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Abstract

The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship between job demands, job resources, 
sense of coherence and work-related well-being of employees at Sector Education Training 
Authorities (SETA). The sample consisted of 159 SETA employees in South Africa. The Maslach 
Burnout Inventory – General Survey, the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale, the Orientation to Life 
Questionnaire, and the Job Demands-Resources Scale. The results showed that overload predicted 
exhaustion. Cynicism was predicted by limited growth opportunities, a lack of organisational 
support, and a weak sense of coherence. Vigour and dedication were predicted by growth 
opportunities, organisational support and a strong sense of coherence. 

JEL	J28,	81

1 
Introduction

The South African National Skills Development 
Strategy (NSDS) was developed from the need to 
address the imbalances between skills required 
for the development of a successful economy 
that promotes job growth and skills currently 
available in South Africa. The overwhelming 
number of black people in particular who 
are illiterate and unskilled is a result of the 
former apartheid and job reservation policies 
in South Africa. The Department of Labour 
initiated the broadening of access to adult basic 
education and training in an effort to address 
the shortage in adult basic skills and education. 
By placing unemployed and employed young 
people into learnerships, the government aims 
to equip South Africans with the necessary 
skills and relevant experience to find permanent 
employment. These steps were identified as key 
objectives in achieving equity and empowering 
those groups previously marginalised by the 
apartheid policies.

The National Skills Development Strategy, 
a product of the Skills Development Act, gave 
rise to the Sector Education Training Authorities 

(SETAs). SETAs are the implementing agencies 
of the skills development strategy. While there 
were specific successes, the SETAs have not been 
an overwhelming success. The National Skills 
Development Strategy (NSDS), underpinned by 
the Skills Development Act 1998, has entered its 
second five-year cycle (2005–2010). The NSDS 
has left in its wake some casualties such as the 
reduction in SETA numbers from the initial 25 
to 22. Problems identified within the SETAs can 
be summarised under three headings, namely 
lack of proper governance, poor management 
and ineffective strategic planning (Zungu, 2000). 
The problems as summarised under the three 
headings culminates in various stressors for both 
SETA employees and stakeholders.

If real results in the struggle against 
unemployment, illiteracy and the low skill 
level of the South African workforce are to 
be achieved through the implementation 
of the NSDS as a broad human resource 
development intervention, increased public 
demand for, and growing dissatisfaction with, 
skills delivery, increased private and public 
institution participation in skills development, 
and increased involvement from organised 
labour have increased the necessity for SETAs to 
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achieve set objectives. SETAs need to function 
effectively and efficiently in the challenging 
environment of skills development. 

The concepts of burnout and work engagement 
(which represent the concept of work-related 
well-being) are relevant when the effectiveness 
and efficiency of SETAs are considered. These 
two concepts provide indications of employees’ 
energy at work (varying from exhaustion to 
vigour) and identification with work (varying 
from cynicism to dedication). Exhaustion 
and cynicism (as dimensions of work-related 
well-being of employees) are stress reactions, 
which might lead to less effective performance 
(Warr, 2002). Vigour and dedication represent 
positive work-related feelings, which might 
result in more effective performance. These 
dimensions of work-related well-being (i.e. 
exhaustion, cynicism, vigour and dedication) 
could be predicted by personal factors (e.g. 
sense of coherence) and situational factors (e.g. 
job demands and job resources). These factors 
can be combined in a model of work-related 
well-being.

2 
A model of work-related well-being

2.1 Burnout and work engagement

According to Maslach et al. (2001), burnout can 
be defined as encompassing the components of 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and 
reduced personal accomplishment. In the early 
days of burnout research, it was believed that 
burnout only existed in employees working in 
the human services. However, burnout, has since 
been expanded towards all types of professions 
and occupational groups, and this study aims to 
include SETA employees in the list. By means 
of the Maslach Burnout Inventory – General 
Survey (MBI-GS) ( Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach 
& Jackson, 1996), it is possible to study burnout 
in all types of professions and in all occupational 
groups. 

Exhaustion refers to a state where all energy 
has been drained, whereas cynicism refers 
to an employee’s unwillingness to perform 
because of an increased prejudice towards 
any effort. Cynicism can be viewed from the 

perspective that an employee is applying an 
adaptive mechanism to cope with excessive job 
demands and the resulting feelings of exhaustion 
(Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001). Schaufeli 
(2003) reports that when coping as a strategy 
becomes routine, it disrupts satisfactory task 
performance and becomes dysfunctional. This 
in turn leads to an increase in job demands 
and exhaustion, which completes the crippling 
circle. Incapability and unwillingness to perform 
are considered two ‘voices’ in the same choir 
(Schaufeli, 2003). Empirical findings showed 
the central role of exhaustion (inability to 
perform) and mental distancing (unwillingness 
to perform) as opposed to the third component, 
namely lack of professional efficacy in work-
related well-being.

Research shows that even when exposed to 
high job demands and long working hours, 
some individuals do not show symptoms of 
burnout (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2001). Instead, 
they seem to find pleasure in dealing with 
these challenges. From a positive psychology 
perspective (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000), such individuals could be perceived 
as being engaged in their work. Nelson and 
Simmons (2003), report that meaningful work 
leads to eustress, which can promote engagement 
even in challenging conditions. The focus on 
engagement as the positive direct opposite of 
burnout promises to yield new perspectives on 
interventions to promote healthy perceptions, 
beliefs and physical well-being (Salovey, 
Rothman, Detweiler & Steward, 2000) and to 
alleviate burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). 

According to Kahn (1990: 694), engagement 
refers to ‘the harnessing of organisation 
members’ selves to their work roles [by 
which they] employ and express themselves 
physically, cognitively and emotionally during 
role performances’. Disengaged employees 
become disconnected from their jobs and hide 
their true identity, thoughts and feelings during 
role performances. Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 
define work engagement as ‘a positive, fulfilling 
work-related state of mind that is characterised 
by vigour, dedication and absorption’ (2004: 
295). Vigour is defined as a positive affective 
response to one’s ongoing interactions with 
significant elements in one’s job and work 
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environment that comprises the interconnected 
feelings of physical strength and emotional 
energy. Dedication is characterised by feelings 
of enthusiasm, pride in one’s job, and by feeling 
inspired and challenged by it. 

Exhaustion (low energy) and cynicism (poor 
identification) are the main features of burnout 
that are assessed by the Maslach Burnout 
Inventory (MBI) (Schaufeli, 2003), while the 
positive aspects of vigour (high energy) and 
dedication (strong identification) are measured 
by means of the Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale (Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá 
& Bakker, 2002). Encouraging psychometric 
results have been reported with the use of the 
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli, 
Martinez, Marques, Pinto, Salanova & Bakker, 
2002; Schaufeli, Salanova et al., 2002).

2.2 Job demands and job resources

Job demands and resources could affect the 
work-related well-being of individuals. The 
Comprehensive Burnout and Engagement 
model (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) assumes 
two job-related psychological processes. The 
first process, an energetic process, links job 
demands with health problems via burnout. 
The second process, a motivational process, 
links job resources via work engagement with 
organisational commitment. Job resources may 
play either an extrinsic motivational role (by 
being instrumental in achieving work goals) or 
an intrinsic motivational role (by fostering the 
employee’s growth, learning and development). 
The model was confirmed in a study by Schaufeli 
and Bakker (2004). Job demands were associated 
with exhaustion, whereas job resources were 
associated with work engagement. 

Job demands are defined as the tasks that have 
to be performed by the occupant of a position 
(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 
2001). These tasks can include physical, social and 
organisational dimensions. Performing these tasks 
may require sustained physical and mental effort. 
Quantitative job demands refer to the amount of 
work required in relation to the time available, 
while qualitative workload involves employees’ 
emotional reactions to their jobs (Cooper, Dewe 
& O’Driscoll, 2001). High levels of job demands 

are associated with low work-related well-being, 
i.e. high exhaustion and cynicism (Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2004; Warr, 2002).

Job resources can be defined as those physical, 
psychological, social or organisational aspects of 
the job that may be purposeful in achieving work 
goals, reducing job demands and stimulating 
personal growth and development (Demerouti 
et al., 2001). Job resources, such as diversity, 
autonomy, opportunities for learning and 
growth, opportunities to participate, role clarity, 
effective and constructive communication, 
advancement,  remuneration and good 
relationships with supervisors and colleagues, 
create psychological meaningfulness and 
safety for employees – which are needed for an 
employee to be engaged in his or her job (May, 
Gilson & Harter, 2004). Warr (2002) confirms 
that job resources (e.g. autonomy) are related to 
high levels of enthusiasm of employees.

2.3 Sense of coherence

Individual characteristics of employees can 
affect their work-related well-being (i.e. 
exhaustion, cynicism, vigour and dedication). 
One such characteristic is sense of coherence 
(Antonovsky, 1987). Antonovsky defines sense 
of coherence as a relatively stable dispositional 
orientation. Antonovsky (1987) reports that 
each person’s sense of coherence requires 
certain inherent fundamentals for coping 
successfully, which are in turn represented by 
the concepts of comprehensibility, manageability 
and meaningfulness. Comprehensibility refers 
to the extent to which people find or structure 
their world to be understandable, meaningful, 
orderly and consistent instead of disorderly, 
random and unpredictable. Individuals with 
high levels of coherence perceive their world 
as comprehensible and as making sense on a 
cognitive level. Manageability refers to the extent to 
which people experience events in life as situations 
that are endurable or manageable. Individuals with 
high levels of coherence feel that they have the 
resources to meet demands, or feel that they know 
where to obtain help. Meaningfulness refers to the 
extent to which one feels that life makes sense on 
an emotional level, and that life’s challenges are 
worthy of commitment.
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A strong sense of coherence might assist 
employees to understand job demands and 
resources and to perceive them as manageable 
and meaningful. It can then be argued that a 
weak sense of coherence will lead employees 
to perceive situations as threatening (i.e. high 
job demands and low job resources), which in 
turn could lead to exhaustion and cynicism of 
employees. On the other hand, a strong sense 
of coherence will lead employees to perceive 
situations as challenges, which in turn will have 
a positive effect on vigour and dedication.

3 
Study objective

The objective of this study was to investigate 
the relationship between job demands, job 
resources, sense of coherence and work-related 
well-being (i.e. burnout and work engagement) 
of employees at SETAs in South Africa.

4 
Method

4.1 Research design

A cross-sectional survey design was used in this 
study. 

4.2 Participants

The study population consisted of employees 
from six different SETAs in South Africa. 
Convenient sampling was used for the purposes 
of this study. The total available population 
of staff members of various SETAs (N = 
286) was invited to participate in the study. 
Questionnaires were sent out to the total 
population of employees in MERSETA (n = 
92), FASSET (n = 16), FoodBev (n = 23), TETA 
(n = 41), HWSETA (n = 55), and CHIETA (n 
= 52). Descriptive information of the sample of 
SETA employees is given in Table 1.

Table	1	
Characteristics of SETA employees in the sample

Item Category Frequency Percentage

SETA MERSETA (Manufacturing, Engineering and Related Services)

HWSETA (Health and Welfare)

CHIETA (Chemical) 

FOODBEV (Food and Beverages)

FASSET (Financial and Accounting)

TETA (Transport)

Others

56

33

19

12

11

5

24

35.20

20.08

11.90

7.50

6.90

3.10

15.32

Education Grade 12 

Three-year degree

Four-year degree

Five- to seven-year degree

Master’s degree

67

51

24

5

4

44.40

33.80

15.90

3.30

2.60

Gender Male

Female

55

104

34.6

65.4

The sample consisted mainly of female, English-
speaking employees, working in SETAs. Forty-six 
per cent of the participants were married. Table 1 
shows that more than a third of the participants 
were in possession of a three-year degree. Thirty-
eight per cent of the participants were English 

speaking, 15.8 per cent were IsiZulu speaking, 
while 15.2 per cent spoke Afrikaans. The majority 
of the group (57.9 per cent) were in the employ of 
their SETA for less than two years, and 71.7 per 
cent of the participants had been in their current 
positions for less than a year.
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4.3 Measuring battery

An adapted version of the Maslach Burnout 
Inventory – General Survey (MBI-GS; Maslach 
et al., 1996) was used to measure burnout. 
The following subscales of the MBI-GS were 
used: exhaustion (e.g. ‘I feel used up at the 
end of the workday’) and cynicism (e.g. ‘I have 
become less enthusiastic about my work’). All 
items were scored on a seven-point frequency 
rating scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (daily). 
Thirteen items loaded significantly on two 
scales: exhaustion (5 items) and cynicism (8 
items). Jackson (2004) confirmed the construct 
equivalence and construct validity of these scales 
for educators in South Africa. The internal 
consistencies (Cronbach’s alpha coefficients) 
reported by Schaufeli et al. (1996) varied from 
0.87 to 0.89 for exhaustion and from 0.73 to 0.84 
for cynicism. Test-retest reliabilities after one 
year were 0.65 (exhaustion) and 0.60 (cynicism). 
Storm and Rothmann (2003a) found support for 
the construct validity of the MBI-GS.

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) 
was developed by Schaufeli, Salanova et al. 
(2002) as a measure of engagement. For the 
purpose of this study, only two of the three 
subscales of the UWES were used, namely 
vigour (6 items; e.g. ‘I am bursting with energy in 
my work’) and dedication (5 items; e.g. ‘I find my 
work full of meaning and purpose’). The items 
are scored on a frequency rating scale varying 
from 0 (never) to 6 (daily). The alpha coefficients 
for the subscales varied between 0.68 and 0.91 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Studies making use of 
confirmative factor analysis demonstrated the 
factorial validity of the UWES (Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli, Salanova et al., 2002). 
In a South African study, Storm and Rothmann 
(2003b) obtained acceptable alpha coefficients 
for the two subscales (0.78 for vigour and 0.89 for 
dedication). Naudé (2003), in a study working 
with a sample of emergency workers in South 
Africa, found values of 0.70 for vigour and 
0.83 for dedication. Jackson (2004) reported 
that the UWES shows construct equivalence 
and construct validity for educators in South 
Africa.

The Job Demands-Resources Scale (JDRS) 
was developed to measure job demands and 

job resources. The JDRS consists of 48 items, 
which are rated on a scale ranging from 1 
(never) to 4 (always). Rothmann, Strydom and 
Mostert (2006) studied the construct validity, 
construct equivalence and reliability of the 
JDRS. They found that the JDRS measures five 
factors. Overload refers to pace and amount of 
work, mental load and emotional load. Growth 
Opportunities refers to having enough variety, 
opportunities to learn and independence in 
the job. Organisational Support measures the 
relationship with supervisors and colleagues, flow 
of information, communication, role clarity and 
participation in decision-making. Advancement 
refers to remuneration, career possibilities and 
training opportunities. Job Insecurity refers 
to uncertainty about the future. Rothmann 
et al. (2006) found the following reliabilities 
for the factors.: Overload (α = 0.76), Growth 
Opportunities (α = 0.86), Organisational 
Support (α = 0.92), Advancement (α = 0.83), 
and Job Insecurity (α = 0.89). All factors 
showed acceptable equivalence for different 
organisations.

The Orientation to Life Questionnaire (OLQ) 
(Antonovsky, 1987) was used to measure the 
participants’ sense of coherence. The OLQ 
consists of 29 items. Antonovsky (1993) reported 
Cronbach alpha coefficients of the OLQ in 29 
studies varying from 0.85 to 0.91. Antonovsky 
also found test-retest reliability coefficients 
between 0.41 and 0.97. Rothmann (2002) 
reported an acceptable alpha coefficient of 0.89 
for the OLQ (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). In 
terms of the construct validity of the OLQ, a 
negative relationship was found to exist between 
OLQ and experienced stress. It was also found 
that the OLQ correlates negatively with the 
‘State-Trait Anxiety Inventory-Trait’ and the 
‘Beck Depression Inventory’ (Frenz, Carey & 
Jorgensen, 1993).

4.4 Statistical analysis

Firstly, descriptive statistics (e.g. means, and 
standard deviations) were used to explore the 
data. Secondly, exploratory factor analyses 
were carried out. Eigenvalues and scree plots 
were studied to determine the number of 
factors involved. Principal axis factor analysis 
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with a direct oblimin rotation was conducted 
if factors were related, and a varimax rotation 
was used if the obtained factors were not related 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients were then computed to assess the 
reliability of the constructs that were measured 
in this study.

To specify the relationship between the 
variables, Pearson product-moment correlation 
coefficients were computed. In terms of 
statistical significance, it was decided to set 
the value at a 95 per cent confidence interval 
level (p ≤ 0.05). Effect sizes (Steyn, 1999) were 
used to decide on the practical significance of 
the findings. A cut-off point of 0.30 (medium 
effect, Cohen, 1988) was set for the practical 
significance of correlation coefficients.

Structural equation modelling, as implemented 
by Amos (Arbuckle, 1999), was used to test the 
construct validity of the measuring instruments, 
using the maximum likelihood method. One of 
the fit indices produced by the Amos programme 
is the Chi-square statistic (χ2), which is test of 
absolute fit of the model. However, the χ2 value 
is sensitive to sample size. Therefore additional 
goodness-of-fit indices, such as the Goodness-
of-Fit Index (GFI), the Adjusted Goodness-of-
Fit Index (AGFI), the Normed Fit Index (NFI), 
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-
Lewis Index (TLI), and the Root Means Square 
Error of Approximation (RMSEA), were used 
in this study.

5 
Results

5.1 Construct validity of the 
 measuring instruments

Burnout and work engagement. Two models of 
burnout, namely a one-factor model and a two-
factor model, were tested with SEM analysis. In 
the one-factor model, it was hypothesised that 
items measuring exhaustion and cynicism load 
on a single factor. The goodness-of-fit statistics 
for the one-factor model were as follows: χ² = 
102.87, p < 0.01; χ²/df = 3.81; GFI = 0.85; AGFI 
= 0.75; CFI = 0.79; NFI = 0.74; TLI = 0.72 and 
RMSEA = 0.13. In the two-factor model, it was 

hypothesised that exhaustion and cynicism are 
separate, but related, dimensions of burnout. 
The goodness-of-fit statistics for the two-factor 
model were as follows: χ² = 46.16, p < 0.01; 
χ²/df = 1.78; GFI = 0.94; AGFI = 0.90; CFI = 
0.94; NFI = 0.88; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.07. 
The above-mentioned statistics show that a two-
factor model of burnout fitted the data better 
than a one-factor model.

Two models of work engagement were also 
tested, namely a one-factor model and a two-
factor model. In the one-factor model, it was 
hypothesised that items measuring vigour and 
dedication load on a single factor. The following 
goodness-of-fit statistics were obtained for a 
one-factor model of work engagement: χ² = 
93.88, p < 0.01; χ²/df = 2.67; GFI = 0.90; AGFI 
= 0.85; CFI = 0.88; NFI = 0.82; TLI = 0.84 
and RMSEA = 0.10. In the two-factor model, 
it was hypothesised that vigour and dedication 
are separate, but related, dimensions of work 
engagement. The goodness-of-fit statistics 
for the two-factor model are as follows: χ² = 
73.62, p < 0.01; χ²/df = 2.83; GFI =0.91; AGFI 
= 0.85; CFI = 0.90; NFI = 0.85; TLI = 0.86 
and RMSEA = 0.10. The above-mentioned 
statistics show that a two-factor model of work 
engagement fitted the data better than a one-
factor model.

5.2 Descriptive statistics, reliabilities 
 and correlations

The descriptive statistics, reliability, and 
correlations for the factors of the measuring 
instruments for SETA employees are given in 
Table 2.
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Analysis of Table 2 revealed that acceptable 
alpha coefficients, ranging from 0.70 to 0.92, 
were obtained for the scales – with the exception 
of vigour (α = 0.62). The alpha coefficients of 
the scales compare favourably with the guideline 
of α > 0.70 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

Table 2 shows the stens of the different 
variables relatively to South African norms. It is 
evident from Table 2 that participants perceived 
Advancement to be below average compared 
to the norm. Job insecurity seems to be above 
average compared to the South African norm. 
Not shown in Table 2, are the percentages 
of employees who experience low, moderate 
or high levels of exhaustion, cynicism, vigour 
and dedication. It is evident that the level of 
exhaustion is average compared to the norm. 
The level of cynicism is below average, while the 
levels of vigour and dedication are somewhat 
higher than the average (Rothmann, 2005). 

Table 2 shows a statistically and practically 
significant correlation (of medium effect) 

between exhaustion and cynicism. Exhaustion 
is statistically and practically significantly 
related to overload (medium effect). Cynicism 
is statistically and practically significantly 
negatively related to dedication (large effect), 
growth opportunities, organisational support, 
and sense of coherence (all medium effects). 
Exhaustion and cynicism are statistically and 
practically significantly negatively related to 
vigour (medium effects). Vigour is statistically 
and practically significantly related to dedication 
and dedication to growth opportunities (large 
effect). Vigour and dedication are statistically and 
practically significantly related to organisational 
support, and sense of coherence (all medium 
effects). 

5.3 Multiple regression analyses

The results of a multiple regression analysis with 
exhaustion as dependent variable are reported 
in Table 3.

Table	3	
Multiple regression analysis with exhaustion as dependent variable

Model  Unstandardised 
Coefficients

Standardised 
Coefficients

t p F R R2 ∆R2

 B SE Beta

1

(Constant)

Overload

0.29

0.46

3.33

0.13 0.32

0.09

3.65

0.93

0.00*

13.30* 0.32 0.10 0.10*

2

(Constant)

Overload

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

19.96

0.48 

–0.80 

–0.14

–0.39

–0.25

–0.15

5.44

0.13 

0.14 

0.09

0.22

0.18

0.14

0.33 

–0.06 

–0.20

–0.18

–0.12

–0.10

3.67

3.72 

–0.58 

–1.68

–1.78

–1.41

–1.07

0.00

0.00* 

0.56 

0.10

0.08

0.16

0.29

6.65* 0.51 0.26 0.16*

3

(Constant)

Overload

Growth 
opportunities

24.49

0.46 

–0.31

6.23

0.13 

0.14

0.32 

–0.30

3.93

3.52 

–0.22

0.00

0.00* 

0.83

6.07* 0.52 0.27 0.01
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Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Sense of 
coherence

–0.14

–0.35

–0.28

–0.15 

–0.04

0.09

0.22

0.18

0.14 

0.03

–0.19

–0.16

–0.13

–0.10 

–0.13

–1.63

–1.59

–1.56

–1.08 

–1.47

0.11

0.12

0.12

0.28 

0.14

* p < 0.05

Table 3 shows that overload explained 10 per 
cent of the variance in exhaustion. The lack 
of job resources, i.e. growth opportunities, 
organisational support, social support, job 
insecurity and advancement in the presence 
of overload, explained another 16 per cent 
of the variance in exhaustion, with a lack of 
organisational support the most significant 
of these job resources. However, none of the 
regression coefficients of job resources were 

statistically significant at p < 0.05. Table 3 shows 
that the lack of job resources in the presence of 
overload explained 26 per cent of the variance 
in exhaustion. In addition, Table 3 shows that 
a sense of coherence did not add statistically 
significantly to the explanation of exhaustion. 

The results of the multiple regression analysis 
with cynicism as dependent variable are shown 
in Table 4.

Table	4	
Multiple regression analysis with cynicism as dependent variable

Model  Unstandardised 
Coefficients

Standardised 
Coefficients

t p F R R2 ∆R2

 B SE Beta

1

(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

17.33 

–0.29

–0.14 

0.01

–0.17

0.18

3.51 

0.10

0.07 

0.17

0.14

0.10

 

–0.31

–0.25 

0.01

–0.11

0.17

4.94 

–2.86

–2.11 

0.05

–1.24

1.81

0.00 

0.01*

0.04* 

0.96

0.22

0.07

5.70* 0.45 0.20 0.20*

2

(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Overload

13.72 

–0.34 

–0.14

0.20

–0.16

0.23

0.16

4.19 

0.11 

0.07

0.17

0.14

0.10

0.10

 

–0.36 

–0.25

0.01

–0.10

0.21

0.14

3.27 

–3.24 

–2.10

0.10

–1.13

2.21

1.56

0.00 

0.00* 

0.04*

0.93

0.26

0.03*

0.12

5.21* 0.46 0.22 0.01
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(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Overload

Sense of 
coherence

21.26 

–0.26 

–0.13

0.09

–0.20

0.23

0.12 

–0.07

4.63 

0.10 

0.06

0.17

0.13

0.10

0.10 

0.21

 

–0.28 

–0.23

0.05

–0.13

0.21

0.11 

–0.29

4.60 

–2.50 

–2.05

0.52

–1.50

2.29

1.19 

–3.30

0.00 

0.01* 

0.04*

0.61

0.14

0.02*

0.24 

0.00*

6.40* 0.53 0.28 0.06*

* p < 0.05

It is clear from Table 4 that a lack of job resources 
explained 20 per cent of the variance in cynicism. 
Only two categories of job resources added 
statistically significantly to the percentage of 
variance explained, namely growth opportunities 
and organisational support. No statistically 
significant increase in R2 realised when overload 
was added to the prediction. However, when 
sense of coherence was entered in the third 

step, R2 increased statistically significantly (∆R2 

= 6 per cent). Therefore, a lack of growth 
opportunities, a lack of organisational support, 
and a weak sense of coherence contributed to 
cynicism in this study.

The results of a multiple regression analysis 
with vigour as dependent variable and job 
demands, job resources and sense of coherence 
as independent variables are reported in Table 5.

Table	5	
Multiple regression analysis with vigour as dependent variable

Model  Unstandardised 
Coefficients

Standardised 
Coefficients

t p F R R2 ∆R2

 B SE Beta

1

 

 

 

 

 

(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

7.42 

0.32 

0.08

–0.07

0.13

–0.04

2.79 

0.08 

0.05

0.14

0.11

0.08

 

0.42 

0.17

–0.05

0.10

–0.05

2.66 

4.03 

1.47

–0.51

1.15

–0.56

0.01 

0.00* 

0.14

0.61

0.25

0.58

7.38* 0.49 0.24 0.24*

2

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Constant)

Growth

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Overload

1.095

0.37 

0.08

–0.08

0.11

–0.09

–0.15

3.31

0.08 

0.05

0.14

0.11

0.08

0.08

0.49 

0.17

–0.06

0.09

–0.11

–0.17

3.30

4.48 

1.45

–0.57

1.03

–1.13

–1.92

0.00

0.00* 

0.15

0.57

0.31

0.26

0.06

6.91* 0.52 0.27 0.03
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3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Constant)

Growth

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Overload

Sense of 
coherence

4.52

0.31 

0.07

–0.14

0.15

–0.09

–0.12 

0.06

3.63

0.08 

0.05

0.13

0.11

0.08

0.08 

0.02

0.40 

0.15

–0.10

0.12

–0.10

–0.13 

0.30

1.25

3.74 

1.38

–1.05

1.43

1.17

1.55 

3.58

0.22

0.00* 

0.17

0.30

0.16

0.25

0.12 

0.00*

8.37* 0.58 0.34 0.07*

* p < 0.05

Table 5 shows that job resources predicted 24 per 
cent of the variance in vigour. However, only the 
regression coefficient of growth opportunities 
was statistically significant. No statistically 
significant increase was reported in the total 
variance explained when overload was added 
to the model. When sense of coherence was 
added to the model, a statistically significant 
increase in R2 was again observed (∆R2 = 7 per 

cent). Therefore, vigour is best predicted by 
growth opportunities in the job (variety, learning 
opportunities and autonomy), and a strong sense 
of coherence.

The results of a multiple regression analysis 
with dedication as dependent variable and job 
demands, job resources and sense of coherence 
as independent variables are reported in Table 
6.

Table	6	
Multiple regression analysis with dedication as dependent variable

Model  Unstandardised 
Coefficients

Standardised 
Coefficients

t p F R R2 ∆R2

 B SE Beta

1

 

 

 

 

 

(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

8.40 

0.67 

0.04

–0.20

0.06

–0.01

3.63 

0.10 

0.07

0.18

0.14

0.10

 

0.61 

0.06

–0.10

0.03

–0.01

2.32 

6.51 

0.57

–1.13

0.42

–0.13

0.02 

0.00* 

0.57

0.26

0.68

0.89

13.89* 0.61 0.38 0.38*

2

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Overload

8.07 

0.67 

0.04

–0.20

0.06

–0.01

0.01

4.37 

0.11 

0.07

0.18

0.15

0.11

0.11

 

0.61 

0.06

–0.10

0.03

–0.01

0.01

1.84 

6.06 

0.57

–1.12

0.42

–0.09

0.14

0.07 

0.00* 

0.57

0.27

0.67

0.93

0.89

11.48* 0.61 0.38 0.00
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(Constant)

Growth 
opportunities

Organisational 
support

Social support

Job insecurity

Advancement

Overload

Sense of 
coherence

–0.04 

0.58 

0.03

–0.27

0.11

–0.01

0.06 

0.08

4.81 

0.11 

0.07

0.17

0.14

0.10

0.10 

0.02

 

0.53 

0.05

–0.14

0.06

–0.01

0.05 

0.30

–0.01 

5.36 

0.46

–1.59

0.78

–0.07

0.57 

3.40

0.99 

0.00* 

0.65

0.11

0.44

0.94

0.57 

0.00*

12.41* 0.66 0.44 0.06*

* p < 0.05

Table 6 shows that job resources predicted 38 
per cent of the variance in dedication. However, 
only the regression coefficient of growth 
opportunities was statistically significant. No 
statistically significant increase was reported in 
the total variance explained when overload was 
added to the model. When sense of coherence 
was added to the model, a statistically significant 
increase in R2 was again observed (∆R2 = 6 per 
cent). Therefore, dedication is best predicted by 
growth opportunities in the job (variety, learning 
opportunities and autonomy), and a strong sense 
of coherence.

6 
Discussion

The objective of this study was to investigate 
the relationship between job demands, job 
resources, sense of coherence and work-related 
well-being in 159 SETA employees, using a 
cross-sectional survey design. 

The results of this study confirmed the 
two-factor structure of burnout, as well as 
work engagement. Burnout consisted of two 
factors, namely incapability (exhaustion) and 
unwillingness to perform (cynicism). Work 
engagement also consisted of two factors, namely 
capability (vigour) and willingness to perform 
(dedication). These factors probably represent 
the energy and identification dimensions of 
work-related well-being (Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004). Low levels of burnout were related 
to high levels of engagement. Therefore, the 

findings of Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, et al. 
(2002) that burnout and engagement are related 
but distinct concepts, were confirmed in this 
study. It is clear from the results that exhaustion 
of SETA employees (indicating an incapability 
to perform) is average compared to the norm. 
However, the level of cynicism is below average 
compared to the norm. The results showed that 
job insecurity and a lack of advancement were 
problem areas in SETAs.

The results confirmed that overload (i.e. pace 
and amount of work, mental load and emotional 
load) was the best predictor of exhaustion of 
SETA employees, while it was not related to their 
cynicism, vigour, and/or dedication. Employees 
who face high overload may find it difficult to 
find sufficient energy to do their jobs properly. 
Overload might be a result of high demands or 
a lack of competence to perform a job. 

Cynicism was exclusively predicted by a 
lack of job resources in this study. First, a lack 
of growth opportunities in the job (variety, 
opportunities to learn and independence in the 
job), and a lack of organisational support (the 
relationship with supervisors and colleagues, 
flow of information, communication, role clarity 
and participation in decision-making) predicted 
cynicism. Second, it was evident that poor 
advancement (remuneration, career possibilities 
and training opportunities) contributed to 
cynicism when overload was entered into the 
regression equation. Third, the results showed 
that a strong sense of coherence contributed to 
lower cynicism. Work engagement (including 
vigour and dedication) was exclusively predicted 



310	 SAJEMS	NS	10	(2007)	No	3

by growth opportunities in the job and a strong 
sense of coherence. Therefore, employees who 
perceived that they had variety, opportunities 
to learn and independence in their jobs, and 
who experienced stimuli as comprehensible, 
manageable and meaningful, showed higher 
levels of vigour and dedication at work. 

In support of the results of Schaufeli and 
Bakker (2004), the results of this study showed 
that high job demands (overload), a lack 
of job resources (growth opportunities and 
organisational support), and a weak sense of 
coherence predicted high levels of burnout 
(exhaustion and cynicism). Burnout (consisting 
of exhaustion and cynicism) was negatively 
related to work engagement (consisting of 
vigour and dedication). On the positive side of 
wellness, high levels of job resources (specifically 
growth opportunities) predicted high levels of 
work engagement (vigour and dedication). 

It seems that a weak sense of coherence 
contributed to work-related (un)well-being in 
various ways in this study. First, a weak sense 
of coherence predicted high levels of cynicism. 
Second, a strong sense of coherence predicted 
high levels of work engagement. This finding 
supports the findings of previous studies on 
sense of coherence (e.g. Basson & Rothmann, 
2002; Levert et al., 2000; Rothmann, 2004; 
Wissing, De Waal & De Beer, 1992) which 
reported significant negative correlations 
between burnout and sense of coherence. It is 
possible that sense of coherence contributes to 
psychological meaningfulness, which may assist 
employees to ward off burnout and strengthen 
engagement inclinations (May et al., 2004). In 
line with the findings of Amirkhan and Greaves 
(2003), a strong sense of coherence impacted on 
perception, such that individuals with a strong 
orientation were likely to view a larger number 
of life events as having coherence. 

In conclusion, the results of this study showed 
that the work-related well-being (exhaustion, 
cynicism, vigour and dedication) of SETA 
employees can be predicted by their perceptions 
of their job demands and job resources as well 
as their sense of coherence. It could be expected 
that high levels of exhaustion and cynicism and 
low levels of vigour and dedication will impact 
on the performance of employees.

The present study has certain limitations. A 
cross-sectional survey design was used. As a 
result, no causal inferences can be drawn. In 
future studies, longitudinal or experimental 
designs should be used to investigate causal 
relationships between the variables. Another 
limitation of this study was that measurement 
was based solely on self-reports. Therefore, 
at least part of the common variance of the 
measures could be attributed to method 
variance. In future studies, other measures of 
wellness (e.g. supervisor ratings and objective 
data) should be used in addition to self-
reports. Third, methodological aspects such as 
the sample size as well as the non-probability 
sampling method could challenge the external 
validity of the current findings.

7 
Recommendations

In order to improve levels of work-related well-
being of employees as well as organisational 
efficiency and effectiveness, SETAs should 
design and implement organisat ional 
development interventions at systems level to 
deal with exhaustion and cynicism, and low 
vigour and dedication. Overload, a lack of 
growth opportunities, a lack of organisational 
support, poor advancement opportunities, and 
job insecurity should be addressed, because 
these factors had a significant impact on 
the work-related well-being (i.e. energy and 
identification with work) of SETA employees. 
Interventions can include the redesign of 
organisational structures, work flow, job 
descriptions, the development of performance 
models and performance agreements. Attending 
to these factors will probably contribute to the 
efficiency and effectiveness of SETAs.

Although it is important to assist individual 
SETA employees whose psychological well-
being is affected by their work (by means of 
interventions such as counselling), primary and 
secondary interventions should be implemented 
in addition to tertiary interventions. The 
intention must be to address the levels of job 
demands and job resources within SETAs. 
Since job demands and a lack of job resources 
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play a central role in burnout, it is necessary to 
implement preventative SETA-based solutions 
to tackle the problem of high levels of job 
demands and the lack of job resources available 
to individuals in the employ of SETAs.

The sense of coherence of SETA employees 
should also be taken into account during 
selection and management of employees. 
SETAs can contribute to the development of 
employees’ sense of coherence by increasing 
the comprehensibility of stimuli (e.g. by 
providing information in an understandable 
format), manageability (e.g. by ensuring that 
employees are equipped with the necessary 
knowledge, skills, material, instruments and 
other resources), and meaningfulness (e.g. by 
allowing a degree of independence and freedom 
of choice in the performance of their tasks). 

Future studies should test the relationships 
between job demands, job resources, sense 
of coherence, burnout, work engagement, ill-
health, organisational commitment, and job 
performance in longitudinal research designs. 
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