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Introduction: An academic environment with continuously more demanding 
tasks requires students to capitalize on their strengths to meet the challenges 
and engage in learning experiences. Engaged students are deeply involved in 
their work, are strongly connected with their studies, and are more successful 
in academic tasks. The present study aimed to test a model in that core self-
evaluations (CSE) predicts academic engagement (AE) directly and indirectly by 
increasing personal resources (i.e., psychological capital; PsyCap) in the case of 
two different samples, Romanian and Serbian.

Methods: Data were collected through three online questionnaires from 672 
undergraduate students (Romania – 458; Serbia – 214).

Results: The findings confirmed that CSE was positively related to PsyCap, which 
was positively associated with AE, and PsyCap mediates the relationship between 
the two variables in both samples. A positive evaluation of one’s characteristics 
(high CSE) mainly affects the cognitive and emotional mechanism of appraising 
the academic-related tasks one encounters (high PsyCap), ultimately shaping 
their motivation and engagement.

Discussion: These results pointed out the importance of the CSE and PsyCap 
that support each other and increase students’ AE, explaining the mediating 
mechanism of PsyCap. Also, they provide insight into the students’ engagement 
from two different cultural and educational contexts, being helpful to universities 
in their effort to increase students’ engagement.
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1. Introduction

An academic environment with increasingly demanding assignments requires students to 
capitalize on their strengths to meet challenges and engage in learning experiences (Bowden 
et al., 2021). Academic engagement (AE) is seen as an „intermediate outcome” that facilitates 
learning (Choi and Rhee, 2014) and is linked to students’ intrinsic motivation, perseverance in 
academic activities, higher educational aspirations, and success (Lei et al., 2018; Ketonen et al., 
2019; Paloş et al., 2019). Engaged students are deeply involved in their work, feel energized, are 
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strongly connected with their studies (Martínez et al., 2019), and are 
more successful in academic tasks (Schaufeli et  al., 2002). Earlier 
studies found that AE is essentially shaped by personality (Siu et al., 
2014; You, 2016; Tisu et  al., 2020). For instance, recent research 
highlighted that AE is strongly predicted by students’ core self-
evaluations (CSE; Yan et al., 2018), a trait-like personality characteristic 
that reflects people’s assessment of themselves and their self-worth 
(Judge et al., 2003). Prior studies illustrated that high CSE people tend 
to assess situations positively, are confident in their capacity to 
succeed, are highly motivated to value opportunities, and are more 
effective in self-regulation (Bipp et  al., 2019), CSE being a strong 
predictor of AE (Yan et al., 2018). Also, psychological capital (PsyCap), 
a state-like personality characteristic reflecting “an individual’s 
positive psychological state of development” (Luthans et al., 2007, 
p. 542), is a significant antecedent for engagement (Siu et al., 2014; 
Fang and Ding, 2020). Considered at the same time as a malleable 
personal resource that increases learning engagement (You, 2016; 
Alessandri et al., 2018), PsyCap stimulates various other resources that 
can successfully support the boost of new personal resources (Robayo-
Tamayo et al., 2020). According to the Conservation Resources theory 
(COR; Hobfoll and Ford, 2007), resources are seen as internal and 
external strengths that people can use to cope with and adapt to 
challenging situations (Hobfoll and Ford, 2007) and are essential for 
motivation and goals attainment (Hobfoll et al., 2018). People use 
resources (e.g., personal, social) not only to deal with difficult 
situations but also to increase the pool of resources for future 
challenges. They do not exist individually, they are interrelated and 
form a “caravan of resources” that support and enhance each other 
(Hobfoll, 2011). Hence, available resources influence people’s capacity 
to obtain more resources (Hobfoll, 2011; Robayo-Tamayo et al., 2020). 
The more personal resources they have, the more they can gain, which 
sustains them to follow their goals and engage in different activities 
(Ouweneel et al., 2011; Martínez et al., 2019; Ma et al., 2022).

Engagement and personality (i.e., CSE and PsyCap) were mainly 
explored in the organizational environment (e.g., Bipp et al., 2019; 
Tisu et al., 2020), but only a few of the studies were carried out in the 
academic areas (e.g., You, 2016; Leupold et al., 2020). To fill this gap, 
the present research was performed in the educational context and 
aimed to test a model in that CSE predicts AE directly and indirectly by 
increasing personal resources (i.e., PsyCap) in the case of two different 
samples, Romanian and Serbian (Figure 1). Our study can contribute 
new insights into theory. First, based on COR theory, it expands the 
knowledge regarding the relationships between two personality 
characteristics and AE for students in Higher Education. On the one 
side, CSE is a trait-like personality characteristic resistant to change; 
on the other, PsyCap is state-like and malleable (Howard, 2017). 
Investigating their relationship with AE helps us better understand 

individual differences (Tisu et  al., 2020) and how PsyCap can 
be  trained to increase student engagement in Higher Education. 
Second, the model was tested in two different samples among 
students in Higher Education, Romanian and Serbian, to explore the 
cross-national validity of our results.

1.1. CSE and PsyCap

CSE was described as a personality trait that assesses an 
individual’s competence, effectiveness, capabilities, and worthiness 
and includes four components: self-esteem [a general “appraisal of 
one’s self-worth” (Rosenberg, 1965)], generalized self-efficacy [the 
people’s belief that they can perform complex tasks or cope with an 
aversive situation in diverse areas (Schwarzer and Jerusalem, 1995)], 
emotional stability [the predisposition “to feel calm and secure” 
(Eysenck, 1990)], and locus of control [the conviction that wanted 
consequences are the result of the behavior rather than luck, faith, or 
others (Judge et al., 2003)]. People high in CSE are more confident in 
their abilities, can deal with different demands, and have more 
available resources to solve problems (Judge and Hurst, 2007). Also, 
they evaluate various situations more positively and are confident in 
their capacity to control things and achieve goals (Ma et al., 2022). 
CSE is linked to PsyCap, a state-like psychological attribute involved 
in assessing the self in relation to the environment (Howard, 2017), 
and also a valuable personal resource (Siu et al., 2014). PsyCap is a 
multidimensional construct composed of self-efficacy (the confidence 
that one can fulfill a demanding task), optimism (the belief that one 
can succeed, now and in the future), hope (persistence in achieving 
aims and redirecting paths if obstacles appear), and resilience (one’s 
ability, when encountering difficult situations, to bounce back from 
challenges or failures) (Luthans et al., 2007). The four elements act 
synergistically to increase people’s implication in different domains of 
their life (Gibson and Hicks, 2018; Sava et al., 2020). Previous research 
showed CSE as an antecedent for PsyCap—a motivational potential 
that provides toughness to attain success (Luthans et al., 2007; Luthans 
and Youssef-Morgan, 2017), individual differences being the strongest 
predictor of PsyCap. Moreover, individuals with a high level of CSE 
proved to be  more effective in generating resources to help them 
be more motivated and involved in tasks (Bipp et al., 2019). Based on 
the above arguments, the first hypothesis was developed:

H1: CSE is positively associated with PsyCap.

1.2. PsyCap and AE

Seen as a “state of fulfillment characterized by vigor, dedication, 
and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74), AE was described as 
mental energy which could generate students’ enthusiasm and 
motivation for their educational activities (Stoeber et  al., 2011). 
Engaged students are curious and interested, are open to challenges 
and enjoy complex tasks, are more persistent and tenacious (Shih, 
2008), self-efficacious with a good sense of belonging (Kahu et al., 
2020) and feel deeply involved in flow conditions (Shernoff et al., 
2003). According to previous studies, PsyCap is a motivational 
potential that supports engagement (Firouznia et al., 2021). Students 
with a high PsyCap are more intrinsically motivated, actively engaged 

FIGURE 1

Hypothetical model of the research.
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in their school-related tasks, optimistic, and enthusiastic in following 
their goals (Datu et al., 2018; Vîrgă et al., 2020; Firouznia et al., 2021). 
Thus, PsyCap is a psychological resource that fosters engagement as a 
core construct and through each dimension taken separately 
(Ouweneel et al., 2011; Alessandri et al., 2018). Therefore, the second 
hypothesis was formulated:

H2: PsyCap is positively associated with AE.

1.3. CSE and AE: PsyCap as a mediator

People with a positive self-regard (high CSE) are more likely to 
develop a positive feeling about their work, perceive tasks as more 
attractive (Judge et  al., 2003), become more desired to involve in 
different actions, and engage more easily (Tims and Akkermans, 
2017). How people evaluate themselves (i.e., CSE) impacts how they 
assess the world and use their resources (i.e., PsyCap) (Howard, 2017). 
Thus, a high level of CSE can help students to enhance their PsyCap. 
Those with high PsyCap will invest more effort in achieving their 
goals, raising their engagement (Alessandri et al., 2018). So, students 
who are confident in their competencies (i.e., self-efficacy), motivated 
to achieve their goals (i.e., hope), determined to deal with difficult 
situations (i.e., optimism), and capable of adequately adapting (i.e., 
resilience) are more academically engaged (Siu et al., 2014; Nolzen, 
2018; Carmona-Halty et al., 2021; Firouznia et al., 2021). Moreover, 
evidence showed mutual relationships between AE and PsyCap that 
can be explained through the COR mechanism (Ouweneel et al., 2011; 
Siu et al., 2014; Martínez et al., 2019). Hence, people’s capacity to gain 
more resources is influenced by their existing resources (Ma et al., 
2022). When students’ resources are high (i.e., PsyCap), their 
repertoire of strategies to achieve the goals and overcome the 
encountered obstacles is richer and more diverse; they are more 
confident in their strengths and engage more in the study activity. 
Consequently, AE leads to better performance, perceived as positive 
feedback of competencies and invested effort. This, in turn, enhances 
their PsyCap by increasing confidence in their abilities, the hope that 
the investment of energy will help to achieve the proposed goals and 
that they will have the resources to overcome obstacles (Siu et al., 
2014). Therefore, we anticipate that PsyCap can better explain the 
relationship between CSE and AE, and we assumed that:

H3: PsyCap mediates the relationship between CSE and AE.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Procedure and samples

This study was carried out with participants from Romania and 
Serbia, which allowed us to investigate the relations between CSE, 
PsyCap, and AE in different educational and cultural contexts. 
According to the Hofstede cultural dimensions model, both are 
similar Balkan countries with high power distance, feminism, low 
individualism, high uncertainty avoidance, and short-term 
orientation (Hofstede et al., 2010). There are slight differences only 
between power distance, individualism, and indulgence (Hofstede 
et al., 2010; Gavreliuc, 2018).

The Romanian sample comprised 458 students (73.8% women), 
averaging 21.69 years (SD = 5.40). The Serbian sample consisted of 214 
students (77.1% women) with an average age of 23.03 years (SD = 1.97). 
For both countries, the students voluntarily involved in the study were 
enrolled in Educational Psychology and Teacher and Preschool 
Teacher Education courses. They were asked to bring two other 
students willing to participate in the research. The participants were 
selected through a combination of non-probability and snowball 
sampling methods. Interested students got a link to a Google Forms 
document. The first part provided information about the study 
objectives, the conditions, the ethical aspects, and the voluntary 
character of the participation. The second part was accessible only to 
those who expressed their agreement and included the items of three 
questionnaires. The time needed to answer these items was 
approximately 20 min. All the procedures followed the ethical 
standards of the Scientific Council of University Research and 
Creation from West University of Timisoara (26093/05.05.2022).

2.2. Instruments

CSE was measured with the 12-item Core Self-Evaluations Scale 
(Judge et al., 2003). CSE is a higher-order construct made up of four 
interrelated traits: self-esteem (e.g., “Sometimes when I  fail, I  feel 
worthless”), generalized self-efficacy (e.g., “When I try, I generally 
succeed”), neuroticism (e.g., “Sometimes I feel depressed”), and locus 
of control (e.g., “I determine what will happen in my life”). The 
participants agreed with the items’ content on a 5-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The internal consistency was 
0.84 for the Romanian and 0.78 for the Serbian samples. The 
questionnaire was previously used in further research in both 
countries (e.g., Ivanović and Ivanović, 2018; Tisu et al., 2020).

PsyCap was measured with the 24-item Psychological Capital 
Questionnaire (Luthans et al., 2007), with four sub-dimensions: hope 
(e.g., „Right now I see myself as being pretty successful at university”), 
self-efficacy (e.g., „I feel confident analyzing a long-term problem to 
find a solution”), resilience (e.g., „When things are uncertain for me at 
university, I  usually expect the best”), and optimism (e.g., „I 
am optimistic about what will happen to me in the future as it pertains 
to studies”). The participants rated the statement on a 6-point Likert 
scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Because the four 
dimensions together strongly affect different variables than each taken 
separately (Siu et al., 2014; Nolzen, 2018), the composite score was 
used. Alpha Cronbach was 0.91 for the Romanian and 0.92 for the 
Serbian samples. The scale was adapted to be  used for university 
students by Lupșa and Vîrgă (2018).

AE was measured with the 14-item Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale for Students (UWES-S; Schaufeli et al., 2002). The instrument 
measures three dimensions: dedication (e.g., “My studies inspire 
me”), vigor (e.g., “When I  study, I  feel like I  am  bursting with 
energy”), and absorption (e.g., “When I  am  studying, I  forget 
everything else around me”), evaluated on a 7-point like Likert scale 
from never to always. Because these three dimensions are closely 
related, the authors recommend using the scale’s total score 
(Schaufeli et al., 2006). Alpha Cronbach was 0.90 for the Romanian 
and 0.94 for the Serbian samples. The questionnaire was previously 
used in other research in both countries (e.g., Petrović et al., 2017; 
Paloş et al., 2019).
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2.3. Statistical analysis

RStudio (2020) was used for data analysis. Normal distributions 
were presented for all variables in both samples. We used maximum 
likelihood estimation methods. Thus, we assessed the goodness-of-fit 
of the model using the χ2 test statistic, two relative fit indices (the 
Comparative Fit Index – CFI and the Tucker-Lewis index – TLI), also 
the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), and the Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), as absolute fit 
indices. As cut-off points, values higher than 0.90 (for CFI and TLI) 
or 0.08 or lower (for SRMR and RMSEA) mean a good model fit 
(Byrne, 2009). The Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) assessed the 
difference between the non-nested models. AIC with smaller values 
indicated a better model fit. Also, we  tested the mediation model 
invariance across both Romanian and Serbian samples. Invariance 
between the compared groups is identified by a non-significant Δχ2 
statistic and a change of ΔCFI value smaller than 0.01 (Cheung and 
Rensvold, 2002). Indirect effects were evaluated with 95% confidence 
intervals using 5,000 bootstrap samples.

Therefore, the measurement and structural models were tested. 
First, with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), we  evaluate two 
measurement models: a model with one factor (M1) and a three-factor 
model (M2). Before testing the structural models, we  used item 
parcels based on the factorial algorithm to optimize the indicator-to-
sample size ratio and apply a latent variable approach for CSE (Rogers 
and Schmitt, 2004). Based on the Little et al. (2002) recommendation, 
each parcel should contain between three and five items. Second, two 
structural models that place PsyCap as a mediator have been tested: a 
total mediation model (M4, the hypothesized model) and a fully 
constrained model (M5).

3. Results

3.1. Measurement models

According to Table  1, CFA was used to compare the two 
measurement models for both samples. Thus, we tested M1—a single-
factor model (with all observed variables loading on one latent 
variable for common method bias) and M2—a three-factor model 
(CSE, PsyCap, and AE). For the Serbian and Romanian samples, the 
single-factor model (M1) had not a good fit with the data, but M2 fit 
the data better in both samples. Thus, we restrained the three-factor 

model (M2). These results indicate that common-method bias is 
improbable to be a significant problem for both samples.

3.2. Preliminary results

The means, standard deviations, and inter-correlations for both 
samples are presented in Table 2. Alpha Cronbach takes values from 
0.78 to 0.94, suggesting the acceptable reliability of the scales used in 
this research.

We used multiple-group SEM (Structural Equation Modeling) to 
evaluate whether the structural model was invariant across the 
Romanian and Serbian samples. The model hypothesized (M4) had 
good goodness-of-fit indices (χ2 (66) = 241.97, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93, 
SRMR = 0.05, RMSEA = 0.08, 90% CI [0.07, 0.10]; see Table 3). Also, 
an inspection of the separate paths revealed that CSE is related to 
PsyCap, which is related to AE in both samples. The final model in 
both samples (M4) (AIC = 15455.82) is shown in Figures 2, 3. Starting 
from M4, one constrained model (M5) was incidental to evaluate the 
invariance of the model in two samples. Thus, this model had all 
structural parameters (relationships) constrained to be equal across 
samples. The fit of the constrained M5 did not significantly damage as 
compared to M4 (∆χ2  =  10.89, n.s.; ∆CFI = 0.00). Thus, the 
relationships between the three observed variables specified in M4 are 
invariant across the samples (Romanian and Serbian).

3.3. Testing the hypotheses

3.3.1. CSE and PsyCap
H1 stated that CSE is positively associated with PsyCap. The 

findings presented in Figure  2 supported H1. CSE was positively 
related to PsyCap in both samples (β = 0.62, p < 0.001 for the Romanian 
sample and β = 0.70, p < 0.001 for the Serbian sample). We obtained a 
stronger association between CSE and PsyCap when applying the 
constraints of the relationship to be equal for both samples (β = 0.84, 
p < 0.001).

3.3.2. PsyCap and AE
H2 established that PsyCap is positively associated with AE 

(β = 0.69, p < 0.001 for the Romanian sample and β = 0.70, p < 0.001 for 
the Serbian sample). Figures 2, 3 illustrate that the results supported 
H2. PsyCap was positively related to AE. We obtained comparable 

TABLE 1 Multiple group analyses (MGA) of the measurement models including the Romanian (N = 458) and Serbian Samples (N = 214).

Model χ2 Df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR AIC ∆χ2 ∆df

Measurement models

Romanian sample

M1-single-factor model 858.75** 35 24.53 0.66 0.56 0.22 [0.21, 0.24] 0.12 11288.16

M2-three-factors model 124.49** 32 3.89 0.96 0.95 0.07 [0.06, 0.09] 0.04 10559.90 734.26 3

Serbian sample

M1-single-factor model 372.81** 35 10.65 0.70 0.61 0.21 [0.19, 0.23] 0.12 5117.04

M2-three-factors model 104.35** 32 3.26 0.93 0.91 0.10 [0.08, 0.12] 0.06 4854.58 268.43 3

**p < 0.001. χ2, chi-square; df, degrees of freedom; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CI, confidence interval; AIC, 
Akaike information criterion; For M2 models, the comparison is vs. M1 for each sample.
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results but lower for each of the two samples (β = 0.63, p < 0.001) when 
limiting the relationship between PsyCap and AE to be  equal for 
both samples.

3.3.3. PsyCap as a mediator
Related to H3, PsyCap acts as a mediator in the relationship 

between CSE and AE. The results supported the mediating role of 
PsyCap in both samples based on bootstrapping techniques. For the 
Romanian sample, the indirect path linking CSE to AE via PsyCap 
was 0.59 (CI 95% [0.46; 0.73]) and 0.40 (CI 95% [0.26, 0.55]) for the 
Serbian sample. In both samples, the result indicates that a high CSE 
is related to PsyCap and with high AE. Also, in M5, we tested an 
indirect path between the two samples, achieving the same effect of 
0.53 (95% CI [0.47; 0.64]). Figures 2, 3 illustrate that PsyCap fully 
mediated between CSE and AE (H3 is supported). Thus, for the 
Romanian sample, the explained variance in the mediator, PsyCap 
(R2 = 0.48), and the outcome, AE (R2 = 0.48), was relatively like for the 
Serbian sample (R2 = 0.49 for PsyCap, and it is less R2 = 0.25 for AE).

4. Discussion

The research aimed to test if CSE predicts AE directly and indirectly 
by increasing personal resources (i.e., PsyCap) in the case of two different 
samples, Romanian and Serbian. Hence, the results showed positive 
relationships between CSE, PsyCap, and AE for both students’ 
samples, emphasizing the mediator role of PsyCap. In other words, 
students with positive CSE are more confident in their capacity to 
control things, deal with academic challenges, look for and be involved 
in exciting and complex tasks, and set ambitious goals (Gibson and 
Hicks, 2018). They feel in control of their academic activities’ 
outcomes due to their abilities and effort (Gibson and Hicks, 2018; Ma 
et  al., 2022). Experiencing the satisfaction of good results acts as 
positive feedback that supports students’ self-efficacy, hope, and 
optimism (Ouweneel et al., 2011). Therefore, their positive evaluations 
(high CSE) shape how they assess academic demands, mobilize, and 
use resources to meet these requirements (Howard, 2017). Thus, a 
positive evaluation of one’s characteristics (high CSE) mainly 
influences the cognitive and emotional mechanism involved in the 
appraisal of the academic-related tasks they encounter (high PsyCap), 
ultimately shaping their motivation and engagement (Chang et al., 
2012). So, according to the COR mechanism, CSE supports the use of 
existing resources (i.e., PsyCap) that can lead to a more significant 
investment of effort and engagement in academic tasks and act as a 
reservoir from which students can take or add other resources 
(Alessandri et al., 2018; Martínez et al., 2019; Firouznia et al., 2021).

The data sustained all the hypotheses, and our results are aligned 
with previous studies conducted in an organizational and educational 
context (e.g., Datu et al., 2018; Gibson and Hicks, 2018; Martínez et al., 
2019). For instance, Bipp et al. (2019) found that CSE is essential in 
generating resources to support engagement. Although CSE is 
considered a trait-like characteristic, recent empirical findings showed 
room for change which has crucial practical implications. Leupold et al. 
(2020) state that self-esteem and self-confidence can be  increased 
through cognitive and behavioral intervention, leading to high 
CSE. Also, the level of neuroticism can be decreased by strengthening 
the overall CSE and PsyCap (Gibson and Hicks, 2018). The role of 
PsyCap in increasing students’ AE is also emphasized by former T
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research (Luthans et  al., 2016; Vîrgă et  al., 2020). As a state-like 
personal resource, PsyCap can be  increased through training and 
coaching sessions (Luthans and Youssef-Morgan, 2017; Lupșa et al., 
2020). Developing students’ PsyCap can improve their AE and, finally, 
their performance (Lupșa et al., 2020).

From the cultural perspective, the present research showed that 
the relationships between CSE, PsyCap, and AE are relevant for 
Romanian and Serbian university students. These results align with 
our expectations due to the similar Romanian and Serbian cultural 
contexts. From Hofstede’s psycho-cultural model, Romania, and 
Serbia have a high-power distance and are collectivist, feminine, and 
short-term oriented (Burz and Marian, 2016; Milosevic, 2019), with 
similar life principles, which make them think and act relatively 
similarly. Despite the slight differences between power distance, 

individualism, and indulgence, we can sustain that our findings were 
cross-validated, and the path coefficients of the model were invariant 
across both samples.

4.1. Limitations and directions for future 
research

Beyond the strengths of this study, some limitations should 
be mentioned. First, the two samples are not big enough to allow 
generalizations and inferences about cross-cultural differences but 
can provide initial support in understanding how personality 
characteristics complement each other to enhance AE. Also, the 
structure of the samples was unbalanced, with women being much 

FIGURE 3

Standardized structural relations among variables from the model for the Serbian sample.

TABLE 3 Multiple group analyses (MGA) of the structural models including the Romanian (N = 458) and Serbian samples (N = 214).

Model χ2 Df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR AIC ∆χ2 ∆df ∆CFI

Structural model

M4-hypothetical model 241.97** 66 3.66 0.95 0.93 0.08 [0.07, 0.10] 0.05 15455.82

M5-full constrains model 252.86** 68 3.71 0.95 0.93 0.09 [0.07, 0.10] 0.05 15462.71 10.89 2 0.00

**p < 0.001. χ2, chi-square; df, degrees of freedom; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CI, confidence interval; AIC, 
Akaike Information Criterion.

FIGURE 2

Standardized structural relations among variables from the model for the Romanian sample.
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better represented than men. Previous findings showed small but 
significant gender differences in CSE, with a difference decreasing 
over time (e.g., Gang et al., 2020) and with greater contrast in Western 
than Eastern cultures (Gang et al., 2020). Regarding the impact on 
PsyCap, it seems that men’s PsyCap is higher than females (Jin et al., 
2020). AE is also shaped by gender: women students are more 
engaged than men students in academic-related activities (Kessels 
and van Houtte, 2022) and exhibit greater AE than men (Babenko 
et  al., 2018). Hence, further research needs to include balanced 
samples to identify the pattern of these interactions. Second, causal 
inferences could not be  made because our research was cross-
sectional. Third, the self-reported instruments may have affected 
students’ accuracy responses. Despite these limitations, the 
significance of the results should not be underestimated.

4.2. The theoretical and practical 
implications

Our study brings new information on COR theory about the role 
of two personality characteristics (i.e., CSE and PsyCap) and their 
relationships with an individual outcome (i.e., AE) in two different 
cultural and educational contexts (i.e., Romanian and Serbian). Also, 
this research is among the few which has worked with two personality 
characteristics together – CSE as trait-like and PsyCap as state-like 
(e.g., Tisu et al., 2020), to identify how they capitalize each other and 
increase students’ AE. From a practical perspective, our results can 
be helpful to both teachers and students, enhancing teaching-learning 
efficiency and academic well-being. For instance, positive self-
assessment (i.e., high CSE) can function as a buffer, helping students to 
be  assertive in dealing with and facing academic demands and 
challenges and utilizing them as a chance for future development 
(Leupold et al., 2020). Students high in CSE adapt more quickly to the 
stressful academic environment, are more engaged in learning tasks, 
and capitalize to a greater extent on personal resources (Haynie et al., 
2017). Working on the two dimensions of CSE, enhancing self-esteem 
and self-efficacy, and lowering the level of neuroticism, CSE can 
be strengthened (Leupold et al., 2020). Former studies discovered that 
PsyCap contributes to AE both as an omnibus construct and through 
its four dimensions (e.g., Fang and Ding, 2020; Robayo-Tamayo et al., 
2020). Consequently, to increase PsyCap, interventions can target the 
overall construct or each of its dimensions (e.g., Lupșa et al., 2020). For 
example, the PsyCap intervention (PCI) program includes exercises 
and coaching sessions that address the four components and facilitate 
PsyCap development. For each dimension taken separately, previous 
meta-analyses showed that interventions based on stress management 
are effective in increasing self-efficacy; those founded on the principles 
of positive psychology facilitate the growth of optimism and hope; and 
for increasing resilience, training focused on cognitive-behavioral 
approaches are efficacious (e.g., CareerSKILLS intervention) 
(Akkermans et al., 2015; Lupșa et al., 2020). Students high in PsyCap 
are more academically engaged than students with low PsyCap because 
of their self-confidence, optimism, hope in finding ways to work, and 
resilience in difficult situations (Siu et al., 2014). High self-efficacious 
students use the available resources to face the challenges in the 
academic environment, trust and persevere when encountering 
obstacles, and their optimism influences how they interpret events and, 
subsequently, adapt to the context (Azila-Gbettor et al., 2021).

5. Conclusion

Consistent with the COR theory (Hobfoll and Ford, 2007), 
personality and psychological resources are essential for students’ 
engagement, and the self ’s involvement (i.e., CSE – self, and PsyCap 
– self in regards to the environment; Howard, 2017) can be considered 
a prerequisite for engagement experience. Therefore, the present 
research pointed out the importance of the CSE and PsyCap as two 
personality characteristics that support each other and increase 
students’ AE while also explaining the mediating mechanism of 
PsyCap. In addition, the results highlight those variables that can 
be intervened from an individual and organizational perspective to 
build a challenging and supportive learning environment that would 
increase the quality of the higher education teaching-learning process.
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