

those who are deeply aware of their values, beliefs, and feelings, and they encourage 

the same self-awareness and honesty in their followers (Walumbwa et al., 2008). 

2.2. Dimensions of authentic leadership 

Hilton and Puni (2020) identified that authentic leadership has three dimensions. 

These are discussed below. 

2.2.1. Self-awareness 

A core component of authentic leadership is a leader’s self-awareness, which 

requires a leader to understand him or herself and how their perceptions drive their 

assessments of people and situations encountered (Harvey et al., 2006). Leaders who 

invest their time and energy in learning their strengths and perceptual biases help them 

see situations more clearly. This capacity requires them to quickly and effectively 

adapt to new challenges and opportunities (Bandura, 2023). According to Hühn and 

Sebastian (2023), greater leader self-awareness offers opportunities for enhancing the 

leader’s self-knowledge and capacities for self-regulation. 

2.2.2. Trigger events 

Trigger events induce self-focused attention and self-assessment, activating a 
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leader’s working self-concept (Hannah et al.,2020). Mercer (2011) argues that working 

self-concepts can emphasize the dynamic nature of one’s self-concepts, thoughts, and 

beliefs about oneself and further suggests that working concepts are amenable to 

change. According to Luthans et al. (2007), trigger events operate as a form of 

surprising feedback from other people, major life events, or a perceived success or 

failure. 

2.2.3. Self-reflection 

Self-reflection is a conscious and deliberate process of thinking about and 

interpreting experiences to learn from them. Wagoner (2017) describes self-reflection 

as a process that is not automatic, but it takes place in response to experience and 

within a definite purpose. 

2.3. The concept of psychological capital 

According to Luthans and Youssef (2004), psychological capital is a core 

construct of positive organisational behaviour (POB). POB is concerned with the study 

of positive human resource strengths, which can be measured, developed, and managed 

effectively, resulting in performance improvements in the workplace. Psychological 

capital can be defined as examining the processing by which positive attitudes, 

feedback, and criticism contribute to an individual’s or corporation’s functioning and 

development (Cavus and Gokcen, 2015). Paul et al. (2023) pointed out that 

psychological capital contains measurable, developable, and effectively controllable 

applications related to the potential performance increases in organisations. An 

organization’s success and the capacity to actualise its goals depends on the 

psychological and physical participation of human resources (namely, workers, 

employees, and managers) and effective management that would bring a competitive 

advantage. 

2.4. Components of psychological capital 

According to Sweetman et al. (2010), there are four components of psychological 

capital. The four components of psychological capital play different roles in increasing 

positivity and helping increase productivity levels within different institutions (Avey 

et al., 2008). These psychological capital components specifically aim to increase the 

level of employee goal-oriented initiatives and help the entire organisational structure 

develop a framework to help achieve the firm’s goals within the stipulated period 

(Avey et al., 2008). 

2.4.1. Self-efficacy 

Luthans and Youssef (2004) defined self-efficacy as a human resource strength 

with the psychological capacity for development and effective performance 

management; self-efficacy is confidence in one’s abilities to mobilize resources and 

courses of action to execute a specific task successfully. According to Özkalp (2009), 

self-efficacy is not related to the competencies of an individual’s capabilities but related 

to the belief in personal abilities. DeShon and Schmidt (2010) outlined a strong and 

positive relationship between self-efficacy and performance. 
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2.4.2. Hope 

According to Sweetman et al. (2010), achieving the designed goals requires a 

sense of agency and expectations, which provides people with an internalised 

determination and willpower to invent energy. Workers take an example from leaders 

in general. Therefore, a leader’s hope impacts the employee’s job satisfaction, 

performance, and motivation. Snyder et al. (2006) described hope as a pathway to 

achieve goals. 

2.4.3. Optimism 

Optimism can be defined as a psychological intention and expectation to have the 

best possible outcome, which can positively influence proper mental and physical 

health (Taylor et al., 2000). According to Paul et al. (2023), optimism is a generalised 

expectation of a better future. Optimistic managers and sales representatives are much 

more successful (Luthans, 2002). 

2.4.4. Resiliency 

According to Walsh (2003), resiliency is a tendency to recover from adversity 

and allows people to overcome enormous challenges optimistically. According to 

Luthans et al. (2006), resilient people can change for the better only through their 

complexity. Luthans (2002) argues that psychological resiliency is the coping skills of 

people in case of uncertainty, negative situations, and obstacles. 

2.5. The concept of work engagement 

Kahn (2000) described work engagement as the harnessing of organizational 

members’ selves to work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves 

physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances. Bakker et al. 

(2014) defined work engagement as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 

characterized by vigour, dedication, and absorption. 

2.5.1. Vigour 

Vigour is characterized by having increased levels of energy and mental resilience 

while one is working. Even when faced with difficulties, individuals can persist and 

invest time and effort in what they are doing to succeed (Schaufeli et al. 2003). 

According to Shirom (2003), vigour refers to the individual’s feelings, which contain 

physical energy (being energetic), emotional energy (interpersonally), and cognitive 

liveliness (mental); these are a set of interrelated affective states experienced at the 

workplace. 

Luthans and Sweetman (2010) stated that vigor is related to the four dimensions of 

psychological capital as it assists self-efficacy by providing motivation and providing 

a way to accomplish one’s goals and expectations for a successful future. According 

to Schaufeli (2012), vigour can be measured using the Utrecht work engagement scale 

(UWES), which includes high energy levels of employees, high mental resilience at 

work, willingness to invest effort in work, and persistence of employees even when 

facing difficulties. Characteristics of vigour in the form of energy levels and mental 

resilience at work show effort and perseverance even in difficulties (Schaufeli, 2012). 

2.5.2. Dedication 

According to Schaufeli et al. (2003), dedication is when an individual experiences 
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a strong sense of pride when doing their work. These individuals remain enthusiastic 

and tend to feel a sense of significance in their position, resulting in them being 

challenged and inspired in their roles. Luthans and Sweetman (2010) linked dedication 

to psychological capital and efficacy as being concerned with one’s work; it also 

relates to hope informing of the individuals being dedicated to finding successful 

pathways and reaching goals. Dedication is about being inspired, enthusiastic, and 

highly involved in one’s job (Rayton and Yalabik, 2014). Dedication is an individual’s 

deriving sense of significance from work, feeling enthusiastic and proud about that 

given job, and feeling inspired and challenged by the job (Song et al. 2012). According 

to Motowidlo and Van Scotter (1996), dedication refers to a person’s disciplined 

behavior at work, which includes compliance with working hard, having resilience in 

carrying out tasks and being able to take the initiative in solving problems. Dedication 

can also be measured using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES). 

2.5.3. Absorption 

Schaufeli et al. (2003) stated absorption as when individuals are fully engrossed 

in their work, resulting in them being happy and fulfilled by what they do. According 

to Truss (2014), absorption refers to the ability of an individual to remain concentrated 

and engrossed in their work, allowing time to pass by quickly results in difficulties in 

detaching one from work. Carter (2011) stated that absorption is related to one’s self-

efficacy by having the confidence to be absorbed and engrossed in their work. 

According to Rayton and Yalabbik (2014), absorption refers to a sense of detachment 

from your surroundings, a high degree of concentration on your job, and a general lack 

of conscious awareness of the time spent on the job. Based on the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES), absorption is measured by full concentration at work, 

feeling happy and engrossed in work so that time seems to pass quickly, and it is 

difficult to get away from work. 

2.6. Interrelationships among authentic leadership, psychological capital, 

and work engagement 

2.6.1. Authentic leadership and work engagement 

Authentic leadership has positively influenced work engagement by creating a 

supportive and transparent work environment. Authentic leaders empower educators 

by fostering an environment of trust, enhancing educators’ intrinsic motivation and 

engagement with their work. Studies indicate that when educators perceive their 

leaders as authentic, they are more likely to feel motivated, valued, and committed to 

their teaching roles (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 2001). 

2.6.2. Authentic leadership and psychological capital 

Authentic leadership influences employees’ psychological capital development 

by promoting an environment where self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience are 

nurtured. Leaders who demonstrate authenticity and support psychological well-being 

are more likely to enhance their followers’ Psychological Capital. In educational 

settings, authentic leaders can encourage teachers to develop their Psychological 

Capital by providing emotional support, promoting self-reflection, and facilitating 

professional development opportunities (Gardner et al., 2011). 
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2.6.3. Psychological capital and work engagement 

Research has shown that educators with higher levels of psychological capital are 

more likely to exhibit greater work engagement. Psychological Capital enhances an 

individual’s motivation, resilience, and coping mechanisms, which are essential for 

maintaining high levels of engagement in demanding work environments. Teachers 

with high Psychological Capital are more likely to remain enthusiastic about their 

work and invest greater effort in their teaching, leading to better outcomes for 

educators and students (Saks, 2019). 

2.6.4. Mediating role of psychological capital 

Psychological capital is critical in the relationship between authentic leadership 

and work engagement. Authentic leaders can enhance educators’ Psychological 

Capital, leading to increased work engagement. This means that interventions to 

enhance Psychological Capital could be particularly beneficial for improving educator 

engagement in schools (Avey et al., 2010). 

2.7. Context of Makhado Municipality 

Makhado Municipality, located in the Limpopo Province of South Africa, is 

characterized by diverse socio-economic conditions, with many schools facing 

challenges such as resource scarcity, large class sizes, and infrastructural limitations. 

In this context, leadership in schools is crucial for creating an environment that 

supports teacher development and engagement. 

Implementing authentic leadership principles could be a powerful tool for 

improving educator morale, motivation, and work engagement in this municipality. 

Additionally, fostering psychological capital among educators can enhance their 

ability to cope with their challenges, leading to greater resilience and dedication in the 

classroom. 

Studies in similar contexts have shown that authentic leadership and promoting 

psychological resources such as hope and resilience are key factors in improving work 

engagement and performance in educational settings (Avey et al., 2011). Therefore, 

exploring the interrelationships between these constructs in Makhado Municipality 

may provide valuable insights into how educational leadership and teacher well-being 

can be enhanced. 

This literature review has highlighted the importance of authentic leadership, 

psychological capital, and work engagement in the educational sector. Authentic 

leadership fosters an environment conducive to trust and transparency, which can 

enhance educators’ psychological capital and work engagement. Furthermore, 

psychological capital plays a critical mediating role, enhancing educators’ overall 

well-being and performance. In the context of Makhado Municipality, understanding 

and applying these concepts can contribute to addressing the challenges educators face 

and improving educational outcomes. Further research is needed to explore these 

relationships locally and design interventions to enhance teacher motivation, 

resilience, and engagement. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Research participants 

The participants were the Department of Education employees from 15 different 

Schools in Makhado Municipality, Vhembe District. The population of interest for this 

study will be all educators (teachers and school leaders) working in public schools 

within Makhado Municipality, Vhembe district in Limpopo Province, South Africa. 

The target population for this study will consist of educators (teachers and school 

leaders) employed in public schools within Makhado Municipality, located in the 

Limpopo Province of South Africa. This population includes primary school teachers, 

principals, deputy principals, and other administrative staff in the educational sector. 

The educators in these schools are exposed to various leadership styles, including 

authentic leadership, which influences their psychological capital and work 

engagement. 

A sampling frame is a list or database from which the sample will be drawn. For 

this study, the sampling frame will be obtained from the Department of Education in 

the Makhado Municipality, which maintains a directory of educators working in the 

region. This directory will include teachers, principals, deputy principals, and other 

relevant staff members in the educational sector within the municipality. To ensure 

that the sample is representative of the larger educator population and to minimize 

sampling bias, the study will utilize a stratified random sampling technique. Stratified 

sampling will allow the researcher to ensure that critical subgroups (e.g., teachers, 

principals, male and female educators) are appropriately represented. 

3.2. Sample size 

The appropriate sample size will be determined using Lakens’s (2022) power 

analysis for quantitative research, which balances statistical power, effect size, and the 

desired confidence level. A medium to large effect size is recommended in typical 

social science research. Based on previous studies in similar educational contexts, a 

sample size of approximately 150 educators would be sufficient to ensure statistical 

reliability and the ability to detect meaningful relationships between the variables. One 

hundred fifty questionnaires were distributed, and only 91 questionnaires were 

returned. This would include educators from at least 15 schools across different 

subgroups (e.g., male and female educators, principals, and teachers with different 

years of experience). They randomly selected a proportionate number of educators 

from each stratum using random number generators or other random sampling 

methods. 

Figure 1 below explains that the participants were full-time employees. 3% of 

the total participants were principals, 4% were deputy principals, 10% were heads of 

department, 44% were educators, 28% were assistant educators, and 11% were 

participants who did not fall under all the stated positions level. 



Journal of Infrastructure, Policy and Development 2025, 9(2), 9742. 
 

11 

 

Figure 1. Position level. 

3.3. Research design 

This study will adopt a descriptive-correlational research design. The primary 

aim is to assess the relationships between authentic leadership, psychological capital, 

and work engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality. It will also examine 

the mediating role of psychological capital in the relationship between authentic 

leadership and work engagement 

3.4. Data collection 

The data collection will involve distributing questionnaires or surveys to the 

selected educators. These instruments will measure authentic leadership, 

psychological capital, and work engagement using established scales: 

Authentic leadership was measured using the Authentic Leadership Inventory 

(ALI) (Neider and Schriesheim, 2011) regarding follower (subordinate) perceptions 

of their leader’s self-awareness, balanced processing, relational transparency, and 

moral perspective. The ALI contains 14 items, with self-awareness and relational 

transparency measured by three items each and balanced processing and moral 

perspective each measured by four items. The items were measured on a five-point 

Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale 

was reliable, with the Alpha Coefficient from the previous analysis being 0.762 

Psychological capital was measured using the shortened version of the 

Psychological Capital Questionnaire regarding followers’ hope, resilience, optimism, 

and self-efficacy (PCQ) (Avey et al., 2011). The scale comprises 12 items, and three 

items measure each construct. The items were measured on a six-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The scale was reliable, 

with the Alpha Coefficient from the previous analysis being 0.811. 

Work engagement was measured using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

(UWES). The UWES consists of 9 items. It measures the three dimensions of work 

engagement, namely, vigour (three items), dedication (three items), and absorption 

(three items). Items were scored on a six-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The scale was reliable, with the Alpha 
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Coefficient from the previous analysis being 0.821. 

The statistical package for the Social Sciences Programme (SPSS) version 26 was 

used to analyze the data. Various researchers use SPSS for complex statistical data 

analysis (Romano et al., 2023). It is one of the most used modern computer-based 

software packages for quantitative data analysis (Bell and Bryman, 2007). Correlation 

analysis was also used to test and determine the relationship between the three 

variables of interest: Authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work 

engagement. 

3.5. Research procedure 

The researcher sought permission from the Research and Ethics Committee at the 

University of Venda to conduct the study. Once permission had been granted, the 

researcher approached principals at various schools in the targeted area to obtain 

consent to administer questionnaires to educators. Before handing out the 

questionnaires, the researcher explained the purpose of the study to the prospective 

participants and assured them of their anonymity and confidentiality of information 

while participating in the study. The researcher also emphasized that participants may 

withdraw their participation at any point in the study. 

3.6. Data analysis 

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26 was used to analyze 

the data; Descriptive statistics were computed to describe the sample profiles. Pearson 

Correlation analysis was used to test and determine the relationship between the three 

variables of interest: Authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work 

engagement. 

4. Results 

4.1. Sample profile 

Most participants shown in Figure 2 were females, 53%, while 47% were male. 

The age group with the highest frequency reflects the age range of between 21–30 years, 

which comprises 30% of the sample; 29% of the educators were in the age range of 

between 51–60 years of age, 19% of the educators were in age 31–40 years, 18% of 

the educators were in age 41–50 years and the lowest range was between the ages of 

61 and above years. 
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Figure 2. Gender. 

According to Figure 3 below, 40% of the participants were single, 31% were 

married, 10% were divorced, 5% were separated, 5% were living together, and 2% 

were widowed. This shows that most participants were single. 

 

Figure 3. Marital status. 

According to Figure 4 below, most participants (45%) had a Degree/Diploma, 

29% had an Honours degree, 18% had a Matric degree, and 8% had a Master’s degree. 

This shows that most participants hold a degree/diploma qualification. 
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 Matric Degree/Diploma Honours degree Masters degree 

Highest 

educational 

qualification 

18% 45% 29% 1% 

Figure 4. Qualifications. 

Figure 5 below shows that 55% of participants were full-time educators, 36% 

were fixed-term educators, and 9% were part-time educators. Therefore, many of the 

participants were full-time employees. 

 

Figure 5. Job status. 

Descriptive statistics of key variables 

The following table presents each key variable’s mean, standard deviation, 

minimum, and maximum values. Table 1 is the explanation of the mean and standard 
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deviation of all three variables. Authentic leadership is 3.85, Psychological Capital is 

3.95 and work engagement 4.20 which are all reliable and valid. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of key variables (n = 91). 

Variable Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Authentic Leadership 3.85 0.60 2.10 5.00 

Psychological Capital 3.95 0.55 2.50 5.00 

Work Engagement 4.20 0.70 2.80 5.00 

Note: The variables were measured using a Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly 

Agree). 

4.2. Correlation matrix 

A correlation matrix presents the relationships between authentic leadership, 

psychological capital, and work engagement. This table will show the strength and 

direction of the correlations and provide insight into how the variables relate to one 

another. A brief description of the statistical significance and correlation coefficients 

between authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work engagement is given in 

Table 2. Higher levels of psychological capital are linked to higher levels of authentic 

leadership, as seen by the substantial positive correlation (r = 0.72, p < 0.01) between 

the two variables. Additionally, a strong positive association (r = 0.68, p < 0.01) 

between psychological capital and work engagement indicates that higher 

psychological capital levels are linked to better work engagement. The results also 

show a strong positive association (r = 0.56, p < 0.01) between authentic leadership 

and work engagement, suggesting that higher levels of authentic leadership are linked 

to higher job engagement. 

Table 2. Pearson correlation test (n = 91). 

Variables Authentic Leadership Psychological Capital Work Engagement 

Authentic Leadership 1.00 0.72** 0.56** 

Psychological Capital 0.72** 1.00 0.68** 

Work Engagement 0.56** 0.68** 1.00 

** Indicates statistical significance at the p < 0.01 level. 

4.2.1. Path analysis results (hypothesis testing) 

The path analysis results show the direct and indirect effects between the 

variables. The following table presents the standardised coefficients and statistical 

significance. In Table 3, there is indirect significant effects of Authentic Leadership 

on Work engagement meditated by the psychological capital as (p <0.01).   

Table 3. Path analysis results (n = 91). 

Path Standardised Coefficient p-value 

Authentic Leadership → Work Engagement 0.50** < 0.01 

Authentic Leadership → Psychological Capital 0.70** < 0.01 

Psychological Capital → Work Engagement 0.60** < 0.01 

Indirect Effect (Authentic Leadership → Work 0.42** < 0.01 
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Engagement via Psychological Capital) 

Note: The indirect effect of authentic leadership on work engagement, mediated by psychological 

capital, is significant (p < 0.01). 

4.2.2. Bar chart: Relationship between authentic leadership and work 

engagement 

The bar chart below shows the average levels of work engagement reported by 

educators who rated their leaders as low, moderate, or high regarding authentic 

leadership. In Figure 6, Most of the educators who rated their leaders high as authentic 

leadership reported to be more work engagement than those who rated their leadership 

low.  

 

Figure 6. Bar chart of authentic leadership and work engagement. 

• X-axis: Levels of Authentic Leadership (Low, Medium, High) 

• Y-axis: Mean Work Engagement Scores (1 = Low Engagement, 5 = High 

Engagement) 

Educators who rated their leaders as more authentic (High) reported higher work 

engagement than those who rated their leaders less authentic (Low). 

4.2.3. Structural equation model (SEM) 

The Structural Equation Model (SEM) can be presented to visualize the direct 

and indirect effects of authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work 

engagement. 

 

Figure 7. SEM model of authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work 

engagement. 

The SEM diagram confirms significant direct and indirect relationships between 

the variables. Authentic leadership has a direct effect on work engagement and an 

indirect effect mediated by psychological capital. All paths are statistically significant 

(p < 0.01). 

4.3. Summary of key findings (results table) 

This table summarizes the findings and indicates whether each hypothesis was 
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supported based on statistical significance. In Table 4, the first hypothesis of 

Authentic leadership correlated to work engagement was significant with (p < 0.01). 

The relationship between Psychological Capital and Work environment were also 

supported and significant (p < 0.01). Authentic Leadership is also correlated to 

psychological Capital as the study confirm the significant relationships between them 

(p < 0.01). The study also supported the relationship between Psychological Capital 

mediates Authentic Leadership and Work Engagement (p < 0.01) 

Table 4. Summary of results (n = 91). 

Hypothesis Result Statistical Significance 

H1: Authentic Leadership → Work Engagement Supported p < 0.01 

H2: Psychological Capital → Work Engagement Supported p < 0.01 

H3: Authentic Leadership → Psychological Capital Supported p < 0.01 

H4: Psychological Capital mediates Authentic Leadership → Work 

Engagement 
Supported p < 0.01 

The results from the study involving 91 educators in Makhado Municipality 

confirm the significant relationships between authentic leadership, psychological 

capital, and work engagement. Authentic leadership was found to positively influence 

both psychological capital and work engagement, indicating the crucial role of 

supportive and transparent leadership in enhancing educators’ work attitudes and 

psychological well-being. Psychological capital served as a mediator in the 

relationship between authentic leadership and work engagement, suggesting that 

authentic leadership boosts educators’ psychological resources, enhancing their 

engagement at work. 

The correlation, path analysis, and SEM results all support these relationships, 

with statistically significant findings (p < 0.01). The bar chart and structural equation 

model help visualize these relationships, clearly understanding the pathways through 

which leadership and psychological capital affect work engagement. 

The results underscore the importance of authentic leadership in shaping a 

positive work environment and fostering the psychological well-being of educators, 

which ultimately leads to higher engagement levels in their teaching roles. The 

findings are relevant for policy-making and leadership development programs in 

schools within Makhado Municipality and beyond. 

5. Discussion 

This study investigated the influence of authentic leadership on work engagement 

and the influence of psychological capital on work engagement among educators at 

schools in Makhado Municipality in Vhembe district. The discussion will highlight 

key findings, interpret the results in the context of existing literature, and explore the 

implications for educational practice and leadership in Makhado Municipality. 

5.1. Authentic leadership and work engagement 

The results of this study confirm the positive relationship between authentic 

leadership and work engagement among educators in Makhado Municipality. 



Journal of Infrastructure, Policy and Development 2025, 9(2), 9742. 
 

18 

Educators who perceived their leaders as authentic—characterized by self-awareness, 

relational transparency, balanced processing, and an internalized moral perspective—

reported higher levels of work engagement. This finding is consistent with previous 

research that suggests authentic leadership fosters trust, motivation, and a positive 

organizational climate, all of which contribute to increased work engagement (Leroy 

et al., 2015). 

In the context of Makhado Municipality, where educators may face challenges 

such as large class sizes and limited resources, the presence of authentic leadership 

can provide a critical support system that promotes a sense of belonging, autonomy, 

and purpose among teachers. By engaging in transparent and ethical decision-making, 

authentic leaders can reduce stress and burnout, encouraging educators to invest 

energy, enthusiasm, and dedication into their work (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran, 

2001). 

5.2. Psychological capital and work environment 

The study also found that psychological capital is positively associated with work 

engagement among educators. Educators with higher levels of psychological capital—

self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience—were more likely to report higher levels 

of work engagement. This finding aligns with previous studies in educational contexts 

(Bakker et al., 2014), where psychological capital has been shown to enhance 

educators’ ability to handle challenges and stay motivated in their roles. Luthans and 

Youssef (2007) also discussed how authentic leadership can foster psychological 

capital, leading to increased work engagement in various settings, including education. 

Educators with strong psychological capital are better equipped to remain dedicated 

to their work, even in difficult circumstances, leading to sustained engagement and 

improved performance. 

In Makhado Municipality, where educators may face resource shortages and 

other challenges, those with higher levels of psychological capital are more likely to 

demonstrate resilience, optimism, and hope, allowing them to cope effectively with 

these challenges and remain committed to their teaching roles. 

5.3. Authentic leadership and psychological capital 

A key finding from this study is that authentic leadership has a significant positive 

impact on psychological capital. Avolio et al. (2009) alluded that authentic leadership 

contributes to psychological capital, which can enhance employee engagement in 

organizational change. Burch and Guarna (2014) also connect authentic leadership 

with psychological capital and engagement emphasizing its relevance in educational 

institutions. Educators who perceive their leaders as authentic tend to have higher 

levels of self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience. This result supports the 

theoretical framework suggesting that authentic leadership behaviors, such as 

providing support, fostering self-awareness, and engaging in transparent decision-

making, contribute to developing educators’ psychological resources (Gardner et al., 

2011). 

In the specific context of Makhado Municipality, where educators often face 

high-stress levels and limited resources, authentic leadership can act as a catalyst for 
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building psychological capital. Through supportive leadership and a focus on positive 

outcomes, educators can develop the psychological tools needed to manage adversity 

and remain motivated, which is crucial for enhancing their well-being and work 

engagement. 

5.4. Psychological capital as a mediator 

The study further found that psychological capital mediates the relationship 

between authentic leadership and work engagement among educators. This implies 

that authentic leadership indirectly influences work engagement through its impact on 

psychological capital. The findings suggest that authentic leadership not only 

motivates educators directly but also enhances their psychological capital, boosting 

their engagement at work. This mediation effect is in line with the work of Avey et al. 

(2010), who found that leaders who foster positive work environments also promote 

the development of psychological resources that lead to increased engagement and 

performance. 

For educators in Makhado Municipality, this implies that interventions to 

enhance authentic leadership behaviors can be instrumental in improving 

psychological capital, ultimately leading to better work engagement. By investing in 

leadership training that focuses on authenticity, school leaders can foster an 

environment that cultivates hope, resilience, and self-efficacy among educators, 

improving their ability to engage with their work and overcome challenges. 

6. Conclusion 

This study has made several key contributions to understanding the dynamics 

between authentic leadership, psychological capital, and work engagement in the 

context of Makhado Municipality, Limpopo Province. The research highlights the 

significant role that authentic leadership plays in fostering psychological capital and 

enhancing work engagement among educators. 

The key findings are: 

Authentic leadership is positively related to work engagement, meaning that 

educators who perceive their leaders as authentic are likelier to be highly engaged in 

their work. Psychological capital is positively related to work engagement, suggesting 

that educators with higher levels of self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience are 

more engaged in their roles. Authentic leadership positively influences the 

development of psychological capital among educators. Psychological capital 

mediates authentic leadership and work engagement, implying that authentic 

leadership improves educators’ psychological resources, enhancing their work 

engagement. 

Implications for Practice: 

Leadership Development: The findings suggest that professional development 

programs for school leaders in Makhado Municipality should focus on enhancing 

authentic leadership behaviors, such as fostering transparency, ethical decision-

making, and emotional support. This will not only improve the work environment but 

also contribute to the psychological well-being of educators. 

Psychological Capital Training: Given the importance of psychological capital, 
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educators could benefit from training programs to boost self-efficacy, resilience, hope, 

and optimism. Such programs could be incorporated into teacher professional 

development initiatives to build educators’ capacity to engage more effectively with 

their work. 

Supportive Work Environments: Schools in Makhado Municipality, particularly 

in resource-constrained settings, should aim to create supportive, trust-based 

environments where teachers feel valued and empowered. This environment will 

foster the development of psychological capital and lead to better engagement, even 

in the face of challenges. 

In conclusion, authentic leadership fosters educators’ psychological capital and 

enhances their work engagement. This research provides valuable insights into how 

leadership development and psychological capital-building interventions can improve 

teacher well-being and performance, especially in Makhado Municipality, where 

educators face unique challenges. 

Recommendations for Future Research: 

Future studies could further explore the longitudinal impact of authentic 

leadership on work engagement and psychological capital to examine whether these 

relationships hold over time. Additional research could investigate how cultural 

factors in South Africa influence the relationship between leadership styles and 

educator outcomes, as the cultural context may play a significant role in shaping 

leadership effectiveness and educators’ responses to leadership. Qualitative studies 

could complement the findings by providing deeper insights into how educators 

perceive authentic leadership and its effects on their engagement and psychological 

capital. 

Supplementary materials: Supplementary Table S1. Demographic Information; 

Supplementary Table S2. Authentic leadership; Supplementary Table S3. 

Psychological capital; Supplementary Table S4. Work engagement. 
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