
http://www.sajip.co.za Open Access

SA Journal of Industrial Psychology 
ISSN: (Online) 2071-0763, (Print) 0258-5200

Page 1 of 10 Original Research

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Authors:
Karina Mostert1 
Charlize Du Toit1 

Affiliations:
1Department of Management 
Cybernetics, Faculty of 
Economic and Management 
Sciences, North-West 
University, Potchefstroom, 
South Africa

Corresponding author:
Karina Mostert,
karina.mostert@nwu.ac.za

Dates:
Received: 06 June 2023
Accepted: 23 Oct. 2023
Published: 23 Jan. 2024

How to cite this article:
Mostert, K., & Du Toit, C. 
(2024). Well-being of 
first-year students: The role 
of study characteristics, 
strengths and deficits. SA 
Journal of Industrial 
Psychology/SA Tydskrif vir 
Bedryfsielkunde, 50(0), 
a2117. https://doi.org/ 
10.4102/sajip.v50i0.2117

Copyright:
© 2024. The Authors. 
Licensee: AOSIS. This work 
is licensed under the 
Creative Commons 
Attribution License.

Introduction
Serious concerns are expressed in the popular and scientific literature about the current state and 
success of South African higher education institutions (HEIs) (Van Zyl et al., 2020). Although 
reports indicate increased accessibility of tertiary education to South African students (DHET, 
2021), actual graduation rates are concerning (Van Zyl et al., 2020). Research conducted by Tewari 
and Ilesanmi (2020) found that between 2009 and 2017, the average graduation rate annually was 
only 16.43%. Recently, concerns over alarming graduation rates have become more prominent, as 
graduation rates in 2021 decreased by 1.9% compared with 2020 (DHET, 2021). According to Scott 
(2018), the current state of South Africa’s universities is impeding the country’s progress towards 
important economic and social goals by failing to produce the required number of work-ready 
graduates.

Lombard (2020) argued that one of the most significant factors contributing to these alarming 
success rates includes insufficient student support for social and academic transitions. Indeed, 
various student success initiatives are often aimed solely at ensuring academic success (Tanga & 

Orientation: Higher education institutions (HEIs) are crucial in preparing students for the 
workforce. Practitioners, such as industrial psychologists, can aid HEIs to enhance student 
development and improve university efficiency.

Research purpose: This study aims to investigate the relationship between student demands 
and resources, proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour 
towards deficit improvement (PBDI), and students’ well-being (emotional, social and 
psychological).

Motivation for the study: Two specific types of proactive behaviour, namely PBSU and PBDI, 
have been identified that may contribute to student success. Investigating the impact of these 
behaviours on student antecedents and outcomes could offer valuable insights for designing 
student development initiatives. 

Research approach/design and method: This study included 773 South African first-year 
university students studying at different campuses of a South African university. Structural 
equation modelling was used to test the structural model and investigate the regression 
weights.

Main findings: Students’ personal problems were found to predict both PBSU and PBDI 
negatively. Autonomy positively predicted both types of proactive behaviour. Proactive 
behaviour towards strengths use was strongly related to emotional and psychological well-
being, while PBDI was strongly related to social well-being. 

Practical/managerial implications: This study highlights the direct impact of PBSU and PBDI 
on students’ well-being. Practitioners in university settings can benefit from the 
recommendations provided in this article to inform and implement initiatives related to 
student development and assist students in developing the necessary skills to enhance their 
work readiness.

Contribution/value-add:This study’s findings contribute to the relatively small body of 
research on implementing strengths-based and deficit improvement initiatives in South 
African universities.
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Luggya, 2020). However, Young (2016) emphasised that 
student success encompasses more than academic 
achievement. Higher education institutions play a crucial 
role in facilitating students to develop into fully functioning 
individuals who are well prepared for the workplace and 
life’s challenges after university (Young, 2016). Abugre (2018) 
emphasised that HEIs are responsible for providing students 
with the knowledge, skills and abilities required for success in 
both academic and professional settings.

However, transitioning from secondary to tertiary education 
is widely recognised as a demanding and stressful experience 
(Van Zyl et al., 2020), leaving first-year students particularly 
vulnerable to becoming part of the alarming statistics 
surrounding attrition rates in South Africa (Young, 2016). 
During this transitioning phase, students face numerous 
social, economic and academic challenges and changes 
(Jeyagowri & Ilankumaran, 2018). Not only does the stressful 
nature of the first-year experience negatively impact students’ 
academic performance, attrition rates and overall well-being 
(Scott, 2018) but also impaired psychological well-being can 
hinder students’ future working capabilities (Rudman and 
Gustavsson 2012). As a result, it is argued that the first year 
of studies is a crucial period to equip students with the 
competencies needed to navigate university life while 
enhancing their work readiness (Akkermans et al., 2018).

The HEIs have implemented various initiatives to mitigate 
these challenges to enhance the first-year experience and 
support students’ well-being and success. However, despite 
the significant investment of resources, some of these 
initiatives have proven ineffective and costly, failing to 
produce sustainable outcomes and ensure graduation (Van 
Zyl et al., 2020). The HEIs may benefit from industrial and 
organisational psychologists’ assistance and professional 
expertise, among others, to promote individual and corporate 
wellness (Van Zyl et al., 2016). Given their knowledge in 
designing evidence-based solutions and strategies (Van Zyl 
et al., 2016), industrial and organisational psychologists can 
play an intermediary role in improving students’ well-being 
and success, ultimately contributing to the success of the 
university, as student success is directly linked to the success 
of the university (Alyahyan & Düştegör, 2020).

University strategies, such as behaviour and competency-
based training, could include developing and implementing 
initiatives to improve student functioning, performance and 
success. Indeed, a recent article by Ayuk and Jacobs (2018) 
validated the Student Educational Outcomes Effectiveness 
Questionnaire (SEEQ) to assess institutional effectiveness in 
the South African context and promote research and 
management of institutional performance and student 
success. Moreover, various scholars emphasise the need for 
HEIs to equip students with the necessary skills to cope with 
the demands of tertiary education and obtain sustainable 
employment (Potgieter & Coetzee, 2013; Steurer et al., 2022). 
Such skills include the development of adaptability, stress 
management, initiative (Steurer et al., 2022), personal agency, 

self-efficacy and proactivity, among others (Potgieter & 
Coetzee, 2013).

Proactivity, in particular, plays a significant role in employee 
behaviours and outcomes in the organisational context. 
Indeed, proactivity has been found to significantly impact 
employees’ work performance, career success and 
adaptability, among other outcomes (Geertshuis et al., 2014). 
Similarly, proactivity has been linked to positive outcomes in 
the student context, which may help students to be successful. 
Specifically, proactive behaviour has been associated with 
students’ self-directed learning, motivation (Major et al., 
2006) and academic performance (Geertshuis et al., 2014).

In literature, scholars emphasise various proactive behaviours 
that predict significant outcomes in the organisational 
context. While focusing on strengths was one of the major 
components of the positive psychology approach’s research 
agenda (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), the movement drew 
criticism from academics for overemphasising positive 
experiences and neglecting the impact of negative feelings, 
experiences and deficits of individual functioning (Wong & 
Roy, 2018). In response, the positive psychology movement 
shifted its focus towards the ‘second wave’ of positive 
psychology (Lomas et al., 2020), which advocates for a more 
balanced approach that considers both positive and negative 
experiences (Wong & Roy, 2018).

In line with the ‘second wave’ of positive psychology, Van 
Woerkom et al. (2016) recently introduced two new specific 
types of proactive behaviours – proactive behaviour towards 
strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards 
deficit improvement (PBDI). As a result, Van Woerkom et al. 
(2016) emphasised the equal significance of both strengths 
use and deficit improvement in their work. Initially, PBSU 
and PBDI were conceptualised and measured in the 
organisational context (Van Woerkom et al., 2016). However, 
recent research has shown their relevance and impact in the 
student context, with both PBSU and PBDI significantly 
influencing student success (Smith & Tytherleigh, 2022). With 
this in mind, this study considers both strengths use and 
deficit improvement as equally essential proactive behaviours 
in the students’ context.

Only a few studies researched the constructs of PBSU and 
PBDI in the university context. For example, Stander et al. 
(2015) found both PBSU and PBDI to be strong predictors 
of first-year students’ feelings of hope and efficacy, which 
may significantly impact students’ perceptions of their 
ability to succeed academically. However, only PBSU 
significantly predicted students’ life satisfaction, whereas 
PBDI did not (Stander et al., 2015). Studies also show that 
improving one’s deficits could have a stronger relationship 
with engagement than simply using one’s strengths 
(Mostert et al., 2017; Van Niekerk et al., 2016). Furthermore, 
Smith and Tytherleigh (2022) recently showed that when 
PBSU and PBDI are combined, they negatively predict 
students’ burnout. As a result, improving one’s deficits 
may significantly impact important student outcomes at 
university, emphasising the importance of a balanced 
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approach to using one’s strengths and enhancing one’s 
deficiencies. 

Although existing literature suggests that PBSU and PBDI 
may impact certain variables that predict student success, 
the concepts are relatively new. Previous studies have 
primarily investigated the influence of strengths use and 
deficit improvement on a limited range of student outcomes, 
such as burnout, engagement and life satisfaction. Some 
studies have employed a balanced approach, incorporating 
both constructs, while others have not. However, none of 
these studies have examined the effects of strengths use 
and deficit improvement on students’ demands, resources, 
and well-being (encompassing of emotional, social, and 
psychological well-being). As a result, the significance and 
relationships of both PBSU and PBDI with different 
student demands and resources and students’ well-being 
remain unexplored, particularly among first-year students, 
as depicted in Figure 1.

This study contributes to the existing literature in the student 
context and industrial psychology in general. It could provide 
valuable insights into the relationships between student 
demands and resources and the potential positive impact of 
PBSU and PBDI on different dimensions of students’ well-
being. The findings may be used to inform the development 
and inclusion of these constructs in student success 
initiatives, aiming to improve institutional performance and 
graduate work readiness. Specifically, this study investigates 
the relationship between PBSU, PBDI, student demands, 
resources and well-being in the university context.

Literature review
Proactive behaviour towards strengths use and 
deficit improvement
Proactive behaviour is a form of extra-role behaviour that 
enables individuals to challenge the status quo and improve 
their current circumstances (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012). 
Proactive individuals take self-initiated, anticipatory action 
to intentionally impact themselves or their situation (Den 
Hartog & Belschak, 2012) and persist until their intended 
initiatives occur (Lin et al., 2014).

Proactivity has become particularly important in the 
university context for first-year students as they adjust to 
university life. Kadhiravan and Kumar (2012) asserted that 
students who engage in proactive behaviour can better tap 
into their personal and psychological resources to reduce 
environmental stressors and promote their well-being. 
Specifically, Van Woerkom et al. (2016) defined PBSU as the 
self-starting behaviour one uses to utilise one’s strengths at 
work. In comparison, PBDI refers to improving one’s deficits 
at work (Van Woerkom et al., 2016). Strengths are defined as 
a person’s ‘natural capacity for behaving, thinking, or 
feeling in a way that allows optimal functioning and 
performance in the pursuit of valued outcomes’ (Linley & 
Harrington, 2006, p. 39). In contrast to this, deficits are 
defined as less enjoyable patterns of behaviour, thoughts 
and feelings that do not occur naturally for an individual 
but that can be mastered by individuals when facilitated 
and developed (Meyers et al., 2015).

Strengths-based development has positively impacted the 
educational setting, such as lower absenteeism, and improved 
grades (Hodges & Clifton, 2004). Furthermore, Hodges and 
Clifton (2004) reported that strengths interventions may elicit 
hope and confidence in students, which may, in turn, enable 
students to feel more optimistic about their studies. The 
active use of one’s strengths has also been linked to higher 
subjective well-being, vitality (Park et al., 2004; Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004), self-confidence and social interaction 
(Mostek, 2010). Indeed, Steurer et al. (2022) recently 
emphasised Forrier et al.’s (2015) definition of employability, 
arguing that it is ‘the presentation of personal strengths that 
increase employment potential’ (p. 2), which is a critical 
characteristic that HEIs must embody in their students. 

While strengths use may enable students to succeed, students 
with a mastery or goal-oriented mindset may emphasise 
developing their weaknesses. Indeed, Van Niekerk et al. 
(2016) showed that students are more engaged when 
participating in activities to improve their deficits than when 
using their strengths – supporting the basic assumptions of 
goal-orientation theory (Ames, 1992). During their first year, 
mastery or goal-oriented students will take the initiative to 
learn new skills and improve their competence to address 
challenges effectively and become self-sufficient (Yeung 
et al., 2014).

The relationship of proactive behaviour towards 
strengths use and proactive behaviour towards 
deficit improvement with student demands and 
resources
This study employed the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) 
model as a theoretical framework to examine the 
relationships between PBSU, PBDI, student characteristics 
as antecedents and students’ well-being as an outcome. The 
JD-R model has been widely used to investigate the 
antecedents and outcomes of work-related performance 
(Bakker et al., 2023) and has demonstrated its effectiveness 
in higher education contexts (Cilliers et al., 2018; Lesener 

FIGURE 1: Antecedents and outcomes of proactive behaviour towards strengths 
use and deficit improvement (N = 773).
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et al., 2020). Therefore, it is an appropriate framework for 
exploring and explaining the relationships among the 
variables included in our study.

According to the JD-R model, job-related characteristics can 
be divided into two broad categories, namely job demands 
and job resources, which impact employees’ work-related 
well-being and outcomes, such as performance, regardless 
of their occupational context (Bakker et al., 2023). Job 
demands encompass a job’s physical, social, psychological or 
organisational aspects that require sustained cognitive or 
physical effort and often de-energising employees (Bakker 
et al., 2023). Conversely, job resources are defined as a job’s 
physical, psychological and organisational aspects that 
empower individuals to achieve objectives, reduce job 
demands and promote learning and growth (Bakker et al., 
2023). Moreover, job resources seem to trigger a motivational 
process in employees resulting in favourable outcomes such 
as work engagement (Bakker et al., 2023). Similarly, 
characteristics in the student environment can be classified as 
student demands and student resources.

In the university context, students face many academic 
demands, including cognitive challenges, pace and amount 
of work (Cilliers et al., 2018), and pressure to achieve 
academically (Offstein et al., 2014). However, it can be 
argued that the demands faced by students are not limited 
to the academic domain alone. Recent studies by Bakker 
et al. (2023) suggest that demands faced by individuals are 
not limited to the workplace but also extend to other life 
domains. Students, for instance, may encounter various 
demands that can affect their well-being, such as relationship 
demands, conflicting roles and deadlines set by lecturers 
(Offstein et al., 2014). Indeed, student demands have been 
shown to negatively impact students’ well-being and 
engagement by increasing stress and depleting energy levels 
(Cilliers et al., 2018; Lesener et al., 2020; Mokgele & 
Rothmann, 2014).

In contrast, student resources can stimulate the motivational 
process, leading to improved well-being, life satisfaction 
and academic success, as evidenced by Mokgele and 
Rothmann’s (2014) study. Access to appropriate student 
resources is crucial for students to manage their demands 
effectively. These resources may come from various sources 
such as family, friends, lecturers, personal development 
opportunities (Cilliers et al., 2018) and autonomy (Lesener 
et al., 2020). 

Recent research by Bakker et al. (2023) further suggests that 
employees can optimise their job demands and resources 
through proactive behaviour, leading to positive outcomes 
and directly impacting stress-provoking and motivational 
processes. In addition, job demands can motivate employees 
to be more proactive, increasing job resources, satisfaction 
and engagement (Tims et al., 2013). Notably, Botha and 
Mostert (2014) found a positive correlation between PBSU 
and PBDI and increased employee engagement, a critical 

outcome of the JD-R model’s motivational process. Likewise, 
students can employ PBSU and PBDI to effectively self-
regulate and influence stress-provoking and motivational 
processes, improving well-being and academic success.

While the challenges of studying are inevitable, these 
demands may provide students with opportunities to 
develop their strengths and improve their ability to cope 
with demands more constructively through proactive 
behaviours. Indeed, Bakker et al. (2023) contended that 
proactive behaviours can help employees to optimise job 
demands and resources. The latter can be applied similarly to 
students regarding student demands and resources. Bowers 
and Lopez (2010) further contended that utilising individual 
strengths as a resource can help students navigate university 
demands effectively. Furthermore, Mostert et al. (2017) found 
student resources to increase student engagement, potentially 
promoting their inclination to engage in PBSU and PBDI. 
Indeed, the findings of Mostert et al. (2017) align with Bakker 
et al.’s (2023) argument that engaged employees tend to act 
proactively. Therefore, it is argued that sufficient student 
resources can enhance students’ PBSU and PBDI, even in the 
face of student demands.

This study investigated student demands and resources as 
antecedents of PBSU and PBDI. Student demands included 
academic demands, personal relationship demands, personal 
problems and lecturer demands, whereas student resources 
included family support, lecturer support, friend support and 
autonomy.

The relationship of proactive behaviour towards 
strengths use and proactive behaviour towards 
deficit improvement with well-being
Peterson and Seligman (2004) were the first scholars to 
highlight the importance of strengths in general well-being. 
Deliberate use and development positively impact 
individuals’ psychological and subjective well-being (Linley 
et al., 2010). Developing strengths through intentional use 
requires personal goal setting, which may influence students’ 
well-being when progress is made or such goals are attained 
(Linley et al., 2010).

In the student context specifically, strengths use has been 
shown to positively influence students’ well-being (Rust 
et al., 2009). In turn, increased students’ well-being may 
directly affect student outcomes such as academic aspirations, 
engagement and dropout (Ratelle et al., 2013). Stander et al. 
(2015) confirmed this by emphasising that PBSU among 
students is a strong predictor of feelings of hope and increased 
efficacy, which may enable them to achieve academic success.

While using one’s strengths has been shown to have a 
consistently positive impact on well-being, developing one’s 
weaknesses has also been shown to enhance students’ well-
being (Rust et al., 2009). In contrast, when students 
overfocusses on deficit development and ruminate about 
their weaknesses, it can negatively influence their well-being 
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(Stander et al., 2015). Nonetheless, PBDI has strongly 
predicted feelings of hope and efficacy among first-year 
students (Stander et al., 2015). Therefore, it can be argued 
that both strengths use and deficit improvement may 
influence important student outcomes at university. 
Outcomes related to PBSU and PBDI included in the study 
were emotional, social and psychological well-being.

Research design
Research participants and procedure
This study’s population consisted of first-year university 
students (N = 773) across different South African tertiary 
institution campuses. After obtaining formal permission 
from the respective university, data collection took place. 
Two platforms were utilised for data collection: (1) posting 
web-based survey links on the respective university’s 
electronic information system and (2) emailing web-based 
survey links to participants. The study’s purpose, objectives 
and potential value to students and university life were 
presented to participants on both platforms, ensuring 
informed consent. Participation in the survey was voluntary, 
with confidentiality and anonymity guaranteed throughout. 
The survey was estimated to take 25 min to 30 min to 
complete, and a reminder email was sent to participants 
two weeks after initial access to the survey link.

The sample consisted of 773 research participants, of which 
43 (6%) were 18 years of age, 186 (24%) were 19 years of age, 
296 (35%) were 20 years of age and 201 (26%) were between 
21 years and 23 years of age. In terms of race, 449 (61%) 
students were black, 243 (31%) white, 47 (6.1%) mixed race 
and 11 (1.4%) Indian. Furthermore, the sample accurately 
reflected the distribution of first-year enrolments across 
various campuses, including 246 students from campus 1, 
which had 3104 enrolments at the time; 384 from campus 2, 
which had 4750 enrolments; and 134 from campus 3, which 
had 1724 enrolments first-year enrolments. In terms of 
gender, the majority of participants (66%) were female 
participants, while 258 (33%) were male participants.

Measuring instruments
Student demands
Student demands were measured using selected items from 
Burge’s (2009) Student-Stress Questionnaire. Items were 
measured using a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging 
from 1 (not at all stressful) to 5 (extremely stressful). The 
following demands were included:

• Academic demands: Items measured how stressful 
academic-related activities are for students. Eight items 
were used to measure academic demands (e.g. ‘How 
stressful do you find handling your academic workload?’).

• Personal relationship demands: Personal relationship demands 
were measured with three items (e.g. ‘How stressful do you 
find handling your personal relationships?’). In general, 
items referred to how stressful students find it to deal with 
demands in their personal relationships.

• Personal relationship problems: This dimension relates to 
students’ perceptions of stress when confronted with 
problematic relationship issues. Three items were used to 
measure personal problems (e.g. ‘How stressful do you 
find trying to make friends on campus?’).

• Lecturer demands: Four items were used to measure 
lecturer demands (e.g. ‘How stressful do you find 
approaching lecturers for help?’). These items explored 
how stressful it is for students to approach lecturers for 
help and support.

Student resources
Student resources were measured using scales based on the 
adapted version of the questionnaire on the Experience and 
Assessment of Work (VBBA) (Van Veldhoven et al., 1997) to fit 
the student context. The following student resources were 
included:

• Family support: Items explored whether the students could 
rely on family when facing difficulties in their lives and 
studies. Three items were used to assess family support 
(e.g. ‘If necessary, can you ask your family for help?’).

• Lecturer support: Three items were included to assess 
whether lecturers provide adequate support to students 
(e.g. ‘I receive help from my lecturers when difficulties in 
my course arise’).

• Friend support: Items refer to the assistance that students 
receive from their friends while studying. Five items were 
used to measure friend support (e.g. ‘Do your friends 
support you?’).

• Autonomy: Six items were included to measure whether 
students have the opportunity to influence the planning 
of their study-related activities (e.g. ‘Can you organise 
your work yourself?’). 

A 4-point Likert scale was utilised to measure item responses, 
ranging from 0 (almost never) to 3 (almost always).

Strengths use and deficit improvement
The PBSU and PBDI were measured using the two individual 
sub-scales of the Strengths Use and Deficit Correction 
(SUDCO) questionnaire developed by Van Woerkom et al. 
(2016). Proactive strengths use behaviour was measured with 
five items (e.g. ‘In my studies, I use my strengths proactively’). 
Similarly, five items were chosen to measure deficit correction 
behaviour (e.g. ‘In my studies, I make an effort to improve 
my areas of development’). Items were measured on a 7-point 
Likert-type scale and required participants’ responses 
ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (almost always). 

Subjective well-being
The Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF) (Keyes 
et al., 2008) was used to measure subjective well-being in 
the student context. Different domains of well-being 
were measured through the MHC-SF’s three sub-scales. 
Emotional well-being (being happy, satisfied, and interested in 
life) was measured with three items (e.g. ‘I am interested in 
life’). Five items were used to measure social well-being 
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(e.g. ‘How often did you feel like you belonged to a 
community?’). Six items were used to measure psychological 
well-being (e.g. ‘You feel that your life has a sense of direction 
or meaning to it’). Respondents were required to rate the 
frequency of every feeling of well-being they experienced in 
the past month on a 6-point Likert/ranging scale, with 
response options ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (every day).

Statistical analysis
The statistical modelling program Mplus 8.6 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2021) was used to examine the measurement model 
in this study. With the covariance matrix as input, the 
maximum likelihood (ML) estimator was used (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2021). Several fit indices were used to evaluate the 
model’s goodness-of-fit, including the traditional chi-square 
(χ2) statistic, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker–
Lewis Index (TLI), the Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) and the Standardised Root Mean 
Square Residual (SRMR) (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The model fit 
was deemed suitable when the CFI and TLI values were more 
significant than 0.90 (Byrne, 2010) and well-fitting when they 
were more significant than 0.95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
Furthermore, RMSEA values of 0.05 or less indicate a close/
good fit, whereas values between 0.05 and 0.08 indicate a good 
model fit (Byrne, 2010). This study’s cut-off point for SRMR 
was set at 0.05. (Hu & Bentler, 1999). However, given the lack 
of agreement among scholars on the values of good fit, the 
indicated cut-off points should be regarded as mere guidelines 
in this study.

Furthermore, the reliability of the variables was determined 
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, with values larger than 
0.70 indicating satisfactory internal consistency (Bryman, 
2012). Pearson’s product-moment correlation was used 
further to examine the strength and directions of relationships 
between variables. The statistical significance cut-off points 
were set at the 95% confidence interval (p ≤ 0.05), at r ≥ 0.30 
(medium effect) and r ≥ 0.50 (large effect) for the practical 
significance of correlation coefficients. A structural model was 
tested, which included the antecedents (student demands and 

student resources) and PBSU and PBDI, as well as the student 
outcomes (see Figure 1).

Ethical considerations
Permission was granted to collect data from first-year 
students by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Economic 
and Management Sciences (EC-EMS); reference number 
NWU – HS – 2014 – 0165-A4.

Results
Descriptive statistics and product-moment 
correlations
For this study, the descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients and correlations between the latent variables are 
presented in Table 1, while Table 2 reports the regression 
results of the structural model.

From the results presented in Table 1, it is evident that all 
antecedents and outcomes were statistically significant and 
correlated with strengths use and deficit improvement, with 
the most substantial relationship being between strengths 
use and autonomy (r = 0.66). Moreover, all scales’ Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficients were equal to or greater than 0.75, 
indicating that the measuring instruments were reliable.

Structural equation model
The fit of the structural model was found to be satisfactory 
(CFI = 0.90; TLI = 0.89; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.07). As 
can be seen in Table 2, there were only a few statistically 
significant relationships between PBSU and PBDI and 
antecedents. However, most relationships between PBSU 
and PBDI and well-being were significant, except for 
deficit improvement, which did not significantly predict 
emotional well-being. Overall, strengths use was stronger 
related to autonomy, emotional well-being, and psychological 
well-being, with the most substantial relationship being 
between strengths use and autonomy (r = 0.58). Deficit 
improvement was stronger related to personal problems and 
social well-being.

TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients and correlation matrix for the latent variables. 
Latent variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1 Academic demands 3.09 0.80 (0.87) - - - - - - - - - - - -
2  Personal relationship 

demands 
2.39 1.09 0.55 (0.81) - - - - - - - - - - -

3 Personal problems 2.02 1.12 0.28 0.50 (0.88) - - - - - - - - - -
4 Lecturer demands 2.23 0.92 0.59 0.47 0.42 (0.78) - - - - - - - - -
5 Family support 3.30 0.81 -0.11 -0.24 -0.14 -0.25 (0.84) - - - - - - - -
6 Lecturer support 2.62 0.87 -0.25 -0.24 -0.20 -0.51 0.24 (0.86) - - - - - - -
7 Friend support 2.87 0.79 -0.14 -0.34 -0.43 -0.25 0.38 0.35 (0.89) - - - - - -
8 Autonomy 3.00 0.76 -0.48 -0.38 -0.19 -0.36 0.26 0.38 0.25 (0.83) - - - - -
9 Strengths use 3.81 0.82 -0.37 -0.31 -0.28 -0.33 0.23 0.36 0.25 0.66 (0.89) - - - -
10 Deficit improvement 3.80 0.84 -0.39 -0.28 -0.27 -0.31 0.13 0.34 0.17 0.59 0.43 (0.89) - - -
11 Emotional well-being 4.33 1.23 -0.40 -0.49 -0.36 -0.39 0.35 0.33 0.39 0.46 0.49 0.35 (0.87) - -
12 Social well-being 3.77 1.35 -0.37 -0.34 -0.36 -0.38 0.23 0.33 0.37 0.42 0.45 0.47 0.69 (0.88) -
13 Psychological well-being 4.46 1.15 -0.44 -0.44 -0.40 -0.36 0.26 0.33 0.39 0.58 0.63 0.57 0.80 0.75 (0.88)

Note: p ≤ 0.05 for all values; Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients in brackets on the diagonal.
M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
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Discussion
This study aimed to determine how two types of proactive 
behaviour –PBSU and PBDI – relate to various student 
demands, student resources and students’ well-being. The 
study was conducted in a sample of first-year students across 

different South African HEI campuses. The key findings of 
this study indicated that only specific student demands and 
resources had an effect on students’ proclivity to use their 
strengths and improve their deficits.

Regarding student demands, it was found that students’ 
personal problems negatively predicted both PBSU and PBDI. 
However, students’ academic demands, personal relationship 
demands and lecturer demands did not significantly predict 
PBSU or PBDI. Based on these findings, it can be argued that 
personal problems may inhibit students’ proclivity to use their 
strengths and develop their deficits in their study environment. 
One possible explanation for the aforementioned finding is 
that students’ personal problems (e.g. relationship status and 
financial situation) may negatively impact their psychological 
well-being (Eisenberg et al., 2013). As a result, they may be 
less motivated to engage in intentional behaviour or activities 
that promote personal development (Sharma & Rani, 2014).

Regarding student resources, the results indicate that only 
autonomy positively affected students’ proclivity to use their 
strengths and improve their deficits. Therefore, when students 
function autonomously, they are more likely to act proactively 
and build their student resources to meet demands. Indeed, 
the literature suggests that resources that can assist students 
to optimise demands may include autonomy (Lesener 
et al., 2020), social support, participation in developmental 
opportunities (Cilliers et al., 2018) and personal resources 
such as strengths use (Stander & Mostert, 2013). Moreover, 
Slemp et al. (2015) contend that providing employees 
with autonomy may facilitate proactive behaviours in the 
workplace – underscoring the significance of developing 
these behaviours in students to prepare them for the 
workforce.

Regarding well-being, the results showed both PBSU and 
PBDI positively affect all three well-being outcomes included 
in this study. The PBSU predicted students’ emotional, social 
and psychological well-being. These findings align with those 
of Park et al. (2004) who found that using one’s strengths 
increases one’s subjective well-being. Indeed, scholars 
confirm that students can improve their well-being by 
leveraging their strengths (Rust et al., 2009), while Smith and 
Tytherleigh (2022) recently found PBSU to negatively predict 
burnout (an indicator of well-being; Bakker et al., 2023) in the 
student context. Furthermore, Mostek (2010) confirmed that 
utilising strengths improves students’ ability to interact 
socially, thereby increasing their social well-being. Increased 
levels of well-being may, in turn, enable students to remain 
optimistic about their studies and persevere in the face of 
setbacks. Recently, Pang and Ruch (2019) also highlighted 
the importance of utilising one’s strengths within an 
organisational setting. Their findings indicated that 
practising mindfulness and actively using one’s strengths at 
work improved employee job satisfaction, performance and 
overall well-being (Pang & Ruch, 2019).

While there is a scarcity of literature directly linking PBDI to 
students’ social and psychological well-being, the relationship 
may be understood when considering the various arguments 

TABLE 2: Regression results for the structural model.
Regression path `β SE p

Relationship between antecedents and outcomes
Academic demands → Emotional well-being -0.07 0.06 0.26
Personal relationship demands → Emotional 
well-being

-0.22* 0.06 0.00

Personal problems → Emotional well-being -0.04 0.05 0.39
Lecturer demands → Emotional well-being -0.03 0.07 0.67
Family support → Emotional well-being 0.14* 0.04 0.00
Lecturer support → Emotional well-being 0.03 0.05 0.49
Friend support → Emotional well-being 0.13* 0.05 0.01
Autonomy → Emotional well-being 0.04 0.07 0.53
Academic demands → Social well-being -0.10 0.07 0.12
Personal relationship demands → Social 
well-being

0.00 0.06 0.95

Personal problems → Social well-being -0.09 0.05 0.06
Lecturer demands → Social well-being -0.08 0.07 0.27
Family support → Social well-being 0.04 0.04 0.38
Lecturer support → Social well-being 0.02 0.05 0.70
Friend support → Social well-being 0.19* 0.05 0.00
Autonomy → Social well-being -0.02 0.07 0.78
Academic demands → Psychological well-being -0.09 0.05 0.08
Personal relationship demands → Psychological 
well-being

-0.09 0.05 0.08

Personal problems → Psychological well-being -0.09* 0.05 0.05
Lecturer demands → Psychological well-being 0.03 0.06 0.63
Family support → Psychological well-being -0.02 0.05 0.60
Lecturer support → Psychological well-being 0.16* 0.04 0.00
Friend support → Psychological well-being 0.05 0.06 0.42
Autonomy → Psychological well-being 0.35* 0.06 0.00
Effect of antecedents on strengths use and 
deficit improvement

Academic demands → Strengths use -0.06 0.11 0.59

Academic demands → Deficit improvement -0.15 0.11 0.19

Personal relationship demands → Strengths use 0.04 0.08 0.61

Personal relationship demands → Deficit 
improvement

0.07 0.09 0.39

Personal problems → Strengths use -0.16* 0.07 0.03

Personal problems → Deficit improvement -0.20* 0.08 0.01

Lecturer demands → Strengths use 0.02 0.12 0.86

Lecturer demands → Deficit improvement 0.07 0.13 0.61

Family support → Strengths use 0.04 0.06 0.47

Family support → Deficit improvement -0.02 0.06 0.76

Lecturer support → Strengths use 0.11 0.08 0.18

Lecturer support → Deficit improvement 0.15 0.09 0.07

Friend support → Strengths use -0.01 0.06 0.93

Friend support → Deficit improvement -0.06 0.06 0.31

Autonomy → Strengths use 0.58* 0.08 0.00

Autonomy → Deficit improvement 0.50* 0.09 0.00

Effect of strengths use and deficit improvement 
on student outcomes

Strengths use → Emotional well-being 0.25* 0.06 0.00

Deficit improvement → Emotional well-being 0.06 0.05 0.27

Strengths use → Social well-being 0.20* 0.06 0.00

Deficit improvement → Social well-being 0.26* 0.05 0.00

Strengths use → Psychological well-being 0.35* 0.06 0.00

Deficit improvement → Psychological well-being 0.29 0.05 0.00

Note: p ≤ 0.05; β, beta coefficient; SE, standard error; p, two-tailed statistical significance.
*, bold values indicate statistical significance of relationship.
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made in this study. Proactive behaviour towards deficit 
improvement has positively impacted important student 
well-being dimensions (e.g. increased engagement and life 
satisfaction [Mostert et al., 2017] and decreased burnout 
[Smith & Tytherleigh, 2022]). Also, PBDI has been shown to 
increase students’ self-efficacy and hope (Stander et al., 2015), 
resulting in positive affect and psychological well-being. 
Putri and Saleh (2020) recently found that students’ goal 
achievement and mastery orientation are directly related to 
their level of well-being, which further explains the 
relationship between PBDI and well-being. Studies indicate 
that PBDI may allow students to experience a sense of goal 
attainment or mastery (Ames, 1992), which, in turn, may 
increase their well-being. 

Finally, the examined regression weights showed differences 
in the strength of relationships between PBSU and PBDI with 
the other variables included in this study. Specifically, 
strengths use was strongly related to autonomy, emotional well-
being and psychological well-being, while deficit improvement 
was strongly related to personal problems and social well-being. 
The observed differences in the strength of these relationships 
highlight the importance of adopting a balanced approach 
while incorporating these constructs into student development 
initiatives. Both strengths use and deficit improvement are 
critical because they are directly related to important student 
demands, resources and outcomes, each to varying degrees. 
Notably, scholars argue that incorporating both constructs 
is critical for improving an individual’s well-being and 
functioning (Wong & Roy, 2018), which aligns with the 
renewed focus on positive psychology that recognises the 
importance of considering both positive and negative aspects 
(Lomas et al., 2020).

The findings of this study further highlight the importance 
of promoting the development of strengths use and 
deficit improvement in HEIs to enhance students’ well-being 
and academic success. Practitioners, including industrial 
psychologists, can use these insights to inform the development 
and inclusion of these constructs in student success initiatives, 
aiming to improve success rates, institutional performance 
and work readiness among graduates.

Limitations and recommendations
Considering the persistently low response rates observed 
among students in higher education research (Chapman & 
Joines, 2017; Luo, 2020), it is important to acknowledge that 
the findings of this study may have limited generalisability. 
This limitation arises from the relatively small sample size 
and the challenge of low response rates encountered among 
first-year university students from a single South African 
public HEI. To address this limitation, future researchers 
should broaden the scope of the study to include a more 
diverse range of participants from various tertiary institutions, 
both nationally and internationally. In addition, the structural 
model tested in this study only had a limited number of 
student demands and resources, which may not fully capture 
the scope and complexity of factors affecting individual 

well-being, as Bakker et al. (2023) suggested. Thus, it is 
recommended that future research expand the range of 
variables considered to obtain a more comprehensive 
understanding of the aspects influencing student PBSU and 
PBDI and other significant outcomes. Furthermore, the 
study’s cross-sectional design precluded establishing causal 
relationships among antecedents, PBSU, PBDI and student 
well-being. To address this issue, future researchers may 
consider utilising a longitudinal research design to understand 
better the relationship between PBSU, PBDI and other 
variables. Lastly, the study relied solely on self-report online 
questionnaires, which may be susceptible to social desirability 
and response biases. Future studies should consider 
implementing multiple data collection methods beyond self-
report questionnaires to minimise these potential biases.

Practical implications
The practical implications of this study hold significant value 
for both institutions and practitioners looking to enhance the 
quality of higher education and prepare graduates for the 
labour market. The findings related to PBSU and PBDI’s impact 
on important student antecedents and outcomes provide 
valuable insights that can inform the development of evidence-
based strategies aimed at student success. Universities can 
utilise this knowledge to optimise students’ demands and 
resources and encourage PBSU and deficit improvement, 
which can improve student well-being and enhance the work 
readiness of graduates. Indeed, proactivity has become a critical 
skill for employees and graduates to ensure employability 
(Tymon & Batistic, 2016), and universities are responsible for 
fostering such behaviours in students (Abugre, 2018). Therefore, 
utilising the expertise of practitioners, including industrial 
psychologists, can help inform practices around developing 
PBSU and PBDI. Industrial psychologists can guide universities 
in improving efficiency by designing and implementing 
training programmes that enhance organisational functioning 
at individual, group and organisational levels. However, 
practitioners must fully understand these constructs and their 
contributions to student success to effectively design initiatives 
that foster proactive behaviour within the student community. 
Such initiatives can contribute to student success and the 
holistic development of graduates well-suited for the demands 
of the workforce. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study highlights the significant relevance 
and practical implications of PBSU and PBDI in the university 
context. The findings demonstrate significant relationships 
between PBSU and PBDI and important student demands, 
resources and well-being. By optimising student demands 
(e.g. personal problems) and providing adequate resources 
(e.g. promoting autonomy), HEIs may increase students’ 
motivation, potentially leading to PBSU and PBDI. In turn, 
PBSU and PBDI may positively affect students’ emotional, 
social and psychological well-being. In addition, the 
importance of adopting a balanced approach when 
incorporating these constructs into student development 
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initiatives is underscored by the observed differences in the 
strength of relationships between PBSU and PBDI and 
various variables.

Acknowledgements
Only the authors contributed to the study. Statistical analysis 
was contracted and paid for.

Competing interests
The authors have declared that no competing interest exists.

Authors’ contributions
K.M. conceived of the presented idea and supervised the 
study. K.M. and C.D.T. verified the analytical methods. C.D.T 
wrote the original draft, and K.M. reviewed and edited 
the manuscript. K.M. assisted with the interpretation of 
the results, provided necessary resources and acquired the 
funding for the project. Both authors discussed the results 
and contributed to the final manuscript.

Funding information
The material described in this article is based on the work 
supported by the office of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor: 
Teaching and Learning at the North-West University.

Data availability
The data set used and analysed during this study is be available 
from the corresponding author, K.M., upon reasonable request.

Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or 
position of any affiliated agency of the authors.

References
Abugre, J.B. (2018). Institutional governance and management systems in Sub-

Saharan Africa higher education: Developments and challenges in a Ghanaian 
Research University. Higher Education, 75(2), 323–339. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10734-017-0141-1

Akkermans, J., Paradnike, K., Van Der Heijden, B., & De Vos, A. (2018). The best of both 
worlds: The role of career adaptability and career competencies in students’ well-
being and performance. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, 1678. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2018.01678

Alyahyan, E., & Düştegör, D. (2020). Predicting academic success in higher education: 
Literature review and best practices. International Journal of Educational Technology 
in Higher Education, 17(1), 3. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-0177-7

Ames, C. (1992). Classrooms: Goals, structures, and student motivation. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 84(3), 261–271. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
0663.84.3.261

Ayuk, P., & Jacobs, G.J. (2018). Developing a measure for student perspectives on 
institutional effectiveness in higher education. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 
44, a1485. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v44i0.1485

Bakker, A.B., Demerouti, E., & Sanz-Vergel, A. (2023). Job demands–resources 
theory: Ten years later. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and 
Organizational Behaviour, 10(1), 25–53. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-
orgpsych-120920-053933

Botha, C., & Mostert, K. (2014). A structural model of job resources, organisational 
and individual strengths use and work engagement. SA Journal of Industrial 
Psychology, 40(1), 1135. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v40i1.1135

Bowers, K.M., & Lopez, S.J. (2010). Capitalising on personal strengths in college. 
Journal of College and Character, 11(1), 1–11. https://doi.org/10.2202/1940-
1639.1011 

Bryman, A. (2012). Social research methods (4th ed.). Oxford University Press. 

Burge, J. (2009). Coping frequency, coping effectiveness, and personality factors in 
university students. Unpublished honours thesis, University of Canberra.

Byrne, B.M. (2010). Structural equation modelling with AMOS (2nd ed.). Taylor & 
Francis Group. 

Chapman, D.D., & Joines, J.A. (2017). Strategies for increasing response rates for 
Online End-of-Course evaluations. The International Journal of Teaching and 
Learning in Higher Education, 29(1), 47–60.

Cilliers, J.R., Mostert, K., & Nel, J.A. (2018). Study demands, study resources, and the 
role of personality characteristics in predicting the engagement of first-year 
university students. South African Journal of Higher Education, 32(1), 49–70. 
https://doi.org/10.20853/32-1-1575

Den Hartog, D.N., & Belschak, F.D. (2012). When does transformational leadership 
enhance employee proactive behavior? The role of autonomy and role breadth 
self-efficacy. Journal of Applied Psychology, 97(1), 194–202. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0024903

Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). (2021). Statistics on post-school 
education and training in South Africa: 2019. Retrieved from www.dhet.gov.za

Eisenberg, D., Hunt, J., & Speer, N.K. (2013). Mental health in American colleges and 
universities. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 201(1), 60–67. https://doi.
org/10.1097/nmd.0b013e31827ab077

Forrier, A., Verbruggen, M., & De Cuyper, N. (2015). Integrating different notions of 
employability in a dynamic chain: The relationship between job transitions, 
movement capital and perceived employability. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 
89, 56–64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2015.04.007

Geertshuis, S., Jung, M., & Cooper-Thomas, H. (2014). Preparing students for higher 
education: The role of proactivity. International Journal of Teaching and Learning 
in Higher Education, 26(2), 157–169.

Hodges, T.D., & Clifton, D.O. (2004). Strengths-based development in practice. In P.A. 
Linley & S. Joseph (Eds.), Positive psychology in practice (pp. 256–269). John 
Wiley.

Hu, L., & Bentler, P.M. (1999). Cut-off criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure 
analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Structural Equation Modeling: 
A Multidisciplinary Journal, 6(1), 1–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118

Jeyagowri, K., & Ilankumaran, M. (2018). The role of students in transition from school 
to college: Different challenges in Elt. International Journal of Engineering & 
Technology, 7(4), 630–635. https://doi.org/10.14419/ijet.v7i4.36.24213

Kadhiravan, S., & Kumar, K. (2012). Enhancing stress coping skills among college 
students. Researchers World: Journal of Arts, Science & Commerce, 3(4), 49–55.

Keyes, C.L.M., Wissing, M., Potgieter, J.P., Temane, M., Kruger, A., & Van Rooy, S. 
(2008). Evaluation of the mental health continuum-short Form (MHC-SF) in 
Setswana-speaking South Africans. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 15(3), 
181–192. https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.572

Lesener, T., Pleiss, L.S., Gusy, B., & Wolter, C. (2020). The study demands-resources 
framework: An empirical introduction. International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, 17(14), 5183. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph17145183

Lin, S.H., Lu, W.C., Chen, M.Y., & Chen, L.H. (2014). Association between proactive 
personality and academic self–efficacy. Current Psychology, 33(4), 600–609. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-014-9231-8

Linley, P.A., & Harrington, S. (2006). Strengths coaching: A potential-guided approach 
to coaching psychology. International Coaching Psychology Review, 1(1), 37–46. 
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsicpr.2006.1.1.37

Linley, P., Nielsen, K., Wood, A., Gillett, R., & Biswas-Diener, R. (2010). Using signature 
strengths in pursuit of goals: Effects on goal progress, need satisfaction, and well-
being, and implications for coaching psychologists. International Coaching 
Psychology Review, 5(1), 6–15. https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsicpr.2010.5.1.6

Lomas, T., Waters, L., Williams, P.L., Oades, L.G., & Kern, M.L. (2020). Third wave 
positive psychology: Broadening towards complexity. The Journal of Positive 
Psychology, 16(5), 660–674. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2020.1805501

Lombard, P. (2020). Factors that influence transition from high school to higher 
education: A case of the Junior Tukkie programme. African Journal of Career 
Development, 2(1), a5. https://doi.org/10.4102/ajcd.v2i1.5

Luo, M. (2020). Student response Rate and its impact on quantitative evaluation of 
faculty teaching. The Advocate, 25(2), 6. https://doi.org/10.4148/2637-4552.1137

Major, D.A., Turner, J.E., & Fletcher, D.E. (2006). Linking proactive personality and the 
big five to motivation to learn and development activity. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 91(4), 927–935. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.4.927

Meyers, M.C., Van Woerkom, M., De Reuver, R.S.M., Bakk, Z., & Oberski, D.L. (2015). 
Enhancing psychological capital and personal growth initiative: Working on 
strengths or deficiencies. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 62(1), 50–62. https://
doi.org/10.1037/cou0000050

Mokgele, K.R., & Rothmann, S. (2014). A structural model of student well-being. 
South African Journal of Psychology, 44(4), 514–527. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0081246314541589

Mostek, A. (2010). Understanding the influence of strengths on the college experience: 
A qualitative case study of undergraduate business students. Master’s dissertation. 
Retrieved from https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cehsedaddiss/24

Mostert, K., Theron, B., & De Beer, L. T. (2017). Validating strengths use and deficit 
correction behaviour scales for South African first-year students. SA Journal of 
Industrial Psychology, 43, a1395. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v43.1395

Muthén, L.K., & Muthén, B.O. (2021). Mplus user’s guide (8th ed.). Muthén & Muthén.

http://www.sajip.co.za
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-017-0141-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-017-0141-1
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01678
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01678
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-0177-7
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.84.3.261
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v44i0.1485
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-120920-053933
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-120920-053933
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v40i1.1135
https://doi.org/10.2202/1940-1639.1011
https://doi.org/10.2202/1940-1639.1011
https://doi.org/10.20853/32-1-1575
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024903
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024903
http://www.dhet.gov.za
https://doi.org/10.1097/nmd.0b013e31827ab077
https://doi.org/10.1097/nmd.0b013e31827ab077
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2015.04.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118
https://doi.org/10.14419/ijet.v7i4.36.24213
https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.572
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17145183
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17145183
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-014-9231-8
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsicpr.2006.1.1.37
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsicpr.2010.5.1.6
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2020.1805501
https://doi.org/10.4102/ajcd.v2i1.5
https://doi.org/10.4148/2637-4552.1137
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.4.927
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000050
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000050
https://doi.org/10.1177/0081246314541589
https://doi.org/10.1177/0081246314541589
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cehsedaddiss/24
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v43.1395


Page 10 of 10 Original Research

http://www.sajip.co.za Open Access

Offstein, E.H., Larson, M.B., McNeill, A.L., & Mwale, H.M. (2004). Are we doing enough 
for today’s graduate student? International Journal of Educational Management, 
18(7), 396–407. https://doi.org/10.1108/09513540410563103

Pang, D., & Ruch, W. (2019). Fusing character strengths and mindfulness interventions: 
Benefits for job satisfaction and performance. Journal of Occupational Health 
Psychology, 24(1), 150–162. https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000144

Park, N., Peterson, C., & Seligman, M.E.P. (2004). Strengths of character and well-
being. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23(5), 603–619. https://doi.
org/10.1521/jscp.23.5.603.50748

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M.E.P. (2004). Character strengths and virtues: A handbook 
and classification. American Psychological Association, Oxford University Press.

Potgieter, I.L., & Coetzee, M. (2013). Employability attributes and personality 
preferences of postgraduate business management students. SA Journal of 
Industrial Psychology, 39(1), a1064. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v39i1.1064

Putri, T.N., & Saleh, A.Y. (2020). Effects of achievement goal orientation types on 
subjective well-being. Psychological Research on Urban Society, 3(2), 65–75. 
https://doi.org/10.7454/proust.v3i2.62

Ratelle, C.F., Simard, K., & Guay, F. (2013). University students’ subjective well-being: 
The role of autonomy support from parents, friends, and the romantic partner. 
Journal of Happiness Studies: An Interdisciplinary Forum on Subjective Well-Being, 
14(3), 893–910. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-012-9360-4

Rudman, A., & Gustavsson, J.P. (2012). Burnout during nursing education predicts 
lower occupational preparedness and future clinical performance: A longitudinal 
study. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 49(8), 988–1001. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2012.03.010

Rust, T., Diessner, R., & Reade, L. (2009). Strengths only or strengths and relative 
weaknesses? A preliminary study. The Journal of Psychology: Interdisciplinary and 
Applied, 143(5), 465–476. https://doi.org/10.3200/JRL.143.5.465-476

Scott, I. (2018). Designing the South African higher education system for student 
success. Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 6(1), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.24085/
jsaa.v6i1.3062

Sharma, H.L., & Rani, R. (2014). Impact of mental health on Personal Growth Initiative 
(PGI) among university postgraduates. Research on Humanities and Social 
Sciences, 4(3), 134–147.

Slemp, G.R., Kern, M.L., & Vella-Brodrick, D. (2015). Workplace well-being: The role of 
job crafting and autonomy support. Psychology of Well-being, 5(1), 7. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s13612-015-0034-y

Smith, D., & Tytherleigh, M. (2022). Engagement and burnout in UK university students: 
The role of proactive behaviours strengths use and deficits correction. Cambridge 
Educational Research e-Journal, 9, 287–298. https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM.90568

Stander, F.W., Diedericks, E., Mostert, K., & De Beer, L.T. (2015). Proactive behaviour 
towards strength use and deficit improvement, hope and efficacy as predictors of 
life satisfaction amongst first-year university students. SA Journal of Industrial 
Psychology, 41(1), a1248. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v41i1.1248

Stander, F.W., & Mostert, K. (2013). Assessing the organisational and individual 
strengths use and deficit improvement amongst sport coaches. SA Journal of 
Industrial Psychology, 39(2), 1–13. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v39i2.1160

Steurer, M., Van Der Vaart, L., & Rothmann, S. (2022). Mapping managerial 
expectations of graduate employability attributes: A scoping review. SA 
Journal of Industrial Psychology, 48, a1990. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.
v48i0.1990

Tanga, M., & Luggya, S. (2020). Teaching and learning in a South African university: Are 
peer facilitators’ strategies succeeding? Journal of Academic Ethics, 20(1), 3–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-020-09361-6

Tewari, D.D., & Ilesanmi, K.D. (2020). Teaching and learning interaction in South 
Africa’s higher education: Some weak links. Cogent Social Sciences, 6(1), 1–16. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2020.1740519

Tims, M., Bakker, A.B., & Derks, D. (2013). The impact of job crafting on job demands, 
job resources, and well-being. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 18(2), 
230–240. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032141

Tymon, A., & Batistic, S. (2016). Improved academic performance and enhanced 
employability? The potential double benefit of proactivity for business graduates. 
Teaching in Higher Education, 21(8), 915–932. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517
.2016.1198761

Van Niekerk, G., Mostert, K., & De Beer, L. T. (2016). Strengths use and deficit 
improvement: The relationship with engagement and fit with study course 
amongst first-year students. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 26(1), 43–48. https://
doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2015.1124610

Van Veldhoven, M.J.P.M., Broersen, J.P.J., & Fortuin, R. (1997). Handleiding VBBA: 
onderzoek naar de Beleving van Psychosociale Arbeidsbelasting en Werkstress 
met behulp van de Vragenlijst Beleving en en Beoordeling van de Arbeid. Stichting 
Kwaliteitsbevordering Bedrijfsgezondheid (SKB).

Van Woerkom, M., Mostert, K., Els, C., Bakker, A.B., De Beer, L.T., & Rothmann, S. 
(2016). Strengths use and deficit correction in organisations: Development 
and validation of a questionnaire. European Journal of Work and 
Organizational Psychology, 25(6), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.1080/135943
2X.2016.1193010

Van Zyl, A., Dampier, G., & Ngwenya, N. (2020). Effective institutional intervention 
where it makes the biggest difference to student success: The University of 
Johannesburg (UJ). Integrated Student Success Initiative (ISSI), 8(2), 59–71. 
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v8i2.4448

Van Zyl, L.E., Nel, E., Stander, M.W., & Rothmann, S. (2016). Conceptualising the 
professional identity of industrial or organisational psychologists within the South 
African context. SA Journal of Industrial Psychology, 42(1), a1379. https://doi.
org/10.4102/sajip.v42i1.1379

Wong, P.T.P., & Roy, S. (2018). Critique of positive psychology and positive interventions. 
In N.J.L. Brown, T. Lomas & F.J. Eiroa-Orosa (Eds.), The Routledge international 
handbook of critical positive psychology (pp. 142–160). Routledge, Taylor & 
Francis Group.

Yeung, A.S., Craven, R.G., & Kaur, G. (2014). Influences of mastery goal and perceived 
competence on educational outcomes. Australian Journal of Educational & 
Developmental Psychology, 14, 117–130.

Young, D.G. (2016). The case for an integrated approach to transition programmes at 
South Africa’s higher education institutions. Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 
4(1), 17–32. https://doi.org/10.14426/jsaa.v4i1.142

http://www.sajip.co.za
https://doi.org/10.1108/09513540410563103
https://doi.org/10.1037/ocp0000144
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.23.5.603.50748
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.23.5.603.50748
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v39i1.1064
https://doi.org/10.7454/proust.v3i2.62
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-012-9360-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2012.03.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2012.03.010
https://doi.org/10.3200/JRL.143.5.465-476
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v6i1.3062
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v6i1.3062
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13612-015-0034-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13612-015-0034-y
https://doi.org/10.17863/CAM.90568
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v41i1.1248
http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v39i2.1160
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v48i0.1990
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v48i0.1990
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-020-09361-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2020.1740519
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032141
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2016.1198761
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2016.1198761
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2015.1124610
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2015.1124610
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2016.1193010
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2016.1193010
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v8i2.4448
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v42i1.1379
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v42i1.1379
https://doi.org/10.14426/jsaa.v4i1.142

	Well-being of first-year students: The role of study characteristics, strengths and deficits
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Proactive behaviour towards strengths use and deficit improvement
	The relationship of proactive behaviour towards strengths use and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement with student demands and resources
	The relationship of proactive behaviour towards strengths use and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement with well-being

	Research design
	Research participants and procedure
	Measuring instruments
	Student demands 
	Student resources
	Strengths use and deficit improvement
	Subjective well-being

	Statistical analysis
	Ethical considerations

	Results
	Descriptive statistics and product-moment correlations
	Structural equation model

	Discussion
	Limitations and recommendations
	Practical implications

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding information
	Data availability
	Disclaimer

	References
	Tables
	TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients and correlation matrix for the latent variables.
	TABLE 2: Regression results for the structural model.

	Figure
	FIGURE 1: Antecedents and outcomes of proactive behaviour towards strengths use and deficit improvement (N = 773).



