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Abstract

The article discusses the issue of strengthening psychological capital as an element 
of sustainable employee development. Psychological capital (PsychCap), consisting of 
effectiveness, optimism, hope, and resilience is an important element of employees’ 
subjective resources, which may contribute to effective completion of professional tasks 
and high levels of engagement, and at the level of subjective effects –  psychological 
well-being. Activities aimed at developing particular components of PsychCap in the 
organisation may be carried out as part of specially planned, organised and systematically 
conducted interventions, coaching, as well as meetings of the manager with his/her 
subordinate team.
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Introduction

The use of the sustainable development concept in the analysis of the functioning 
of enterprises allows for the transformation of the perception of their goals and 
success, as well as responsibility towards stakeholders. A sustainable organisation 
aims to provide economic, social and environmental benefits at the same time. The 
implementation of this concept in the area of human capital management draws 
attention to the need to achieve not only the economic objectives of the company, but 
also to satisfy and balance the needs of its employees. Sustainable human resource 
management (Ehnert & Harry, 2012; Cohen, Taylor, & Muller-Camen, 2012) supports 
the strategy of sustainable development of the organisation, puts an emphasis 
on fair treatment, cares for the development and health of employees, supports 
environmentally friendly organisational practices, promotes work–life balance, 
assumes the development of employees’ competence and psychological well-being 
(sometimes treated as a synonym of happiness). The latter aspect fits in with the 
concept of positive psychology (Seligman et al., 2005) and positive organisational 
behaviour (Luthans, 2002). In line with these assumptions, the analysis focuses on 
the capabilities and abilities of the individual and the interest in how psychological 
resources and positive attitudes of employees can influence the sense of well-being 
and results in the workplace (Luthans, 2002). This is particularly important in the 
light of changes in work practices and constantly increasing demands that may 
disturb work-life balance.

The purpose of the article is to review empirical research on psychological capital 
– a specific individual resource, and analysis of the possibility of its strengthening 
in the organisation as an element of sustainable development of employees. The 
review was based on conducting literature studies.

Requirements versus resources in the workplace

When characterising occupational requirements, one should pay attention 
to the key attributes of work in Industry 4.0. Its dominant feature is the wide use of 
technology and various applications of artificial intelligence, as well as automation 
and robotisation of professional activities, present in many sectors of the economy. 
Consequences related to technology and ubiquitous computer infrastructure are also 
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reflected in a broader context, because, as the authors emphasise, the integration 
of the physical and electronic space affects the organisation of work processes, 
privacy, security, and finally, it creates new business models (Cascio & Montealegre, 
2016). Researchers point out that new technologies make it possible to coordinate 
operations in different locations, and in order to ensure competitive advantage of 
the company, they speed up decision-making processes and shorten production 
cycles by adapting them to the needs of its customers. Meeting the requirements is 
connected with the need to increase work efficiency and implement more flexible 
organisational structures, as well as implementation of a number of practices 
including, among others, employment reduction, outsourcing, or decentralisation 
(Kubicek & Korunka, 2017).

Not only do technologies help to achieve tasks faster and better, but they also 
influence changes in the way work is done, related to the ability to communicate 
in a continuous manner (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016). Mobile devices offering the 
possibility of constant online contact or unlimited access to data in the network 
and digital knowledge resources make job performance independent of the place 
of employment (and working time), and thus creating new opportunities. At the 
same time, this situation poses some threats, e.g. ‘forcing’ unrestricted availability 
of employees and extending the time of completing professional tasks beyond 
the scope of designated hours, occurrence of information overload, as well as 
enforcement of changes in behaviour in the face of the need for adaptation and 
lack of matching between man and work (in the context of work requirements and 
resources) (Wojtczuk-Turek, 2019). The most striking change with regard to work 
is its intensification, which means that more tasks have to be carried out during the 
day and in a shorter time, as well as increasing the variety of tasks to be completed 
(Kubicek & Korunka, 2017).

The job demands-resources theory is a useful theoretical framework for describing 
employees’ behaviours and attitudes, as well as the results they achieve in the context 
of working conditions (Job Demands-Resources Theory – JD-R) (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007, 2017). This model groups the factors that occur in the working environment 
into two categories: requirements and resources. It also allows for determining 
how both types of factors affect the well-being of the individual and his or her 
functioning at work.

Requirements are defined as physical, psychological, social and organisational 
aspects of work that require physical or psychological effort (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007). Requirements, regardless of their nature, involve an employee putting effort 
into coping with them, resulting in emotional, cognitive and physical costs that can 
lead to exhaustion. Referring to this model while analysing the intensification of 
work, Kubicek and Korunka (2017) point out that intensification means a need for 
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labour requiring constant effort and, although it may lead to higher productivity 
in a short period of time, the effects on workers are generally negative.

In the face of increasing requirements, employees take on different strategies 
to deal with such a situation. Active coping means increased efforts to achieve higher 
performance targets, which, in turn, results in physical strain (and thus increased 
physiological parameters such as increased heart rate, increased blood pressure, 
or increased adrenaline secretion) and generates psychological costs (fatigue) 
(Kubicek & Korunka, 2017). While this method of coping is useful for a short-term 
increase in demand for labour since it enables productivity objectives to be achieved 
by increasing labour input, in the long term it can lead to work overload.

Other negative consequences include physical health problems, higher levels of 
emotional exhaustion and lower levels of work engagement, as well as imbalances 
in personal and professional life. These negative effects may be reduced by the employee’s 
resources. Within the meaning of the JD-R theory, resources come down to physical, 
psychological, social or organisational. They are beneficial for the achievement of 
individuals’ professional goals, reduce the level and importance of work requirements, 
and stimulate personal development and learning (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).

Resources can be divided into: 1) organisational, e.g. HRM practices; 2) interpersonal 
relations, e.g. atmosphere in a team; 3) position, e.g. participation in decision-making; 
4) tasks, e.g. differentiation of tasks (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007).

From the point of view of job resources, which can help individuals cope with 
emotional needs and demands at work (e.g. work in services), the authors mention 
job autonomy, social support, climate of authenticity and psychosocial safety climate 
(Boyd et al., 2015). They correspond to individual resources, considered within the 
scope of expanding the range of factors included in the conceptualisation of the JD-R 
theory. They include optimism and self-efficacy (Baker & Demerouti, 2018), which, 
together with hope and resilience, form the so-called psychological capital (Luthans, 
Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). Its analysis and development among employees seems to be 
important in the context of new circumstances, indicated by researchers, which define 
the ways of professional functioning – namely that coping with new requirements 
concerning work that are currently observed may be more dependent on individual 
factors than it was previously the case (Kubicek & Korunka, 2017). Especially since 
the information and emotional overload of employees, high expectations in terms 
of productivity and the increasing intensity of work are the daily ‘landscape of the 
working environment’ in many organisations.
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Psychological capital as a resource of employees generating 
beneficial effects and welfare in the face of workplace 
requirements

One of the ways of conceptualising the subjective resources of an individual 
in the workplace is psychological capital – PsychCap (Sweetman & Luthans, 2010; 
Youssef & Luthans, 2013). It is a positive psychological state of development of the 
individual, characterised by: 1) the belief in the ability to make and continue the 
effort necessary to succeed in difficult tasks (self-efficacy), 2) positive reference 
to the possibility of succeeding now and in the future (optimism), 3) persistent 
pursuit of goals and a change in the way they are achieved (when necessary) with 
confidence in success (hope), 4) ability to survive and recover even when problems 
and obstacles in achieving success arise (resilience) (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 
2007, p. 3). Based on this description, it can be concluded that psychological capital 
is a configuration of motivational and behavioural tendencies derived from four 
components: self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience. All the components 
create the so-called positive psychological resources (Youssef & Luthans, 2013; 
Luthans et al., 2015) and are relevant in terms of professional activity (Wojtczuk-
Turek, 2014). The resulting acronym HERO (standing for hope, efficacy, resilience, 
optimism) metaphorically illustrates their ‘causal power’, and at the same time, 
as stated by Youssef and Luthans (2013), they best meet the criteria for inclusion 
in positive organisational behaviours (they must be positive, based on theory and 
evidence, measurable, open to development) (Youssef-Morgan & Dahms, 2017). 
According to the authors, these resources should be treated as a representative 
set, although it does not exhaust the taxonomy which includes other psychological 
constructs, such as the cognitive resources of creativity and wisdom, or emotional 
resources (Youssef & Luthans, 2013).

In respect to management in organisations, it is important that the components 
constituting the psychological capital of the employee can be measured, developed 
and effectively managed in order to improve the effectiveness of the organisation 
(Wojtczuk-Turek, 2014). It can be referred to through the prism of psychological 
capital relations with various types of organisational and individual factors. Research 
shows clearly its relationship with performance (Avey, Nimnicht, & Pigeon, 2010), 
commitment (Sweetman & Luthans, 2010), leadership (Caza et al., 2010). At the 
level of subjective effects, relationships with satisfaction (Luthans et al., 2007), 
trust (Walumbwa et al., 2011), psychological well-being (Youssef & Luthans, 2013) 
have been established.
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For a deeper description and understanding of the effects of having positive 
psychological resources in the context of workplace requirements and psychological 
well-being, it is worth analysing their mechanisms. Among the most important 
mechanisms explaining the impact of PsychCap on the individual’s sense of well-
being one can mention (Youssef & Luthans, 2013) cognitive, affective, and social 
ones. Their short description is presented in Table 1.

Table 1.  Description of selected mechanisms explaining the impact of PsychCap on 
well-being

Cognitive 
mechanisms

As Youssef and Luthans (2013) point out, PsychCap components directly influence 
the interpretation of a given situation, which in turn determines an individual's 
sense of well-being. It results from a positive assessment of both current activities 
and future expectations of success. Positive subjective assessments are a stronger 
predictor of well-being than objective events. A beneficial effect of positive 
evaluation of the situation is the treatment of undesirable or difficult tasks in the 
categories of challenges which can mobilise and reduce psychological costs of their 
implementation. It also encourages an active search for resources needed for work.

Affective 
mechanisms

Since PsychCap is associated with positive emotions (Youssef & Luthans, 2013), 
its contribution to generating a sense of well-being seems obvious. The authors 
explain the affective processes by referring to the Broaden-and-Build Model of 
B. Fredrickson (2009). According to the model, experiencing long-term positive 
emotions at work and less negative emotions leads to building up psychological 
and social resources by individuals, which translates not only into their well-
being but also helps to meet requirements. In this sense, the model allows us 
to understand the role of PsychCap in triggering and sustaining positive emotions, 
and to regulate and focus our actions on a greater number of goals, aspirations, 
which in turn can contribute to the positive affect.

Social 
mechanisms

Psychological capital is not only a mediator between supportive social climate and 
productivity at work, but through social learning mechanisms and persuasion 
it is a mechanism for building effectiveness, and social support is identified as 
a key factor in maintaining resilience (Youssef & Luthans, 2013). In turn, positive 
relations and social support may contribute to strengthening the components of 
capital. Furthermore, a positive assessment of workplace relationships can make 
them more meaningful and promote a sense of psychological well-being.

Source: study based on Youssef & Luthans (2013).

The mechanisms of influence of psychological capital on psychological well-being 
of employees described above explain at the same time the ways of coping with the 
requirements in the workplace. The function of positive psychological resources of 
an individual is manifested in self-regulation and self-motivation. At the cognitive 
level, the feeling of causation and self-efficacy (Bandura, 2007) is a key element 
of motivation and determines taking action, the effort put into it, the feelings 
that accompany it, perseverance in reaching one’s goal, and coping with obstacles 
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and failures. It also influences the mobilisation of cognitive resources necessary 
to perform tasks. Its positive effects on the professional functioning of employees 
are reflected, for example, in job crafting. These actions consist of – according to the 
conceptualisation of this construct within the resource requirement model by Tims, 
Bakker and Derks (2012) – four types of actions: 1) increasing structural resources, 
2) increasing social resources, 3) increasing challenging requirements, 4) reducing 
requirements constituting impediments. These activities contribute not only 
to a better match between man and work, but also to professional satisfaction and 
the sense of meaning of their job. Moreover, employees who, through a sense of self-
efficacy assess the probability of success as high are proactive, take on additional 
tasks and actively transform their work, and this is conducive to meeting needs 
and developing skills (Tims, Bakker, & Derks, 2014). Meta-analyses of research on 
the relationship between job crafting behaviours and subjective and organisational 
factors show that generalised belief in effectiveness is linked to  job shaping by 
mediating (impacting?) outcomes at the level of attitudes, professional well-being 
and productivity (Rudolph et al. 2017).

From the perspective of the high requirement of creativity in the workplace, 
present in  jobs where work is characterised by a high degree of intensity and 
knowledge saturation, all the resources constituting PsychCap seem to be important. 
Self-efficacy, optimism and hope are important for taking up behaviours in order 
to create changes in the environment (proactive) and modify modes of action in order 
to better adapt to changes in the environment (reactive). On the other hand, mental 
resilience determines the continuation of activity despite changes in the environment.

Taking into account the implementation of creative challenges in the workplace, 
one should point out the role of a specific kind of conviction concerning the possibility 
of undertaking creative activities (sense of creative self-efficacy) (Tierney & Farmer, 
2002). Studies confirm that psychological capital combined with individual flexibility 
allows for predicting the readiness of employees to manifest innovative behaviours 
in the workplace, and it is especially enhanced by the belief in their own effectiveness 
and hope (Wojtczuk-Turek & Turek, 2015). In the context of workplace functioning 
and performance, it is also worth mentioning the so-called ‘professional self-
efficacy’, which is a predictor of psychosocial well-being and plays an important role 
in the perception of challenges (e.g. mental overload) and obstructive requirements 
(e.g. lack of control and social support). A high level of professional self-efficacy 
is associated with the perception of more challenges and fewer obstacles, which, 
in turn, results in an increased engagement and lower risk of burn-out (Ventura, 
Salanova, & Llorens, 2015).

Emotional work requirements generating high overloads may reduce another 
type of psychological resource – mental resilience. Its possession by an individual 
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allows for acting efficiently when faced with difficult tasks or relationships that 
are a source of mental discomfort. One way of dealing with emotional demands 
in the workplace is to reduce the factors that cause them. However, transforming 
work towards eliminating burdensome challenges (which are the source of negative 
emotions) is avoidance rather than problem-solving, and therefore, is not positively 
perceived by superiors. The constructive role of resilience is expressed in balancing the 
negative effects of stressors in the workplace and allows for target-oriented activity.

In the context of the failures experienced as a result of a challenge that could 
not be met, it is also necessary to mention optimism. Described in the theory of 
attribution, it combines the style of interpretation (Seligman, 1988). Perceiving 
failures as temporary events of limited scope and relating its causes to external 
factors ensures that an individual does not lose the incentive to act. In addition to the 
motivating function, optimism is a kind of activity regulator; thanks to selective 
perception (focusing attention on the positive aspects of a task), the individual 
continues to carry out various tasks and brings them to a successful conclusion.

To sum up, it can be stated that positive psychological resources have a direct 
impact on professional functioning – by performing the functions of self-regulation, 
self-motivation, and goal achievement by employees, which contributes to both task 
performance and contextual performance.

Strengthening psychological capital in the organisation  
as an element of sustainable development of employees

Developing psychological capital helps to increase employees’ self-confidence, 
thereby addressing challenges and coping effectively with obstacles and difficulties, thus 
contributing to increasing productivity and other psychological resources. From the 
perspective of managers, for whom the most important task is to stimulate employee 
engagement in order to achieve business goals, strengthening the psychological 
capital of employees may prove to be crucial. Considering the fact that engagement is 
a cognitive-effective state (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006), a positive perception 
of circumstances and individual abilities (being the essence of psychological capital) 
may improve motivation to make efforts aimed at organisational goals. An indirect 
mechanism through which PsychCap leads to work engagement are positive emotions 
(Sweetman & Luthans, 2010).

Organisational psychological capital can be developed through organised, 
intentional activities as well as informal situations that provide an opportunity 
to strengthen psychological resources. The former include micro-interventions, 
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about which Luthans wrote together with his associates (Luthans et al., 2006). 
Special organised sessions lasting from 1 to 3 hours included:
• as regards developing hope – designing goals, generating paths and overcoming 

obstacles;
• strengthening optimism by anticipating negative events and related potential 

obstacles, and then creating alternative pathways to minimise their impact;
• in terms of building effectiveness stemming from task mastery – enabling 

experience and modelling success, and through persuasion and stimulation of 
the pursuit of personal goals set at the beginning of the session. This is also 
helped by imaginative experience in mastering tasks;

• as part of increasing resilience – impact on its components: asset factors, risk 
factors and influence processes. The most effective strategies are based on 
increasing assets and proactively avoiding risky, potentially adverse events.
The effectiveness of the discussed interventions in the development of particular 

components of PsychCap has been confirmed empirically in research conducted 
in a quasi-experimental model (Luthans et al., 2010). On this basis, it was possible 
to determine the impact of these interventions on productivity at work.

To carry out activities similar to those used in the described interventions, 
organisations may undertake coaching. It is largely based on modifying – within 
the coach–coachee relationship – thought patterns influencing the interpretation 
of various situations and shaping the image of one’s own person. And while 
coaching goals are specific and usually related to the professional context (it is 
different only in life coaching), their achievement is often preceded by modifying 
the assumptions and beliefs that an individual has. In addition, the process involves 
using resources and raising their awareness, which contributes to the development 
of employees. The studies confirmed quasi-experimentally that participation 
in coaching contributes to changes in the range of expected results and increases the 
effectiveness in formulating goals (Evers, Brouwers, & Tomic, 2006). Other effects 
resulting from the use of cognitive behavioural techniques include an increase in self-
esteem (Libri & Kemp, 2006) and self-confidence (Kambarakaran et al., 2008), which 
is related to self-efficacy.

Developing positive resources can also be part of management activities, carried 
out as part of meetings with employees or organisational practices known as 
‘performance management’. They can be used to diagnose problems, set objectives, 
develop solutions, and, in the context of developing PsychCap, assess the impact 
in terms of the implementation of tasks, level of control, and capacity to undertake 
various actions. Using cognitive processes to reduce setbacks and broaden employee 
behavioural control helps to build the sense of agency, resilience and realistic optimism 
in the face of job requirements. An important element of these activities is also the 
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assistance of one’s superior in solving problems related to challenges. It generates 
the effects that Luthans et al. (2006) wrote about: the process of counteracting 
pessimism supports the development of realistic but optimistic expectations and 
is enhanced by positive conversation (Luthans et al., 2006).

While broadening the scope of activities that can be used to support psychological 
capital, the role of HRM practices should be mentioned. The study on the relationship 
between these activities and self-efficacy showed that people with a low level of self-
efficacy see greater importance of HRM practices in stimulating their productive 
behaviours (Wojtczuk-Turek, 2016). Apart from professional skills needed to perform 
job-related tasks, the obtained effect may justify the fact of including in the scope of 
development of employees’ competences also strengthening positive psychological 
resources within the framework of one of the most important personal practices 
– training and professional development. This will be in  line with the idea of 
sustainable employee development.

Conclusion and future research

The article discusses the issue of strengthening psychological capital as an element 
of sustainable employee development. Psychological capital (PsychCap), which 
consists of effectiveness, optimism, hope, and resilience, is an important element 
of employees’ subjective resources, which may contribute to effective completion 
of professional tasks and high levels of engagement and, at the level of subjective 
effects, psychological well-being.The conducted review of studies on psychological 
capital indicates a number of positive effects to which the application of this concept 
leads in the context of professional functioning of employees, described in the 
article. This justifies reinforcing it in employees. Effective ways for development 
of PsychCap in the organisational dimension include organised measures, which 
comprise specially designed interventions directed at increasing hope, optimism, self-
efficacy, and resilience. They may form an element of training influence planning.

Other measures include coaching (as well as mentoring), but also specific managerial 
practices. Naturally, there is still room for more measures for implementation, and 
therefore, new research areas within the field of PsychCap reinforcement, and 
recommendations for management practices are emerging.

One of interesting directions for analyses related to the development of PsychCap 
is job crafting, forming a manifestation of proactivity in the workplace. Further 
to the fact that it is based on increasing social and structural resources, as well as 
challenges, encouraging employees to modify their work may give them an opportunity 
to increase their personal resources, which form the components of psychological 
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capital. Achieving aims related to gaining resources and shaping relationships in the 
workplace, provides employees with a chance to gain new competences and increase 
effectiveness of their activities, which, in turn, facilitates the increase of PsychCap.
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