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ABSTRACT/SUMMARY 

 

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESOURCES AS PREDICTORS OF POSITIVE COPING BEHAVIOUR 

IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION 

by 

Desiree Michelle (De Villiers) Rudman 

 

SUPERVISOR:   Prof M Coetzee  

DEPARTMENT:     Industrial and Organisational Psychology  

DEGREE :          MCom in Industrial and Organisational Psychology (98580)  

 

The aim of this research was to determine whether psychological resources predict positive 

coping behaviours in the legal profession. The literature review gave context to the main 

constructs of the research, namely psychological capital, emotional intelligence, 

sociodemographic characteristics and positive coping behaviour, as well as an overview of 

the wellbeing landscape of the South African legal profession. The study employed a 

convenience sampling technique of N = 144 attorneys of different ages, genders, race, job 

tenures and job levels. The moderating effect of the sociodemographic characteristics and the 

mediating effect of emotional intelligence were examined. 

The empirical research involved correlational and inferential statistical analyses to test the 

research hypotheses. The results suggested a statistically significant relationship between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour, mediated by emotional intelligence, and 

that some sociodemographic groups displayed greater levels of psychosocial resources and 

positive coping behaviour than other groups.  

The research adds to the existing body of knowledge to assist industrial psychologists and 

human resource professionals in their efforts to prepare attorneys with the necessary tools to 

develop psychological resources and positive coping behaviours. 

Keywords: psychological capital, positive coping behaviour, wellbeing, emotional intelligence, 

psychological resources 
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OPSOMMING 

PSIGOLOGIESE HULPBRONNE AS VOORSPELLERS VAN POSITIEWE 

HANTERINGSGEDRAG IN DIE REGSGROEP 

deur 

Desiree Michelle (De Villiers) Rudman 

 

STUDIELEIER:      Prof M Coetzee  

DEPARTEMENT  Bedryfs- en Organisasiesielkunde 

GRAAD :         MCom in Bedryfs- en Organisasiesielkunde (98580)  

 

Die oogmerk van hierdie navorsing was om vas te stel of psigologiese hulpmiddele positiewe 

hanteringsgedrag in die regsberoep voorspel. ŉ Literatuurstudie het konteks aan die 

belangrikste konstrukte van die navorsing verleen. Hierdie konstrukte is psigiese kapitaal, 

emosionele intelligensie, sosiaal-demografiese kenmerke en positiewe hanteringsgedrag. Die 

literatuur het ŉ oorsig oor die welstand van regslui in Suid-Afrika gegee. ŉ 

Geskiktheidsteekproefneming van N = 144 prokureurs van albei geslagte en verskillende 

ouderdomme, rasse, dienstye en posvlakke is in die studie gebruik. Die matigende effek van 

die sosiaal-demografiese kenmerke en die middellende effek van emosionele intelligensie is 

ondersoek. 

Die empiriese navorsing het korrelatiewe en inferensiële statistiese analises behels om die 

navorsingshipoteses te toets. Die uitslag dui op ŉ statisties beduidende verband tussen 

psigiese kapitaal en positiewe hanteringsgedrag deur middel van emosionele intelligensie. Dit 

toon aan dat sekere sosiaal-demografiese groepe oor meer psigososiale hulpmiddele beskik 

en meer positiewe hanteringsgedrag vertoon as ander groepe.  

Hierdie navorsing brei die bestaande kennisgebied uit, en nywerheidsielkundiges en 

mensehulpbronberoepslui kan dit aanwend om prokureurs met die ontwikkeling van psigiese 

hulpmiddele en positiewe hanteringsgedrag te help. 

Sleutelwoorde: psigiese kapitaal, positiewe hanteringsgedrag, welstand, emosionele 

intelligensie, psigososiale hulpmiddele. 
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OKUCASHUNIWE 

IZINSIZAKUSEBENZA ZENGQONDO NJENGABABIKELI BOKUZIPHATHA OKUHLE 

KOKUBHEKANA NESIMO EMSEBENZINI WOMTHETHO 

ngu 

Desiree Michelle (De Villiers) Rudman 

 

UMPHATHI:  uSolwazi M Coetzee  

UMNYANGO:   Ucwaningo lwesayensi lwengqondo yomuntu kwezezimboni 

nezinhlangano 

IZIQU:     Ukuphothulwa kwezifundo ezibonisa ukusebenza kahle ezigxile 

kwezentengiselwano (MCom) ocwaningweni lwesayensi lwengqondo 

yomuntu kwezezimboni nezinhlangano (98580) 

 

Inhloso yalolu cwaningo kwakuwukuthola ukuthi izinsizakusebenza zengqondo zibikezela 

ukuziphatha okuhle kokubhekana nesimo emsebenzini wezomthetho. Ukubuyekezwa 

kwemibhalo kunikeze umongo ekwakhiweni okuyinhloko kocwaningo, okungukuthi iqoqo 

lezinsizakusebenza umuntu angazisebenzisa ukusiza ukuthuthukisa ukusebenza kwakhe 

emsebenzini kanye nempumelelo yakhe, ukuhlakanipha ngokwemizwa, izici zenhlalo yabantu 

kanye nokuziphatha okuhle kokubhekana nesimo kanye nokubukisisa kwenhlalakahle 

yomsebenzi wezomthetho waseNingizimu Afrika. Ucwaningo lusebenzise inqubo elula 

yokwenza isampula yabameli be-N = 144 beminyaka ehlukene, ubulili, ubuhlanga, 

ukuqashwa, kanye namazinga emisebenzi. Umphumela wokulinganisela wezici zenhlalo 

yabantu kanye nomphumela wokulamula kobuhlakani obungokwemizwa kuhloliwe. 

Ucwaningo lwendlela yokuthola ulwazi ngokubheka ngqo noma ngokungaqondile noma 

ngobungcweti lubandakanya ukuhlaziywa kwezibalo kokulungiswa okubandakanya iziphetho 

ezifinyelelwe ngesisekelo sobufakazi nokucabanga ukuze kuvivinywe ucwaningo 

oluyisitatimende sokubikezela mayelana nomphumela wocwaningo lwesayensi olususelwe 

endaweni ethile yabantu. Imiphumela iphakamise ubudlelwano obubalulekile phakathi 

kweqoqo lezinsizakusebenza umuntu angazisebenzisa ukusiza ukuthuthukisa ukusebenza 

kwakhe emsebenzini kanye nempumelelo yakhe nokuziphatha okuhle kokubhekana nesimo, 

okuqondiswa ubuhlakani obungokwemizwa, nokuthi amanye amaqembu ezenhlalo zabantu 

abonisa amazinga amakhulu ezinsizakusebenza zengqondo nokuziphatha okuhle 

kokubhekana namanye amaqembu. 

Ucwaningo lungeza olwazini olukhona ukusiza abasebenzi abasebenza ngesayensi 

yengqondo yomuntu kwezezimboni kanye nochwepheshe kwezabasebenzi emizamweni 
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yabo yokulungisa abameli ngamathuluzi adingekayo ukuthuthukisa izinsizakusebenza 

zengqondo nokuziphatha okuhle kokubhekana nesimo. 

Amagama asemqoka:  

psychological capital  

iqoqo lezinsizakusebenza umuntu angazisebenzisa ukusiza ukuthuthukisa ukusebenza 

kwakhe emsebenzini kanye nempumelelo yakhe 

positive coping behaviour  

Ukuziphatha okuhle kokubhekana nesimo 

wellbeing  

Okwenhlalakahle 

emotional intelligence  

Ukuhlakanipha ngokwemizwa 

psychological resources 

Izinsizakusebenza zengqondo 
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1 

CHAPTER 1 

SCIENTIFIC OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH 

The research sought to explore the extent to which an attorney’s psychological resources may 

predict the form of their positive coping behaviour. The relevant research constructs were (1) 

psychological capital (hope, self-efficacy, resilience and optimism) as independent variable, 

(2) emotional intelligence as mediating variable, (3) socio-demographic characteristics (such 

as race, gender, age, job level and tenure) as moderator variables and (4) the positive coping 

behaviour as dependent variable. Psychological capital (independent variable) and emotional 

intelligence (mediating variable) were treated as a set of psychological resources influencing 

the positive coping behaviour (dependent variable) of individuals. The socio-demographic 

variables were treated as moderating and control variables to assess whether the association 

between the psychosocial resource variables and positive coping variable is conditional upon 

the moderating variables (socio-demographic characteristics, namely race, gender, age, job 

level and tenure). 

This chapter gives the background and motivation for the intended research by means of a 

literature study, after which the problem statement and research questions are formulated. 

Thereafter, the aims of the research are specified. Additionally, the chapter elaborates on the 

paradigm perspectives that defined the research limitations, as well as discussing the research 

design and research method that gave structure to the research process. Finally, the manner 

in which the chapters are presented is introduced.  

1.1 BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION FOR THE RESEARCH 

The context of this research is the wellbeing and positive coping of attorneys in the South 

African legal profession. International research has long indicated attorneys’ vulnerability to 

mental health illnesses, which was highlighted in an article in the Journal of Addiction. The 

article by Krill et al. (2016) asserts that attorneys show higher than average rates of depression 

and anxiety than the general population. A number of smaller studies have also supported the 

notion that attorneys are generally mentally unhealthy (Daicoff, 2004). In a survey conducted 

by Chan et al. (2014), up to a third of Australian attorneys indicated experience with a mental 

health ailment, whilst in a study by Bergin and Jimmieson (2014), half of the attorneys 

surveyed admitted to experiencing severe stress symptoms. The nature of the attorneys’ work, 

alongside a flawed legal culture and business model, contributes to the growing problem of 

work issues affecting attorneys’ wellbeing (Rottenberg, 2012). A legal career is a high-

achieving profession, where showing any symptoms of stress is seen as a weakness 
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(Rottenberg, 2012). Furthermore, South Africans have to contend with the ongoing economic 

and political uncertainty in the country which affects individuals’ wellbeing (Hurvitz, 2018) and 

adds additional pressure to an attorney’s stress load. 

The World Health Organisation defines mental disorders as a wide-ranging collection of 

ailments, which may present themselves through different symptoms. These disorders are 

commonly characterised by some combination of unusual thinking processes, behaviours, 

emotions and interactions with others (WHO, 2018). In other words, a mental disorder is an 

illness that gives rise to moods and emotions that are disproportionate to a person’s 

circumstances (Fish, 2018). The legal community has been no stranger to mental health 

concerns. Stress, burnout and anxiety are the most prevalent mental illnesses, but common 

maladies such as anxiety disorders, substance abuse, depressive disorders, compassion 

fatigue, burnout and suicide are also present (Beck et al., 1995; Brody et al., 2018; Heekin, 

2014; Levit & Linder, 2008). Studies suggest that substance and alcohol abuse starts at 

student level (Anzalone, 2018; Austin, 2015). Attorneys are entrusted with upholding the rule 

of law and keeping their clients’ best interests at heart, but a state of poor mental health 

undermines their ability to stay focused on these commitments and maintain performance 

(Krause & Chong, 2019). 

The mental health challenges within the legal profession start early: junior attorneys report 

high levels of psychological distress symptoms which are at a much higher rate than average 

and their distress remains high for the duration of their careers (Beck et al., 1995). Previous 

research seems to indicate a greater chance for burnout and poor wellbeing among younger 

attorneys (Heekin, 2014; Pasyl, 2019). International, industry-specific research further 

indicates that higher incidents of depression and lower levels of career-choice satisfaction 

occur as responsibility and income increase (Macnab, 2017). Krause and Chong (2019) assert 

that attorney wellbeing is diminished by feelings of incompetence, lack of autonomy, high job 

demand and workload. 

American research statistics are disturbing: the legal profession leads with the highest 

incidence of depression and the highest rate of suicide (Krill, 2018; Latham, 2011), and this 

number continues to grow. In 1990, depression rates in the legal industry were at 19%. In 

2016, a study found this to have increased to 28% (Fish, 2018). This is alarming, as the 

depression rate for the general American population is 8% (Fish, 2018). Furthermore, up to 

20% of attorneys suffer from alcoholism and substance abuse (Krill et al., 2016). The rate of 

addiction amid attorneys is 2.5 to 3.5 times higher than the American average, with young 

attorneys – under the age of 30 – most at risk (Krill et al., 2016). Practising attorneys 

experience a significant level of alcohol abuse compared to other industries, which may be 
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attributed to the profession’s drinking culture (Krill et al., 2016). Additionally, the nature of 

attorneys’ work leads to compassion fatigue which is prevalent in attorneys working on 

traumatic matters and interacting with troubled clients (Levin & Greisberg, 2003; Lyon, 2016). 

From the research presented, it is evident that attorneys are familiar with certain mental health 

ailments, with the Covid-19 pandemic being likely to intensify any mental health concerns. 

Psychologists warn of pandemic fatigue, given the long-term projection of the crisis (Blue, 

2020). Pandemic fatigue involves increased feelings of anxiety, depression and fatigue, which 

will add an additional burden for those who are living with a strained mental health state 

already. This level of continuous psychological stress raises the body’s cortisol levels, which 

may take a physical toll in the long run (Blue, 2020). New studies are also indicating that the 

pandemic has resulted in an increase of suicidal thoughts and even suicide, likely as a result 

of economic, psychosocial and health risk factors (Jenkins et al., 2020; Vitelli, 2020). 

Attorneys are noted to have high stress levels in both their professional and personal capacity. 

As success is measured by the number of billable hours, work–life balance and general 

wellbeing practices are not easily attained in a legal position (Thornton, 2014) and attorneys 

generally find this to be the least enjoyable element of their profession as it creates a 

competitive and toxic working environment (Omari & Paull, 2013; Pasyk, 2019). As a result, 

attorneys often feel that they are neglecting their other roles, such as the role of parent and 

partner, which leads to role conflict (Fish, 2018) and a high level of career dissatisfaction (Levit 

& Linder, 2008). Further to this, Green and Simon (2019) suggest that attorneys wear stress 

as a badge of honour representing dedication and superiority.  

Attorneys are also subject to greater levels of occupational stress than the general public and 

higher rates of work-related burnout which may, in turn, lead to personal burnout. Personal 

burnout is often a result of attorneys battling to distinguish their personal life stressors from 

work, due to the long working hours (Tsai et al., 2009) and a multitude of matters running in 

parallel, creating the continuous sense of time constraints (Gruber et al., 2018). Generally, 

attorneys are unhappy and dissatisfied with their chosen career path (Organ, 2010). 

Technology overload is an additional stressor, as emails and cell phones allow for around-the-

clock access, distractions and a faster work pace (May, n.d.). For some individuals, the 

continuous accessibility may lead to work–life imbalance and affect their resilience levels 

(Duxbury et al., 2014), becoming a stress-enhancer (Wilmer et al., 2017). 

A legal career is a people-orientated vocation and, as such, the characteristics of an attorney 

are indicative of a law firm’s success (Knudson, 2015). However, the occupational hazards of 
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a legal career, such as depression, anxiety and substance abuse (Brafford, 2014), require law 

firms to take a hard look at their employee wellbeing propositions. The traditional approach 

within law firms is failing to nurture and develop key characteristics such as resilience 

(Knudson, 2015), even though research is proving that increasing psychological resources 

can prevent instances of burnout, stress and depression (Newman et al., 2014). 

The number of challenges an attorney faces may lead to a diminished confidence level, 

especially in an environment lacking mentorship and training, which is often the case in 

traditional law firm structures (Brafford, 2014). Additional environmental factors in the legal 

industry include a lack of sleep, stress, a competitive environment, demanding clients and 

mental illness stigma (Hardy, 2008; Seligman et al., 2001). A 2018 survey conducted by ALM 

Intelligence exposed the stigma associated with mental health and substance abuse in the 

legal industry. The stigma associates mental health ailments with incompetence, incapacity 

and general undesirability, which results in attorneys not disclosing their mental health 

challenges (Randazzo, 2019).  

It has been said that the psychological constitution of a successful attorney may be a 

contributing factor in mental health concerns. Successful attorneys have common traits: an A-

type personality (Latham, 2011; Pasyk, 2019), well-educated, competitive, perfectionistic, 

achievement orientated, pessimistic, insecure, materialistic, poor intrapersonal skills and risk-

aversion (Daicoff, 2004; Hardy, 2008; Krieger & Sheldon, 2014). All these characteristics lead 

to trait-specific stressors which can fuel mental illnesses if not managed correctly (Daicoff, 

2004). Ironically, the legal industry is the only profession which rewards pessimism, 

perfectionism and materialism, which may lead to internal conflict and mental health 

challenges in the long run (Daicoff, 2004; Seligman et al., 2001). Daicoff (2004) states that the 

focus on extrinsic values further aggravates the mental health landscape of the industry. 

Consequently, the legal profession is known to be a detached, cold environment (Hardy, 

2008). This background, paired with the long working hours in such a hostile setting, creates 

feelings of discontent for legal professionals (Hardy, 2008).  

Krieger and Sheldon (2014) posit that in addition to the typical “lawyer personality”, the nature 

of the schooling received at university level, together with certain aspects of the law practice, 

contribute to lawyer distress. Currently, law students are not receiving soft skills training, for 

example the intrapersonal skills that could develop or sharpen competencies such as 

resilience, self-awareness, emotional intelligence and stress management (Baron, 2015; 

Huang, 2017; Norton et al., 2016; Parker, 2014). The current law syllabus concentrates on 

teaching skills centred on developing a student’s rationality, logic and analytical skills (O’Brien, 

2014). This, paired with the isolation some students experience, also imparts insecurity, 
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anxiety and intolerance (O’Brien, 2014). According to Davis and Humphrey (2014), improved 

emotional intelligence skills may improve the mental health crisis amongst attorneys. 

In 2016, the American Bar Association established a unit to investigate the wellbeing of 

American lawyers. Their report concluded that the current mental health concerns are 

unsustainable in the profession (Buchanan et al., 2017). The report indicated that 40 to 70% 

of all disciplinary concerns raised against attorneys involved substance abuse or depression, 

once again highlighting the mental health concerns facing the industry. To date, attorney-

related wellness initiatives and educational drives have concentrated on four main themes: 

reducing stigma and creating awareness regarding mental health issues, attempts to reduce 

dependency and reliance on drugs and alcohol, encouraging physical fitness and accessing 

of mental health resources and, finally, institutionalised programmes to encourage focused 

attention on lawyer wellbeing (Brafford, 2018). However, Krause and Chong (2019) posit that 

sweeping interventions are destined to fail and that initiatives need to take place on an 

individual level. Furthermore, they have a pessimistic outlook on whether structural reforms 

(such as billing practices) will have a great impact on the state of wellness within the legal 

industry. Heekin (2014) criticises current interventions for being reactive, rather than proactive. 

Krause and Chong (2019) suggest greater substantive and meaningful training opportunities 

for young attorneys, whilst Pasyk (2019) calls for greater recognition from their employers. 

Local research is sparse. In 2014 it was recorded that one-third of the South African population 

has a mental illness and 75% of those individuals will never receive treatment (Tromp et al., 

2014). South Africa’s diverse population also introduces the issue of cultural dynamics and 

perspectives. Depression and anxiety are seen as a “white man’s disease” and are often 

misunderstood (Stockenstroom, 2018). This results in individuals with mental illness being 

stigmatised and shunned by communities, with the view that the individual’s symptoms are 

signs of possession and evil spirits (Lund, 2018); this results in reluctance to seek treatment. 

The Covid-19 pandemic is likely to aggravate the country’s mental health challenges, as 

individuals with mental health challenges are likely to relapse during the pandemic as a result 

of its destabilising effect (Clearly, 2020). Furthermore, the pandemic has resulted in an 

economic downturn, resulting in businesses closing down and job losses (Vitelli, 2020). There 

is a direct relationship between an individual’s socioeconomic wellbeing and mental health 

(Clearly, 2020), which means that in a country with a fragile economy, the pandemic’s effect 

could be devastating for the citizens, who are all subjected to new financial pressures. 

Research conducted by a Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) led team found that 

South Africa is heading for a moment of psychological crisis, with individuals reporting higher 

rates of loneliness, depression and fear as a result of the pandemic (Orkin et al., 2020). The 
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study indicated that the pandemic has affected different socio-demographic groups in different 

ways: women were more likely to report depression (likely as a result of the additional 

caregiver responsibilities), young South Africans below the age of 24 were reporting feelings 

of anger and boredom, while African individuals were found to be less stressed than other 

racial groups, the reason for which is unclear. Interestingly, the study found that individuals 

over the age of 45 reported lower levels of fear, depression and stress.  

The present study was interested in exploring individuals’ psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence as psychological resources that explain the variance in their positive coping 

behaviour. Specifically, the study aimed to explore the relationship dynamics between 

attorneys’ psychological capital (independent variable), emotional intelligence (mediating 

variable) and positive coping behaviour (outcome variable). The socio-demographic 

characteristics, namely race, gender, age, job level and tenure (moderating variables), 

assessed whether the association between the psychosocial resource variables and positive 

coping variable was conditional upon the moderating variables. The study hoped to inform 

wellbeing policies within law firms to assist and inform the industry of the importance of 

fostering, maintaining and developing psychological resource interventions and their 

implications for wellbeing practices. 

Psychological capital is described as individuals’ positive development potential (Avolio & 

Luthans, 2006). Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) explain psychological capital as an individual’s 

ability to gain a better understanding of life’s circumstances by continuously adapting to 

enhance and improve on personal productivity. In particular, it focuses on the characteristics 

of hope, self-efficacy, resiliency and optimism in an effort to achieve goals (Luthans, Youssef 

et al., 2007). These positive characteristics, which rely on an individual’s own assessment of 

a situation, link in well with wellbeing, as wellbeing is concerned with (positive and negative) 

emotions and an individual’s own perception of life satisfaction.  

Coping refers to any cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage, minimise or tolerate 

situations which an individual may find threatening to their wellbeing (Folkman & Lazarus, 

1980). In particular, this study is interested in positive coping behaviour, which manifests in 

the form of problem-solving coping styles. Subjective wellbeing involves both cognitive 

judgements and emotional reactions. It is therefore worthwhile to assess the link between 

wellbeing and positive coping, as positive coping also addresses considerations within an 

individual’s emotional and cognitive dimensions.  

Emotional intelligence is defined as the capacity for recognising your own feelings and those 

of others, for motivating yourself and managing your emotions and relationships well 
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(Goleman, 1998). The study wishes to include emotional intelligence as a construct, as 

individuals with an improved level of emotional intelligence can expect higher job performance. 

According to Goleman (1998), this is as a result of their emotional competence levelling up to 

the demands of their profession. There is a link between emotional intelligence and wellbeing, 

as wellbeing includes positive mood and high self-esteem. Studies have shown that an 

increased level of emotional intelligence can lead to a greater sense of happiness and 

wellbeing (Guerra-Bustamante et al., 2019).  

As for the socio-demographic characteristics of the legal industry, the industry is male-

dominated: around 60% of practising attorneys are male (Manyathi-Jele, 2015). That said, 

there are more female LLB degree students and graduates (Manyathi-Jele, 2015) which may 

suggest a shift in gender demographics in years to come. The majority of practising attorneys 

are white, comprising 56% of the total attorney population (Law Society of South Africa, 2019), 

whereas the African demographic makes up 27% of the group (Law Society of South Africa, 

2018). 

The legal fraternity is a growing profession. Statistics released by the Law Society of South 

Africa in 2015 revealed a 44.4% increase in practising attorneys in the period 2005 to 2015 

(Manyathi-Jele, 2015). As of January 2019, the number had increased to 27 200 (Law Society 

of South Africa, 2019), a 14.8% increase since 2015. According to the Law Society of South 

Africa’s 2018 infographic report, most attorneys practise in Gauteng (58%), followed by the 

Western Cape (26%). The report also indicates that the median age is 32. 

Although statistics on tenure, position and seniority are not available, a 2016 LexisNexis legal 

industry survey indicates that more than half of practising attorneys hold a senior role. This 

notion is supported by international research indicating a top-heavy structure within the 

profession. This is likely a result of the traditional promotional and upward mobility structures 

within firms (Patton, 2004). By testing a wide range of socio-demographic characteristics, a 

complete and detailed view will be provided which will help to inform wellbeing interventions 

at the individual and organisational level. 

In light of the above research literature, the following research hypotheses are formulated: 

 H1: There is a statistically positive relationship between the antecedent variable 

(psychological capital), the mediating variable (emotional intelligence) and positive 

coping behaviours (dependent variable). 



 

8 

 H2: The effect of the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the dependent 

variable (positive coping behaviour) is mediated by an attorney’s level of emotional 

intelligence (mediating variable).  

 H3: The effects of (1) the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the 

dependent variable (coping behaviour) and (2), the mediating variable (emotional 

intelligence) on the dependent variable (coping behaviour) are moderated by 

individuals’ age, gender, race, tenure and job level characteristics. 

 H4: Attorneys from different age, gender, race, tenure and job level groups differ 

significantly regarding their psychological capital and emotional intelligence 

resources. This means that certain socio-demographic groups will showcase greater 

positive coping behaviour than other groups. 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Coping behaviour is a prevalent and relevant issue for attorneys to ensure career 

advancement and longevity in the industry. Some studies, such as those conducted by 

Bonanno et al. (2011) and Folkman and Moskowitz (2004), have stressed that individuals 

need to be able to adapt their coping strategies to meet the demands they come across. 

Bonanno et al. (2011) introduce the concept of coping flexibility, whereas Folkman and 

Moskowitz (2004) maintain that problem-focused coping strategies are better suited to 

situations where the individual can make changes, while emotion-focused strategies are more 

effective when the situation is deemed uncontrollable. 

The role of an attorney is deemed to have low autonomy (Krause & Chong, 2019). The job is 

dedicated to serving client needs, which means that they often feel that they cannot act out 

their preferred approach on a matter or authentically express themselves. A study conducted 

by Britt et al. (2015) suggested that individuals who found themselves in a low-autonomy role 

with unavoidable demands utilised the coping strategy of denial and self-criticism when 

stressors were high and were consistently associated with higher rates of mental health 

ailments. Furthermore, they found that an individual’s acceptance of particular occupational 

demands assisted the individual to dilute the impact these demands had on mental health 

symptoms. 

Attorneys tend to gravitate towards negative coping mechanisms such as excessive alcohol 

consumption (Thornhill, 2019). However, Kobasa (1982) found that among stressed attorneys, 

those who used fewer avoidance coping strategies (denial and attempts to avoid and minimise 

the effects of a stressful situation) showed fewer symptoms of psychological and physical 

strain than did attorneys who engaged in avoidance coping. Kobasa (1982) also established 
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that in the legal industry, social support failed to significantly act as a stress-resistance factor. 

However, more recent research on this subject is lacking and this study will aim to address 

this gap.  

Li and He (2011) found that positive coping behaviour has a significant positive correlation 

with psychological capital. Furthermore, Peterson and Byron (2008) propose that the 

psychological capital composite is a strong predictor of coping and wellbeing. This is 

supported by a study done by Riolli et al. (2012), who theorised that higher levels of 

psychological capital allow individuals to view situations in a more positive light and thus 

employ a more productive coping style. 

The research findings suggest that the mental health challenges of the legal profession is a 

phenomenon worth investigating from a local perspective, as South African research on the 

subject in the legal industry is sparse. Little mental health research has been done in the South 

African legal industry specifically; even research for the general South African population on 

mental health issues is sparse. In general, coping behaviours in the legal industry remains 

under-researched. This study will illustrate the further need to investigate the phenomenon to 

gain a greater understanding of legal professionals’ wellbeing and the challenges they face 

when dealing with their demanding roles. In particular, the research will need to establish 

whether there are any significant relationships between psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour in the legal industry specifically. South African 

research within the legal industry environment is also yet to establish whether certain socio-

demographic groups among legal professionals differ on psychological capital, levels of 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour strategies. 

A review of the current literature on the relationship dynamics between psychological capital 

and positive coping behaviour, as well as attorneys’ emotional intelligence together with their 

socio-demographic characteristics (such as age, race, gender, tenure and job level), produced 

the following research problem statements: 

 The lack of research gives the opportunity to broaden the knowledge of human 

resource professionals on the relationship between psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour, which may inform employee wellbeing 

practices and training initiatives. 

 The researcher found a lack of research which investigates the moderating effect of 

the socio-demographic characteristics of age, race, gender, tenure and job level and 

the mediating effect of emotional intelligence which may potentially influence the 
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relationship between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour, especially 

in the South African legal profession context.  

These problem statements lead to the following general research question: 

 Does psychological capital predict positive coping behaviours in the legal profession, 

and if so, to what extent do socio-demographic characteristics and emotional 

intelligence influence the link between these variables? 

From the above, the following research questions were formulated in terms of the literature 

review and empirical study. 

1.2.1 Research questions with regard to the literature review  

The literature review points out the following research problems: 

 Research question 1: How does the literature conceptualise wellbeing as well as 

the constructs of psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping 

behaviour in the context of the legal profession? 

 Research question 2: What is the theoretical relationship between psychological 

capital and emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour? 

 Research question 3: What are the implications of the relationship dynamics 

between the psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping 

behaviour constructs for attorney wellbeing initiatives? 

1.2.2 Research questions with regard to the empirical study  

In terms of the empirical study, the following specific research questions have been 

formulated:  

 Research question 1: What are the empirical inter-relationships between 

psychological capital (the antecedent variable), positive coping behaviour (the 

dependent variable) and emotional intelligence as mediating variable, as 

demonstrated in a sample of South African attorneys employed in the legal industry? 

(This research question relates to research hypothesis 1.) 

 Research question 2: What is the effect of the antecedent variable (psychological 

capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) when mediated by an 

individual’s level of emotional intelligence (mediating variable)? (This research 

question relates to research hypothesis 2.) 
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 Research question 3: What is (1) the effect of the antecedent variable 

(psychological capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) and (2) 

the effect of the mediating variable (emotional intelligence) on the dependent variable 

(positive coping behaviour) when moderated by individuals’ race, gender, age, tenure 

and job level characteristics? (This research question relates to research hypothesis 

3.) 

 Research question 4: Do individuals from different socio-demographic groups differ 

significantly regarding their psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive 

coping behaviour? (This research question relates to research hypothesis 4.) 

 Research question 5: What recommendations can be formulated for industrial 

psychologists and human resource professionals for attorney wellbeing practices in 

the legal industry? 

1.3 AIMS OF THE RESEARCH 

Research is the pursuit of answering questions that have not been answered, finding out the 

hidden truth that has not been discovered as yet and careful consideration of a problem that 

aims to contribute to an existing body of knowledge or theory by way of scientific means 

(Kothari, 2004; Qamar, 2018; Vermeulen et al., 2011). Research may take the form of 

exploring a new topic, describing a specific phenomenon, explaining why a phenomenon 

occurs or a combination of these approaches (Suharsaputra, 2014).  

Given the research questions as discussed above, the following aims of this study are 

formulated as follows: 

1.3.1 General aim 

The general aim of the research is to explore the nature and the magnitude of the associations 

between psychological capital (independent variable) and positive coping behaviour (outcome 

variable), the effect of emotional intelligence (mediating variable) and socio-demographic 

characteristics such as age, gender, race, tenure and job level (moderating variables). The 

research will inform employee wellbeing practices for South African attorneys working in the 

legal industry.  

1.3.2 Specific aim 

The following aims are formulated for the literature review and empirical study: 

1.3.2.1 Literature review 
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Research aim 1: To conceptualise wellbeing in the legal profession context and the constructs 

of the research literature, namely psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive 

coping behaviour. 

Research aim 2: To explore the theoretical relationship dynamics between psychological 

capital constructs, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. 

Research aim 3: To establish the implications of the relationship dynamics between the 

psychological capital constructs, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour for 

attorney wellbeing initiatives. 

1.3.2.2 Empirical study 

Research aim 1: To assess the empirical inter-relationships between psychological capital 

(the independent variable), positive coping behaviour (the dependent variable) and emotional 

intelligence as the mediating variable. (This research aim relates to research hypothesis 1.) 

Research aim 2: To assess whether the effect of the independent variable (psychological 

capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) is mediated by an individual’s 

level of emotional intelligence. (This research aim relates to research hypothesis 2.) 

Research aim 3: To assess (1) the effect of the independent variable (psychological capital) 

on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour), and (2) the effect of emotional 

intelligence (mediating variable) on positive coping behaviour (dependent variable), when 

moderated by individuals’ age, gender, ethnic, tenure and job level characteristics. (This 

research aim relates to research hypothesis 3.) 

Research aim 4: To assess whether attorneys from different socio-demographic groups (i.e. 

age, gender, race, tenure and job level) differ significantly with regard to psychological capital, 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. (This research aim relates to research 

hypothesis 4). 

Research aim 5: To formulate conclusions and recommendations for industrial psychologists 

and human resource professionals in regard to attorney wellbeing practices in the legal 

profession. 

1.4 STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Addressing and providing adequate wellbeing support to attorneys in a demanding working 

environment has been one of the greatest challenges for industrial psychologists and human 

resources professionals in the legal industry in the last couple of years. Owing to the stressful 
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nature of the job, it has been evident that employers need to have a firmer grasp on 

understanding the underpinning factors which contribute to positive coping behaviour. In doing 

so, industrial psychologists and human resource professionals could provide better wellbeing 

initiatives and support to attorneys practising in the legal industry.  

The factors underlying positive coping behaviours by South African attorneys seem complex. 

There are many factors which may contribute, affect, limit or promote attorney coping 

behaviours. The dynamic interplay of psychological capital, emotional intelligence, positive 

coping behaviour and socio-demographic characteristics has been under-studied in a South 

African context. The objective of this study was to be a starting point for an investigation of the 

relationship dynamics between these factors. 

At a theoretical level, the research may be useful to explore the theoretical relationship 

between psychological capital (independent variable), emotional intelligence (mediating 

variable), socio-demographic characteristics, namely age, gender, race, tenure and job level 

(as moderating variables), and positive coping behaviours (dependent variable). If significant 

positive relationships are found in the research literature, they will inform future attorney 

wellbeing and training initiatives within the legal industry. Furthermore, the study will create a 

greater understanding of the intricate dynamics between these constructs and the findings will 

contribute to the existing body of knowledge on the subject. The literature review may also 

help to identify the theoretical and empirical gaps in research which this research study may 

help to address. As such, the present research may add new knowledge and insights that 

contribute to the wellbeing literature. 

At an empirical level, the research will empirically test the relationship of the variables, as 

manifested in the South African legal profession context (an under-researched area), and 

possibly the predictive relationship psychological capital and emotional intelligence may have 

with positive coping behaviour in the legal industry. Additionally, the study may indicate 

whether attorneys from different socio-demographic groups differ in terms of their 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviours.  

On a practical level, industrial psychologists and human resource professionals could 

develop a greater understanding of psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive 

coping behaviour and their dynamic interaction as relevant to the legal profession. This could 

result in positive wellbeing initiatives in the workplace. Additionally, this study may guide 

selection processes for future attorneys and these learnings could also be utilised to establish 

personal wellbeing and developmental initiatives for existing attorneys in practice. 
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To date, it appears that no South African research has been conducted on the predictive 

nature of psychological capital and emotional intelligence in relation to positive coping 

behaviour within the legal profession. As a result, this study could potentially be considered 

ground-breaking as an opening for new avenues for investigation and lead the way for future 

research on this topic.  

1.5 THE RESEARCH MODEL 

The seminal research model of Mouton and Marais (2000) will serve as a framework for this 

research. This model considers social sciences research as a collaborative human activity in 

which social reality is studied objectively in order to gain a valid understanding of it. This model 

incorporates five dimensions of social science research: 

 Sociological dimension – assuming that research involves society and will 

require collaboration from others. 

 Ontological dimension – understanding that social research is guided by 

societal reality and its assumptions. 

 Teleological dimension – taking into account the ultimate intention of the 

research, which is to gain a better understanding of society. 

 Epistemological dimension – an attempt by the researcher to determine what 

is true, taking into account the relationship between the reality, the researcher 

and what is valid. 

 Methodological dimension – the objective techniques employed by the 

researcher in pursuit of reality. 

Mouton and Marais’ (2000) research model is a systems theoretical model with three 

subsystems which interact with each other: the intellectual climate, the market of intellectual 

resources and the research process itself. These subsystems also deal with the research 

domain of a specific discipline. For this research paper, the research domain will be Industrial 

and Organisational Psychology. 

1.6 PARADIGM PERSPECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 

A paradigm refers to the structure of theory and research. A paradigm gives a framework to 

the definitive confines of the research and includes the basic assumptions, key topics, models 

of quality research and the research methods or techniques, as well as examining the 

philosophical constructs of social sciences (Jonker & Pennink, 2010; Neuman, 2011). A 

paradigm also presents a clear and inherent representation of the researcher’s worldview, 

including his/her values and beliefs (O’Neil & Koekemoer, 2016). 
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1.6.1 Field of study 

The study was conducted in the field of industrial and organisational psychology, which has 

been described by Landy and Conte (2016) as the application of psychological principles, 

theory and research to problems individuals encounter in the business environment. Industrial 

psychology, historically called personnel psychology (Muchinsky,2006), is the study of how 

individuals behave within work settings. In broader terms, industrial psychology is concerned 

with human behaviour in the workplace, which involves the application of psychological 

principles (Giberson, 2015; Muchinsky, 2006; Riggio, 2017).  

Organisational psychology is closely related to industrial or personnel psychology, and 

concerns the study of work at the organisational level to understand how workers function in 

an organisation and how the organisation functions as a whole (Coetzee & Schreuder, 2011; 

Giberson, 2015). 

The aim of industrial psychology research is to add to the existing body of knowledge 

regarding behaviour in the workplace with the aim of improving individual behaviour, the 

working environment and employee wellbeing (Riggio, 2017). As such, industrial 

psychologists act as both practitioner and scientist (Riggio, 2017). In this particular study, the 

researcher wished to build on the existing body of knowledge regarding the interplay of 

emotional capital and positive coping behaviour. In other words, the researcher wanted to 

establish which psychological capital constructs may predict positive coping behaviours in 

attorneys. The researcher hopes that the findings of the study will provide guidance to law 

firms regarding the preventative and intervention measures required to effectively manage 

coping behaviours among their legal staff complement.  

1.6.2 The intellectual climate 

The intellectual climate refers to a range of meta-theoretical values and beliefs that are shared 

by practitioners of a particular field of study or discipline (Mouton & Marais, 2000).  

The relevant constructs for this study include psychological capital, emotional intelligence and 

positive coping behaviour. The literature review is presented from a cognitive-behaviouristic 

paradigm and the empirical study is presented from a post-positivist research paradigm. 

1.6.2.1 The literature review  

Thematically, the cognitive-behaviourist paradigm relates to the constructs of psychological 

capital, emotional intelligence and coping strategies. 
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The cognitive-behaviourist paradigm is based on scientific principles of classical and operant 

conditioning, along with observational learning. This paradigm assumes that a person will 

learn by observing others (modelling), reinforcement and through the extinction and shaping 

of behaviour (Sharf, 2012). This paradigm proposes that human responses are determined by 

the way individuals represent and assess a situation (Kaila, 2006). In other words, individuals’ 

interpretation of a situation, and not the situation itself, determines their responses to the 

events; the situation does not exercise direct control over the behaviour.  

Bandura (2001) states that human behaviour is explained in terms of continuous reciprocal 

interactions between cognitive, behavioural and environmental influences. Simply put, 

behaviour is mainly learnt by observing the environment. Skinner (1953) took a different 

approach and used operant conditioning to study the way in which environmental stimuli could 

affect individual behaviour. Operant conditioning centres on past history and the 

consequences of behaviour, and applies positive and negative reinforcement in changing 

behaviour or learning new behaviour. More recently, Rabipour and Raz (2012) postulated that 

learning does not occur in a simple stimulus-response manner, but in a stimulus-cognitive-

processing-response manner. Accordingly, the individual will process an event or situation to 

make sense of the environment by means of an organised cognitive structure. 

This study wished to assess the state of employee wellbeing within the legal profession in 

South Africa. As the cognitive-behavioural paradigm concerns itself with both problematic 

cognitive and observable behaviours, the researcher wanted to establish the effect of 

psychological capital on attorneys’ positive coping behaviour through their emotional 

intelligence, as well as whether those from different socio-demographic groups show different 

results. The cognitive-behavioural paradigm proposes structured, problem-solving treatment 

methodologies which enable the individual to recognise and modify the problematic thinking 

patterns which may be causing the distress (Milton, 2001). Should the study establish the link 

between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour, industrial psychologists and 

human resource professionals may utilise the findings in their continuous efforts to develop 

suitable wellbeing interventions. 

1.6.2.2 The empirical study 

The empirical research will be presented from the post-positivism research paradigm. 

Post-positivism is defined as the pursuit of “warranted assertability” as opposed to “truth” 

(Lather, 1990). Post-positivism takes a meta-theoretical position which aims to critically 

analyse and amend positivism (Bergman, 2016). The post-positivist paradigm accepts that the 

research outcome is only an estimation of the truth rather than the truth itself (Popper, 2002). 
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The researcher needs to strive to be as neutral as possible, as a state of total objectivity is 

impossible (Cook & Campbell, 1979).  

Post-positivism acknowledges the shortcomings of all measurements and highlights the 

importance of using multiple measures. It also highlights the advantage of utilising a 

combination of multiple theories, data sources, methods or investigators (called triangulation) 

in the study of a single phenomenon. This assists the researchers to better explain, enrich and 

analyse data, as well as to reduce bias (Houghton et al., 2012). Post-positivists regard both 

quantitative and qualitative methods to be valid approaches, whereas positivists give 

emphasis to quantitative methods (Taylor & Lindlof, 2011). The present study will be 

conducted using cross-sectional quantitative research. 

Post-positivist research has the following characteristics (Bisel & Adame, 2017; Ryan, 2006): 

 Research is broad, not specialised: an array of different things meets the 

requirements of research. 

 Theory and practice cannot be separated. 

 The researcher’s motivation for the research is a vital and fundamental 

consideration. 

 Precise techniques for collecting and categorising information are now 

acceptable. 

From the above, it is evident that the post-positivist framework was most appropriate for this 

study. 

1.6.3 The market of intellectual resources 

The market of intellectual resources covers the collection of beliefs that have a direct effect 

on the epistemic status of scientific statements (Mouton & Marais, 2000). The following 

sections present the meta-theoretical statements, conceptual descriptions about 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour, as well as the 

central hypothesis and theoretical and methodological assumptions for this study. Meta-

theoretical statements embody the assumptions underlying the theories, models and 

paradigms that form the context of a specific study (Mouton & Marais, 2000). Based on the 

literature review, the conceptual models used in this research were psychological capital, 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviours. 
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1.6.3.1 Psychological capital 

Psychological capital is the individual’s positive development potential (Avolio & Luthans, 

2006), and the individual’s ability to gain a better understanding of life’s circumstances by 

continuously adapting to enhance and improve on personal productivity (Lyubomirsky et al., 

2005). The Integrated Model of Psychological Capital (Youssef & Luthans, 2007) was applied 

to study the construct, whereas the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ) (Luthans, 

Youssef et al., 2007) was employed as the measurement tool. The questionnaire consists of 

a 24-item self-report inventory, measuring the following dimensions: hope, self-efficacy, 

resilience and optimism. Chapter 4 outlines the psychometric properties of the instruments.  

1.6.3.2 Emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence is defined as an individual’s capacity to recognise their own feelings 

and those of others for motivating themselves and managing their emotions and relationships 

well (Goleman, 1998). The Four-Branch Model of Emotional Intelligence (Mayer & Salovey, 

1997) was applied to study the construct, while the Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) (Schutte 

et al., 2009) was employed as the measurement tool. The AES scale (Schutte et al., 2009) 

consists of a 33-item self-report inventory, which measures the following four dimensions: 

perception of emotions, managing own emotions, managing others’ emotions and utilising 

emotions. The self-report scale is used to measure the traits and characteristics of emotional 

intelligence. Chapter 4 outlines the psychometric properties of the instruments. 

1.6.3.3 Positive coping 

Folkman & Lazarus (1980) describe coping as any cognitive and behavioural efforts to 

manage, minimise or tolerate situations which an individual may find threatening to their 

wellbeing. The Transactional Model of Stress, Appraisal and Coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984) was applied to study the construct, while the Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

(PCBI) (Coetzee et al., 2017; Marx, 2016) was utilised as the measurement tool. The PCBI 

scale consists of a 29-item self-report inventory which measures the following dimensions: 

inventive coping (4 items), engaging coping (5 items), intentional coping (10 items), influential 

coping (4 items) and pandemic coping (6 items). The self-report scale is used to measure the 

personal resources employed by individuals to cope positively. Chapter 4 outlines the 

psychometric properties of the instruments. 

1.6.3.4 Overarching theoretical lens: conservation of resources 

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) was used to explore and explain the 

relationship dynamics among the constructs. The theory describes human motivation to 
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maintain the status quo of psychological resources in stressful situations or in pursuit of new 

psychological resources. Hobfoll (2002) theorised that a change in an individual’s 

psychological resources (a loss or a threat of loss) would result in stress. Hobfoll’s (2002) 

theory encompassed two principles:  

 The principle of primary resource loss – an individual would feel greater 

impairment if they were to lose a resource, as opposed to gaining a resource. 

 The principle of resource investment – an individual is likely to invest resources 

in the development of another resource or to protect current resources. 

Table 1.1 summarises the constructs, their respective sub-elements, the theoretical model on 

which each construct will be based and the measurement instrument assigned to the 

construct: 

Table 1.1  

Core Constructs, Theoretical Models and Measuring Instruments 

Construct Core aspects to be measured Measuring instrument Core theoretical model 

Psychological 
capital 

Self-efficacy 

Optimism 

Hope  

Resilience 

Psychological capital 
questionnaire (PCQ) 
(Luthans et al., 2007) 

Integrated model of 
psychological capital 
(Youssef & Luthans, 
2007) 

Emotional 
intelligence 

Perception of emotions 

Managing own emotions  

Managing others’ emotions  

Utilisation of emotions 

Assessing emotions 
scale (AES)   
(Schutte et al., 2009) 

Four-branch model of 
emotional intelligence 
(Mayer & Salovey, 1997) 

Positive 
coping 
behaviour 

Inventive coping behaviour 

Engaging coping behaviour 

Intentional coping behaviour 

Influential coping behaviour 

Pandemic coping behaviour 

Positive coping 
behavioural inventory 
(PCBI)  
(Coetzee et al.,2017) 

Transactional model of 
stress, appraisal and 
coping  
(Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984) 

 

1.6.4 Central hypothesis 

The central hypothesis of the research is formulated as follows: 

The antecedent variables (psychological capital) will have a positive relationship with the 

outcome variable (positive coping behaviour) through emotional intelligence (as a mediating 

variable).  

The hypothesis further assumes that the relationship between psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour is moderated by individuals’ socio-demographic 
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characteristics (race, gender, age, tenure and job level). The relationship is more positive for 

certain socio-demographic groups than others. Groups will also differ significantly regarding 

the construct variables. 

1.6.4.1 Theoretical assumptions 

The following theoretical assumptions are addressed in this research: 

 There is a need for preliminary research to isolate the relationship between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour. 

 The attorneys’ level of emotional intelligence will influence their approach to 

positive coping behaviour in the workplace. 

 The attorneys’ psychological capital and emotional intelligence (psychological 

resources) can be moderated by his/her socio-demographic characteristics (i.e. 

age, race, gender and job level)  

 Understanding the dynamic relationship between psychological capital, 

emotional intelligence, positive coping behaviour and socio-demographic 

characteristics may inform workplace wellbeing initiatives for attorneys in the 

legal industry. 

1.6.4.2 Methodological assumptions  

Methodological assumptions are theories relating to the nature of social sciences and scientific 

research (Mouton & Marais, 2000). The following methodological assumptions affect the 

nature and structure of the research domain. 

(a) Sociological dimension 

According to Mouton and Marais (2000), the sociological dimension describes scientific 

research as a collaborative activity. This dimension conforms to the requirements of the 

sociological research ethos which draws on the research community for its contributions in the 

area of this study. This research was non-experimental in nature and focused on the 

quantitative analysis of variables and concepts that will be described in the chapters dealing 

with empirical research and research results. 

(b) Ontological dimension 

The ontological dimension refers to how individuals view reality. Neuman (2011) described 

this dimension as concerning itself with the issue of what exists or the fundamental nature of 

reality. This research measured properties of the constructs of psychological capital, socio-

demographic characteristics, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. 
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(c) Teleological dimension 

The teleological dimension considers research to be an intentional and goal-directed activity, 

where the main aim is to understand the phenomena (Mouton & Marais, 2000). The objectives 

of this research are clearly established, namely, to investigate the relationship dynamics 

between psychological capital, emotional intelligence, socio-demographic characteristics and 

positive coping behaviour. The practical aim of this research was to further the field of 

Industrial and Organisational Psychology by contributing knowledge which may inform and 

enable organisations’ employee wellbeing practices. 

(d) Epistemological dimension 

The epistemic dimension is concerned with the creation of knowledge by focusing on the most 

valid ways to obtain the truth (Neuman, 2011). Under the epistemological dimension, the aim 

of the research was to provide a valid and reliable understanding of reality. This research 

endeavoured to generate valid and reliable results by utilising a well-structured research 

design. 

(e) Methodological dimension 

The methodological dimension refers to the decision-making process in scientific research 

which is concerned with the application of scientific methods to investigate phenomena. 

Research methodologies can be categorised as quantitative, qualitative or participatory 

research (Mouton & Marais, 2000). This study presented cross-sectional, quantitative, 

exploratory research in the form of a literature review on job resources, psychological capital, 

emotional intelligence, socio-demographic characteristics and positive coping behaviour. 

Quantitative research was presented in the empirical study. 

1.7 RESEARCH DESIGN 

A research design is a strategic framework that acts as a bridge between the research 

questions and the execution of the research, or the researcher’s plan of action to answer the 

research question (Durrheim, 2010; Moissenko et al., 2016). Suhaib (2020) described 

research design as the logical summary of the combination of components and the framework 

of techniques the researcher will employ to address the research question. The elements of 

the research design are discussed in relation to this research. 

1.7.1 Exploratory research 

Exploratory research aims to examine relatively unknown areas of research and can almost 

always yield new insights into a topic for research (Rubin & Babbie, 2014). Some of the main 

purposes of exploratory research are to gain new insights, to undertake a primary 



 

22 

investigation, and to determine central concepts and constructs, which will assist researchers 

to determine future research priorities (Mouton & Marais, 2000). This research was exploratory 

as it compared various theoretical perspectives on psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour. 

1.7.2 Descriptive research 

Descriptive research aims to provide a detailed, systematic picture of a situation, social setting 

or relationship. Descriptive research commences with a clearly defined issue or question 

which describes the issue accurately and delivers a detailed picture of it (Kumar, 2019; 

Neuman, 2011; Veal, 2017).  

In the literature study, descriptive research was applied to conceptualise the constructs of 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. In the empirical 

study, descriptive research was conducted to ascertain the socio-demographic characteristics 

of the sample as well as the means, standard deviations and Cronbach’s alphas (internal 

consistency reliability) of the constructs of psychological capital, emotional intelligence and 

positive coping behaviour. 

1.7.3 Explanatory research 

The explanatory research builds on exploratory and descriptive research (Neuman, 2011), as 

it aims to provide causal explanations of the relationships between variables (Rubin & Babbie, 

2014; Veal, 2017). Explanatory research uses an existing social theory or research 

explanation and then proceeds to detail a new problem in an effort to establish how well the 

explanation holds up. This type of research attempts to determine whether or not the theory 

needs to be modified or is limited to only specific conditions (Kumar, 2019; Neuman, 2011). In 

order to determine causality, the study needs to comply with four requirements, namely: (1) 

association (the association between variables), (2) time priority (the order in which things 

happen), (3) non-spurious relationship (the relationship between variables should make sense 

and be generally tested by means of data analysis) and (4) rationale (explanation of the results 

from a pre-established hypothesis and tested by means of data analysis) (Veal, 2017). 

In the empirical study, the researcher looked to explain the nature, direction and magnitude of 

the relationship between the variables by means of a cross-sectional quantitative study. A 

cross-sectional design represents a cost-efficient use of resources and the most useful design 

at the early stages of research, or when facing new research questions pertaining to unknown 

phenomena such as the present research (Spector, 2019). This form of research was 

applicable to the relationship between psychological capital, emotional intelligence, socio-
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demographic characteristics and positive coping behaviours for the group. However, some of 

the limitations of cross-sectional research design are that the study cannot be used to analyse 

behaviour over time, it cannot determine cause and effect and the study (essentially a 

snapshot in time) cannot be considered an accurate representation, but merely the nature, 

magnitude and direction of links between variables (Spector, 2019). 

As stated previously, the study seeks to investigate the intermediary effect of emotional 

intelligence on the link between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour, testing 

the mediation effect of the individual’s emotional intelligence on their positive coping 

behaviour. This level of investigation will aid in understanding the antecedents, intermediary 

mechanisms and outcome of positive coping behaviour which will inform the importance of 

psychological resources in the workplace. However, because of the exploratory cross-

sectional nature of the research design, no attempt will be made to establish cause–effect 

relations, only the magnitude, direction and nature of the links between the variables. 

Generally, cross-sectional studies employing mediation analysis are seen to contribute new 

theoretical insights in exploratory research (Disabato, 2016). It is important to emphasise that 

the research design employed mediation analysis for explanation purposes and not mediation 

for design (i.e. true causal effects over time) purposes. Cross-sectional mediation analysis for 

explanation lends insight into the probable reason for outcomes (i.e. positive coping 

behaviour) and, as such, helps generate ideas for future longitudinal mediational designs 

(Mitchell & Maxwell, 2013). 

The study further sought to assess the moderation or interaction effect of individuals’ socio-

demographic characteristics (age, gender, race, tenure and job level) on the relationship 

between psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. The 

study focused on measuring whether the moderation variables of socio-demographic 

characteristics (which are relatively stable traits) will modify the strength and direction of (1) 

the effect of psychological capital and (2) the effect of emotional intelligence on individuals’ 

positive coping behaviour. This may help to inform wellbeing interventions at the individual 

and organisational level within the legal profession context. 

1.7.4 Validity 

The main purpose of using a research design is to plan and structure the research project in 

such a manner that it guarantees that the literature review and empirical study are valid for all 

the research variables (Mouton & Marais, 2000). 

Validity refers to the extent the research information reflects the true nature of the 

phenomenon being studied (Veal, 2017). Validity is then further narrowed down to internal and 
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external validity. Internal validity refers to whether the variables adequately represent the 

phenomenon (Veal, 2017), as well as the extent to which the relationships between the 

variables have been correctly interpreted (Punch, 2014). External validity, however, refers to 

the generalisability of outcomes to situations and populations beyond the study (Rubin & 

Babbie, 2014; Veal, 2017). 

1.7.4.1 Validity of the literature review 

The validity of the literature review in this study was ensured by making use of recent and 

relevant literature in terms of the nature, problems and aims of the research. The research 

ensured that the most recent literature sources were consulted but referred to classical and 

contemporary mainstream studies where applicable.  

1.7.4.2 Validity of the empirical research  

The study ensured internal validity by utilising suitable, standardised measuring instruments. 

In doing so, the research conducted a critical examination of the measuring instruments to 

establish the face-validity, criterion-related validity, construct validity and content validity. The 

study used convenience sampling to target the total attorney population working at law firms 

in Gauteng, South Africa.  

External validity was ensured by targeting South Africa’s attorney population practising at a 

law firm. The study included participants from different socio-demographic groups such as 

race, gender, age, and job level to reflect the socio-demographic profile of the population. This 

increased the generalisability of the findings to the target population (Neuman, 2011; Veal, 

2017).  

1.7.5 Reliability 

Reliability is described as the dependability of a measuring instrument (Punch, 2014). In the 

literature study, reliability pertains to the collation of available, accurate, impartial and 

comprehensive information (Fink, 2010), while in the empirical study, reliability was measured 

by means of internal consistency measured.  

The internal consistency was measured utilising Cronbach’s coefficient alpha. This statistical 

procedure indicates the average correlation among all scale items (Punch, 2014). Ideally, 

Cronbach’s coefficient should be greater than .70. This aspect will be discussed in Chapter 4. 

1.7.6 Research variables 

The aim of the research was to explore the relationship between the psychological capital 

variable (independent variable), socio-demographic characteristics (moderating variable), 
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emotional intelligence (mediating variable) and positive coping behaviours (dependent 

variable), as illustrated in Figure 1.1. 

Figure 1.1 

Levels of Investigation 

 
Source: Author’s own work 

In summary, the study wished to investigate the relationship dynamics between all the 

variables. The research assessed the moderation effect of the relatively stable traits of socio-

demographic characteristics on the relationship between psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour and whether or not it significantly modifies the 

strength and direction of the attorneys’ positive coping behaviour. In addition, the study wanted 

to measure the mediating effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour.  

The study has the potential to inform employee wellbeing practices in the legal industry at both 

an individual and an organisational level.  

1.7.7 The unit of research 

In social science studies, individuals are typically the units of analysis. The unit of analysis 

differentiates between the various characteristics of the individuals, organisations, groups, 

social artefacts and social actions (Cohen, Manion et al., 2013; Rubin & Rabbie, 2014). 
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According to Douglas and Craig (2006), an unit of research is the geographic range and the 

group of the individuals or organisations within it. In other words, the unit of research specifies 

the focal object of the study (De Vos et al., 2011). 

Mouton and Marais (1996) established four main categories or units of analysis: individuals, 

groups, organisations and social artefacts. In this study, the researcher focused on the 

constructs of psychological resources, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour, 

taking into account the individual scores on each of the measuring instruments (individual 

level), the general scores on each of the measuring instruments (group level) as well as the 

socio-demographic characteristics (subgroup level). 

The purpose of the study was to establish the relationship dynamics between psychological 

resources, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour to make informed 

recommendations for wellbeing programme initiatives within the legal industry. 

1.7.8 Delimitations 

 The study was narrowed down to research dealing with psychological capital, 

emotional intelligence, socio-demographic characteristics and the positive 

coping behaviours of South African attorneys in particular. 

 The research targeted practising attorneys by way of convenience sampling 

and the findings relate to the legal industry specifically. The legal environment 

in which the attorneys operate is unique and the research findings may not 

apply to organisations that operate in other industries. 

 The study relied on self-report measures. Common risks associated with self-

report tools are common method variance and social desirability biases.  

 The study intended to serve as preliminary exploratory cross-sectional research 

which was limited to only exploring the links between the constructs of 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence, socio-demographic 

characteristics and positive coping behaviours.  

 Should the research find a significant positive relationship between these 

variables, it will prove useful for future researchers addressing matters related 

to these constructs. 

1.8 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The study was conducted in two different phases, namely a literature review and an empirical 

study. Figure 1.2 gives an overview of the two different phases. 
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1.8.1 Phase 1: Literature review 

The literature review focused on the main constructs of the research, namely psychological 

capital, emotional intelligence, socio-demographic characteristics and positive coping 

behaviour. 

Figure 1.2  

Overview of the Literature Study 

 
Source: Author’s own work 

Step 1: Conceptualising the meta-theoretical context of wellbeing in the legal industry 

environment 

This step in the literature review conceptualised the context of attorney wellbeing in the legal 

industry as well as the construct of positive coping behaviour. The study also explored the 

influence that socio-demographic characteristics (age, race, gender, tenure and job level) 

have on positive coping behaviour. This will be discussed in Chapter 2. 
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Step 2: Antecedents of coping behaviour 

This step conceptualised the antecedents of coping behaviour, namely psychological 

resources (psychological capital constructs and emotional intelligence). The influence that 

socio-demographic characteristics (age, race, gender, tenure and job level) have on the 

psychological resources was also explored. This will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

Step 3: Integration of psychological resources, socio-demographic characteristics and 

positive coping behaviour 

The final step of the literature study consisted of a theoretical integration of psychological 

capital and emotional intelligence, socio-demographic characteristics and positive coping 

behaviour, by means of the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002), theory that was 

used as the overarching theoretical lens. The implications of the relationship between these 

constructs for wellbeing practices in the legal profession were discussed and the research 

hypotheses were justified. This will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

1.8.2 Phase 2: The empirical study 

The study was conducted on practising attorneys working in the legal industry in South Africa. 

Figure 1.3 gives an overview of the different phases. 

Step 1: Choosing and justifying the research approach 

The study followed a cross-sectional quantitative research design, which examined population 

data at a specific point in time (Brink et al., 2012).  This will be discussed in greater detail in 

the research method chapter (Chapter 4). 

Step 2: Choosing and motivating the psychometric battery 

The psychometric properties of the measuring instruments were described. These instruments 

were intended to measure the psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping 

behaviour as well as to identify the socio-demographic characteristics (age, race, gender, 

tenure and job level) of the respondents. This is discussed in greater detail in the research 

method chapter (Chapter 4). 

Step 3: Determination and description of the sample 

The population for this study consisted of attorneys working in the legal industry in South 

Africa. The sampling method and the participants are discussed in the research method 

chapter (Chapter 4). 
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Figure 1.3  

Overview of the Empirical Study 

 
Source: Author’s own work 

Step 4: Ethical considerations and administration of the psychometric battery 

An ethical clearance certificate (see Appendix) was obtained from the research ethics 

committee of the Department of Industrial and Organisational Psychology at University of 

South Africa. Also, the researcher considered the South African legislative requirements and 

the psychometric battery were deemed scientifically reliable, valid, fair and free from 

discrimination in accordance with section 8 of the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998. 

Step 5: Capturing of the criterion data 

The participants’ responses to each of the items on the three questionnaires were captured in 

an electronic database (Microsoft Excel). Thereafter, the data was converted to an SPSS data 

file with the assistance of an independent statistician.  

Step 6: Formulation of the research hypotheses 

The research hypotheses will be discussed in the research method chapter (Chapter 4). 
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Step 7: Statistical processing of the data 

The statistical process involves three major stages, namely descriptive statistical analysis, 

correlation analysis and inferential statistical analysis. The statistical procedures will be 

discussed in the research method chapter (Chapter 4). 

Step 8: Reporting and interpreting the results 

The results were discussed and presented in a systematic framework, supplemented by 

tables, diagrams and/or graphs. This format ensured a clear and articulate interpretation of 

the findings, which are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Step 9: Integration of the research findings 

The empirical research results are integrated into a discussion of the literature review findings 

in Chapter 6. 

Step 10: Conclusions, limitations and recommendations 

The final step in the process concluded the research findings and their integration with the 

theory. In conclusion, the limitations will be discussed and recommendations made in terms 

of the constructs, employee wellbeing practices and future research recommendations in 

Chapter 6. 

1.9 EXPECTED RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION 

The study sought to prove the positive relationship between attorneys’ psychological 

resources (i.e. psychological capital and emotional intelligence) and positive coping 

behaviours. Additionally, the study aimed to prove the mediating effect of attorneys’ emotional 

intelligence on psychological capital and positive coping behaviour, as well as the moderating 

effect their socio-demographic factors have on their positive coping behaviours. Although 

research has firmly established the link between psychological resources and positive coping 

behaviour, little mental health research has been done in the South African legal industry 

specifically. This study wished to contribute to the industry-specific body of knowledge by 

highlighting the need to investigate the phenomenon in an effort to gain a greater 

understanding of legal professionals’ wellbeing and the challenges they face in dealing with 

their demanding roles.  

The researcher hopes that the findings of this study will help to inform wellbeing practices in 

the legal profession. In particular, the study sought to make valuable suggestions regarding 

intervention strategies to improve attorneys’ psychological resources. Furthermore, the study 

wished to provide guidance for industrial psychologists and human resource professionals on 

the practical application of the study results, such as recruitment initiatives and bespoke and 
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targeted training relating to emotional intelligence and the specific psychological capital 

constructs. 

1.10 CHAPTER DIVISION 

The chapters are presented as follows: 

 Chapter 1: Scientific overview of the research 

 Chapter 2: Meta-theoretical context of the research: wellbeing and positive 

coping behaviour in the legal profession 

 Chapter 3: Psychological resources: psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence  

 Chapter 4: Research method 

 Chapter 5: Research results 

 Chapter 6: Discussion, conclusions, limitations and recommendations 

1.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter discussed the scientific direction of the study. More specifically, it explained the 

background to and motivation for the research, the aim of the study, the research model and 

paradigm perspectives, the theoretical research, the design and methodology as well as the 

central hypothesis and research method. The research will explore the interplay between the 

antecedent variables (psychological resources), emotional intelligence and socio-

demographic characteristics (age, gender, race, tenure and job level) and its effect on 

individuals’ positive coping behaviour within the legal industry. This study may inform industrial 

psychologists and human resource professionals on more effective wellbeing practices. 
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CHAPTER 2 

META-THEORETICAL CONTEXT OF THE STUDY – WELLBEING AND POSITIVE 
COPING IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION 

This chapter conceptualises positive coping behaviour in the context of employee wellbeing 

in the legal profession. The chapter is intended to give insight into the wellbeing landscape of 

the legal industry in particular and give greater understanding to the phenomenon of positive 

coping behaviour and the role of socio-demographic variables. 

2.1 WELLBEING IN THE LEGAL PROFESSION 

The legal profession is fraught with stress and with experiences which challenge legal 

professionals’ wellbeing: long hours (Thornton, 2014; Tsai et al., 2009), demanding clients 

(Seligman et al., 2001), alcohol and substance abuse and higher than average rates of mental 

illnesses such as depression and anxiety (Krill et al., 2016). In 2016, the American Bar 

Association published a report on the wellbeing of attorneys which followed on a thorough 

investigation conducted by their task team. Their report concluded that the current mental 

health concerns were unsustainable in the profession, motivating for swift change and noting 

that attorney wellbeing ultimately contributed to the success of firms and that their wellbeing 

influenced ethics and professionalism within the profession (Buchanan et al., 2017). 

Although the South African government took swift action in dealing with the Covid-19 

pandemic by introducing a hard lockdown and accompanying regulations, early studies on the 

effect of the pandemic indicate an anticipated surge in levels of depression, anxiety, post-

traumatic stress disorder and even suicide (Docrat et al., 2019). Data from previous 

pandemics (such as SARS and MERS) show that a pandemic has an adverse effect on those 

suffering from pre-existing mental health conditions and that it may result in exacerbating the 

duration and the severity of these pre-existing psychological conditions (Heim et al., 2019). 

Given the dire state of the mental health landscape in the legal profession in general, these 

are concerning findings and indicate that attorneys will be particularly vulnerable to the 

psychological effects of the pandemic. 

2.1.1 Conceptualisation of wellbeing 

Wellbeing is defined as a state of being or feeling happy, healthy and prosperous and being 

in a good state of existence, characterised by health and happiness (“wellbeing”, n.d.). 

Although wellbeing has been an emerging research topic in the last few years, researchers 

have not agreed on its definition (Forgeard et al., 2011), perhaps due to wellbeing being such 

a complex construct (Dodge et al., 2012).  
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There is a link between wellbeing and coping with stress. Previous studies have indicated that 

every individual has a differential use of coping mechanisms, depending on their psychological 

wellbeing levels (Figueroa et al., 2005; Rabenu et al., 2017). Often, mindfulness has been 

suggested as a method of maintaining wellbeing and coping with stress (de Vibe et al., 2018).  

In particular, South Africa has made great improvements since 1994. The political shift and 

the economic transformations that followed resulted in the country making great strides in 

reducing severe poverty, giving access to education and other basic needs. However, the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Better Life Index (2020), 

which measures the wellbeing of countries, rates South Africa as average. The index 

measures dimensions of income and wealth, jobs, housing, work–life balance, health status, 

education and skills, social connections, environmental quality, life satisfaction and personal 

security; however, South Africans graded themselves below average on all these dimensions 

(OECD Better Life Index, 2020). On life satisfaction, South Africans rated themselves a 4.7, 

which is a much lower than the OECD average of 6.5. 

The Boston Consulting Group recently published a report on the link between wellbeing and 

wealth, positing that governments need not choose between citizen wellbeing and economic 

growth, as these constructs are not mutually exclusive (Hrotkó et al., 2018). According to the 

report, for countries such as South Africa with low levels of wellbeing, the government has to 

focus on areas such as education and health and give great consideration to employment 

levels, governance and economic growth. However, these are all areas where South African 

leadership is battling to get a grasp on (Business Tech, 2018).  

In conjunction with the general wellbeing concerns of the South African population, the Covid-

19 pandemic has added another complex layer to the country’s wellbeing challenges (Kim et 

al., 2020). One-third of the South African population has a mental illness (Tromp et al., 2014) 

and these ailments will only be exacerbated by the circumstances of the pandemic. Although 

no formal South African research on the psychological effects of the pandemic is available yet, 

international findings have already pointed out the dire effect it is having on mental wellbeing. 

A Chinese study, conducted in January and February 2020, found that 54% of participants 

found the pandemic to be moderate to severe. The psychological impact is even more 

startling: 29% of respondents claimed severe anxiety and 17% depression as a result of the 

pandemic (Wang et al., 2017).  

Across the world, governments have taken a different approach in managing the pandemic in 

their respective countries. South Africa is no different: at the time of writing the research paper, 

South Africa was the country with the longest regulated lockdown. In an effort to understand 
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the impact of the various government approaches, the University of Surrey, the London School 

of Economics and Nottingham Trent University have partnered to investigate the impact of 

these methodologies on the citizen’s mental health and wellbeing (Health Management, 

2020). The study hopes to include elements of health behaviour, attitude and responsiveness 

from participants in over 30 countries (Medical Xpress, 2020). By the end of 2020, once the 

task team has analysed the data they may shed some light and create a better understanding 

of people’s reactions to the threats and implications of a pandemic.  

In the legal industry in particular, where mental health concerns are widespread, the pandemic 

is likely to exacerbate the symptoms as attorneys will need to contend with a changing working 

landscape. Even if one assumes that there would be a minimal effect on the performance and 

work output of an attorney when working from home, the social distancing regulations are 

highly likely to negatively affect business development and client relationships. As the 

performance of senior attorneys is measured by the amount of new business generated, this 

is likely to raise their anxiety levels during the course of the pandemic (Jackson, 2020). 

In conclusion, the effect and reach of the Covid-19 pandemic is unprecedented and current 

studies on the subject will aid the development of wellbeing policies, as the psychological 

consequences of the pandemic will need to be addressed. For the legal industry in particular, 

human resource professionals and industrial psychologists will have to carefully manage the 

aftermath of the pandemic as the wellbeing in the legal industry is already under strain. At its 

core, wellbeing involves feeling well which comes from experiencing happiness, health and 

prosperity (Davis, 2019). To achieve success in the legal profession, attorneys often have to 

compromise on work–life balance and healthy lifestyle choices. Consequently, the never-

ending rat race and fast way of life comes at a great cost to some attorneys on the health and 

happiness front, which is central to a sense of wellbeing. The everyday stressors of the 

profession, together with the physical and mental strain brought on by the pandemic, are likely 

to put the mental health and wellbeing of some attorneys at increased risk. For the purposes 

of this study, wellbeing will be defined as the display of both positive feelings (e.g. joy, pride 

or happiness) with positive functioning elements such as autonomy (Rasool et al., 2018). 
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2.1.2 Models of wellbeing 

There are three main wellbeing theories, namely, eudaimonism, an ancient concept 

conceptualised by Aristotle; objective wellbeing which focuses on the universal notions of 

wellbeing, such as basic needs, and finally, subjective wellbeing, which centres on happiness.  

2.1.2.1 Eudaimonia 

The fundamental roots of eudaimonia focus on the way to live a good and fulfilling life, which 

would then ultimately contribute to a thriving and flourishing life (Aristotle, 2009; Ryan & 

Martela, 2016). Eudaimonic philosophies centre on the content of one’s life and the processes 

involved in living a fulfilling life, thus the focal point of any eudaimonic theory would be a set 

of prescriptions or a recipe for leading a good life (Ryan et al., 2008). Ryan and Deci’s self-

determination theory (SDT) embraces this concept (Ryan et al., 2013). SDT theory concerns 

itself with the motivations (more specifically, the intrinsic motivations) behind our choices, sans 

external influences (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and, as such, it seeks to find the core intrinsic reasons 

for finding enjoyment in certain activities and undertakings.  

According to Ryan and Deci (2017), the three most inherent human needs are competence 

(to master a subject or skill), relatedness (a connection with others) and autonomy (self-

endorsement). In view of other basic human need models (such as Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs and Murray’s system of needs) the SDT model can be criticised for only incorporating 

three elementary needs; considering the complexity of human psychology and the 

environmental factors at play, one can argue that their model is not all encompassing. Table 

2.1 illustrates this point.  

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1958) forms part of humanistic psychology, a school of 

thought concerned with free will and based on the premise that individuals can influence their 

own wellbeing. The urge to self-actualise and mature would be in line with eudemonic 

principles, namely to live life to the fullest. Murray’s system of needs theory (Murray, 1938) 

holds that an individual’s secondary needs are mainly of a psychological nature, such as 

affiliation, autonomy and achievement. Again, these inherent needs are consistent with the 

foundation of the eudaimonic model, which is to lead a fulfilling life. Even though the SDT 

model (Deci & Ryan, 1985) also aligns itself with the eudaimonic concept of a good life and 

assumes that individuals will work towards fulfilling their potential (Ryan et al., 2008), listing 

only three innate human needs seems limiting and likely not to be universal. Also, compared 

to the other basic need theories, the needs included in SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) are all 

advanced psychological needs (e.g. relatedness would only be found at level three on 
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Maslow’s hierarchy and is regarded as a secondary need in Murray’s system of needs), which 

points out a lack of consideration for how these three needs may have developed. 

More recently Ryff (1989) set out to establish the definition of a good life.  Ryff posited that 

well-being was made up of six categories, namely: (1) self-acceptance, an individual’s positive 

self-perception; (2) personal growth, which relates to an individuals’ willingness to further 

develop and recognise improvement opportunities; (3) purpose in life, which refers to an 

individuals’ goal orientation and meaning in life; (4) positive relations with others, which refers 

to the positive engagement with other individuals by means of empathy, affection etc.; (5) 

environmental mastery, which is the ability to master everyday tasks and affairs; and (6) 

autonomy, which refers to an individuals’ ability to regulate their behaviour independent of 

others or expectations (Ryff, 1989).  Her theory was developed from an intensive literature 

study which included clinical theories on personal growth, such as Maslow (1958).  The 

greatest criticism of her theory is that some of the six categories may overlap (Springer et al., 

2006), which Ryff has contested (Ryff, 2014). 
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Table 2.1 

Comparison of the SDT Theory, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Murray’s System of Needs and the Six-Factor Model of Psychological Wellbeing 

 Self-determination theory 
(SDT) 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs Murray’s system of needs  Six-factor model of 
psychological wellbeing 

Back-
ground 

The theory was developed and 
expanded on by Edward Deci 
and Richard Ryan’s over the 
course of many years, dating 
back to 1985. 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985) 

Developed by Abraham Maslow 
in 1943  
(Maslow, 1958) 

Developed by Henry Murray in 1938.  
(Murray, 1938)  

The theory was developed 
by Carol Ryff in 1989  

(Ryff, 1989) 

Theory 
premise 

The SDT theory centres on 
human motivation and 
personality. In particular, it 
focusses on an individual's 
inherent growth tendencies and 
psychological needs; it 
concentrates on what 
motivates individuals to make 
their choices, when there is no 
external influence. 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is 
used to illustrate how an 
individuals’ behaviour is 
intrinsically motivated.  

Maslow posited that individuals 
follow a motivation pattern and 
in order for a person to move 
onto the next motivational level, 
the previous (more basic) stage 
needs to be satisfied. 

Murray posited that needs (together with presses, 
another component of his theory) operated 
collectively which leads to a state of internal 
disequilibrium. In an effort to reduce the tension 
caused by the disequilibrium, the individual would 
engage in certain behaviours. 

The theory suggests that 
there six factors which 
contribute to psychological 
wellbeing and that an 
individual ultimately 
achieves psychological 
wellbeing by finding a 
balance between 
challenging and rewarding 
events. 

Needs Autonomy (i.e. to act in 
harmony with one’s self, but 
does not mean independence 
from others) 

Competence (i.e. mastery) 

Relatedness (i.e. a sense of 
belonging) 

Level 1: Physiological needs 
(e.g. food, water, shelter) 

Level 2: Security (i.e. safety) 

Level 3: Social belonging (i.e. 
friends) 

Level 4: Self-esteem (i.e. 
prestige) 

Level 5: Self-actualisation (i.e. 
achieving one’s full potential) 

Level 6: Transcendence 

 

Manifest needs: individual can outwardly express 
these needs 

Latent needs: Individual does not outwardly act on 
these 

Conscious needs: Needs an individual can self-
report on 

Unconscious needs: needs an individual cannot 
self-report on 

Primary needs: biological response to certain 
stimuli, which will drive the body towards a certain 
result (e.g. thirst, hunger) 

Secondary needs: these needs are influenced by 
and emerge from primary needs. These 17 needs 
belong to 8 domains (e.g. the need for dominance, 
which belongs to the power domain) 

Self-acceptance 

Personal growth 

Purpose in life 

Positive relations with 
others 

Environmental mastery 

Autonomy 

Source: Author’s own work
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It is important to explore objective and subjective wellbeing theories, as the eudaimonic theory 

(Aristotle, 2009) takes on an ancient and restricted view. Objective wellbeing theory 

(Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 1985) takes a universal approach which incorporates philosophy, 

economics and psychology, whereas subjective wellbeing takes human potential into 

consideration, by layering intrinsic motivation with cognitive function and emotion 

(Alexandrova, 2005).  

2.1.2.2 Objective wellbeing 

Objective wellbeing centres on the theories of Amarya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. Sen 

(1985), combining both a philosophical approach and an economic analysis, wanted to explore 

the meaning of happiness. In his research he developed the capability approach, which 

centres on the principle that individuals do what they are capable of doing (Robeyns, 2016). 

Sen (1985) posited five components for assessing capability, namely (1) the importance of 

freedom in assessing an individual’s advantage, (2) how individuals differ in their ability to 

transform resources into valuable actions, (3) each activity has multiple variables which could 

give rise to happiness, (4) one should consider a balance of materialistic and nonmaterialistic 

aspects when assessing human welfare, and finally (5) showing concern for the distribution of 

opportunity within society (Sen, 1985). He later collaborated with Nussbaum (Nussbaum & 

Sen, 1993), Anand (Anand & Sen, 1994) and Foster (Sen et al., 1997), stressing the 

importance of using the capability approach as a key consideration in human welfare policy 

debates.  

Nussbaum (2011), a political theorist, further contributed to this by listing ten core capabilities, 

namely (1) life, (2) physical (bodily) health, (3) bodily integrity, (4) senses, imagination and 

thought, (5) emotions, (6) practical reason, (7) affiliation, (8) other species, (9) play and (10) 

control over one’s environment. Nussbaum (2003) argued that her list is not static, but should 

rather be considered as a skeleton framework for central human capabilities. In contrast, Sen 

posited that an exact list would be limiting and difficult to define (Nussbaum, 2011). In addition 

to these concerns raised by Sen, Alkire and Black argued that Nussbaum’s list was 

undermining the efforts of the capability approach, for which the aim was to create a more 

holistic perspective and do away with a reductive style (Alkire, 2005).  

The intention of objective wellbeing theory is to provide a structured, formal theory as a tool to 

analyse individual behaviour by honing in on specific, measurable dimensions (Voukelatou et 

al., 2020). As the theory manages to quantify wellbeing and is mainly concerned with the 

material conditions of life (such as employment opportunities and education), it has been 

adopted by multiple international statistical indicators such as the OECD Better Life initiative, 
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the United Nations Development Programme Human Development Index (Anand & Sen, 

1994) and the French government’s Commission on the Measurement of Economic 

Performance and Social Progress. However, objective wellbeing theory can be criticised not 

giving sufficient consideration to subjective life evaluations, as they are not considered 

theoretically relevant (Böhnke & Kohler, 2008). 

2.1.2.3 Subjective wellbeing 

As the name suggests, subjective wellbeing is the measurement of wellbeing usually by 

utilising self-reporting tools (Lucas, 2018). The theory uses the term “subjective” as it 

acknowledges that an individual is in a better position to make a judgement on the state of 

their life and that the meaning of happiness is interchangeable for different people. This is in 

contrast to the eudaimonic approach, which identifies certain human potentials which have to 

be realised to achieve wellbeing (Alexandrova, 2005). Diener (1984) developed a ground-

breaking tripartite model of subjective wellbeing in which he posited that the assessment of 

an individual’s wellbeing required both cognitive and emotional input. The three-way model 

distinguishes between three components of wellbeing, namely frequent positive affect, 

infrequent negative affect and an individual’s cognitive evaluations (Tov & Diener, 2013).  

Subjective wellbeing centres around how individuals evaluate their lives, taking into 

consideration pleasant emotions (which would have a positive affect), distressing emotions 

(which would have a low negative affect) and the overall effect, also known as the hedonic 

effect (Steel et al., 2008). Happiness is probably the most popular and most discussed concept 

of subjective wellbeing theory (Minkov & Bond, 2017; Pavot & Diener, 2013). A criticism of 

subjective wellbeing theory is that it relies on self-report and an individual’s self-assessment 

of their own life (Böhnke & Kohler, 2008). Additionally, research indicates that some 

inequalities are associated with subjective wellbeing for only some socio-demographic groups, 

such as gender, age and class (Böhnke & Kohler, 2008). 

In reality, the objective and subjective wellbeing theories are often intertwined with objective 

wellbeing theories generally regarded as the source of subjective wellbeing (Desmet & 

Pohlmeyer, 2013). Wellbeing is a complicated concept: the lack of a clear definition in 2021 

indicates as much. Firstly, even though life satisfaction is based on one’s own circumstances 

and experiences, objective wellbeing measures cannot possibly capture all appropriate 

elements of these circumstances and experiences. Furthermore, biases, esteem, social 

evaluation and comparison affect people’s perceptions of their wellbeing. However, wellbeing 

theories address both quantifiable and quantitative assessments of what is deemed necessary 
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for measuring the quality of life (whether the material considerations of objective wellbeing 

theory or the individual’s notion of what a “good life” is) (Diener et al., 2009b).  

When an individual is experiencing stress or challenging circumstances, healthy coping 

mechanisms are essential to sustaining subjective wellbeing (Thumala Dockendorff, 2014). 

Ukeh and Hassan (2018) posit that a good state of wellbeing can serve as immunity against 

stress and reduce the use of negative coping strategies, which supports Lazarus’s (2000) view 

that a person’s wellbeing is directly affected by how they cope with stressors. There seems to 

be a clear link between wellbeing and positive coping behaviour and the latter will be 

discussed in greater detail in the section that follows. 

In conclusion, eudaimonic theory involves rigid formulas on what is necessary to achieve a 

fulfilling life (Ryan et al., 2008). Objective wellbeing theory follows suit but does take other 

factors such as economic and psychological factors into consideration in an effort to better 

understand human behaviour (Voukelatou et al., 2020). In contrast, subjective wellbeing 

theory considers an individual’s subjective account of happiness as it acknowledges individual 

differences, which is evident in its self-reporting measures (Alexandrova, 2005; Lucas, 2018). 

Furthermore, subjective wellbeing theory research is current, well researched and embraced 

by the positive psychology domain (Diener et al., 2009a). For these reasons, together with the 

fact that this study will entail self-report questionnaires, subjective wellbeing theory will be 

employed in the context of this study.  

2.2 POSITIVE COPING 

In general, coping or coping behaviour involves an individual’s conscious effort to solve a 

problem or a challenge to tolerate, minimise or master the stress source (Weiten et al., 2014). 

Coping or coping behaviour is still a contested subject in psychology, even though multiple 

theories and frameworks have been established in the last few decades (Seguin et al., 2017). 

Generally, coping strategies are divided into two groups: adaptive coping and maladaptive 

coping (Skinner et al., 2003). The latter, based on the outcome, can be regarded as non-

coping behaviour. As this research is concerned with the positive coping strategies employed 

by attorneys, this section will pertain to adaptive coping behaviour only.  

2.2.1 Conceptualisation of positive coping behaviour 

Whereas general coping behaviour is considered a reactive measure to address a situation or 

threat, positive coping brings about proactive efforts which may result in personal growth, as 

a result of individuals’ efforts to create and further develop their general resources to cope 

with demanding circumstances (Morse et al., 2012; Qiao et al., 2011). During the course of 
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life, individuals are faced with stressful circumstances and events. Positive coping entails the 

utilisation of psychological resources or capacities to mitigate the stress and deal with these 

events in a meaningful way (Au et al., 2013; Furnes & Dysvik, 2012). According to Katter and 

Greenglass (2013), individuals utilising positive coping behaviour seek to continually improve 

themselves and consciously develop their resources to ensure progression. As a result, they 

see challenges as an opportunity to find purpose in life and create meaning in life.   

Research indicates that constructs of positive emotion (such as emotional intelligence and 

happiness), intrinsic motivators (such as resilience, locus of control and self-efficacy) and 

cognition (hope, optimism, self-esteem and problem solving) are integral to positive coping 

behaviour (Marx, 2016; Proyer et al., 2014). The Positive Coping Behaviour Inventory (PCBI), 

developed by Marx (2016) suggests that positive coping behaviour involves five dimensions 

(Coetzee et al., 2017). These dimensions consist of certain positive psychology constructs 

which pertain to positive coping behaviour. These dimensions are summarised in Table 2.2.  

Table 2.2 

Five Dimensions of Positive Coping Behaviour 

Dimension Positive psychology coping constructs 

Inventive coping behaviour Wisdom, self-esteem, optimism, humour, locus of control, openness 
to experience, positive reframing. 

Engaging coping behaviour Positive effect, emotional granularity, happiness, self-efficacy. 

Intentional coping behaviour Self-efficacy, resilience, flourish, intention for positive health, 
proactive coping, conscientiousness, adaptability. 

Influential coping behaviour Extroversion, agreeableness, social support. 

Pandemic coping behaviour Positive re-evaluation of one’s talents, opportunities and outlook on 
life in general that enabled positive coping during the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

Source: Author’s own work 

The legal profession is marred by competitiveness, long hours and demanding clients, yet 

some attorneys show no symptoms of disengagement but find a liking in dealing with these 

challenges, presumably because they have effective coping strategies. It is important to 

nurture and develop these positive coping behaviours, as they may be effective in limiting the 

effect of stressors (Horstmann et al., 2012). Additionally, as studies by Mayer (2014) and 

Rothmann (2014) suggest, there is a positive relationship between positive coping behaviours 

and positive organisational outcomes (such as productivity, wellbeing, engagement, job 

satisfaction and low turnover intention). This link highlights the need for research on these 

constructs in this environment.  
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In conclusion, positive coping behaviour involves the positive efforts made by the individual to 

make sense of challenging events or circumstances. Individuals react differently to stress and 

their responses are linked to their psychological make-up and behavioural capacities. This 

study will assess which psychological resources are employed by attorneys to affect positive 

coping behaviours. As such, due to the multidimensional perspective on coping behaviour and 

positive coping behaviour specially, this study will mostly explore and utilise the constructs 

referenced in Marx’s positive coping behaviour index. 

2.2.2 Theory of positive coping behaviour 

Although there has been ample research done on coping strategies in the past few decades, 

scientists still have to agree on a classification structure. Depending on the subject, 

researchers either group the coping strategies rationally, empirically or by a blend of both 

approaches (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). Even though positive coping behaviour is yet to 

be formally defined, there seems to be growing interest flowing from research done in positive 

psychology. Recent papers published by Marx (2016) and Coetzee et al. (2017) have made 

great leeway in establishing the makeup of positive coping behaviour within the South African 

context. 

In general, coping refers to any cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage, minimise or 

tolerate situations which an individual may find threatening to their wellbeing (Weiten et al., 

2014). It is important to note that coping does not necessarily imply success in dealing with 

an event, but rather the approach used. Methods of coping include seeking advice, problem 

solving and self-blame among others (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). In other words, coping is 

the process of executing a response to a potential threat (Compas et al., 2001). Coping 

behaviour can therefore be included in the self-regulation definition, as the behaviour, 

emotions and thinking processes of the individual regulated by him/herself (Eisenberg et al., 

1997). Positive and negative coping methods are diametrical opposites (Ding et al., 2015): 

positive coping behaviour manifests in the form of problem-solving coping styles, whereas 

negative coping behaviour is emotional of nature and is expressed in ways such as self-blame, 

wishful thinking and avoidance behaviours (Folkman& Lazarus., 1980).  

Negative coping behaviour aims to reduce the emotional distress the individual is faced with. 

For these individuals, the negative event must simply be endured. Unsurprisingly, negative 

coping behaviour has negative consequences for an individual’s wellbeing whereas the 

opposite is true for positive coping behaviour (Mark & Smith, 2012). Scheier et al. (1986) argue 

that pessimism is associated with negative coping behaviours, which result in distorted 
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thinking patterns, negative judgements and unfair self-evaluation (Garrosa & Moreno-

Jiménez, 2013). 

Positive coping behaviours are of particular importance, as they assist individuals to deal with 

complex and changing situations (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). Scheier et al. (1986) found that 

optimism was a determinant factor of the coping behaviour utilised and was positively 

associated with problem-faced coping, particularly in events where circumstances were 

controllable. The theory on positive coping behaviour grew out of the research conducted on 

coping strategies. The best known and referenced theory is the transactional model of stress 

and coping, developed by Folkman and Lazarus in 1984. Their model groups coping 

behaviours into either problem-focused or emotion-focused categories. The model suggests 

that an event or incident (which they refer to as a transaction) occurs between an individual 

and their environment and, in the event of an imbalance between the demands and the 

individual’s resources, stress occurs. It is important to note that the stress is a result of the 

individual’s perception or interpretation of the event and not the event itself. Following the 

individual’s assessment of the event, they will apply a coping behaviour.  

Problem-focused coping attempts to change the negative emotions. If this strategy is used, 

the individual may feel some sense of control over the situation and attempt to reason out the 

problem in an effort to overcome the obstacle. This is in contrast to emotion-focused coping, 

where an individual may feel that they do not have control over the event. They will 

subsequently attempt to reduce the negative emotional state using actions such as avoidance, 

distancing, seeking out emotional support or acceptance (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; 

McNamara, 2000). Scheier et al. (1986) propose that those who utilise positive coping 

behaviour are more likely to expect positive change. According to Garrosa and Moreno-

Jimenez (2013), positive coping may generate positive emotions and behaviours that can 

result in general wellbeing, personal and professional growth and increased abilities. 

Previous studies have indicated a link between personality traits and how an individual relates 

to stressors (Connor-Smith & Flachsbart, 2007; Grant & Langan-Fox, 2006). Harzer and Ruch 

(2015) found that intellectual character strengths (e.g. creativity and curiosity), emotional 

character strengths (e.g. honesty, hope and bravery) and interpersonal character strengths 

(e.g. leadership, kindness and humour) were strongly associated with coping when dealing 

with work-related stress. Strengths of restraint (e.g. forgiveness and fairness) and theological 

character strengths (e.g. religion and gratitude) had little impact on dispositional coping. 

Dispositional coping refers to the habitual way an individual will react to challenges using their 

range of coping mechanisms (Erdmann & Janke, 2008). The Stress Coping Style 

Questionnaire (SVF 78), developed by Janke and Erdmannová (2003), measures individuals’ 
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different coping styles, which are then split into two broad categories, namely positive and 

negative coping strategies. They considered negative coping strategies to involve behaviours 

that do not reduce long-term stress, but enhance it. Typical negative coping strategies include 

resignation, pity and self-blame. On the other hand, positive coping behaviours are the 

strategies that will reduce stress. They divided positive coping behaviours into three 

categories, namely: devaluation (a cognitive coping method), distraction and control (which 

involves behaviours such as planning and problem-solving). Although their research also 

suggests a link between personality traits and coping, their work has been criticised for a lack 

of theoretical foundation.  

With evidence that positive coping and positive behaviour is linked (Ghaye, 2010; Kashdan et 

al., 2011), Marx (2016) developed a positive coping behavioural inventory with the aim of 

measuring an individual’s positive coping style. As summarised in Table 2.2, Marx (2016) 

grouped positive coping behaviours into the following psychosocial dimensions:  

 The cognitive dimension, which involves an individual’s problem-solving efforts 

in a stressful situation in an effort to reduce the effect of the stressor (Ong et 

al., 2013). Positive behaviour capacities in this dimension include openness to 

experience, wisdom, locus of control, self-esteem, optimism, humour, sense of 

coherence and positive reframing). 

 The affective/emotional dimension involves the emotional responses and mood 

of the individual when faced with a challenge. Historically, it was assumed that 

stressors would predominantly involve negative emotions, but newer research 

suggests otherwise and has found that positive emotions can occur alongside 

the negatively experienced emotions (Serena, 2013). Positive behaviour 

competencies in this dimension includes happiness, positive affect and 

emotional granularity. 

 The conative/motivational dimension refers to the motivational element of a 

stress response. Motivation frames an individual’s attitude and may guide how 

much additional resources are employed by the individual to deal effectively 

with the stressor (Dai & Sternberg, 2004). The positive behavioural 

competencies in this dimension include proactive coping, resilience, self-

efficacy, flourishing, intention for positive health, conscientiousness and 

adaptability).  

From this, an initial four-factor structure was developed, grouping positive coping behaviour 

into four subcategories: inventive coping, engaging coping, influential coping, and intentional 

coping (Coetzee et al., 2017). For the purposes of the present research, a pandemic coping 
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behaviour subscale was added. Marx (2016) explains how the psychosocial dimensions of 

positive coping behaviour relate to an individual’s positive behavioural capacities as follows: 

 Inventive coping behaviour. This problem-solving coping style is embedded in 

a person’s self-esteem, locus of control, optimism, humour and social skills. 

 Engaging coping behaviour. The individual will create and maintain positive 

emotions and any stress will be lightened by feelings of happiness and 

engagement. 

 Intentional coping behaviour. This method uses proactive coping behaviours, 

focusing on intrinsic motivational behaviour and resilience, goal orientation and 

conscientious characteristics. 

 Influential coping behaviour. The approach entails positive social behaviour 

which enables positive interaction with others by way of positive self-other 

assessments. 

 Pandemic coping behaviour. The positive re-evaluation of one’s talents, 

opportunities and outlook on life in general that enabled positive coping during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Studies have suggested that when an individual is confronted with stressors, his/her 

personality may be expected to influence coping responses in a number of ways. Biologically, 

an individual’s response to stress is likely to stem from his/her temperament-based style and 

attentional regulation systems (Derryberry et al., 2003; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). 

From an expectancy-value perspective, coping efforts are presumed to be influenced by future 

outcome expectations (Carver et al., 2009). Carver et al. (1989) established that individuals 

approach situations with a preferred set of coping strategies, which remain stable over time. 

Moreover, the differences in coping styles are naturally tied to an individual’s personality. They 

argue that an individual would cope better if they were able to utilise a familiar coping strategy. 

However, a comparative analysis done by Carver and Connor-Smith (2010) and found that 

the relationship between personality and coping is modest. 

Marx’s (2016) research confirms the link between positive behaviour and positive coping. 

Research by Natti and Dana (2015) supports this notion: individuals who display great positive 

behavioural capacity tend to have better quality of life given their positive attitudes, better 

coping mechanisms and less perceived stress.  

2.2.3 Integration 

The link between positive coping behaviour and wellbeing has been established with studies 

indicating a positive relationship between positive coping behaviours and positive 
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organisational outcomes such as wellbeing (Mayer, 2014; Rothmann, 2014; Seligman, 2008). 

A South African study by Bernstein and Trimm (2016) on workplace bullying found a direct link 

between positive coping behaviour (in this case, employees seeking help) and wellbeing. 

From the wellbeing and positive coping behaviour theories discussed previously (which are 

summarised in Figure 2.1), there appears to be an overlap in the intellectual (cognitive), 

emotional and interpersonal elements, as illustrated in Figure 2.2. 

Figure 2.1 

Overlapping Elements of the Positive Coping Behaviour and Wellbeing Theories 

 
Source: Author’s own work 

From the positive coping behaviour theories, Harzer and Ruch (2015) posit that, amongst 

others, the ability to problem solve together with the assessment of situational circumstances 

(intellectual character strengths), active behaviours such as hopefulness, perspective, bravery 

(emotional character strengths) and the ability to deal with conflict (intrapersonal character 

strengths) were key in positive coping behaviours. Their theory is supported by Marx (2016), 

who posits that individuals who display cognitive constructs (such as self-esteem, optimism 

and humour), emotional constructs (such as emotional granularity, self-efficacy and 

happiness) and social constructs (such as agreeableness and social support) tend to engage 

in positive coping behaviours. 

The wellbeing theories echo the research conducted on positive coping behaviour. In 

particular, self-determination theory (SDT), developed by Ryan and Deci (2017), highlights the 

value of and need for relatedness. Relatedness refers to the sense of belonging and feeling 

connected to others, which resonates with the social constructs highlighted in the wellbeing 
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theories by Marx (2016) and Harzer and Ruch (2015). Additionally, Nussbaum (2011) lists 

affiliation (social interaction and empathy), practical reason (the ability to form conceptions 

and critically reflect) and emotions (the ability to feel love, grieve, feel anger etc.) as central 

human capabilities in an effort to achieve a state of wellbeing. Lastly, in Diener’s (1984) 

tripartite model of subjective wellbeing, he posited that individuals measure the quality of their 

lives by their own cognitive assessments and emotional reactions. 

In the legal profession in particular, attorneys are prone to mental health ailments such as 

substance abuse, anxiety and depression (Krill et al., 2016), possibly indicating low emotional 

capabilities. That said, an attorney’s success depends on their cognitive abilities and 

capabilities, which perhaps indicates that attorneys would be better equipped to reason, 

conceptualise and problem-solve around their stressors. Even though practising attorneys 

show comradery and general support for their peers (Ingwersen, 2017), considering the social 

distancing measures it would be interesting to see how the Covid-19 pandemic affected their 

intrapersonal capabilities, as this would directly influence their wellbeing and (positive) coping 

behaviours. 

Empirical studies have indicated that positive psychological capital, made up of the constructs 

of hope, self-efficacy, resilience and optimism (Luthans & Youssef, 2004), is linked to 

employee behaviour and attitude, such as wellbeing (Avey et al., 2011). The function of these 

constructs enables employees to cope with organisational stressors, which may broaden their 

perspective and inspire decision-making, which may result in positive coping behaviours (Avey 

et al., 2008).  

Optimistic individuals demonstrate a reduced loss of wellbeing following hardship (Carver & 

Scheier, 2001), while resilient individuals are shown to have a tendency to employ coping 

strategies which evoke positive emotions such as optimism, humour and goal-directed 

problem-focused coping, which results in an improved resistance to stress and promotes 

wellbeing (Ong et al., 2006; Zautra et al., 2010). Interestingly, there appears to be a link 

between optimism, hopefulness and health: optimists are less likely to report distress or 

discomfort due to the coping behaviours employed (Scheier et al., 2001), whereas hopeful 

individuals initiate and sustain the required action to attain future goals, which help them relate 

and cope with physical illness (Weis & Speridakos, 2011). A positive relationship exists 

between hope and wellbeing (Lee, 2018). Studies by Soysa and Wolcomb (2015) and Yu et 

al. (2005) posit that self-efficacy can be a predictor of individual wellbeing, while other studies 

have shown an interrelationship between self-efficacy and coping (Herman et al., 2018). 
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Figure 2.2  

Summary of Positive Coping Behaviour and Wellbeing Theories 

 
Source: Author’s own work 



 

12 

The role of emotional intelligence also needs to be taken into account, even though the 

research findings have been contradictory. Emotional intelligence is a predictor of wellbeing 

(Zeidner et al., 2012) and higher levels of emotional intelligence may lead to greater 

psychological and physical wellbeing (Stough et al., 2009), but emotional intelligence appears 

to have a contradictory relationship with coping. A recent study by Zeidner et al. (2016) shows 

emotional intelligence plays a modest role in coping, which refutes findings in similar studies 

conducted a decade earlier (MacCann et al., 2004; Peters et al., 2009). This may have been 

as a result of the difference in sample size. 

From the literature, the theoretical relationship between the psychological capital constructs 

and positive coping behaviour is evident and summarised in Figure 2.2. Moreover, considering 

the positive relationship between the psychological capital constructs and wellbeing, one can 

safely assume a strong relationship between positive coping behaviour and wellbeing, which 

has been posited in previous research material. Although there is contradictory research 

material on the relationship between emotional intelligence and coping behaviours, it would 

be worthwhile exploring the mediating effect on the relationship between psychological capital 

and positive coping behaviour.  

2.3 ROLE OF SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES 

This section explores the influence of variables such as age, gender, race, tenure and job 

level on coping behaviour and wellbeing. 

2.3.1 Age 

Classic literature suggests that different age groups apply different coping mechanisms as 

they move through various life stages as a result of psychosocial developments in these 

stages (Erikson, 1982). Such literature also describes the types of stressor an individual 

encounters during these young, middle-age and older life stages (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 

Research by Windsor et al. (2014) suggests that this could be as a result of changes in 

cognitive, neurophysiological, emotional, attentional and/or social resources and processes 

across an individual’s lifetime. A study on career establishment preoccupations by Coetzee 

(2017) suggests a positive relationship between positive coping and age.  

The effect of age on wellbeing is mixed: Carstensen et al. (2000) posit that age has little effect 

on wellbeing, whereas Teachman (2006) reported a nonlinear relationship with age and 

negative wellbeing affect. His study indicated that mental health concerns such as depression 

would increase in young adulthood, drop slightly just to increase again in late adulthood. The 

diverse research findings have been attributed to sample age ranges, research designs and 
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sample methods. His findings are supported by Coats and Blanchard-Fields (2008), who found 

increases in wellbeing states as individuals grow older. They posit that this may be because 

older people may employ more frequent reappraisals, behaviours and attentional strategies in 

an attempt to either circumvent or de-escalate negative events. 

2.3.2 Gender 

In general, gender appears to be a significant predictor of psychological wellbeing. A study 

conducted by Akhtar and Kroener-Herwig (2018) suggested that male students had greater 

levels of wellbeing. It is well documented that females tend to suffer and be more susceptible 

to mental health concerns such as depression and anxiety (Michael et al., 2007), whereas 

men often suffer from substance abuse issues (McLean & Anderson, 2009). 

Additionally, males and females do not view stress in the same way: women are more 

vulnerable to work-related stress and more likely to feel hopeless and not in control of their 

destiny, whereas men generally feel that workplace stressors are manageable (Blau & Khan, 

2017). Although women are more susceptible to stressors, they tend to apply better adaptive 

coping behaviours, such as positive reappraisal and positive self-talk (Tamres et al., 2002). 

However, in an adolescent study by Hampel and Petermann (2005), girls were found to display 

lower levels of adaptive coping behaviour (such as positive self-talk and distraction) and higher 

levels of maladaptive coping behaviour (such as aggression and rumination) for common 

stressors. 

A study conducted by Roper (2014) suggests that women perceive a significantly higher 

probability of stress, particularly those in white-collar positions, working in the public sector or 

with longer tenure. From this study, one can safely assume that perceived stress would be 

high among female attorneys, which would affect their overall sense of wellbeing.  

2.3.3 Race 

It is imperative to consider the relationship between work-related stressors and race, 

especially in view of cultural dimensions like acculturation, discrimination and ethnic identity 

(Capasso et al., 2018). International research suggests that African-Americans (i.e. black 

individuals) engage in more positive coping strategies (Sun et al., 2010). Research further 

suggests that historical cultural practice affects the way individuals cope with stressors; for 

instance, black individuals are more likely to display spiritual-centred, ritual-centred and 

collective coping behaviours (Blackmon et al., 2016). 
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2.3.4 Tenure  

Job tenure is defined as the length of employment in the current job role (Eurofound, 2015). 

Generally, tenure shows a positive relationship with positive coping behaviour and how an 

individual would relate to a work-related stressor (Laal & Aliramaie, 2010). There is also a 

positive link to professional wellbeing, as a result of the career adaptability that develops from 

a long job tenure (Maggiori et al., 2013). 

2.3.5 Job level 

With regard to positive coping, literature on job level is limited. A study on mental health and 

coping among IT professionals suggested that although junior IT professionals generally 

experienced higher levels of stress and lower levels of mental health, their coping behaviour 

was no different to that of their senior counterparts (Rao & Chandraiah, 2012). In general, an 

individual’s job level has an intricate relationship with wellbeing, as it can increase both 

enthusiasm and job-related anxiety and enthusiasm (Wood, 2008). In high-level positions 

there is greater job control which is linked to greater wellbeing. However, greater job demands 

are also associated with lower wellbeing, but fortunately increased job control can act as a 

cushion to the negative impact of the job demands. 

In summary, it is important to remember that individual differences affect our perceptions and 

interpretations of events around us (Lu et al., 2003). All individual difference factors need to 

be considered when assessing the relationship between stressors and coping, as these socio-

demographic variables will undoubtedly influence mental health outcomes (Capasso et al., 

2018). Therefore, it is worth investigating the moderating effects the socio-demographic 

variables may have on the study, as they may affect the strength of the relationship between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour. 

2.4 EVALUATION AND SYNTHESIS 

This section delivers an evaluation of the literature on the constructs of positive coping and 

wellbeing and the effect of sociodemographic variables on the aforementioned concepts. It 

also draws conclusions from the reviewed literature. 

2.4.1 Construct definitions 

Positive coping behaviour is regarded as those proactive efforts which may result in personal 

growth and which results from the individual’s efforts to create and further develop their 

general resources to cope with demanding circumstances (Morse et al., 2012; Qiao et al., 

2011). 
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Given the profession’s challenges, it is important for attorneys to employ effective coping 

behaviour. It is worth noting the difference between coping and positive coping behaviour: in 

particular, positive coping entails the development of internal resources to deal effectively with 

stressors which will not be harmful to the individual in the long term (Natti & Dana, 2015). 

Attorneys who employ positive coping behaviour will experience personal growth and a sense 

of wellbeing. This will yield positive results for the employer too, such as higher performance 

levels. 

Wellbeing is supported by three theories, namely eudaimonia (Aristotle, 2009), objective 

wellbeing (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 1985), and subjective wellbeing (Diener, 1984). Given that 

the eudaimonic model takes on a restricted and classical view of wellbeing, it will not be used 

in this study. Objective wellbeing theory adopts a neutral approach which combines 

philosophy, economics and psychology, while subjective wellbeing takes human potential into 

consideration by layering intrinsic motivation with cognitive function and emotion. Since this 

study will require subjective input from attorneys in the legal profession, the research will 

employ the subjective wellbeing model. This model defines wellbeing as the way in which 

individuals experience and assess their lives and/or specific fields and activities. 

The literature review provided evidence that the legal profession is becoming more aware of 

the mental health challenges facing the industry. That said, it still has a long way to go. Law 

firms must change their focus to initiatives which can sustain long-term employee wellbeing. 

Currently, attorneys are showing a great deal of mental health distress, largely due to job 

factors such as long working hours, billable hours, competitiveness and for some socio-

demographic groups, the additional burdens of bias and discrimination. In the South African 

context, this adds to the existing daily pressures brought about by crime, economic instability 

and, more recently, the threat of Covid-19 and subsequent government regulations which are 

likely to increase stress and anxiety levels. Attorneys who lack the necessary psychological 

resources may find it difficult to cope. 

One of the greatest recent developments in the profession has been the wellbeing report 

published by the American Bar Association in 2016. This report, highlighting the extent of 

wellbeing challenges in the industry, set in motion some great initiatives, such as the 

introduction of employee assistance programmes, social support apps and the like. That said, 

these initiatives are reactive approaches and law firms will need to find more proactive 

measures to promote psychological health. Challenges have been experienced in 

implementing new wellness policies and initiatives, including the mental health stigma, 

financial constraints and the lack of buy-in from senior management. That said, it has been 



 

16 

encouraging to see senior lawyers come forward with their own personal accounts of their 

mental health struggles, which will assist in the battle against stigmatisation. 

2.4.2 The relationship between the constructs 

From the literature review, the relationship between wellbeing and positive coping behaviour 

has also been satisfactorily addressed. Research has shown that there is a significant positive 

relationship between wellbeing and positive coping behaviour (Culbertson et al., 2010; Datu 

& Valdez, 2016). 

2.4.3 Moderation effect of socio-demographic variables 

The research literature indicates differences in coping strategies and wellbeing perceptions 

for variables such as age, gender, race, tenure and job level. This will add to the employer’s 

long list of challenges to adequately address the mental health concerns. Consequently, a 

one-size-fits-all approach is likely to fail, as a result of the various considerations from the 

different socio-demographic groups.  

South Africa still struggles with some of the structural and socioeconomic legacies inherited 

from colonialist rule and apartheid regulations, which resulted in the marginalisation of the 

African, Indian and coloured population groups (Hofmeyr & Govender, 2015). The results of a 

survey conducted by the South African Reserve Bank in 2017 suggest that race was 

considered one of the top sources of social division in the country (Potgieter, 2017).  

In the South African legal profession specifically, the African, Indian and coloured racial groups 

still experience cultural alienation and professional isolation as a result of individual and 

institutionalised racism which leads to an unfair distribution of work (Pruitt, 2001). These 

experiences result in perceptions of inequality, which have been posited as a source of mental 

health ailments such as depression (Tanaka et al., 2017). Those individuals who have 

experienced racial discrimination have reported poorer mental health (Roberts et al., 2004).  

The legal industry is still dominated by men and internationally the gender gap is well 

documented. Historically, the profession has been plagued with gender discrimination and 

sexual harassment (De Wet, 2019). Even though more females enter the profession after 

schooling, their attrition rates are dire, owing to feeling unsupported and citing reasons such 

as lack of flexibility (work–life balance challenges) and childcare issues (LawCareers, 2020). 

Junior attorneys are at higher risk for depression and other psychological ailments as a result 

of low decision latitude paired with high pressure. The nature of the job also results in poor 

health and higher divorce rates (Carney et al., 1997; Mivsek et al., 2018). That said, senior 
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attorneys, even those with more than 20 years’ working experience, are also struggling with 

mental health concerns such as depression, burnout, panic attacks, health ailments, 

substance abuse (Christin, 2018) and even suicide (Barrow, 2018). 

In South Africa, the average tenure for legal professionals is approximately two years 

(Business Tech, 2021). There appears to be a general shift, as many young associates are 

opting to quit after three or four years, citing poor work–life balance. The legal profession is 

also often regarded as an alternative pathway into the corporate world, seeing junior attorneys 

leaving the profession after admission. A 2016 industry survey found that almost 60% of law 

students chose “attorney” as their short-term goal, with only 22% of students considering it 

their long-term goal (Klaaren, 2020). Owing to work–life balance and flexibility constraints, the 

tenure for female lawyers is also low (Law Careers, 2020). 

The preceding evaluation and synthesis mark the end of the literature review on positive 

coping and wellbeing. The next chapter provides a review of psychological capital and 

emotional intelligence. 

2.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

Chapter 2 discussed the meta-theoretical context of the study, namely positive coping in the 

legal profession. This involved the conceptualisation of wellbeing in the legal profession, as 

well as the constructs of positive coping behaviour and the role of the socio-demographic 

variables, namely age, gender, race, tenure and job level.  

Chapter 3 will conceptualise the constructs of psychological capital and emotional intelligence, 

followed by a critical evaluation of its implication on positive coping and wellbeing.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESOURCES: PSYCHOLOGICAL CAPITAL AND 
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 

This chapter conceptualises psychological capital and emotional intelligence within the context 

of employee wellbeing in the legal profession. The chapter explores the definition, models and 

theories of psychological capital and emotional intelligence and investigates the link these 

concepts may have with wellbeing and positive coping behaviour. Lastly, this chapter will also 

examine the role of socio-demographic variables. 

Figure 3.1 

Chapter Synopsis: Investigating the Role of Psychological Capital and Emotional Intelligence 

 

Source: Author’s own work 

3.1 CONCEPTUALISATION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL RESOURCES  

This section will present an overview of the psychological capital and emotional intelligence 

constructs as a set of psychological resources. This will involve a critical review and a 

comparison of the definition and characteristics of each construct in an effort to provide an 

adequate framework for the purpose of this study.  
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3.1.1 Psychological capital 

Psychological capital has a theoretical foundation in positive psychology (Carver et al., 2009; 

Luthans et al., 2007b; Snyder, 2000; Youssef-Morgan & Luthans, 2017). Historically, 

traditional psychology focused on the treatment of mental health illnesses. In contrast, positive 

psychology concentrates on the study of wellbeing, which includes the goals of helping 

individuals lead a meaningful life and achieve full human potential, without the intention of 

replacing traditional psychology, but rather complementing it (Larson & Luthans, 2006). 

Positive psychology was introduced as a new domain in 1998 (Srinivasan, 2015). 

The construct of psychological capital was first introduced by Luthans et al. (2004) to serve as 

a measure of human (intellectual), physical and social capital, which included the grouping of 

psychological resource capacities. Psychological capital is defined as the individual’s positive 

psychological state of development which is categorised by: (1) self-efficacy, which means 

that an individual will, when facing a challenge, have the confidence to undertake and expend 

the necessary effort; (2) optimism, that is, taking on a positive mindset; (3) hope, which 

involves the individual persevering toward goals to achieve success; and finally (4) resilience, 

which is the ability to bounce back from challenges and adversity to attain success (Luthans 

et al., 2015). These psychological resources interact with each other (Luthans et al., 2015).  

The sum of psychological capital is greater than its parts (Hobfoll, 2002) and, as such, this 

study will employ the construct of psychological capital in the research, as the psychological 

capital dimensions allow the researcher to observe the multiple aspects of individual attitudes 

simultaneously. Additionally, each psychological capital dimension has been demonstrated to 

be empirically valid (Luthans et al., 2007; Youssef & Luthans, 2007) and conceptually 

independent (Luthans & Jensen, 2002; Luthans et al., 2007), which will aid the meaningful 

interpretation of findings in this study. 

3.1.2 Emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence, sometimes also referred to as emotional leadership, emotional quotient 

or emotional intelligence quotient, involves emotional regulation (Brackett et al., 2004). That 

said, emotional intelligence does not hold a standard definition due to the multiple theories on 

the subject matter, with each theory defining the construct in different ways. However, it is 

generally accepted that emotional intelligence comprises an individual’s capacity to identify 

their own emotions and those of others, distinguish between and label different feelings, utilise 

emotional information to direct one’s thinking and behaviour and, finally, to manage and/or 

regulate emotions to adjust to the environment (Colman, 2008). 
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Currently, there are three widely accepted emotional intelligence theories, which will be 

discussed in greater detail in the following section. Although the first use of the term “emotional 

intelligence” dates back to the 1960s (Beldoch, 1964), Goleman (1995) popularised the term 

when he published a bestselling book on the subject. Thereafter, research on emotional 

intelligence increased, which led to the development of three mainstream theories, developed 

by Goleman (1998), Petrides and Furnham (2001) and Salovey and Mayer (1990).  

According to Goleman (1995), emotional intelligence involves individuals’ ability to manage 

their feelings in such a way that they are expressed suitably and effectively, which would 

enable individuals to work together towards a common goal. Goleman’s (1995) definition has 

been criticised for including personality and behavioural elements, which are not connected to 

emotional intelligence as they are scientifically defined (Hein, 2006), and for not having a solid 

scientific base. 

Meyer and Salovey (1997) define the construct as one’s ability to observe emotions, to access 

and produce emotions in order to assist thinking processes, to understand emotions and their 

meanings and to thoughtfully control emotions which may encourage emotional and 

intellectual growth. Although this definition considers emotions as a valuable information 

source to help an individual navigate a social environment, their theory has been shown to 

lack predictive and face validity in a work setting (Bradberry & Su, 2006). 

Petrides, Pita et al. (2007), however, define emotional intelligence as the collection of 

emotional self-perceptions and consider one’s perception of oneself to be a key consideration. 

Petrides and Furnham’s (2001) trait model is believed to have subsumed Goleman’s original 

model and posits a link between personality traits and emotional intelligence (Petrides & 

Furnham, 2001). Scientific literature holds a prominent view that his theory reinterprets 

emotional intelligence as a group of personality traits (Mikolajczak et al., 2007; Smith, 

Ciarrochi et al. 2008). However, his model is reliant on self-reporting measures which are 

resistant to scientific measurement.  

To conclude, emotional intelligence is generally positively correlated with better social 

relations with friends, family and partners, better workplace relations, better academic 

achievement and most importantly, given the research framework, better psychological 

wellbeing (Mayer et al., 2008). Furthermore, emotional intelligence has been found to have a 

positive relationship with problem-focused coping and positive emotion-focused coping 

(Noorbakhsh et al., 2010). The inclusion of emotional intelligence is important in the context 

of this study, as individuals with high emotional intelligence levels also tends to rate higher on 

leadership abilities and stress management capabilities (Maamari & Majdalani, 2017).  
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3.2 MODELS AND THEORIES 

In the previous section, psychological capital and emotional intelligence were defined. This 

section will follow with a comprehensive overview and evaluation of the models of 

psychological capital and emotional intelligence. 

3.2.1 Psychological capital 

Fred Luthans, the pioneer of the psychological capital construct, developed the model for use 

in the workplace (Luthans et al., 2004). Luthans speculated that organisations needed to focus 

on psychological growth (as opposed to educational growth) to achieve and maintain a 

competitive advantage (Luthans et al., 2007). Likewise, Avey et al. (2011) suggest that 

psychological capital plays an important role in predicting employees’ attitudes, performance 

and behaviour. 

When Martin Seligman was appointed as the head of the American Psychological Association 

in 1998, he chose positive psychology as his presidential theme (Ben-Shahar, 2007), which 

resulted in more research being done in this field during his term as president. During this 

time, Luthans (2002) developed a new branch of industrial psychology, namely positive 

organisational behaviour. Positive organisational behaviour involves the study, measurement, 

development and management of employees’ psychological capacities and positive strengths 

for improved performance (Luthans, 2002). Positive organisational behaviour can increase job 

satisfaction, morale, productivity and organisational revenue (Dhammika et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, employees are likely to stay engaged if they can use their strengths on a daily 

basis (Van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015). 

Positive organisational behaviour, which enhances management effectiveness and 

organisational performance, has strict inclusion criteria for positive psychological capacities: 

1) that it is based on theory, substantiated with research and valid measurement, 2) state-like, 

which means that it can be developed (as opposed to trait-like) and 3) must have an impact 

on performance (Luthans, 2002). It has been determined that the four dimensions of 

psychological capital (hope, self-efficacy, resiliency and optimism) meet the criteria (Youssef 

& Luthans, 2007). 

In the workplace, psychological capital is related to performance, wellbeing, turnover intention 

and happiness (Choi & Lee, 2014) and, as such, it is important for employers to encourage, 

train and develop psychological capital constructs to reap the benefits within the organisation. 

The nature vs. nurture debate also comes into play here: positive psychology studies have 

indicated that nurture (e.g. childhood, background and how a person was raised) may 
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determine up to 50% of the variance in an individual’s happiness and positivity levels, whereas 

circumstances (nature) may determine a mere 10%. This leaves the assumption that up to 

40% of positivity is under the individual’s direct control, which means that it is a trait which can 

be intentionally improved (Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2007) and developed (Ding et al., 2015) 

to ensure more efficient and effective performance at work.  

Anjum (2020) refers to psychological capital as the psychological immune system. An 

individual with a well-developed capacity for psychological capital will benefit greatly during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. In particular, optimism will prove invaluable in this uncertain time, as 

a recent study showed that that higher optimism (and lower pessimism) can reduce the 

negative impact of psychological inflexibility on the experience of psychological problems 

(Arslan et al., 2020). In other words, the reason why individuals with high levels of Covid-19-

related stress report greater psychological problems may be because they have high levels of 

pessimism and psychological inflexibility and low levels of optimism. These findings support a 

previous study done by Reed (2016) which indicated a strong relationship between coping 

flexibility, optimism, mental health problems and wellbeing. Research suggests that people 

living in developed countries are more resilient to stress and can “bounce back” 

psychologically (Shultz et al., 2007; Taylor, 2017). Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for 

developing countries, mostly due to a lack of adequate mental health support systems. As 

such, it is expected that the psychological footprint of the Covid-19 pandemic will be greater 

than the medical footprint (Shultz et al., 2008). Consequently, the onus will be on employers 

to create and maintain structure and calm, and to afford employees the opportunity to nurture 

their healthy psychological states to increase their psychological capital reserves (Mao et al., 

2020). 

3.2.1.1 Dimensions of psychological capital 

The theory of psychological capital is focused on the advancement of the positive psychology 

discipline. It centres on grooming the specific characteristics of (1) perseverance in achieving 

goals and objectives (hope); (2) confidence to succeed in challenging events (self-efficacy); 

(3) the ability to bounce back from adversity (resiliency); and (4) level of optimism for future 

success (optimism) in an effort to achieve goals (Luthans et al., 2007). These resources 

operate both separately and in synergy and, if developed and nurtured, can result in desirable 

employee attitudes such as workplace coping behaviour (Luthans et al., 2007). According to 

Hobfoll (2002), these four psychological resource constructs work and interact together and 

will manifest in different ways in different contexts; he refers to this notion as resource 

caravans. It is evident that psychological capital has a greater effect on work performance 

collectively, than any single construct separately (Choi & Lee, 2014). Self-efficacy, hope, 
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resilience and optimism all share common characteristics, namely intentionality, a sense of 

control and agentic goal pursuit whereby the individual is likely to make a positive appraisal of 

a situation and likely to flourish as their efforts will be supported by the necessary motivation 

and determination to succeed (Luthans et al., 2007). 

(a) Hope 

The earliest literature on the construct of hope dates back to the 1950s, when French (1952) 

and Menninger (1959) researched the impact of hope on willingness to learn, initiating change 

and wellbeing. However, it was Snyder et al. (1991) who laid the foundation for the hope 

theories we know today. Snyder et al. (1991) explained hope as a positive and motivational 

state of mind which originates from one’s sense of achievement. Snyder (2000) later further 

defined hope as a state which can be continuously developed by making use of goal-based 

interventions.  

Snyder’s (2000) hope theory conceptualises that hope drives the interaction between 

objectives, agency and pathways (Luthans et al., 2010). Agency refers to the individual’s 

determination, whereas pathways refers to the planning element of achieving goals (Snyder 

et al., 1991). Snyder’s theory (1991) proposes that individuals are motivated to pursue their 

objectives if they have the determination and agency to invest and by having the ability to 

develop and conceptualise the necessary pathways to get there. Hopeful individuals tend to 

be in good mental and psychological health and have a positive view of their accomplishments 

and surroundings (Snyder, 2002). Snyder’s (2002) research asserts that hope is an iterative 

cognitive process.  

Hope results in physiological wellbeing (Snyder, 2000) and is linked to job performance 

(Peterson & Byron, 2008; Snyder et al., 2002). The construct can be developed and an 

individual may utilise development methods such as goal-setting, internal rehearsals of 

individual challenges, contingency planning (“plan B”) and the allocation of resources in the 

workplace or in a personal capacity (Youssef-Morgan & Dahms, 2017). 

In the workplace, research indicates that hope has a positive effect on an individual’s 

performance levels, as they will have the determination to accomplish an objective (Peterson 

& Luthans, 2003). Snyder et al. (2002) established that individuals indicated that they often 

had to identify pathways (i.e. the planning required to achieve goals) when faced with changes 

in the workplace.  

As the nature of the legal industry requires attorneys to anticipate and overcome problems, 

hope is an essential psychological characteristic which needs to be developed and nurtured. 
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(b) Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is seen as a fundamental tool of human agency. It is explained as an individual’s 

belief in their ability to apply control over their environment and utilise the necessary resources 

and actions required to achieve their objectives (Michaelides, 2008; Snyder, 1994). More 

specifically, Betz and Hackett (1997) suggest that self-efficacy refers to an individual’s career-

related behaviours, decisions, beliefs and determination in carrying out the choices. Self-

efficacy tends to have a proactive nature and internal focus (Luthans et al., 2007). Ivancevich 

et al. (2011) suggest that self-efficacy beliefs are learnt and developed through experience. 

Accordingly, when an individual effectively repeats a task for some time, they will grow 

confident in their ability to do so successfully (Ivancevich et al., 2011). 

Bandura (1997) found that high levels of self-efficacy are related to greater levels of 

happiness, general wellbeing and the adoption of healthy behaviours. In addition, self-efficacy 

can buffer against mental health challenges such as depression, anxiety and substance abuse 

(Bandura, 1997). In the workplace, self-efficacy has been shown to contribute towards 

performance, as it enables the individual to pursue difficult tasks in a proactive manner 

(Bandura, 1997). Furthermore, it assists individuals to approach difficult situations with 

confidence, as opposed to avoiding the challenge (Dogan et al., 2013). The challenging 

environment of the legal profession may undermine an attorney’s self-efficacy and confidence 

levels and constant mentoring and training is required (Knudson, 2015). Fortunately, self-

efficacy can be developed by means of mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, feedback 

and an individual’s physical and mental states (Maddux, 1995). 

(c) Resilience  

Resilience is defined as an individual’s ability to bounce back from adversity, failure and 

overwhelming changes (Luthans & Youssef, 2004). As with the other psychological capital 

elements, resilience is linked to performance, as resilient individuals show greater flexibility 

when facing challenging circumstances (Luthans et al., 2007; Masten & Reed, 2002). 

Resilience differs from the other psychological capital constructs as it is seen as a reactive 

capability, whereas hope, optimism and self-efficacy are proactive constructs (Luthans et al., 

2014). 

MacEwen (2013) found that attorneys scored low on resilience, averaging in the 30th 

percentile, compared to the general public’s average score in the 50th percentile. The findings 

of this study suggest that attorneys’ vulnerability may be as a result of character traits such as 

defensiveness, scepticism and sensitivity to criticism. In addition, attorneys are prone to 

pessimism, which weakens their resilience (Seligman, 2002), which may, in turn, explain their 

susceptibility for mental health ailments such as depression, anxiety and substance abuse. 
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Fortunately, resilience can be developed by building on competencies which may contribute 

to resilience. Individually, these competencies include self-regulation, self-efficacy, impulse 

control, flexible optimism and problem-solving (Luthans et al., 2007), as well as employing 

risk- and process-focused strategies (Masten & Wright, 2009). 

(d) Optimism 

Whilst optimism relates to self-efficacy, optimism pertains specifically to the individual’s 

expectation of future success (Luthans et al., 2010). Optimism involves cognitive, emotional 

and environmental components (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Seligman and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2000) also found that individuals with increased levels of optimism were 

likely to persevere, be successful and to have better dispositions and general health. Optimism 

has been linked with numerous positive organisational outcomes, such as increased 

performance and job satisfaction, higher productivity and lower turnover (Youssef & Luthans, 

2007). Individually, optimism has been seen to increase wellbeing by increasing the ability to 

cope with stress and depression (Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). Furthermore, an optimistic 

individual is likely to have a greater level of life satisfaction (Diener, 2000) as they are likely to 

internalise positive events and regard negative situations to be as a result of external and 

temporary circumstances (Carver & Scheier, 2001). On the opposite side of the spectrum, 

pessimism has been associated with depression, stress and anxiety (Kamen & Seligman, 

1987). 

Optimism can lead to positive performance results in the workplace, as optimistic individuals 

are likely to demonstrate positive interpretations of challenging circumstances, which assists 

the individual in overcoming the situation (Jensen et al., 2007). Optimism can be developed 

through positive internal dialogue and applying positive thinking patterns regarding the past, 

present and future (Schneider, 2001). Fostering an optimistic attitude in the legal industry is 

challenging, as professional pessimism is encouraged due to the nature of the job (Daicoff, 

2004; Seligman, 2002). The nature of the role requires the attorney to anticipate problems and 

a pessimistic outlook assists in an advisory capacity with their clientele.  

3.2.1.2 Psychological capital limitations and criticisms  

It is evident from the above literature that psychological capital constructs influence the 

individual’s appraisal of a stressor. Fortunately, these psychological capital constructs can all 

be developed, which means that with training and development, individuals can increase their 

ability to learn and improve on their coping behaviours (Luthans et al., 2007). However, 

psychological capital has encountered a fair amount of criticism over time. Overall, positive 

psychology has been condemned for losing predictive power when state positive affect was 
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accounted for with regard to satisfaction and motivation, (Lazarus, 2003). Nonetheless, with 

regard to psychological capital specifically, the first concern is the lack of research focusing 

on the test-retest validity of psychological capital to prove the reliability of a construct (Dawkins 

& Martin, 2010). Secondly, psychological capital has been criticised for relying on one 

methodology only, namely self-measurement. This is concerning, as increases the risk of 

common method variance which reduces the interpretability of the results (Hackman, 2009). 

Furthermore, Hackman (2009) posits that psychological capital is too one-dimensional, 

meaning that it only concentrates at the individual level and does not consider organisational 

or contextual influences. Studies conducted by Little et al. (2007) indicated that construct, 

discriminant and incremental validity were not well supported for any of the psychological 

capital measures, in particular the lack of discriminant validity between hope (agency) and 

optimism. Their study found that hope and state optimism lacked discriminating power, which 

means that they share significant conceptual and empirical space. They concluded that the 

inclusion of hope and optimism as separate constructs required reconsideration (Little et al., 

2007). That said, more research can be done in this field to test these criticisms, as a few 

single studies highlighting the issues are not enough to warrant concern. 

3.2.2 Emotional intelligence 

In an organisational context, Martinez (1997) summarised emotional intelligence as an array 

of non-cognitive skills, capabilities and competencies which can influence an individual’s 

ability to cope with the demands and pressures of the workplace. Having said that, it is 

important to note that emotional intelligence centres around a person’s skill and not the 

personality characteristics of an individual (Kelton, 2014). Kelton (2014) further states that 

emotional intelligence should rather be seen as a measurement of a person’s cognitive and 

emotional elements. Emotional intelligence generally grows steadily as a person matures and, 

fortunately, it can be improved upon at any age (Goleman, 1998). Individuals who improve 

their level of emotional intelligence can expect an increase in their job performance, as their 

emotional competence can level up to the demands of their profession (Goleman, 1998). 

Pradhan and Jena (2016) found that employees with a high degree of emotional intelligence 

were able to handle the job demands better, as it affects the way individuals evaluate and 

cope with threats in the workplace. These findings are supported by Nel (2018), who asserts 

that psychosocial resources (i.e. emotional intelligence and psychological capital) may assist 

individuals in managing their workplace stressors and in turn strengthen their wellbeing. 

Research by Sinclair (2009) indicates that emotional intelligence plays a significant in part 

one’s career success, career satisfaction and wellbeing (Sinclair, 2009). Coetzee and Harry 

(2014) found emotional intelligence could forecast the level of career decision-making self-
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efficacy and vocational exploration and commitment. Additionally, they established that 

individuals with confidence in how they manage their own emotions (also referred to as 

emotional self-efficacy) had higher levels of motivation and a willingness to plan for a future 

career prospect. These individuals will also take ownership for their career and related 

experiences and have the willingness to explore career opportunities. Lastly, these individuals 

could increase their confidence in developing the necessary skills to master the tasks in their 

careers (Coetzee & Harry, 2014). According to Coetzee and Beukes (2010), emotional self-

efficacy has been proven to be a vital factor in the work context as it plays a key role in 

problem-solving and positive coping behaviours. Additionally, emotional self-efficacy can 

predict one’s ability to set career-related goals (Coetzee & Beukes, 2010). 

Although attorneys are expected to have a high intelligence quotient (IQ), attorneys have been 

found to have lower scores of emotional intelligence, which may be a natural result of the 

profession requiring the absence of emotion (Muir, 2016). Kelton (2015) found that attorneys 

tend to score low on emotional intelligence, as they have been taught to think analytically and 

that emotional considerations should remain separate from their cognitive abilities. That said, 

the lack of emotional intelligence may result in attorneys struggling to demonstrate empathy 

and social skills and to control their own emotions (O’Brien, 2010). According to Goleman 

(2017), essential emotional intelligence attributes include self-awareness, self-regulation, 

motivation, empathy and social skills. As such, an elevated level of emotional intelligence will 

assist an attorney to deal effectively with his/her emotions, which will result in improved 

decision-making capabilities (Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012).  

Emotional intelligence is key to managing the mental strain posed by the Covid-19 pandemic, 

as it will enable an individual to manage the emotional complexity in this marathon challenge. 

Harnessing existing and developing emotional intelligence capabilities in the current climate 

is important, as it will assist an individual to deal adequately with the change, uncertainty and 

ambiguity (Windsor, 2020). In particular, the effects of the virus will be a true test for 

management teams, and emotional intelligence will equip leaders to lead through empathy, 

influence and collaboration (Clark, 2020). In the legal profession, this means that senior 

attorneys will need to be able to recognise their own emotions and the emotions of their juniors, 

and take control and implement the required measures. Given that attorneys generally score 

lower on emotional intelligence (Kelton, 2015; Muir, 2016), this will pose a great challenge for 

the legal industry in the months to come. 

One of the fundamental criticisms of emotional intelligence is the lack of a uniform definition 

or theory. At present, emotional intelligence is supported by three main theories, namely 

Goleman’s (2001) mixed model, Petrides, Perez-Gonalez et al. (2007)’s trait model and Mayer 
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et al. (2004) ability model. These models are all based on a different premise and as a result 

differ greatly with regard to measurement, limitations and subsequent criticisms, which will be 

discussed in the points below.  

3.2.2.1 Goleman’s mixed model 

Although the empirical research on emotional intelligence dates back to the 1920s, it was 

Goleman (1998) who popularised the concept. Goleman worked as a science reporter for the 

New York Times, and as a result he was exposed to Mayer’s and Salovey’s work in the early 

1990s. Intrigued, he explored the concept of emotional intelligence in his book Emotional 

Intelligence, which was published in 1995 and became a best seller. He defined emotional 

intelligence as the capacity for recognising your own feelings and those of others, for 

motivating yourself and managing your emotions and relationships well.  

Initially, Goleman (1995) considered five traits essential for emotional intelligence, but upon 

review narrowed these traits down to four traits (Goleman, 2001), namely: 

 Self-awareness, which entails the ability to read and understand one’s own 

emotions and use your instinct to make decisions 

 Self-management, which involves the control and (re)direction of emotion and 

not acting on impulse and to apply emotions to achieve goals and persevere 

through challenges 

 Social awareness or empathy, which is the ability to sense, understand and 

interpret the emotions of others, and 

 Relationship management, the ability to manage relationships. 

Further to this, Goleman (2001) suggested accompanying competencies to each of these 

traits. He maintained that these competencies where not necessarily innate talents, but could 

be developed over time. These competencies are summarised in Figure 3.2: 
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Figure 3.2 

Goleman’s Mixed Model: Trait and Competencies  

 
Source: Adapted from Goleman (2001).  

Goleman’s (2001) theory has been criticised for including personality and behavioural 

elements which are not connected to emotional intelligence as they are scientifically defined 

(Hein, 2006). In addition, his theory is often referred to as “pop psychology” as a result of not 

having a solid scientific base (Mayer et al., 2008). In general, the mixed model of emotional 

intelligence has been criticised for its relationship with other models of emotional intelligence 

and personality (O’Boyle et al., 2011) and for no universal agreement on the definition of 

emotional intelligence within the mixed model framework (MacCann et al., 2003). Additionally, 

studies have challenged the self-report measures used by the mixed method theory, as they 

contend that it is not predictive of emotional intelligence performance (Matthews et al., 2004). 

Typically, the mixed model would employ either the Emotional Competence Inventory (Conte, 

2005) or the Emotional and Social Competence Inventory (Boyatzis, 2007). 

3.2.2.2 Salovey and Mayer’s ability model 

Emotional intelligence was first conceptualised as an ability by Mayer and Salovey (1997), 

who proposed that it is the skill of processing emotionally laden information. In other words, 

their model conceptualises emotional intelligence as a distinct form of intelligence or mental 
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ability (Cherniss, 2010). Emotional intelligence, even though it centres on emotions, may be 

conceptualised in the same way as verbal or numerical intelligence (Caruso et al., 2002). 

Under the ability model, Mayer et al. (2000) found that emotional intelligence is a cognitive 

ability similar to any other form of intelligence, as it meets the main three empirical criteria for 

intelligence. 

Figure 3.3 

Mayer and Salovey’s Ability Model  

 
Source: Adapted from Mayer and Salovey (1997).  

Throughout the years Mayer and Salovey refined their theory and developed their four branch 

ability model (Mayer et al., 2004), which is illustrated in Figure 3.3. These abilities include 

 perceiving emotion, which involves the ability to perceive, appraise and express 

emotion 

 using emotion to facilitate thought 

 understanding complex emotional information, and 

 managing emotions to promote emotional, personal and intellectual growth. 

In 2016, Mayer, Caruso and Salovey updated their model by including more examples of 

problem-solving and maintained that the mental abilities involved in emotional intelligence are 

still to be determined and require further research (Mayer et al., 2016). Emotional intelligence 

measurement tools for the ability model are based on maximum performance, akin to an 
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intelligence test (Petrides et al., 2007), as emotional intelligence is conceptualised as a 

cognitive ability and can be measured in the same way. 

Mayer et al. (1999) developed the first ability emotional intelligence tool, namely the Multifactor 

Emotional Intelligence Scale (MEIS). The assessment measured the four factors of their 

model, as illustrated in Figure 3.4, namely perceiving emotions, facilitating thoughts 

(emotions), understanding emotions and managing emotions. However, it was established 

that the MEIS assessment only measured three of the four factors of emotional intelligence 

(Mayer et al., 1999). The MEIS was later remodelled and reintroduced as the Mayer Salovey 

Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) (Warwick & Nettelbeck, 2004). Schutte et al. 

(1998) subsequently developed the Assessment of Emotions Scale (AES) from Mayer and 

Salovey’s (1997) theory. At present, the AES scale is regarded as one of the most extensively 

researched instruments, especially with regard to the psychometric properties of reliability and 

validity (Schutte et al., 2009). 

The emotional intelligence ability model is not without criticism. According to Petrides, Pita et 

al. (2007), emotional intelligence is a subjective construct and as such the operationalisation 

of ability emotional intelligence is invalid. In other words, one cannot evaluate a subjective 

construct with objective methods. As a result, they deduced that the format of the ability-based 

assessment is invalid as the items cannot be scored in an objective manner. Another criticism 

was made by Zeidner et al. (2004), who posited that the foundation of the four factors of the 

ability model is psychologically ambiguous. For illustrative purposes, they used the Mona Lisa 

painting as an analogy: an individual uses a range of processes, such as culture and 

experiences, to find meaning and make sense and form a subjective understanding of the 

painting. They maintained that these range of processes supersedes emotional intelligence. 

As such, they criticised the ability model for trying to measure face perception in the MSCEIT 

in an objective way. This view is supported by Petrides and Mavroveli (2018), who argues that 

the MSCEIT assessment scores are uninterpretable from a psychological perspective. 

3.2.2.3 Petrides’ trait model 

Formally defined, trait emotional intelligence is a collection of emotional perceptions weighed 

by questionnaires and rating scales (Petrides et al., 2007). In other words, it is individuals’ own 

beliefs about their emotions. The foundation of this model is that emotional intelligence forms 

part of an individual’s personality, emotional traits and self-perceptions and, as such, Petrides, 

Furnham et al. (2007) differentiates his trait model from the ability model, mainly because he 

considers emotions as an inherently subjective experience (Matthews et al., 2004). The trait 

model (also known as trait emotional self-efficacy) is partially based on the successful traits 
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and characteristics incorporated in earlier emotional intelligence models (Cherniss, 2010). 

Petrides et al.’s (2007) aim was to include those features that were shared in other models 

while excluding the features which only appeared single models. 

The trait model measures emotional intelligence by means of the Trait Emotional Intelligence 

Questionnaire (TEIQue) (Petrides, 2009), which is a self-report measure that contains 153 

items based on a seven-point Likert scale. Once completed, the results are organised into a 

global trait emotional intelligence score as well as four factors. These four factors are 

wellbeing, self-control, emotionality and sociability (Petrides, 2009). These factors can be 

further divided into three to four facets or sub-factors each, as follows (and also illustrated in 

figure 3.4): 

1) Wellbeing (traits related to mood) 

 Self-esteem: the individual’s opinion of themselves 

 Happiness: enjoyable emotional states experienced currently 

 Optimism: similar to happiness, but also pertains to perceptions of future 

wellbeing. 

2) Self-control (regulation and impulse control) 

 Stress management: how the individual deals with stress 

 Impulsiveness: dysfunctional impulsive behaviour 

 Emotion regulation: Control of emotions over the short, medium and long term. 

3) Emotionality (emotional awareness and expression) 

 Empathy: whether an individual can see another’s point of view 

 Emotion perception: whether an individual can recognise their own emotions 

as well as the emotions of others 

 Emotion expression: communication of feelings to others 

 Relationships: quality of close relationships. 

4) Sociability (how emotions are utilised in interpersonal situations) 

 Emotion management: how well an individual can manage the feelings and 

emotional states of others 

 Assertiveness: the ability to confront others 

 Social awareness: social skills applicable to a broader social setting. 
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The TEIQue (Petrides, 2009) also measures two global facets, namely adaptability, which 

concerns the flexibility of the individual in general, and the workplace and self-motivation, 

which entail an individual’s drive to get things done (Petrides, 2009). 

Figure 3.4 

The Factors and Facets Measured by the TEIQue Measurement Tool 

 

Source: Adapted from Petrides, K. V. (2009).  

As to be expected, many of the criticisms of the emotional intelligence mixed models also 

apply to the trait model, as the trait model has adopted and incorporated many of their 

concepts and ideas. The first of these is that individuals are susceptible to answering self-

report assessments in what they may deem to be a socially desirable manner (Paulhus & 

Vazire, 2009). Additionally, the trait model has been criticised for the suggestion that it can be 

incorporated within the personality space, owing to its subjective nature (Gardner & Qualter, 

2010). However, in defence of their model, Petrides and Furnham (2003) maintain that the 
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trait emotional intelligence model is robust, can be distinguished from personality and can be 

isolated from personality models such as the Big Five personality theory. 

In conclusion, Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) ability model entails the understanding of emotions 

to facilitate individuals’ thinking and decision-making processes (MacCann et al., 2014). 

However, the trait model (Petrides & Furnham, 2003) involves individuals’ self-perception of 

their own emotional abilities (Petrides, Furnham et al. 2007), usually conveyed via self-report 

measures (Perez et al., 2005). The mixed model (Goleman, 2001) refers to individuals’ skills 

and competencies, which do not come naturally and have to be developed over time 

(Goleman, 2001). Although Goleman (2001) developed this model from research done in the 

workplace (Goleman, 1998), his work is often referred to as “pop culture” and as the trait model 

has incorporated Goleman’s (2001) mixed model theories (Petrides, Furnham et al. 2007), the 

mixed model will not be utilised for the purpose of this study. While the trait model (Petrides, 

2007) has been criticised for its self-report measures on mental states, which are subject to 

bias (Paulhus & Vazire, 2009), research suggests that the ability model (Mayer & Salovey, 

1997) lacks validity in the workplace. Accordingly, as this research is conducted in an 

organisational setting, the study will utilise the trait model (Petrides, Furnham et al. 2007) as 

its theoretical foundation for emotional intelligence. 

3.3 ROLE OF SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES 

This section discusses the influence of age, gender, race, tenure and job level on 

psychological capital and emotional intelligence. 

3.3.1 Age 

The results on the sub-constructs of psychological capital are mixed. Ze-Wei et al. (2015) 

purport that age and gender interact in self-efficacy development. A study done by Balmer et 

al. (2014) on police officers suggested that one’s level of resilience can be influenced by age. 

In their research, they found that the youngest group of police officers (aged between 18 and 

35 years) revealed significantly more resilience than officers in the older age ranges. Similar 

findings were made for the sub-construct hope by Seligman et al. (2001), who found higher 

levels of hope among younger employees. However, it is important to note that research has 

found that older employees are better at emotional regulation and regulating their 

psychological behaviour than younger employees under stressful circumstances (Blanchard-

Fields & Coats, 2008). A South African study on the effects of psychological capital on 

organisational performance (Du Plessis & Barkhuizen, 2011) found no significant relationship 

between age and psychological capital. 
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To date, research suggests that there is no significant relationship between age and emotional 

intelligence. Van Rooy et al. (2005) suggest only a slight increase in emotional intelligence 

levels as one gets older. Likewise, Goldenberg et al. (2006) found that there is a low 

relationship between trait emotional intelligence and age specifically. However, according to 

Derksen et al. (2002), emotional intelligence peaks around the age of 34 and 44 years. 

Nevertheless, a subsequent study by Siegling et al. (2014) found that emotional intelligence 

scores are at their highest when an individual is around 30 years old. That said, in other studies 

age was found to be an advantage: individuals do seem to handle challenges better as they 

age (Chen et al., 2016); however, if the stressor persists or remains unavoidable, older 

individuals tend to manifest physical and mental consequences (Charles et al., 2016). 

3.3.2 Gender 

In general, the research results for the relationship of gender on psychological capital indicate 

that men display greater levels of psychological capital. Zubair and Kamal (2015) researched 

the effects of psychological capital and workflow on employee creativity at a software company 

and found that men demonstrated greater levels of psychological capital than women. 

Similarly, a study done by Liu et al. (2012) found that female doctors who felt overworked and 

under-rewarded showed lower levels of psychological capital. 

However, the findings are mixed for the sub-constructs of psychological capital. For hope, 

research conducted by Snyder and Lopez (2002) posited no significant difference between 

males and females. Their findings were based on a review of over 40 studies on the subject. 

Similarly, a study on resilience among police officers by Balmer et al. (2014) found no 

significant differences between males and females. 

Research conducted by Vantieghem and Van Houtte (2015) explored self-efficacy in an 

academic context, finding that, for girls, when faced with pressures regarding gender 

conformity, their academic self-efficacy remained stable. However, the levels of academic self-

efficacy dropped for boys when exposed to similar levels of pressure. In their study of 

adolescents, contrasting conclusions were made by Ze-Wei et al. (2015). Their findings 

suggest that that adolescent boys had higher general self-efficacy than adolescent girls. Their 

findings therefore support the findings of an older study by Kling et al. (1999), which posited 

that men reported higher self-efficacy. 

The research on the relationship between emotional intelligence and gender is limited (Pillay 

et al., 2013). However, research by Goldenberg et al. (2006) suggests that women score better 

than men on emotional intelligence. This view was supported by Petrides and Furnham (2006) 

who proposed that the reason for this may be as a result of women being more exposed to 
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both family-related interpersonal and job stress than men due to the nature of their traditional 

caregiving roles. 

3.3.3 Race 

A South African study conducted by Du Plessis and Barkhuizen (2011) on the effects of 

psychological capital on organisational performance found that white South Africans scored 

higher on hopefulness than their black counterparts, whereas the latter showed greater scores 

on resilience. It is however important to remember the effects of post-apartheid organisational 

dynamics, affirmative action, complicated labour relations and the continued income, 

educational and opportunity gap between racial groups, which will remain a challenge for 

years to come (Luthans et al., 2004).  

For emotional intelligence, the research results were inconsistent in terms of racial differences 

(Roberts et al., 2001). However, race may be an antecedent of emotional intelligence, given 

previous research findings which suggest that cultural views and values influence emotions 

and perceptions (Taras et al., 2010). Although the study by Taras et al. (2010) was a Canadian 

study and not representative of the South African population, the study posits that on average, 

individuals of the Indian race group would score higher on global emotional intelligence than 

any other racial group. 

3.3.4 Tenure 

In an older study on self-efficacy in educational psychologists, Yiyit (2001) found that there 

was a positive relationship between tenure and self-efficacy. Later, on the same subject, 

Gunduz and Celikkaleli (2009) found lower self-efficacy levels for those with a shorter tenure 

(less than 5 years) than those who had worked at the school for longer. The reverse may also 

be true: a study by Zubair and Kamal (2015) noted that high levels of psychological capital 

resulted in longer tenure.  

Research by Joseph and Newman (2010) sought to assess the effect of job tenure on 

emotional intelligence. They found no relationship between trait emotional intelligence and job 

tenure, which signifies that trait emotional intelligence is independent of job experience. 

However, in a leadership study conducted by Siegling et al. (2014), it was found that emotional 

intelligence positively correlated with job tenure. 

3.3.5 Job level 

For psychological capital, a local study found that those holding senior roles scored 

significantly higher on the sub-constructs of hope, optimism and resilience (Du Plessis & 

Barkhuizen, 2011). According to Bartlett (2015), those who hold leadership positions score 
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higher on emotional intelligence than their juniors. Pillay et al. (2013) support this notion, as 

emotional intelligence has proven to be increasingly relevant for success as individuals 

progress up the career ladder. 

To conclude, research findings are mixed on the relationship of socio-demographic variables 

on both psychological capital and emotional intelligence. Research suggests that there is no 

significant relationship between age and psychological capital, yet there seems to be a 

relationship between race, gender, job tenure and job level. In relation to emotional 

intelligence, research has predominantly found inconclusive relationships on the matters of 

race, age and job tenure. However, with regard to gender, research does suggest that females 

score higher on emotional intelligence as well as on the subject of job level, where research 

indicates that psychological capital increases as an individual progresses up the hierarchy. 

3.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR POSITIVE COPING AND WELLBEING 

From the research material, a positive link between wellbeing and psychological capital 

(Culbertson et al., 2010; Datu & Valdez, 2016), wellbeing and emotional intelligence (Sanchez-

Alvarez et al., 2016) and wellbeing and positive coping behaviour (Krok, 2015) is evident. This 

study sought to extend the existing wellbeing research by demonstrating a link between 

positive coping behaviour and wellbeing. There is a positive relationship between emotional 

intelligence and the psychological capital constructs of hope, self-efficacy, resilience and 

optimism (Armstrong et al., 2011; Augusto-Lando et al., 2011; Batool et al., 2014; Matthews 

et al., 2002; Ramchunder & Martins, 2014; Saricam et al., 2015). Additionally, research 

suggests a positive link between the psychological capital constructs and positive coping 

behaviour (Balmer et al., 2014; Carver et al., 2001; Dorsett et al., 2017; Hatchett & Park, 2004; 

Piergiovanni & Depaula, 2018; Scheenen et al., 2017). This suggests a possible positive 

relationship between emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. Research by Di 

Fabio et al. (2018) found emotional intelligence to mediate optimism and hope (sub-constructs 

of psychological capital), which supports the notion that emotional intelligence will fulfil a 

mediating function in this relationship. The findings and theoretical mediating effect of 

emotional intelligence are summarised in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1 

Theoretical Mediating Effect of Emotional Intelligence  

Psychological 
capital constructs 
(Antecedents) 

Emotional intelligence 
(Mediating effect) 

Positive coping behaviour  
(Outcome) 

Wellbeing  
(Implications) 

Hope The link between hope and 
positive coping is mediated 
by emotional intelligence 
(Di Fabio et al., 2018).  
The mediating model 
assumes that hope 
predicts higher levels of 
emotional intelligence, 
which in turn predict higher 
levels of positive coping 
(Batool et al., 2014; 
Saricam et al., 2015). 

The construct hope has a 
significant positive 
correlation with positive, 
adaptive coping behaviour 
(Wang et al., 2017).  
In particular the coping 
strategies employed would 
be acceptance, planning, 
positive reframing and a 
fighting spirit (Dorsett et al., 
2017). 

The use of acceptance 
as a coping strategy is 
a good predictor of 
wellbeing (Klostermann, 
2017; Ranzijn & Luszcz, 
1999) 

Self-efficacy Research suggests a 
positive relationship 
between self-efficacy and 
emotional intelligence, 
which in turn may predict 
higher levels of positive 
coping (Ramchunder & 
Martins, 2014) 

High levels of self-efficacy 
are related to a high active 
coping style, such as 
problem-focused coping 
and positive re-appraisal 
(Piergiovanni & Depaula, 
2018; Scheenen et al., 
2017). 

Active coping styles are 
associated with 
emotional wellbeing 
(Antoni et al., 2001; 
Pakenham & Rinaldis, 
2001).  
Additionally, problem-
solving coping styles 
may result in an 
increase in subjective 
wellbeing (Nunes et al., 
2016) 

Resilience Emotional intelligence is 
directly connected to 
resilience and the positive 
link between resilience and 
EI may in turn predict 
higher levels of positive 
coping (Armstrong et al., 
2011; Matthews et al., 
2002). 

High levels of resilience 
predict rational coping 
strategies (acceptance, 
exposure and 
understanding) and levels 
of resilience (Balmer et al., 
2014).  

Acceptance, as a 
coping mechanism, is a 
good predictor of 
wellbeing (Klostermann, 
2017; Ranzijn & Luszcz, 
1999) 

Optimism Optimism positively 
predicts higher levels of 
emotional intelligence, 
which in turn predict higher 
levels of positive coping 
(Di Fabio et al., 2018) 
which is considered an 
antecedent of optimism 
(Augusto-Lando et al., 
2011). 

Optimism is positively 
linked to task-oriented and 
social diversion coping 
strategies (Hatchett & Park, 
2004).  
Additionally, those with high 
levels of optimism may 
employ active coping 
strategies to overcome 
adversity (Carver et al., 
2001). 

As noted under self-
efficacy, active coping 
styles are linked to 
emotional wellbeing 
(Antoni et al., 2001; 
Pakenham & Rinaldis, 
2001).  
Additionally, research 
indicates a positive 
correlation between 
wellbeing and 
interpersonal coping 
behaviours (Tuncay et 
al., 2008). 

Source: Author’s own work 
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3.4.1 The conservation of resources theory 

In an effort to study the relationship dynamics between the psychological capital constructs, 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour, the study will use the conservation of 

resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) as a meta-theoretical lens. The conservation of resources 

theory (Hobfoll, 2002) is a subjective wellbeing theory which considers both environmental 

and internal processes, both as having somewhat equal value. Although the theory was 

originally employed for the management of traumatic stress (Hobfoll et al., 2006), it was 

developed into a theoretical framework for understanding and predicting stress and resilience 

within the work environment (Hobfoll & Shirom, 2001). According to the conservation of 

resources theory, resources are considered those psychological traits (e.g. optimism), 

environmental conditions (e.g. employment), individual motivation, objects (e.g. house) and 

energy (e.g. knowledge) that hold their value and are seen as individual assets in the 

accomplishment of certain results (Hobfoll, 1998). The value of resources is based on whether 

the resources are desired by the individual and are critical in the attainment or preservation of 

sought-after resources (Chen et al., 2015). Thus, resources can be considered to be outcomes 

or a vehicle to facilitate the accomplishment of certain outcomes. The conservation of 

resources theory is based on two principles, namely: 

 Principle 1: the primacy of resource loss. This principle posits that an 

individual’s resource loss is more noticeable than resource gain. In other words, 

if a resource loss and resource gain are presented in equal quantities of loss 

and gain, the loss of resources will have a significantly higher impact (Hobfoll 

et al., 2015). As a result, resource gains attain greater importance given the 

loss (Hobfoll et al., 2015).  

 Principle 2: resource investment. This principle suggests the necessity of 

individuals to invest in resources to protect themselves against the loss of 

resources, to recuperate from a loss of resources and obtain new resources 

(Hobfoll et al., 2015). Within the context of coping, individuals will invest 

resources to avoid the loss of future resources. In other words, the act of 

resource investment is a coping mechanism that has the intention of preventing 

future losses. 

According to Hobfoll (1989), the following four corollaries apply to the aforementioned 

principles: 

1) Those with higher resources will be set up for resource gains and it is probable that 

those with fewer resources will experience resource losses. 
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2) Initial resource loss will result in future resource loss. 

3) Initial resource gains will result in future resource gains. 

4) An individual experiencing a lack of resources will employ defensive efforts to 

safeguard their remaining resources. 

The conservation of resources theory postulates that resources are constant (King et al., 

1999). Hobfoll used a caravan analogy, suggesting that an entourage of resources tends to 

travel together over time, but may be subjected to internal or external impacts (Baltes, 1997). 

Additionally, the conservation of resources theory proposes that resources should be replaced 

or substituted with other resources of the same value when they are lost (Hobfoll & Schumm, 

2009).  

In the context of this study, stressful events may result in the loss of resources for an individual, 

such as the loss of a sense of wellbeing, trust or optimism (Hobfoll, 1991) and, consequently, 

the individual is left with fewer resources to cope effectively with a future stressor (Hobfoll et 

al., 1995) which may put them in a resource loss cycle. In contrast, an individual may utilise 

positive coping behaviour when faced with a stressor. Positive coping behaviour relates to the 

utilisation of personal psychosocial resources (such as psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence) to contend with stress in a meaningful way (Furnes & Dysvik, 2012). This 

approach will lessen an individual’s stress and their perception of the problem (Au et al., 2013) 

and put them in a resource gain cycle, leading to a sense of positive wellbeing. In this study, 

wellbeing (as an outflow of positive coping behaviour), involves individuals’ cognitive and 

emotional assessments of their life (Diener et al., 2002). In an organisational context, 

wellbeing is considered an outcome resource and a means to achieve other outcomes (Diener, 

2013) and, as a result, it is considered a primary resource (Holmgreen et al., 2017). This 

approach is summarised in Figure 3.5. 

As Table 3.1. depicts, there appears to be a link between psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence, positive coping behaviour and wellbeing (in that higher levels of psychological 

capital constructs result in or predict positive coping behaviour, resulting in a sense of 

wellbeing). From the research findings, it is safe to deduce that the loss of a resource on a 

particular psychological capital construct owing to a stressful event (e.g. hope) will result in a 

lower sense of wellbeing (i.e. the outcome resource). In line with the principles of the 

conservation of resources theory, the individual will attempt to replace the lost resources. It is 

important to note that in the event of a substitution of less value, it would result in a negative 

outcome and it would be natural for an individual to attempt to recover the loss of resources 

(Hobfoll, 2002). Furthermore, the second principle of the conservation of resources theory, 

pertaining to resource investment, also specifies the importance of proactive behaviour which 
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results in coping (Hobfoll et al., 2015). The conservation of resources theory points out that 

the attainment, preservation and development of resources are rudimental motivational 

objectives that involve substantial effort and other resource costs (Hobfoll et al., 2015). This 

requires the individual to employ adaptive behaviour, which is also known as reactive coping 

(Chen et al., 2015). 

Although psychological capital and emotional intelligence are valued in their own right, the 

relationship dynamics between these constructs are studied to provide insight into positive 

coping behaviour and wellbeing, that is, the outcome resources. This study investigated the 

relationship dynamics between these psychological constructs to provide an understanding of 

the outcome resource of positive coping behaviour and wellbeing. More specifically, the study 

investigated the manner in which emotional intelligence (the mediating variable) enhances or 

obstructs the relationship between psychological capital (the independent variable and 

positive coping behaviour (the dependent variable), which may deliver some insight in terms 

of wellbeing in the organisational context (Hobfoll et al., 2015). 

Figure 3.5 

The Impact of Resource Losses and Gains  

 
Source: Author’s own work 

The basic principles of the conservation of resources theory provide a structure for 

understanding the development of stressful events and its impact on the individual. When 

exploring the impact of work-related stressors on individuals, it is evident that a loss of 

resources (e.g. a sense of wellbeing) will result in negative outcomes such as depression 
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(Cruwys & Gunaseelan, 2016). As such, these findings are consistent with the conservation 

of resources theory.  

3.4.2 Implications for wellbeing interventions 

Increased organisational support, such as employee wellness practices, may result in an 

increase in organisational and employee wellness. Various approaches can be used to by 

organisations to develop or improve employees’ psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence capabilities, in an effort to improve overall wellbeing. Research by Luthans et al. 

(2006) recommended the use of the psychological capital intervention (PCI) tool for 

organisations in an effort to increase the psychological capital of their employees. This tool 

has been proven to significantly increase the level of psychological capital by around 2% 

(Nolzen, 2018). This intervention is a training session based on past research on the 

psychological capital constructs, namely hope, self-efficacy, optimism and resilience (Luthans 

et al., 2007). PCI focuses on a person’s positive features in an effort to encourage positive 

perceptions, emotions and behaviours and bring about a positive disposition (Flückiger & 

Wüsten, 2008). Luthans and Youssef (2017) have also suggested a modern approach to 

training on the four constructs of psychological capital: they propose that employers make use 

of positive video games, inspirational videos and positive psychology applications to increase 

sustainability and engagement of the psychological capital constructs. 

Although no universal emotional intelligence intervention is available, research posits that 

emotional intelligence can be enhanced by utilising targeted training techniques. For instance, 

mindfulness training has shown that brain alterations can regulate positive and negative 

emotions (Davidson et al., 2003). In a study by Nelis et al. (2009), an emotional intelligence 

training intervention was developed consisting of four sessions over a four-week period. The 

training was based on Mayer and Salovey’s(1997) four branch emotional intelligence model, 

namely (1) perception of emotion, (2) emotional facilitation, (3) understanding of emotions and 

(4) regulation of emotion. The training content included lectures, readings, role playing and 

group discussions. The results of their study indicated that emotional habits and abilities can 

be improved by employing short training initiatives, if paired with follow-up refresher or 

coaching sessions. These are encouraging findings, as emotional intelligence has a predictive 

relationship on psychological wellbeing (Smith et al., 2008). 

3.4.3 Synthesis: the relationship between psychological capital, positive coping and 

the mediation effect of emotional intelligence 

Previous research has already suggested the link between psychological capital, wellness and 

positive coping. In particular, a study by Rabenu et al. (2017) found psychological capital to 
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have a strong positive relationship with both wellbeing and coping behaviour (in particular, 

change and acceptance behaviours). Thus, their findings suggest in the context of this study 

that an attorney’s psychological resources may give rise to their ability to adapt to challenges 

while framing their position in a more positive manner, instead of trying to change the 

stressors. Khan et al. (2011) postulate a high correlation between all the sub-constructs of 

psychological capital and problem-solving (a positive coping behaviour). In the context of the 

legal profession, this would mean that an attorney with high levels of hope and optimism would 

be able to mitigate their stress; a resilient attorney may be deemed an effective problem-solver 

and self-efficacy would afford an attorney the trust in their own resources to navigate the 

challenges.  

As the literature review on psychological capital suggests, the concept refers to those 

resources an individual employs to improve their performance, motivation and development. 

Positive coping refers to an individual’s ability to navigate a challenge by means of behaviours 

that create meaning for the individual. Positive coping would typically involve inventive, 

engaging and intentional behaviours. Emotional intelligence is an interpersonal skill which 

involves the ability to use, manage and understand one’s own emotions, as well as the 

emotions of others. More specifically, the trait emotional intelligence model centres around the 

following dimensions: 

 wellbeing (sub-factors include happiness and optimism) 

 self-control (stress management being a sub-factor) 

 emotionality (which involves emotional awareness functions), and 

 sociability (an individual’s utilisation of emotions). 

These dimensions of the trait emotional intelligence model all support and complement the 

definitions and models of psychological capital and wellbeing. For instance, optimism is a sub-

construct of psychological capital, whereas self-control, emotionality and sociability relate to 

positive coping behaviours such as inventive and engaging behaviours. The trait emotional 

intelligence theory even addresses wellbeing, in that happiness is to be deemed an outcome 

of the subjective wellbeing theory. As such, it can be anticipated that emotional intelligence 

will fulfil a mediating function in this study, given the established link between psychological 

capital and positive coping behaviour as discussed above. The purpose of a mediating 

variable is to link the independent and the dependent variables. This is then presented to 

clarify and explain the relationship between the other two variables. Research has already 

established the mediation effect of emotional intelligence on hope and optimism (Di Fabio et 

al., 2018). 
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In summary, the findings in this section confirm the relationship between psychological capital 

and positive coping. High levels of the psychological capital constructs (hope, self-efficacy, 

resilience and optimism) may assist an individual to cope with work-related stress and this, in 

turn, may promote wellbeing. As such, it is expected that this study will indicate a positive 

relationship between psychological capital and positive coping. This relationship will be 

mediated by emotional intelligence, which is illustrated in Figure 3.6. 

Figure 3.6 

Conceptual Research Model 

 

Source: Author’s own work  

3.5 EVALUATION AND SYNTHESIS 

This section provides an evaluation of the literature on the influence of psychological capital 

and emotional intelligence on positive coping and wellbeing, in addition to the effect of socio-

demographic variables on the relationship. It also draws conclusions from the reviewed 

literature. 

3.5.1 Defining the constructs 

It is evident from the research and the literature review that psychological capital (and its sub-

constructs hope, self-efficacy, resilience and optimism) are all theoretically distinct concepts. 

Psychological capital theory is valued in this regard and has held water over the years. In 
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reviewing the literature, the relationship between the psychological capital sub-constructs and 

wellbeing and positive coping is apparent.  

However, the definition of emotional intelligence is vague, as a result of the various emotional 

intelligence theories and subsequent approaches. Trait emotional intelligence is well defined, 

although its link with personality requires further investigation in order to distinguish it as a 

distinct construct. Conversely, emotional intelligence is deemed to be a mental function by the 

ability model and employs cognitive and objective measures of emotional intelligence. As this 

study will depend on self-report and subjective means to acquire information, the ability model 

will not be used in this study. Finally, the mixed model of emotional intelligence is also loosely 

defined, perhaps as a result of the multiple theories it encompasses and as theory borrows 

characteristics from the trait and ability models. For this reason, the mixed model will not be 

applied in this study. 

3.5.2 Relationship between psychological capital and emotional intelligence  

The literature has adequately addressed the relationship between psychological capital and 

emotional intelligence. Research indicates that there is a positive relationship between the 

sub-constructs of resilience, self-efficacy and emotional intelligence, whereas literature points 

to the mediating effect of emotional intelligence for optimism and hope. 

3.5.3 Relationship with positive coping and wellbeing 

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, there is currently no research material available 

on the associations between psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping 

behaviour for attorneys specifically. That said, emotional intelligence levels have previously 

been linked to an individual’s selected coping strategies (Saklofske et al., 2007). Research 

indicates a link between burnout and poor coping behaviours in attorneys (Turan, 2015), 

whereas in general, positive emotions and psychological capital facilitate adaptive coping 

behaviour in chronic stress situations (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). Attorneys generally 

demonstrate lower levels of emotional intelligence than other professionals (Buchanan et al., 

2017). This unfortunately creates a burden for human resource professionals and industrial 

psychologists in the industry, as they need to recognise, develop and employ emotionally 

intelligent attorneys in leadership positions who can steer their respective firms to success in 

a competitive and challenging marketplace. Increased levels of emotional intelligence will 

benefit the attorneys’ practice, as emotional intelligence will enhance the emotional 

engagement experience for the client (International Bar Association, 2019). Furthermore, 

those firms that endeavour to continuously develop and strengthen their attorneys’ 

psychological strengths (such as the psychological capital sub-constructs of hope, self-
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efficacy, resilience and optimism) will assist the individual to effectively manage and navigate 

the occupational hazards of their profession. 

The literature suggests that psychological capital and emotional intelligence have a direct 

influence on an individual’s wellbeing and at least a modest influence on a person’s positive 

coping behaviour. In reality, very little can be done to limit the type of stressors attorneys are 

exposed to, but if equipped with the necessary psychological resources – which can be 

developed over time - the attorney will be able to approach the challenge with a positive coping 

strategy. As such, assessment of an attorney’s psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence levels may lend itself to predictive measures for attorneys’ coping strategies.  

3.5.4 Moderation effect of socio-demographic variables 

Research has found no significant relationship between age and psychological capital. Similar 

findings have been obtained for the moderation effect on emotional intelligence: the research 

material delivered mixed results. Thus, it is anticipated that age may not have a significant 

influence on the study. 

Previous studies (Avey, 2014; Vantieghem & Van Houtte, 2015; Younas et al., 2020; Ze-Wei 

et al., 2015) have found mixed results on the moderating effect of gender on psychological 

capital. Overall, men appear to display higher levels of psychological capital than women 

(Zubair & Kamal, 2015), however, when assessing at sub-construct level (i.e. hope, self-

efficacy, resilience and optimism) the results were mixed. Women appeared to score higher 

on emotional intelligence than men (Cabello et al., 2016; Fischer et al., 2018). 

Mixed findings have been presented by previous research papers on the effect of race on 

psychological capital (Du Plessis & Barkhuizen, 2011). The different racial groups appear to 

score stronger on the different sub-constructs of psychological capital (e.g. a study postulated 

that black individuals tend to score higher on resilience, whereas their white counterparts 

scored higher on hope). Research results for emotional intelligence are mixed (Roberts et al., 

2001), with no conclusive findings on the effect of race on the construct. 

A positive relationship between job tenure was found for both psychological capital (for the 

sub-construct self-efficacy, specifically) (Zubair & Kamal, 2015) and emotional intelligence 

(Joseph & Newman, 2010; Siegling et al., 2014). Research suggests that those with higher 

job tenure will display greater scores on these two constructs. Given that there is a positive 

relationship for job tenure with all the constructs of the study (i.e. positive coping, wellbeing, 

psychological capital and wellbeing), it is expected that high tenure individuals in this study 

will show positive results. 
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Research by Du Plessis and Barkhuizen (2011) seems to suggest that job level has a positive 

relationship with most of the sub-constructs of psychological capital. Those individuals at a 

higher job level will typically display greater scores on hope, optimism and resilience. Similar 

findings have been posited for emotional intelligence, that is, a higher job level would suggest 

greater emotional intelligence capacity (Bartlett, 2015; Pillay et al., 2013). Again, considering 

the greater approach of this study, job level appears to have a positive relationship with almost 

all constructs of the study (i.e. wellbeing, psychological capital and emotional intelligence), 

which suggests that attorneys in a senior role will display positive results in this study. 

The evaluation and synthesis section concludes the literature review on psychological capital 

and emotional intelligence.  

3.5.5 Review of the central hypothesis 

The central hypothesis of this study is that the antecedent variables (psychological capital) will 

have a positive relationship with the outcome variable (positive coping behaviour) through 

emotional intelligence (as a mediating variable). The hypothesis further assumes that the 

relationship between psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping 

behaviour is moderated by the individual’s socio-demographic characteristics (age, gender, 

race, tenure and job level). The relationship is more positive for certain socio-demographic 

groups than others. Groups will also differ significantly regarding their job levels. As such, the 

literature review has provided sufficient supportive evidence for the central hypothesis. 

3.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter was dedicated to reviewing the literature on the conceptualisation of 

psychological capital and emotional intelligence, as well as their relationship with positive 

coping and wellbeing. Additionally, the influence of sociodemographic variables on 

psychological capital and emotional intelligence was discussed. Furthermore, the chapter 

served to provide a theoretical integration of the literature and address the implications of the 

relationships between the variables. The chapter concluded with an evaluation and synthesis 

of the results of the literature review. 

The next chapter focuses on the research method.  



 

48 

CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This chapter frames the empirical investigation with the intention of describing the research 

sample and the statistical strategies used to achieve the empirical aims. The chapter will 

address the following steps of the empirical study, after which it will end with a summary: 

Step 1: Choosing and justifying the research approach 

Step 2: Determination and description of the sample 

Step 3: Choosing and motivating the psychometric battery 

Step 4: Ethical considerations and administration of psychometric battery 

Step 5: Capturing of the criterion data 

Step 6: Formulation of the research hypotheses 

Step 7: Statistical processing of the data 

4.1 RESEARCH METHOD 

The study followed a cross-sectional quantitative research design. Although a cross-sectional 

approach is often the subject of scrutiny, the study has benefitted from this type of design as 

follows: 

 The cross-sectional quantitative research design was an efficient use of the 

researcher’s resources and is useful in studies where the subject is in the early 

stages of research (Spector, 2019). 

 The cross-sectional design is suitable in studies assessing the occurrence of a 

behaviour in a population group (Spector, 2019). 

 A cross-sectional study can be repeated over time to assess whether any 

trends become evident (Spector, 2019). 

Generally, cross-sectional studies employing mediation analysis are seen to contribute new 

theoretical insights in exploratory research (Disabato, 2016). It is important to emphasise that 

the research design employed mediation analysis for explanation purposes and not mediation 

for design (i.e. true causal effects over time) purposes. Cross-sectional mediation analysis for 

explanation gives insight into the probable reason for outcomes (i.e. positive coping 

behaviour), and as such helps generate ideas for future longitudinal mediational designs 

(Mitchell & Maxwell, 2013). 
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The research made an attempt to establish the relationship between psychological resources 

and positive coping behaviour, which has not been investigated previously in the legal 

profession. Accordingly, a cross-sectional design ensured a cost-effective, efficient measure 

to provide initial evidence on the subject matter. In time, an ensuing longitudinal study can be 

done to draw deeper causal conclusions. 

The limitations of this approach are as follows: 

 Common method variance. The researcher had to be mindful of measurement 

biases, which may be as a result of the effects of other constructs on the relationships 

found between the variables (Spector, 2019). 

 Causal conclusions. All the study variables were assessed during the same arbitrary 

point in time and may not be a representative snapshot of the population (Spector, 

2019). 

4.2 DETERMINATION AND DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE 

Convenience sampling was applied to N = 3000 attorneys registered on the professional 

Linkedln website, the professional community pages on social media applications, namely 

Facebook and Reddit.. The attorneys were contacted via these websites for voluntary 

participation in the survey.  

The rule of thumb of 10 observations per variable was applied in determining the minimum 

size of the sample. This study explored 11 variables, which implied a minimum requirement of 

n = 110 useable questionnaires. A final sample of 144 respondents (n = 144) completed the 

survey, yielding a response rate of 5%. The sample consisted of different age, gender and 

race groups, as well as tenure and job titles. Table 4.1. summarises the characteristics of the 

sample.  
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Table 4.1 

Biographical Distribution of Sample 

Item Category Percentage 

Age 25–30 years old 54.9 

31–45 years old 42.4 

46–55 years old 2.1 

56+ years old 0.7 

Total 100.0 

Gender Male 29.2 

Female 70.8 

Total 100.0 

Race African 20.8 

Coloured 11.8 

Indian 18.8 

White 48.6 

Total 100.0 

Job title Candidate Attorney 5.8 

Associate 49.6 

Senior Associate 19.0 

Director/Executive/Partner 23.1 

Consultant 2.5 

Total 100.0 

Tenure Less than one year 10.4 

1–5 years 49.3 

6–15 years 33.3 

16–25 years 4.2 

26+ years 2.8 

Total 100.0 

Marital status Single 54.2 

Married 38.9 

Separated/divorced 6.9 

Total 100.0 

Highest qualification Degree 52.8 

Postgraduate degree 47.2 

Total 100.0 

Employment status Permanent 74.5 

Fixed-term contract 8.0 

Self-employed 17.5 

Total 100.0 

 N = 144 

4.2.1 Sample composition by age 

As depicted in Table 4.1, participants ranged from 25 to 58 years of age, with a mean age of 

31 years and a standard deviation of 6.2. In total, 97% of the sample was below the age of 47 

years. The majority of the participants were between 25 and 30 years old (54.9%), followed 
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by the group of 31–45 year olds (42.4%), making this a young sample. Those aged between 

46 and 55 years old only made up 2.1% of the participants, with one participant indicating that 

they were older than 56 years. The age distribution for the survey is illustrated in Figure 4.1. 

Figure 4.1 

Sample Distribution by Age Group 

 
N = 144 

4.2.2 Sample composition by gender 

Regarding gender, 70.8% of participants were female, while 29.2% were male.  

Figure 4.2 

Sample Distribution by Gender Group 

 
N = 144 
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Among attorneys in South Africa, males are the dominant gender group, making up 60% of 

the profession (LSSA, 2019). The gender distribution of the survey is illustrated in Figure 4.2. 

4.2.3 Sample composition by race 

The sample was relatively evenly balanced between white (48.6%) and black (51.4%) 

participants, which is illustrated in Figure 4.3. This distribution is in line with the national 

attorney distribution of 56% white and 44% black (African, Indian and coloured) (LSSA, 2019). 

Figure 4.3 

Sample Distribution by Racial Group 

 
N = 144 

4.2.4 Sample composition by tenure 

Regarding job tenure, the largest group in the sample indicated 1–5 years’ tenure (49.3%), 

followed by 6–15 years (33.3%), while 10.4% of participants indicated tenure of less than a 

year. Long tenure was in the minority, with only 4.2% indicating tenure of between 16 and 25 

years and 2.8% indicating tenure of over 26 years. Overall, 72% of the sample had less than 

15 years’ tenure. Given the young sample, the tenure distribution is plausible. Figure 4.4 

shows the distribution of job tenure groups. 
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Figure 4.4 

Sample Distribution by Job Tenure Group 

 
N = 144 

4.2.5 Sample composition by job title 

As Table 4.1 suggests and Figure 4.5 demonstrates, the majority of participants (49.6%) hold 

an associate position at their firm. This is followed by 23.1% who indicated that they hold the 

title of director/executive/partner and 19% in senior associate positions. Candidate attorneys 

made up 5.8% of the sample, whereas consultants made up 2.5% of the sample. Thirteen 

participants did not indicate their job level. 

Figure 4.5 

Sample Distribution by Job Title Group 

 
N = 144 



 

54 

4.2.6 Sample composition by marital status 

Figure 4.6 

Sample Distribution by Marital Status Group 

 
N = 144 

Figure 4.6 presents the marital status distribution of the participants, with 54.2% of the 

participants indicating that they were single, followed by 38.9% indicating that they were 

married. Of the participants, 6.9% were separated or divorced. Given the young sample, the 

marital status distribution is likely. 

4.2.7 Sample composition by level of qualification 

Participants were also asked to confirm their level of qualification. According to the responses, 

52.8% of participants indicated that they held a university degree, while as Figure 4.7 

illustrates, the balance of the participants (47.2%) had completed a postgraduate degree. The 

distribution is plausible, as the legal profession requires a formal legal qualification (LLB 

degree or similar) upon admission. 
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Figure 4.7 

Sample Distribution by Qualification Group 

 
N = 144 

4.2.8 Sample composition by employment status 

Figure 4.8 illustrates the distribution of employment status among the participants. The 

majority of the participants (74.5%) indicated permanent employment. This was followed by 

17.5% who were self-employed and 8% who were on fixed-term contracts. Seven participants 

did not indicate their employment status. 

Figure 4.8 

Sample Distribution by Employment Status Group 

 
N = 144 
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4.2.9 Sample composition by general mood 

Participants’ general mood was also surveyed, as the questionnaire was made available 

during the Covid-19 pandemic.  The mood questions were used as a checkpoint to assess 

whether the mood aspect affected the completion of the questionnaire. Accordingly, 54.9% of 

participants indicated that they felt well or exceptionally well (6.3%), while others indicated that 

they were feeling only somewhat well (32.6%). A small percentage (6.3%) said that they were 

feeling unwell where their general mood was concerned. Figure 4.9 illustrates the general 

mood distribution. 

Figure 4.9 

Sample Distribution by General Mood Group 

 
N = 144 

In summary, the sample’s biographical profile shows the main sample characteristics as 

follows:  

 The majority of the sample was between the ages of 25 and 30 (54.9%). 

 The sample was relatively evenly balanced between white (48.6%) and black 

(51.40%) participants. 

 Females represented 70.8% of the sample. 

 54.2% was single. 

 52.8% of the sample held a degree.  

 Most participants were permanently employed (74.5%). 

 The sample was mostly made up of associates (49.6%). 
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 49.3% had 1–5 years of job tenure and, overall, 72% of the sample had less 

than 15 years’ tenure. 

 55% of participants indicated that in terms of their general mood they felt well. 

4.3 CHOOSING AND MOTIVATING THE PSYCHOMETRIC BATTERY  

The study employed the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ), the Assessing Emotions 

Scale (AES) and the Positive Coping Behaviour Inventory during the data collection process. 

These psychometric batteries will now be discussed. 

4.3.1 Psychological Capital Questionnaire 

The Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ) (Luthans et al., 2007) was employed to 

measure the participants’ psychological capital resources. 

4.3.1.1 Rationale and description of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire 

The PCQ (Luthans et al., 2007) is an introspective psychological inventory. The questionnaire 

consists of 24 items relating to an individual's psychological capital. The PCQ was developed 

by Fred Luthans, Bruce Avolio and James Avey with the goal of measuring and evaluating the 

psychological capital dimensions, namely: 

 Hope. This dimension refers to a person's ability to persist in attaining their 

goals and, if required, to redirect their route towards these goals in order to 

succeed. This dimension is measured by six items on the scale. 

 Self-efficacy. This refers to an individual's ability to have the necessary 

assurance to tackle and employ the necessary effort to do well at challenging 

tasks. This dimension is measured by six items on the scale. 

 Resilience. This dimension refers to a person's ability to endure and recover 

when faced with challenges and is measured by six items on the scale. 

 Optimism. The last dimension of psychological capital refers to an individual's 

ability to create positive expectations of success; now and in the future. This 

dimension is measured by six items on the scale. 

4.3.1.2 Validity and reliability of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire  

In four separate studies, Luthans, Avolio et al. (2007) confirmed satisfactory reliability of the 

instrument, which yielded Cronbach’s alphas of .88, .89, .89, and .89 respectively. One of the 

studies (Luthans et al., 2007) also confirmed a synergetic effect between the sub-constructs, 

as they found a higher reliability for the complete assessment than its individual sub-scales. 

Overall, they established that the instrument had good construct validity. Roberts et al. (2011) 
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later demonstrated satisfactory levels of internal consistency for the overall measurement 

scale and subscales. 

4.3.1.3 Administration and interpretation of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire  

The PCQ is a self-report measure which employs a six-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 

strongly disagree to (6) strongly agree. The instrument scale measures the constructs of hope 

(e.g. At the present time, I am energetically pursuing my work goals), resilience (e.g. I usually 

take stressful things at work in my stride), optimism (e.g. When things are uncertain for me at 

work I usually expect the best) and self-efficacy (e.g. I feel confident contacting people outside 

the company to discuss problems). These four constructs are equally weighted with six items 

each. The PCQ assessment can be administered to individuals or groups and takes between 

10-15 minutes to complete, with accompanying instructions which are self-explanatory. There 

is no supervision required. Item responses are summed together to obtain the overall PCQ 

score. Higher scores on the questionnaire correspond to greater psychological capital abilities. 

4.3.1.4 Motivation for using the Psychological Capital Questionnaire  

The objective of this study was to explore the extent to which an attorney’s psychological 

resources may predict the type of their positive coping behaviour, with psychological capital 

being one of the relevant research constructs. The study treated psychological capital as a 

psychological resource construct that can explain the variance in the positive coping behaviour 

of attorneys in South Africa. The PCQ was designed for working adults (Luthans et al., 2007) 

and the assessment is generally regarded as the most common tool for assessing 

psychological capital capabilities. Although the test was developed in the United States, it is 

commonly used in South Africa (Oakland, 2004). A study by Görgens-Ekermans and Herbert 

(2013) attempted to establish internal and external validation evidence within the South African 

context, ultimately showing evidence of internal and external validity, which supports the 

findings of another local study by Du Plessis and Barkhuizen (2011), which was conducted a 

few years prior. 

4.3.2 Assessing Emotions Scale 

The Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) (Schutte et al., 2009) was utilised to measure the 

participants’ emotional intelligence. 

4.3.2.1 Rationale and description of the assessing emotions questionnaire 

The Assessing Emotions Scale (AES) (Schutte et al., 2009) is a self-report inventory, 

comprising 33 items within four dimensions which are used to measure emotional intelligence 

traits. The sub-constructs of the scale include the perception of emotions (10 items, e.g. I am 
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aware of my emotions as I experience them); managing own emotions (9 items, e.g. I expect 

good things to happen); managing others’ emotions (8 items, e.g. I like to share my emotions 

with others) and the utilisation of emotions (6 items, e.g. when I am in a positive mood, solving 

problems is easy for me). Schutte et al. (2009) developed the assessment from Salovey and 

Mayer’s (1990) conceptualisation of emotional intelligence. 

4.3.2.2 Validity and reliability of the assessing emotions questionnaire 

The AES instrument is a popular research tool, as validity and reliability have been proven in 

numerous studies, (Schutte et al., 2009). Studies on its validity indicate both convergent and 

divergent validity (Coetzee & Beukes, 2010). For reliability, the reports of test-retest 

correlations and internal consistency are also adequate, as the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 

obtained were between .76 and .84 (Coetzee & Schreuder, 2011; Schutte et al., 1998). 

Locally, as the AES has not been standardised for South African populations, Coetzee and 

Beukes (2010) conducted scale reliability tests for the sample group and determined that the 

internal consistency coefficients gathered for each sub-scale were moderate: perception of 

emotion (0.65); managing own emotions (0.56); managing others’ emotions (0.58); and lastly, 

utilisation of emotions (0.54). 

4.3.2.3 Administration and interpretation of the assessing emotions questionnaire  

The items of the AES are positioned on a five-point ranging Likert scale. For each statement, 

participants are required to indicate their level of agreement on five points, namely: (1) strongly 

disagree; (2) disagree; (3) neither agree nor disagree; (4) agree; (5) strongly agree. Total scale 

scores are calculated by reverse coding items 5, 28 and 33 and then summing all items, with 

a total score ranging from 33 to 165. A higher score would mean greater emotional 

intelligence. No supervision is required as the instructions are self-explanatory. On average, 

it would take a participant five minutes to complete this psychological battery. 

4.3.2.4 Motivation for using the assessing emotions questionnaire 

The objective of this study was to explore the extent to which an attorney’s psychological 

resources may predict the type of their positive coping behaviour, with emotional intelligence 

being one of the relevant research constructs. According to Schutte et al. (1998), the AES is 

deemed most appropriate for working individuals who are keen to reflect on emotional 

functioning topics. Additionally, the AES battery is generally regarded as one of the most 

common tools used for assessing emotional intelligence. Although the AES has not been 

standardised for the South African population, the psychometric properties of the battery are 

deemed satisfactory for the purpose of this study, as they are in accordance with the directives 

provided by Nunnally (1978) for measuring broad-based trends. 
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4.3.3 Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

The Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory (PCBI) (Coetzee et al., 2017) was utilised to 

measure positive coping. 

4.3.3.1 Rationale and description of the Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

The Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory (PCBI), developed by Marx (2016), further refined 

by Coetzee et al. (2017) and later tested for possible effects of pandemic influence (Coetzee, 

2020), is a self-reporting measurement tool. The shortened version consists of 29 items within 

five dimensions which are used to measure individual coping behaviour strategies. The five 

dimensions consist of  

 inventive coping (4 items), namely: (1) I can manage unfamiliar problems 

effectively, (2) I feel confident about overcoming most of my problems, (3) I 

usually devise a plan to deal positively with stressful events and (4) I find 

positive meaning in most difficult situations; 

 engaging coping (5 items), namely:  (1) I feel happy, joyful and excited most of 

the time, (2) I usually feel positive and hopeful, no matter what the situation and 

circumstances are, (3) most people would describe me as a happy person, (4) 

I feel energetic and interested in my work most of the time and (5) I feel capable 

of handling difficult situations; 

 intentional coping (10 items), namely: (1) I feel confident in handling my 

negative emotions, (2) I am able to persevere no matter what the situation is, 

(3) I am able to bounce back from adversity, (4) I feel that I learn from difficult 

situations, (5) I can overcome difficult situations, (6) I know what my strengths 

are, (7) I usually concentrate on what is right, what works, and what is improving 

in my life, (8) I constantly strive to improve my ability to deal with difficult 

situations, (9) I have endurance during difficult situations and (10) I usually 

adjust positively to any kind of situation; 

 influential coping (4 items), namely: (1) I usually adapt quite quickly, (2) I am 

not scared of new or unknown situations, (3) I am not afraid to expose myself 

to risks, (4) I have sufficient social support; and 

 pandemic coping (6 items), namely: (1) The Covid-19 pandemic is a time to 

reboot my outlook on life,  (2) The COVID-19 pandemic brought opportunities 

to make my talents available to those who need them, (3) Practising gratitude, 

patience and hopefulness during the COVID-19 pandemic helped me cope, (4) 

I successfully rearranged facets of my life to help me cope with the changes 

and challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, (5) I identified several opportunities 
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during the COVID-19 period to assist other people and (6)I successfully coped 

with the challenges I faced during the COVID-19 period. 

4.3.3.2 Validity and reliability of the Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

Coetzee et al. (2017) confirmed satisfactory reliability and internal structural validity levels for 

the PCBI instrument, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of between .78 and .96.  

4.3.3.3 Administration and interpretation of the Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

The 23 items of the shortened PCBI assessment battery are positioned on a seven-point Likert 

scale, ranging from 1 (definitely disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). No supervision is required as 

the accompanying instructions are self-explanatory and it would take a participant 

approximately five minutes to complete this psychological battery. 

The scoring for each of the dimensions is calculated as follows, with a high score indicating 

an individual’s preference for the coping style: 

 The total score for the inventive coping dimension comprises the scores of 

items 1 to 4. 

 The total score for the engaging coping dimension comprises the scores of 

items 5 to 9. 

 The total score for the intentional coping dimension comprises the scores of 

items 10 to 19. 

 The total score for the influential coping dimension comprises the scores of 

items 20 to 23. 

 The total score for the influential coping dimension comprises the scores of 

items 24 to 29. 

4.3.3.4 Motivation for using the Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

The positive coping behaviour of participants had to be measured, as the objective of this 

study was to explore the extent to which an attorney’s psychological resources may predict 

the type of their positive coping behaviour. The assessment battery was developed in South 

Africa and is therefore suitable for the South African population. Furthermore, as the PCBI tool 

was designed for working adults, it confirmed the suitability of the assessment tool. 

4.4 LIMITATIONS OF THE PSYCHOMETRIC BATTERY 

The validity and reliability of self-report measures are common concerns among researchers, 

as these tests may be subject to response bias and are also frequently subject to intentional 
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or subconscious social desirability response bias (Krumpal, 2013). In particular, self-report 

measures are deemed poor indicators of actual ability and only tender an indication of an 

individual’s perceived abilities. They are also greatly dependent on the participant’s integrity 

and self-awareness. Nonetheless, due to uncomplicated administration and easy access to 

the instruments, self-report measures are the most prevalent method for conducting 

psychology-related research. By the same token, as this researched focused on psychological 

resources, coping behaviour and emotional intelligence, self-report measures were deemed 

to be most appropriate. 

Common method variance is commonly found in applied statistics and generally applied to 

social science studies and psychometrics (Jakobsen & Jensen, 2015). Common method 

variance refers to the variance that can be attributed to the measurement method instead of 

the measured constructs (Jakobsen & Jensen, 2015; Podsakoff, 2003; Richardson et al., 

2009). The bias produced by common method variance, referred to as common method bias, 

occurs when the projected relationship between two constructs might be exaggerated 

(Malhotra et al., 2017). Common method variance has its roots in approaches that involve the 

use of only one type of item, context, respondent, measurement context or item characteristics 

(Reio, 2010). Podsakoff (2003) established four sources of common method variance, namely: 

(1) utilising the same respondent to gain information for both the dependent and independent 

variables; (2) how the items are presented to the respondents; (3) the framework in which 

items are placed on the form; and finally, (4) the circumstantial impacts of such things as 

location, media and time on the measurement of the constructs (Chang et al., 2020). Common 

method variance may also be an outcome of participant tendencies such as response bias, 

which refers to the influence participants have over their responses when responding on a 

survey on different measures (Liang et al., 2007).  

Social desirability is another well-known challenge. Social desirability involves the tendency 

of respondents to give answers which they deem to be more acceptable or which they consider 

will make them look good (Krumpal, 2013). Additionally, positive or negative affectivity is 

another potential challenge when utilising self-report measures. This approach the 

respondents' view of themselves and of the world in general (Watson & Clark, 1984). It goes 

without saying that the participants’ temporary mood state may also have an impact on how 

they answer the questionnaire (Podsakoff, 2003) and, as such, the impact of the Covid-19 

pandemic on the responses cannot be overlooked. Lastly, common method bias would be 

another limitation. Common method bias involves the possibility that respondents find the 

items complex, abstract or ambiguous, which causes difficulty in answering the questionnaire 
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and may lead to them developing their own understanding of the unclear items, leading to an 

increase in random responding or systematic response tendencies (Podsakoff, 2003). 

4.5  ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Ethics is a set of moral principles that speaks to the quality of research procedures. In 

particular, ethics relates to the adherence to professional, legal and social obligations (De Vos 

et al., 2011). The “golden rule” of ethics, to “treat others as you yourself would like to be 

treated”, is the underlying basis for all ethical considerations (Veal, 2017). As such, the 

following ethical considerations will be adhered to: fairness, honesty, the openness of intent, 

disclosure of methods and the ends for which the research was executed, maintaining 

continuous respect for and the integrity of the participants, guaranteed privacy, obtaining 

informed consent, confidentiality and ensuring anonymity (Neuman, 2011; Veal, 2017).  

An ethical clearance certificate (Appendix 1, reference number: RudmanMD_2020_CEMS_ 

IOP_011) was obtained from the research ethics committee of the Department of Industrial 

and Organisational Psychology at University of South Africa. Additionally, the ethical principles 

and policies of the legal governing body were adhered to. The Law Society of South Africa 

principles which were used as a basis for this research include honesty, impartiality, 

confidentiality and respect.  

Practically, the researcher adhered to the ethical considerations by securing the information 

by voluntary participation,  obtaining informed consent from the participants and ensuring that 

the questionnaire’s introduction addressed the purpose for the study.  Furthermore, names 

were omitted from the questionnaire, which ensured complete anonymity and confidentiality.  

Lastly, all the information obtained from the questionnaire was presented as per the prescribed 

guidelines. 

Further, the researcher also considered the South African legislative requirements. In 

accordance with section 8 of the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998, the psychometric battery 

were deemed scientifically reliable, valid, fair and free from discrimination. In addition, the 

researcher complied with the Protection of Personal Information (“POPI”) Act 4 of 2013 in 

conjunction with the King III Code on Good Governance, in sections pertaining to data 

collection principles. The data mining techniques used in this research complied with two 

legislative imperatives: (1) the right to access material if the information is required for the 

exercise or protection of a right, and (2) the right to protection of personal information to the 

extent that the limitation of access is sensible and justifiable (Republic of South Africa, 2013). 
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4.6 ADMINISTRATION OF THE PSYCHOMETRIC BATTERY 

As the target population in this study, namely attorneys, has easy access to online facilities 

and frequents professional networking sites, an electronic survey was considered an 

appropriate means of distributing the measuring instrument. Participants were invited to 

respond to the questionnaire voluntarily via LinkedIn and other social media applications, 

including Facebook and Reddit. As a result of the disruptions caused by the global pandemic, 

the survey did not have an expiry date and ran over a period of 12 months. The convenience 

sample approach had numerous advantages, such as flexibility, convenience, cost efficiency, 

ease of access for participants and a better response rate (Hanaysha, 2016).  

The assessment battery included a biographical questionnaire, the Assessing Emotions Scale 

(AES) (Schutte et al., 2009), the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ) (Luthans et al., 

2007) and the Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory (PCBI) (Coetzee et al., 2017), which 

were all integrated into one electronic questionnaire. The survey was uploaded on Lime 

Survey, an online statistical survey web application. The cover letter of the survey included an 

explanation of the ethical considerations, advised that participation was voluntary, requested 

informed consent, assured participants of total anonymity and confidentiality and listed the 

contact details of the researcher. All the collected data was stored electronically and only 

accessed by a Lime Survey administrator to ensure the security and authenticity of the data. 

The final Lime Survey questionnaire data was presented in Excel format, which allowed for 

computer scoring to eliminate the likelihood of human error. 

4.7 STATISTICAL ANALYSIS 

The raw survey data was presented in an electronic format, which was cleansed of any 

incomplete questionnaires. The remaining usable questionnaires were then analysed using 

SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences, Version 27; 2020) for the mediation and 

moderation analyses. Statistical procedures comprised three stages, namely descriptive 

statistics, correlation analysis and inferential statistics.  

4.7.1 Descriptive statistics 

The descriptive statistics were used to calculate frequencies, central tendency, standard 

deviations, kurtosis and skewness, as well as to test for assumptions. The descriptive statistics 

also included calculations for reliability and validity using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. For a 

scale or item to be considered reliable, a Cronbach alpha’s coefficient of .70 or higher is 

required (Brown, 2015). 
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4.7.2 Correlation statistics  

A correlation analysis was used to determine the strength and direction of the relationships 

between the constructs. In this case, Spearman’s correlation measures were used and the 

significance value was set at p ≤ 0.05 (95% confidence interval level). 

4.7.3 Inferential statistics  

Mediation analysis, using Hayes’ PROCESS Version 3.5.3 (2018) model was used to 

determine whether emotional intelligence mediates the relationship between psychological 

capital and positive coping behaviour. Additionally, using Hayes’ PROCESS Version 3.5.3 

(2018) hierarchical regression model, a moderation analysis was conducted to determine  

 whether the socio-demographic variables (age, gender, race, tenure and job 

level) would moderate the relationship between psychological capital and 

positive coping behaviour, and  

 whether the socio-demographic variables (age, gender, race, tenure and job 

level) would moderate the relationship between the emotional intelligence 

variables and positive coping behaviour. 

Lastly, the Mann-Whitney Wilcoxon test was performed to determine whether significant 

differences existed on the overall scales and subscales of the socio-demographic variables 

(age, gender, race, tenure, job level) with regard to psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour. 

4.8 FORMULATION OF THE RESEARCH HYPOTHESES 

Goodwin and Goodwin (2016) define a research hypothesis as a proposed description or 

explanation for a phenomenon. It is deemed a logical construct which is inserted between a 

research problem and a research solution, in an effort to suggest an answer to the research 

question (Goodwin & Goodwin, 2016). Therefore, a research hypothesis is a rational, cautious 

proposal regarding the relationship between variables (Goodwin & Goodwin, 2016). In order 

to achieve the objectives of the study, the research hypotheses were formulated and then 

tested using with the relevant statistical procedure, as summarised in Table 4.2.  
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Table 4.2 

Research Hypotheses 

Research Aim Research Hypothesis Statistical Procedure 

Research aim 1:  
To assess the empirical inter-
relationships between 
psychological capital (the 
independent variable), positive 
coping behaviour (the 
dependent variable) and 
emotional intelligence as the 
mediating variable. 

H1: There is a statistically 
positive relationship between the 
antecedent variable 
(psychological capital), the 
mediating variable (emotional 
intelligence) and positive coping 
behaviours (dependent 
variable). 

Bi-variate correlations  
 

Research aim 2:  
To assess whether the effect of 
the independent variable 
(psychological capital) on the 
dependent variable (positive 
coping behaviour) is mediated 
by an attorney’s level of 
emotional intelligence. 

H2: The effect of the antecedent 
variable (psychological capital) 
on the dependent variable 
(positive coping behaviour) is 
mediated by an attorney’s level 
of emotional intelligence 
(mediating variable).  

Mediation analysis – PROCESS 
Hayes 

Research aim 3:  
To assess (1) the effect of the 
independent variable 
(psychological capital) on the 
dependent variable (positive 
coping behaviour), and  
(2) the effect of emotional 
intelligence (the mediating 
variable) on positive coping 
behaviour (dependent variable) 
when moderated by individuals’ 
age, gender, race, tenure and 
job level characteristics. 

H3: The effect of (1) the 
antecedent variable 
(psychological capital) on the 
dependent variable (positive 
coping behaviour) and (2) the 
mediating variable (emotional 
intelligence) on the dependent 
variable (positive coping 
behaviour) is significantly 
moderated by individuals’ age, 
gender, race, tenure and job 
level. 

Hierarchical moderated 
regression PROCESS Hayes 

Research aim 4:  
To assess whether attorneys 
from different socio-
demographic groups (age, 
gender, race, tenure, job level) 
differ significantly with regard to 
psychological capital, emotional 
intelligence and positive coping 
behaviour. 

H4: Attorneys from different age, 
gender, race, tenure and job 
level groups differ significantly 
regarding their psychological 
capital and emotional 
intelligence resources. This 
means that certain socio-
demographic groups will display 
greater levels of psychosocial 
resources and positive coping 
behaviour than other groups. 

Mann-Whitney Wilcoxon test for 
significant mean differences 
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4.9 STATISTICAL PROCESSING OF THE DATA 

The researcher employed statistical procedures involving descriptive statistical analysis, correlation 

analysis and inferential statistical analysis. The process involved three stages and is depicted in Figure 

4.10 below. 

Figure 4.10 

Statistical Processing of Data 

 
   Source: Author’s own work 

4.9.1 Stage 1: Descriptive statistical analysis 

The process of descriptive statistical analysis involves the use of statistical procedures on the 

research sample in an effort to summarise the random variables in a meaningful way (Mertler 

& Reinhart, 2016). These procedures will now be discussed.  

  

STAGE 1: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICAL 
ANALYSIS

•Measure of central tendency (by way of means and standard deviations)

•Internal consistency (by way of Chronbach's alpha coefficient and composite 
reliability)

•Kurtosis

•Skewness

•Test for assumptions

STAGE 2: CORRELATION ANALYSIS

•Bi-variate correlations

STAGE 3: INFERENTIAL STATISTICAL 
ANALYSIS

•Mediation analysis

•Moderated regression analysis

•Test for mean differences
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4.9.1.1 Internal consistency reliability analysis of each scale 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were used in this study to determine the internal consistency 

reliability of the three research instruments and the average degree of correlation between 

these items. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is a score between 0 and 1, with a higher score 

indicating higher reliability (Cho & Kim, 2015). For a scale or item to be considered reliable, a 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .70 or higher is required (Brown, 2015). 

In addition to the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, composite reliability measures were used to 

measure the internal consistency of the scale items, as in some cases the Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient may draw incorrect assumptions. In essence, composite reliability measures the 

difference of total scale score variance relative to the total amount of score variance (Brunner 

& Süß, 2005). A reasonable threshold for composite reliability is .70 or higher (Shen et al., 

2013). 

4.9.1.2 Means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis 

The mean (or average) is calculated by adding the sum of the responses and then dividing 

this number by the total number of responses (Sykes et al., 2016). The standard deviation is 

calculated to give insight on the variation in the sample (Sykes et al., 2016) and is done by 

measuring the variation of an item from the group mean value, which essentially means that 

standard deviation is the average of these deviations (Field, 2015; Sykes et al., 2016). A small 

standard deviation shows that the data points are spread closely together around the mean 

(Field, 2015; Sykes et al., 2016) and in a normal distribution sample most of the scores would 

typically fall between +1 and -1 standard deviations from the mean (Field, 2015; Sykes et al., 

2016). By contrast, a large standard deviation would indicate that the data set is sprawled 

away from the mean (Field, 2015; Sykes et al., 2016).  

Normality tests are performed to establish whether the data set is displaying a normal or non-

normal distribution by testing for skewness and kurtosis. Skewness is the degree of 

asymmetry in a distribution and often reveals extreme scores in that distribution (Sykes et al., 

2016), whereas kurtosis describes how scores are concentrated in the centre of the 

distribution, in the lower and upper tails (ends) and the shoulders (which is the area between 

the centre and the tails) of a distribution (Sykes et al., 2016). In particular, kurtosis indicates 

how pointed (leptokurtic) or flat (platykurtic) a data set is: distributions with kurtosis of < 3 are 

platykurtic (Pallant, 2016), while distributions with kurtosis > 3 are leptokurtic (Pallant, 2016). 

A positive/right skew in the data indicates that the mean is greater than the median, whereas 

a negative/left skew specifies that the mean is less than the median (Pallant, 2016). 

Accordingly, kurtosis designates the shape of a probability distribution (Bonett & Wright, 2000).  
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4.9.1.3 Tests for assumptions 

The purpose of this study was to make valid interpretations from the sample data. However, 

a researcher may encounter some challenges when a sample from a larger population is used 

to deliver specific values that apply to the entire population. For this reason, this study 

employed the following statistical methods to establish the level of confidence at which certain 

inferences could be made about the research results: 

Accuracy of data entered into the data file and missing values 

Accuracy refers to how close the measurements are to the true value (Sykes et al., 

2016). The participants completed the survey electronically and their input was stored 

electronically to ensure data accuracy and authenticity. The final data file was 

presented in Excel format, which allowed for computer scoring on SPSS to eliminate 

the likelihood of human error.  

Missing values in a survey data set can occur for a number of reasons: the participant 

did not record an answer to the question, a missing value as a result of the survey 

design (e.g. posing gender-related questions to females would lead to men skipping 

the questions, resulting in missing values), as well as data entry and processing 

errors, such as an interrupted interview (Kaiser, 2014). Missing values compromise 

the statistical power and efficiency of the study data by reducing the amount of 

available data to be analysed, ultimately distorting the population inferences and 

affecting the reliability of the results (Kwak & Kim, 2017).  

There are three common approaches for handling missing values: 

(1) Complete case analysis which removes all the missing values and only utilises 

the variable data observed at each time point for analysis. 

(2) Available case analysis, which only includes the data available for each analysis. 

This approach allows for a larger sample size than in the complete case analysis 

approach. However, varying sample sizes between the variables used in the analysis 

would be a consequence of this approach.  

(3) Imputation analysis, a technique that replaces the missing values with substituted 

values that were obtained from a statistical analysis to produce a complete data set 

(Kwak & Kim, 2017). 

There is no general or universal approach for handling missing values. This study employed 

SPSS for statistical analysis calculations and it is common for the system to apply the 
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complete case analysis approach and automatically exclude the missing values from analysis. 

Although the simplicity of this approach is advantageous, the main disadvantage is the 

challenge of drawing statistical inferences during analysis (Kwak & Kim, 2017).  

It remains good practice to report missing values and to account for these values during the 

statistical analysis (Gorard, 2020). In this study, employment status had seven missing values 

while job title had 23 missing values. The complete case analysis approach for missing values 

was subsequently applied. 

Ratio of cases to independent variables 

A minimum number of cases is required to test multiple independent variables when 

performing a multivariate inferential statistical analysis. As a result, a minimum 

sample size is required to ensure a matching number of dependent variables (Austin 

& Steyerberg, 2015). In this study, the minimum sample size was determined by the 

formula n > 50 + 8m, where m represents the number of independent variables 

(MacCallum et al., 1996). For this study, with m = 11, the aforementioned formula 

equates to a sample size of n = 138, which is below the sample size of N = 144. 

Therefore, the study sample size of N = 144 was regarded as acceptable. 

Outliers 

An outlier refers to an individual data point which differs from the other individual data 

points in a data set (Zimek et al., 2012). An outlier test would enable the researcher 

to determine if an outlier value has occurred accidentally or is due to a particular 

reason such as a defective measurement tool (Montgomery et al., 2015). 

Normality, linearity and homoscedasticity 

The multivariate normality assumption is derived from the notion that each variable 

must have a normal distribution from which the multivariate normal distribution follows 

(Mertler & Reinhart, 2016), while the assumption of linearity proposes a linear 

relationship between all dependent variable pairs and all covariate pairs across all 

the groups (Harrell, 2015). In this study, the Shapiro-Wilk and Kolmogorov-Smirnov 

statistical tests were utilised to test for normality. As the significance values of the 

Shapiro-Wilk and Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were smaller than the applicable alpha 

cut-off point (≤ .05), it was assumed that the data was not normally distributed which 

justified the use of non-parametric tests for data analysis (Ho & Yu, 2015). 

Homoscedasticity centres on the degree of variability between dependent variables 

of a quantitative nature and have to be equivalent over a sequence of independent 
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variables (Yang & Mathew, 2017). In this study, homoscedasticity was tested by 

assessing the degree to which scores were spread from the regression line and from 

each other. 

Multicollinearity and singularity 

Multicollinearity points to a state of extreme redundancy between the respective 

variables when two or more independent variables are strongly correlated with one 

another. Multicollinearity takes place when r ≥ .80 (Cohen, Cohen et al., 2013). On 

the other hand, singularity emerges when a perfect correlation among the variables 

is present (r = 1.00) (Cohen, Cohen et al., 2013). In this study, the correlations 

between the independent variables were checked to test for multicollinearity and 

singularity. 

4.9.2 Stage 2: Correlation analysis 

Correlation analysis was the second step in the descriptive statistical analysis process and 

was used to test research hypothesis H1, namely: 

H1: There is a statistically positive relationship between the antecedent variable 

(psychological capital), the mediating variable (emotional intelligence) and positive 

coping behaviours (dependent variable). 

Correlation refers to the link between variables; more specifically, where they move together 

(Sykes et al., 2016). Correlation analysis is the statistical methods employed to describe and 

measure the relationship between a set of variables (Rovai et al., 2013). Bi-variate correlation 

was used to detail the direction and the strength of the linear relationship between the 

variables. In addition, the researcher administered tests for normality to assess the distribution 

of scores. This distribution determined whether Pearson product-moment correlation 

(parametric) or Spearman rho correlation (non-parametric) techniques should be utilised 

(Pallant, 2016). As the data distribution was not normalised, a non-parametric technique was 

employed and the cut-off for significance levels was set at p ≤ .05. The correlation coefficient 

ranges from -1.00 to +1.00 and the direction of the relationship is indicated by the sign of the 

coefficient (i.e. the negative sign indicates a negative relationship and the positive sign 

indicates a positive relationship and the closer to 0, the weaker the relationship). Furthermore, 

practical effect sizes were utilised to establish whether the relationship between two variables 

was statistically significant. The practical effect sizes for significant correlations will be r = .10 

(small practical effect); r = .30 (medium practical effect) and r = .50 (large practical effect). 
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In research, each test of significance starts with the null hypothesis (H0). This method is used 

to interpret the statistical relationship of a sample. The null hypothesis posits that there is no 

relationship in the population and that any relationship in the sample is simply due to sampling 

error. Conversely, the alternative hypothesis (H1) suggests that there is a relationship in the 

population and that this relationship is reflected in the sample.  

In this process, a Type II error transpires when the null hypothesis is false but erroneously 

fails to be rejected and is often referred to as a false negative (Rovai et al., 2013). Although it 

is impossible to completely avoid Type II errors, they can be limited by increasing the sample 

size. A Type I error (also referred to as the significance level) occurs when the null hypothesis 

is true but is rejected (Rovai et al., 2013). Type I errors can be limited by utilising the Bonferroni 

correction (a conservative approach whereby the researcher controls Type I errors with 

numerous comparisons) or Holm’s sequential Bonferroni correction, which is a more powerful 

and uniform tool, as its intention is to control the family-wise error rate (Rovai et al., 2013). In 

this study, the researcher made an effort to limit Type I and Type II errors by setting a 

conservative level of significance. The significance level refers to significance in terms of 

giving specific probability after a null hypothesis is rejected (Huck, 2016); in other words, how 

rare one’s research results are. As a standard, statistical significance is set at p ≤ .05 (Miah, 

2016) and this was applied in this study. 

4.9.3 Stage 3: Inferential statistics 

Inferential statistics are employed by researchers to draw conclusions which extend beyond 

the data alone (Veal, 2017) and were applied by means of mediation analysis and moderated 

regression analysis. 

4.9.3.1 Mediation analysis 

Mediation analysis represented the second stage of the inferential statistical analysis. Hayes’ 

(2018) PROCESS procedure (version 3.5.3) for SPSS was applied to perform the mediation 

analysis, in order to determine whether emotional intelligence significantly mediates the 

relationship between the independent variable (psychological capital) and the dependent 

variable (positive coping behaviour). Bootstrapping was performed with 5000 boot samples 

and the confidence intervals of the upper bounds (ULCI) and lower bounds (LLCI) were 

calculated at a 95% confidence interval. 

This stage tested research hypotheses H2, namely: 
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H2: The effect of the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the dependent 

variable (positive coping behaviour) is mediated by an attorney’s level of emotional 

intelligence (mediating variable). 

4.9.3.2 Moderated regression analysis  

Moderated regression analysis was the third stage of the inferential statistical analysis. 

Researchers employ hierarchical moderated regression analysis to establish whether the 

relationship between a predictor variable and a criterion variable will be moderated by another 

predictor variable (which is also known as the moderator or moderating variable) (Draper & 

Smith, 2014).  In this study, Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS procedure (version 3.5.3) for SPSS was 

applied to perform the moderated regression analysis to determine if the socio-demographic 

variables (age, gender, race, tenure and job level) moderated the predictive power of 

psychological resources in predicting positive coping behaviour. 

The levels of statistical significance (Fp) were defined in the following manner: Fp < .001, Fp 

< .01 with Fp < .05 as the limit for rejecting the null hypotheses. As per research standard, the 

effect size (f²) was set at 0.10 (small effect size) , 0.25 (medium effect size) and 0.40 (large 

effect size) respectively. Finally, the R² mediation effect was calculated in order to assess the 

strength and significance of the relationship. The study was guided by Cohen, Cohen et al. 

(2013) to assess the extent of the relationship as follows:  

Small practical effect size: R² ≤ .12  

Moderate practical effect size: R² ≥ .13 ≤ .25 

Large practical effect size: R² ≥ .26. 

This stage tested research hypothesis H3, namely: 

H3: The effect of (1) the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the dependent 

variable (positive coping behaviour) and (2) the mediating variable (emotional 

intelligence) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) is significantly 

moderated by individuals’ age, gender, race, tenure and job level. 

4.9.3.3 Tests for significant mean differences 

Tests for significant mean differences were used to test research hypothesis 4: 

H4: Attorneys from different age, gender, race, tenure and job level groups differ 

significantly regarding their psychological capital and emotional intelligence 

resources. This means that certain socio-demographic groups will showcase greater 

levels of psychosocial resources and positive coping behaviour than other groups. 



 

74 

As the data did not meet the criterion for the assumption of normality, the significant mean 

differences had to be calculated by using non-parametric measures. As such, the Mann-

Whitney Wilcoxon test was used to test for significant mean differences in the socio-

demographic variables (age, gender, race, tenure and job level) regarding participants’ levels 

of psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. The Mann-

Whitney Wilcoxon test starts by ranking each of the variable means, after which it compares 

the ranked means to establish any significant differences. According to Hair et al. (2010), the 

significant level for the tests of mean differences is considered valid and significant when p ≤ 

.05. Cohen’s practical effect (Cohen’s d) was also determined in an effort to describe the 

extent of the effects as follows: d = .20 (small effect), d = .50 (medium effect) and d ≥ .80 

(large effect). 

4.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this chapter, the first six steps of the empirical investigation were discussed. These included 

a description of the sample, the choice of and motivation for the relevant psychometric test 

batteries, as well as the ethical considerations, administration and scoring of the test batteries. 

Additionally, the steps for capturing of the criterion data and the hypotheses in the research 

questions were also formulated. The chapter concluded with a discussion and reasoning of 

the methods used to process statistical data. Chapter 5 will report on the research results. 
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CHAPTER 5 

RESEARCH RESULTS 

This chapter discusses the results of the statistical analysis that emerged from the techniques 

applied to test the research hypotheses. In particular, the detailed results of the descriptive, 

correlational and inferential statistics will be discussed. The chapter will close with a 

conclusion on the research hypotheses. 

5.1 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICAL ANALYSIS 

This section of the chapter reports on the descriptive statistics, namely the means, standard 

deviations, kurtosis and skewness and the internal consistency reliability coefficients for the 

three scales used in this study: Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory (PCBI), Assessing 

Emotions Scale (AES) and the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ). 

5.1.1 Positive Coping Behavioural Inventory 

The 29 items of the PCBI assessment battery are positioned on a seven-point Likert scale, 

ranging from 1 (definitely disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scales measures the sub-

constructs of inventive coping, engaging coping, intentional coping and influential coping. The 

construct of pandemic coping was added to assess the effect of the pandemic on the 

participants. Table 5.1 provides the descriptive information computed for the PCBI in this 

study.  

Table 5.1 

Descriptive Statistics: Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, Skewness, Kurtosis and Internal 
Consistency Reliability Coefficients of the PCBI 

PCBI variables Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 
Cronbach’s 

alpha 
Composite 
reliability 

Inventive coping 4.62 1.31 -.36 -.13 .87 .87 

Engaging coping  4.83 1.28 -.61 .08 .87 .87 

Intentional coping 5.15 1.14 -.84 1.55 .93 .92 

Influential coping 4.89 1.38 -.67 .06 .81 .80 

Pandemic coping 4.61 1.28 -.29 .00 .87 .87 

Overall positive coping 
behavioural inventory (PCBI) 

4.80 1.13 -.66 1.07 .97 .97 

Note: N = 144 

The mean scores for the PCBI ranged between 4.61 and 5.15, indicating that the sample 

generally scored on the mid-range to higher end of the scale. The participants scored the 

highest on the intentional coping subscale (mean = 5.15; SD = 1.14) and the lowest on the 
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pandemic coping subscale (mean = 4.61; SD = 1.28) and the inventive coping subscale (mean 

= 4.62; SD = 1.31). The skewness and kurtosis scores for the PCBI were -.66 and 1.07 

respectively. Skewness measures the symmetry of the distribution: hence, the PCBI value of 

-.66 indicates that data was slightly skewed to the left, which means that the left tail of the 

distribution was slightly longer than the right tail. The kurtosis value of 1.07 for the PCBI 

suggests a leptokurtic distribution, which means that the distribution was heavy tailed, 

suggesting a non-normal distribution of scores. 

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the PCBI subscales ranged between α =.81 and α =.93, 

and the overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the overall scale was α =.97. The composite 

reliability coefficients ranged between CR = .78 and CR = .95 for the PCBI subscales, and the 

composite reliability coefficient for the scale was found to be CR = .97 overall. Both the 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and composite reliability coefficient values were above > .70, 

which suggests good internal consistency reliability. 

5.1.2 Assessing Emotions Scale 

The items of the AES are positioned on a five-point Likert scale and participants had to indicate 

their level of agreement for each statement, namely: (1) strongly disagree; (2) disagree; (3) 

neither agree nor disagree; (4) agree; (5) strongly agree. Total scale scores are calculated by 

reverse coding items 5, 28 and 33 and then summing all the items, with a total score ranging 

from 33 to 165. A higher score would mean greater emotional intelligence. Table 5.2 provides 

the descriptive information computed for the AES in this study.  

Table 5.2 

Descriptive Statistics: Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, Skewness, Kurtosis and Internal 
Consistency Reliability Coefficients of the AES 

AES variables Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 
Cronbach’s 

alpha 
Composite 
reliability 

Perception of emotion 4.56 .83 -2.16 6.95 .90 .90 

Managing own emotions 4.38 .82 1.34 3.32 .85 .85 

Managing others' emotions 4.56 .77 -1.73 6.56 .76 .78 

Utilisation of emotion 4.61 .79 -1.69 6.09 .80 .81 

Overall assessing emotions 
scale (AES) 4.51 .69 -2.34 9.57 .94 .94 

Note: N = 144 

The mean scores for the AES subscales ranged between 4.38 and 4.61 and the overall mean 

score of the scale was 4.51, indicating that the sample generally had high scores on the scale. 

The participants scored the highest on the Utilisation of Emotions subscale (mean = 4.61; SD 

= .79) and the lowest on the Managing Own Emotions subscale (mean = 4.38; SD = .77). The 
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skewness and kurtosis scores for the AES were -2.34 and 9.57 respectively. Skewness 

measures the symmetry of the distribution and a skewness score of zero specifies a normal 

distribution. In this instance, the score of -2.34 indicates that data was highly skewed to the 

left, which means that the left tail of the distribution was much longer than the right tail. On the 

other hand, kurtosis suggests how peaked or flat a distribution is. A zero value points to a 

normal distribution, whereas the AES value in this study (9.57) suggests a leptokurtic 

distribution, which means that the distribution was heavy tailed, suggesting a non-normal 

distribution of scores. 

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the AES subscales ranged between α =.76 and α =.90 

and the overall scale was measured at α =.94. The composite reliability (CR) coefficients for 

the AES subscales ranged between CR = .78 and CR = .90 and the CR coefficient for the 

overall scale was CR = .94. The values of the internal reliability coefficients were all above 

> .70 and were therefore deemed acceptable, as reliability coefficients of .70 or greater are 

deemed good (Costa et al., 2015). 

5.1.3 Psychological Capital Questionnaire 

The PCQ uses a six-point Likert scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (6) strongly agree. 

The instrument scale measures the constructs of hope, resilience, optimism and self-efficacy. 

These four constructs were equally weighted with six items each. Table 5.3 provides the 

descriptive information computed for the PCQ in this study.  

Table 5.3 

Descriptive Statistics: Mean Scores, Standard Deviations, Skewness, Kurtosis and Internal 
Consistency Reliability Coefficients of the PCQ 

PCQ variables Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 
Cronbach’s 

alpha 
Composite 
reliability 

Self-efficacy 4.62 1.02 -1.39 2.49 .88 .89 

Hope 4.21 .95 -.97 1.80 .88 .89 

Resiliency 4.73 .83 -1.87 5.65 .84 .84 

Optimism 3.93 1.04 -.67 .11 .82 .84 

Overall psychological capital 
questionnaire (PCQ) 4.40 .83 -1.51 4.21 .94 .93 

Note: N = 144 

The mean scores for the PCQ subscales ranged between 3.93 and 4.73, indicating that the 

sample generally scored on the higher end of the scale. The overall mean score of the PCQ 

scale was 4.40. The participants scored the highest on the Resiliency subscale (mean = 4.73; 

SD = .83) and the lowest on the Optimism subscale (mean = 3.93; SD = 1.04). The skewness 

and kurtosis scores for the PCQ were found to be -1.51 and 4.21 respectively. Skewness 
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measures the symmetry of the distribution; hence, the PCQ value of -1.51 indicates that the 

data was highly skewed to the left, which means that the left tail of the distribution was longer 

than the right tail. The kurtosis value of 4.21 for the PCQ suggests a leptokurtic distribution, 

which means that the distribution had heavy tails, suggesting a non-normal distribution of 

scores. 

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the PCQ subscales ranged between α = .82 and α = 

.88, and the overall scale scored between α = .94. The composite reliability coefficients ranged 

between CR = .84 and CR = .89 for the PCQ subscales, which overall recorded CR = .93. 

Both the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and composite reliability coefficient values were above 

> .70, which suggests good internal consistency reliability.  

In summary, the acceptable range for the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and the composite 

reliability coefficient is > .70 (Nunnally, 1978). All three scales proved to have high internal 

consistency reliability as their overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient and composite reliability 

coefficient were above > .70. 

5.2 CORRELATION STATISTICS 

Bi-variate correlations were performed to determine the magnitude and direction of the 

relationship between the PCBI, AES and PCQ variables, using SPSS (Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences, Version 27; 2020). The correlation statistics were performed to achieve 

empirical research aim 1. 

 Empirical research aim 1: To assess the empirical inter-relationships between 

psychological capital (the independent variable), positive coping behaviour (the 

dependent variable) and emotional intelligence as the mediating variable 

Table 5.4 reports on the correlation coefficients. 

5.2.1 Correlation between the scales 

The overall PCQ and AES scales showed significant positive correlations at r = .53, with a 

large practical effect, p ≤ .001. In terms of the psychological capital variables, the AES showed 

significant positive correlations, ranging from r = .35 (resiliency), medium practical effect, p ≤ 

.001, to r = .55 (optimism), all with a large practical effect, p ≤ .001. Regarding the emotional 

intelligence variables, the PCQ displayed significant positive correlations, ranging from r = .21 

(perception of emotion), small practical effect, p ≤ .001, to r = .68 (managing own emotions) 

with a large practical effect, p ≤ .001. The bi-variate correlations were all below < .80, which is 
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the threshold for potential issues of multicollinearity. The significant correlations did not show 

multicollinearity among the scale variables. 

Table 5.4 

Correlations Between the AES, PCQ and PCBI Subscales and Overall Scales 

Variables 
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Self-efficacy 1.00                 

Hope .56** 1.00                

Resiliency .42** .61** 1.00               

Optimism .54** .72** .53** 1.00              

PCQ scale .79** .87** .71** .84** 1.00             

Inventive .47** .64** .58** .63** .69** 1.00            

Engaging .53** .61** .55** .59** .67** .72** 1.00           

Intentional .52** .62** .55** .62** .67** .70** .78** 1.00          

Influential .48** .47** .48** .49** .56** .64** .53** .63** 1.00         

Pandemic .38** .51** .45** .51** .52** .56** .63** .65** .59** 1.00        

PCBI scale .58** .74** .57** .72** .78** .80** .80** .87** .72** .67** 1.00       

Perception of 
emotion 

.28** .17* 0.14 .19* .21** 0.14 .27** .28** .17* .30** .24** 1.00      

Managing 
own emotions 

.48** .63** .48** .71** .68** .62** .62** .65** .50** .52** .69** .38** 1.00     

Managing 
others 
emotions 

.22** .34** .22** .32** .30** .24** .25** .34** .25** .32** .30** .47** .50** 1.00    

Utilisation of 
emotion 

.22** .20* 0.13 .29** .24** .21* .26** .30** .27** .34** .29** .39** .49** .51** 1.00   

Managing 
emotions 
during Covid 

.35** .47** .44** .52** .51** .49** .54** .49** .39** .61** .50** .41** .60** .40** .27** 1.00  

AES scale .42** .49** .35** .55** .53** .47** .53** .57** .42** .54** .56** .71** .83** .74** .65** .69** 1.00 

Note: N = 144 
**. p < .01 statistically highly significant  
*. p < .05 statistically significant  

The overall PCQ and PCBI scales presented significant positive correlations at r = .78, also 

with a large practical effect, p ≤ .001. In terms of the psychological capital variables, the PCBI 

showed significant positive correlations, ranging from r = .58 (self-efficacy) to r = .74 (hope), 

all with a large practical effect, p ≤ .001. Regarding the positive coping behaviour variables, 

the PCQ also displayed significant positive correlations, ranging from r = .52 (pandemic 

coping) to r = .69 (inventive coping), all with a large practical effect, p ≤ .001. The bi-variate 
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correlations were all below < .80, which is the threshold for potential issues of multicollinearity. 

The significant correlations did not show multicollinearity among the scale variables. 

The overall AES and PCBI scales demonstrated significant positive correlations at r = .56, with 

a highly practical effect, p ≤ .001. In terms of the emotional intelligence variables, the PCBI 

showed significant positive correlations, ranging from r = .242 (perception of emotion), small 

practical effect, p ≤ .001, to r = .69 (managing own emotions), with a large practical effect, p ≤ 

.001. Regarding the positive coping behaviour variables, the AES displayed significant positive 

correlations, ranging from r = .42 (influential coping), medium practical effect, p ≤ .001, to r = 

.57 (intentional coping), with a large practical effect, p ≤ .001. The bi-variate correlations were 

all below < .80, which is the threshold for potential issues of multicollinearity. The significant 

correlations did not show multicollinearity among the scale variables. 

However, some variables between the scales did not show any significant relationships. 

Firstly, the AES subscale, utilisation of emotions, did not display a significant relationship with 

the PCQ subscale, resiliency at r = .13. Similarly, the AES subscale, perception of emotions, 

did not demonstrate a significant relationship with inventive coping behaviour, a PCBI 

subscale at r = .14. This outcome suggests that these variables are not significantly 

associated. 

5.2.2 Correlation between the PCBI and its subscales 

The correlations between the PCBI and its sub-dimensions were significantly positive. The 

significantly positive correlation between PCBI and its variables was the highest for intentional 

coping (r = .87; large practical effect, p ≤ .001), followed by inventive coping (r = .80; large 

practical effect, p ≤ .001), engaging coping (r = .80; large practical effect, p ≤ .001), influential 

coping (r = .72, large practical effect, p ≤ .001) and lastly, pandemic coping (r = .67, large 

practical effect, p ≤ .001). The significantly positive correlations between the PCBI variables 

ranged from r = .53 between influential coping and engaging coping (large practical effect, p 

≤ .001) to r = .78 between intentional coping and engaging coping (large practical effect, p ≤ 

.001). The bi-variate correlations provided evidence of convergent validity. 

5.2.3 Correlation between the AES and its subscales 

The correlations between the AES and its sub-dimensions were significantly positive. The 

correlation between AES and the AES variables was the highest for managing own emotions 

(r = .83; large practical effect, p ≤ .001), followed by managing others’ emotions (r = .74; large 

practical effect, p ≤ .001), perception of emotions (r = .71; large practical effect, p ≤ .001), 

managing emotions during Covid (r = .69, large practical effect, p ≤ .001) and lastly, utilisation 
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of emotion (r = .65, large practical effect, p ≤ .001). The significantly positive correlations 

between the AES variables ranged from r = .27; small practical effect, p ≤ .001 to r = .60; large 

practical effect, p ≤ .001. The bi-variate correlations provided evidence of convergent validity. 

5.2.4 Correlation between the PCQ and its subscales 

The correlations between the PCQ and its sub-dimensions were moderately to significantly 

positive. The correlation between PCQ and its variables was the highest for hope (r = .87; 

large practical effect, p ≤ .001), followed by optimism (r = .84; large practical effect, p ≤ .001), 

self-efficacy (r = .79; large practical effect, p ≤ .001) and lastly, resiliency (r = .71, large 

practical effect, p ≤ .001). The significantly positive correlations between the PCQ variables 

ranged from r = .42 between resiliency and self-efficacy; medium practical effect, p ≤ .001, to 

r = .72 between hope and optimism; large practical effect, p ≤ .001. The bi-variate correlations 

provided evidence of convergent validity. 

Given these findings, the correlation results provided evidence in support of research 

hypothesis H1: 

 Research hypothesis H1: There is a statistically positive relationship between the 

antecedent variable (psychological capital), the mediating variable (emotional 

intelligence) and positive coping behaviours (dependent variable). 

5.3 INFERENTIAL STATISTICS 

In this section , the following inferential statistics were performed: 

 Mediation analysis 

 Moderated regression analysis 

 Tests for significant mean differences 

When inferential statistics are applied to the research material, the researcher can make 

comparisons, the conclusions of which allow the researcher to make inferences to the larger 

population beyond the research sample (Ali & Bhaskar, 2016; Simpson, 2015). However, the 

main goal of inferential statistics is to test or answer the hypotheses as part of the process for 

making rational conclusions about the research results (Ali & Bhaskar, 2016). 
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5.3.1 Mediation analysis  

Mediation analysis was performed to achieve research aim 2: 

 Research aim 2: To assess whether the effect of the independent variable 

(psychological capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) is 

mediated by an attorney’s level of emotional intelligence. 

Mediation analysis involves the presence of an intermediate variable between an independent 

variable and a dependent variable, which transmits the causal effect of the independent 

variable onto the dependent variable (Agler & De Boeck, 2017). In simple terms, the mediation 

analysis assesses whether a third intermediate variable can explain the relationship between 

two variables. This study used the PROCESS Procedure (Hayes, 2018) for SPSS Version 

3.5.3 to perform the mediation analysis. Table 5.5 reports the mediation analysis results. 

Table 5.5 

Mediation Results: Emotional Intelligence as Mediator in the Link Between Psychological 
Capital and Positive Coping Behaviour 

Variable  
Standardised

β 
SE t p LLCI ULCI F p R² 

Psychological capital  .76 .07 14.83 .000 .90 1.17 215.38 .000 .71 

Emotional intelligence  .11 .09 1.97 .05 -.001 .37 - - - 

Standarised indirect effect: 
Emotional intelligence  

.08 .03 - - .01 .14 - - - 

 

Figure 5.1 

Indirect (Mediating) Effect of Emotional Intelligence  

 

Notes: ***p = .000, *p = .05. standardised indirect effect β = .08 (LLCI = .01; ULCI = .14) 
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Table 5.5 and Figure 5.1 report the results of a mediation analysis applied to investigate the 

hypothesis that emotional intelligence mediates the effect of psychological capital on positive 

coping behaviour. The results indicated that psychological capital was a significant direct 

predictor of positive coping behaviour (β = .76, SE = .07, p = .000). As shown in Figure 5.1, 

psychological capital (β = .57, SE = .11, p = .000) had a significant and positive direct effect 

on emotional intelligence, which in turn had a positive and significant direct effect on positive 

coping behaviour. The direct effect of emotional intelligence on positive coping behaviour was 

close to significant, p = .051. The more stringent LLCI (-.001) and ULCI (.37) including zero 

indicated that the direct effect is not significant. However, because of the small sample size 

and the exploratory nature of the research the direct effect, p = .051, was regarded as 

significant for the purposes of this research. The standardised mediating (indirect) effect of 

emotional intelligence (β = .08, LLCI .01; ULCI .14) was significant. Emotional intelligence is 

therefore an important mechanism for enhancing positive coping behaviour. Approximately 

71% of the variance in positive coping behaviour was accounted for by the predictors (R² = 

.71; large practical effect).  

The mediation results provided evidence in support of research hypothesis 2: 

 Research hypothesis 2: The effect of the antecedent variable (psychological capital) 

on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) is mediated by an attorney’s 

level of emotional intelligence (mediating variable). 

5.3.2 Moderated regression analysis  

Moderated regression analysis was performed to achieve research aim 3: 

 Research aim 3: The effect of (1) the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on 

the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) and (2) the mediating variable 

(emotional intelligence) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) is 

significantly moderated by individuals’ age, gender, race, tenure and job level. 

 

The moderated regression analysis was performed by using the PROCESS Procedure 

(Hayes, 2018) for SPSS Version 3.5.3. In this study, the purpose of the moderated regression 

analysis was to determine the extent of the interaction (moderation) effects between the 

sociodemographic variables (age, gender, race, tenure and job level) and the predictor 

variables in predicting positive coping behaviour. For parsimony reasons, Table 5.6 reports 

only the significant moderated regression analysis results which included just the socio-

demographic variables of race and tenure. The following dummy codes were used: 
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Race: white = 0 (low race); black = 1 (high race) 

Tenure: < 15 years = 0 (low tenure); > 15 years = 1 (high tenure) 

Table 5.6 

Significant Moderated Regression Results for Dependent Variable: Positive Coping Behaviour 

Variable  β SE t p LLCI ULCI F p R² ΔR² f² 

Emotional intelligence (AES): A 

 
1.01 .10 9.72 .00 .80 1.22 41.83 .00 .40 - .66 

Tenure: B 

 
.02 .21 .09 .93 -.39 .43 - - - - - 

Interaction effect: A*B 

 
.84 .41 2.03 .04 .02 1.66 4.13 .04 - .00   

                        

Psychological capital 
(PsyCap): A 

 

1.29 .10 13.16 .00 1.10 1.48 128.43 .00 .71 - 2.45 

Race: B -.09 .10 -.86 .39 -.29 .12 - - - - - 

Interaction effect: A*B -.26 .12 -2.09 .04 -.50 -.01 4.38 .04 - .01 - 

Note: N = 144 

Table 5.6 shows that for emotional intelligence and tenure, the moderated regression model 

was significant (F = 4.13; p ≤ .05; R² = .04) and explained 4% (small practical effect) of 

variance in positive coping behaviour. Emotional intelligence had a significant positive main 

effect on positive coping behaviour (β = 1.01; SE = .10, p = .00; LLCI = .80; ULCI = 1.22). 

Tenure did not have a significant main effect on positive coping behaviour; however, the 

interaction effect between emotional intelligence and tenure in predicting positive coping 

behaviour was significant (β = .84; SE = .41, p = .04; LLCI = .02; ULCI = 1.66). 

Figure 5.2 further illustrates the nature of the interaction effect (f² = .66; large practical effect). 

It was observed that those with ≥ 15 years’ tenure and high levels of emotional intelligence 

also displayed significantly higher levels of positive coping behaviour than those participants 

with less than 15 years’ tenure and high levels of emotional intelligence. Participants with low 

emotional intelligence also had significantly low levels of positive coping behaviour, especially 

the participants with more than 15 years’ tenure. 

Table 5.6 illustrates that for psychological capital and race, the moderated regression model 

was significant (F = 4.38; p ≤ .05; R² = .71) and explained 71% (large practical effect) of 

variance in positive coping behaviour. Psychological capital had a significant positive main 

effect on positive coping behaviour (β = 1.29; SE = .10, p = .00; LLCI = 1.10; ULCI = 1.48). 

Race did not have a significant main effect on positive coping behaviour; however, the 



 

85 

interaction effect between psychological capital and race in predicting positive coping 

behaviour was significant (β = -.26; SE = .12, p = .04; LLCI = -.50; ULCI = -.01). 

Figure 5.2 

Interaction Diagram: Emotional Intelligence x Tenure 

 
Note: Tenure: <15 years = 0 (low tenure); >15 years = 1 (high tenure) 

An examination of the interaction plot in Figure 5.3 shows that white participants with a high 

level of psychological capital also displayed slightly higher levels of positive coping behaviour 

than black participants with high levels of psychological capital. White and black participants 

with low psychological capital levels also had significantly low levels of positive coping 

behaviour. 
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Figure 5.3 

Interaction Diagram: Psychological Capital x Race 

 
Note: Race: white = 0 (low race); black = 1 (high race) 

In summary, the moderated regression analysis provided only partial evidence in support of 

research hypothesis H3: 

 Research hypothesis 3: The effect of (1) the antecedent variable (psychological 

capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) and (2) the mediating 

variable (emotional intelligence) on the dependent variable (positive coping 

behaviour) is significantly moderated by individuals’ age, gender, race, tenure and 

job level. 

5.3.3 Tests for significant mean differences analysis  

Tests for significant mean differences were performed to achieve research aim 4: 

 Research aim 4: To assess whether attorneys from different socio-demographic 

groups (age, gender, race, tenure, job level) differ significantly with regard to 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. 

The SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences, Version 27; 2020) was used to perform 

the Mann-Whitney U (non-parametric) statistical procedure for analysis. For parsimony 

reasons, Table 5.7 reports only the significant mean differences.  
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Table 5.7 

Significant Mann-Whitney U Test Results 

Variable 
Mann-

Whitney U 
Wilcoxon 

W 
Z p 

Source of 
difference 

Mean SD Cohen d 

Age         

Pandemic 
coping 

91.50 9961.50 -2.29 .02 ≤ 45 years (N = 140) 

> 45 years (N = 4) 

4.57 

6.08 

1.26 

.92 

1.37 

Gender         

Perception of 
emotion 

1714.00 2617.00 -1.89 .06 Males (N = 42) 

Females (N = 102) 

4.38 

4.63 

.96 

.77 

.29 

Tenure         

Self-efficacy 360.00 9405.00 -2.44 .02 ≤ 15 years (N = 134) 

> 15 years (N = 10) 

4.57 

5.28 

1.03 

.71 

.81 

Resiliency 357.00 9402.00 -2.47 .01 ≤ 15 years (N = 134) 

> 15 years (N = 10) 

4.69 

5.28 

.83 

.48 

.87 

Engaging 
coping 

275.00 9320.00 -3.11 .00 ≤ 15 years (N = 134) 

> 15 years (N = 10) 

4.75 

5.95 

1.28 

.62 

1.19 

Intentional 
coping 

390.00 9435.00 -2.20 .03 ≤ 15 years (N = 134) 

> 15 years (N = 10) 

5.10 

5.87 

1.16 

.53 

.86 

Pandemic 
coping 

271.00 9316.00 -3.14 .00 ≤ 15 years (N = 134) 

> 15 years (N = 10) 

4.52 

5.78 

1.26 

.82 

1.18 

Note: N = 144 

Overall, the results showed no significant differences for the moderating variables race and 

job level. However, the following significant observations were made, as summarised in Table 

5.7: 

5.3.3.1 Age  

The age group ≤ 45 years (M = 4.57; SD = 1.26) scored significantly lower than the age group 

> 45 years (M = 6.08; SD = .92; d = 1.37; large practical effect size) on pandemic coping. No 

significant differences were observed between the age groups with regard to the psychological 

capital variables (i.e. self-efficacy, hope, resiliency and optimism). 

5.3.3.2 Gender  

Females (M = 4.63; SD = .77) scored slightly higher than males (M = 4.38; SD = .96; d = .29; 

small practical effect size) on perception of emotion. Again, no significant differences were 

observed between the gender groups concerning the psychological capital variables (i.e. self-

efficacy, hope, resiliency and optimism), nor the positive coping behaviour attributes. 

5.3.3.3 Tenure  

Two PCQ variables displayed similar, significant results. On self-efficacy, the tenure group 

≤ 15 years (M = 4.57; SD = 1.03) scored slightly lower than the job tenure group > 15 years 
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(M = 5.28; SD = .71; d = .81; large practical effect size). Similar results were found for 

resiliency, where the job tenure group ≤ 15 years (M = 4.69; SD = .83) scored slightly lower 

than the job tenure group > 15 years (M = 5.28; SD = .48; d = .87; large practical effect size). 

The same trend was seen with three PCBI variables where similar significant results were 

noted. On engaging coping, the job tenure group ≤ 15 years (M = 4.75; SD = 1.28) scored 

lower than the job tenure group > 15 years (M = 5.95; SD = .62; d = 1.19; large practical effect 

size). Likewise, for intentional coping, the job tenure group ≤ 15 years (M = 5.10; SD = 1.16) 

scored lower than the job tenure group > 15 years (M = 5.87; SD = .53; d = .86; large practical 

effect size). Finally, pandemic coping was documented in the same way: the job tenure group 

≤ 15 years (M = 4.52; SD = 1.26) scored lower than the job tenure group > 15 years (M = 5.78; 

SD = .82; d = 1.18; large practical effect size). 

In summary, the test for significant mean differences provided only partial evidence in support 

of research hypothesis H4: 

 Research hypothesis 4: Attorneys from different age, gender, race, tenure and job 

level groups differ significantly regarding their psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence resources. This means that certain socio-demographic groups will 

showcase greater levels of psychosocial resources and positive coping behaviour 

than other groups. 

5.4 DECISIONS REGARDING THE RESEARCH HYPOTHESES 

This section includes the main findings of relevance to the research hypotheses, as indicated 

in Table 5.8. 
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Table 5.8 

Summary of the Main Findings Relating to the Research Hypotheses 

Research Aim Research Hypothesis 
Statistical 
Procedure 

Evidence 
Yes / No / 

Partial 

Research aim 1: To assess the 
empirical inter-relationships between 
psychological capital (the 
independent variable), positive 
coping behaviour (the dependent 
variable) and emotional intelligence 
as the mediating variable. 

H1: There is a statistically positive 
relationship between the 
antecedent variable (psychological 
capital), the mediating variable 
(emotional intelligence) and 
positive coping behaviours 
(dependent variable). 

Bi-variate 
correlations 

 

Yes 

Research aim 2: To assess whether 
the effect of the independent 
variable (psychological capital) on 
the dependent variable (positive 
coping behaviour) is mediated by an 
attorney’s level of emotional 
intelligence. 

H2: The effect of the antecedent 
variable (psychological capital) on 
the dependent variable (positive 
coping behaviour) is mediated by 
an attorney’s level of emotional 
intelligence (mediating variable).  

Mediation 
analysis – 
PROCESS 

Hayes 

Yes 

Research aim 3: To assess (1) the 
effect the effect of the independent 
variable (psychological capital) on 
the dependent variable (positive 
coping behaviour), and (2) the effect 
of emotional intelligence (the 
mediating variable) on positive 
coping behaviour (dependent 
variable), when moderated by 
individuals’ age, gender, race, tenure 
and job level characteristics. 

H3: The effect of (1) the 
antecedent variable (psychological 
capital) on the dependent variable 
(positive coping behaviour) and (2) 
the mediating variable (emotional 
intelligence) on the dependent 
variable (positive coping 
behaviour) is significantly 
moderated by individuals’ age, 
gender, race, tenure and job level. 

Hierarchical 
moderated 
regression 
PROCESS 

Hayes 

Yes 

Research aim 4: To assess whether 
attorneys from different socio-
demographic groups (age, gender, 
race, tenure, job level) differ 
significantly with regard to 
psychological capital, emotional 
intelligence and positive coping 
behaviour. 

H4: Attorneys from different age, 
gender, race, tenure and job level 
groups differ significantly regarding 
their psychological capital and 
emotional intelligence resources. 
This means that certain socio-
demographic groups will showcase 
greater levels of psychosocial 
resources and positive coping 
behaviour than other groups. 

Mann-Whitney 
Wilcoxon test 
for significant 

mean 
differences 

Partial 

 

5.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter presented the research results. The first section dealt with descriptive statistics 

in which the means, standard deviations, kurtosis and skewness and the internal consistency 

reliability coefficients of the PCBI, AES and PCQ scales were computed. This section was 

followed by the correlation analysis, which reported on the strength and magnitude of the 

relationships between the PCBI, AES and PCQ scales. This was followed by the section on 

inferential statistics, which included the results of the mediation analysis, the moderated 

regression analysis and the test for the significant mean differences. The chapter closed with 
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a summary of the main findings regarding the research hypotheses. Chapter 6 discusses of 

the research results and closes with the researcher’s recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter presents a discussion on, and the conclusions, limitations and recommendations 

of, the study. The chapter begins by discussing the conclusions pertaining to the aims of the 

study and the research hypotheses. This section is followed by a discussion of the limitations 

of both the literature review and the empirical results of the study. The chapter concludes with 

recommendations for future research in the field of Industrial and Organisational Psychology 

and the practical application of the findings in the legal industry.  

6.1 DISCUSSION  

In this section, the biological and descriptive profile of the sample and the research aims of 

the study will be discussed.   

6.1.1 Biographical and descriptive profile of sample  

The profile of the sample is illustrated in Figure 6.1. The biographical profile revealed a young 

demographic, with more than half of the participants aged between 25 and 30 years. In view 

of this, 54.2% of participants also unsurprisingly indicated that they were single. Although no 

South African figures are available for the age profile of the attorney profession, American 

statistics suggests that the median age of attorneys is 47.5 years (American Bar Association, 

2017). Additionally, the Law Society of the United Kingdom reported the average age for entry 

to the profession was 29.6 years (Law Society, 2020). Assuming that the South African legal 

profession mirrors a similar age demographic, the sample may be underrepresented by older 

attorneys and future research should cast a wider net on all age groups in an effort to draw 

more informed conclusions. 

The sample presented a relatively even split between white (48.6%) and black participants 

(51.4%). Statistics from the Law Society of South Africa (2019) suggest that the participation 

rate was on par with the racial distribution of the profession in South Africa, of which 56% are 

white. Against this backdrop, the sample was not representative, but rather reflected the 

typical race profile of attorneys.  

The majority of the participants were female (70.8%). According to the LSSA (2019), the 

gender distribution of the profession is dominated by males (61%). In view of this, males were 

underrepresented and future occupational research should aim to increase the number of 

male participants to produce more representative samples. 
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Figure 6.1 

The Main Characteristics of the Sample Profile 

 
Source: Author’s own work 

The sample’s sociodemographic profile also indicated that almost half of the research 

participants were employed as associates (49.6%), which corresponded with the age 

demographic of the sample. No information is available on the job level distribution of attorneys 

in South Africa, but it is deemed good practice to maintain a low partner, high associate ratio 

to maximise profits (Turner, 2017). Against this background, the sample was considered not 

to be representative, but rather reflected the typical age profile of attorneys.  

Lastly, the tenure profile of the sample suggested that most participants held less than 15 

years’ tenure (72%), with almost half (49.3%) only having one to five years’ tenure. According 

to a survey by Robert Walters (Business Tech, 2021), these results are in line with movements 

within the South African industry, as the average tenure among legal professionals is currently 



 

93 

just over two years. These findings suggest that the sample was not representative, but rather 

reflected the typical tenure profile of attorneys.  

6.1.2 Descriptive statistics: interpretation of the results  

The study produced interesting results on each of the scales. The participants scored high on 

all three scales which, practically, suggests that the participants had a relatively strong positive 

coping behaviour capability profile, seemingly supported by adequate psychological resources 

(psychological capital and emotional intelligence).   

The research results indicated that the participants’ levels of positive coping behaviour were 

above average and the participants particularly displayed great levels of intentional coping 

behaviour. This finding suggests that the participating attorneys felt confident in their efforts 

and capabilities to conscientiously take part in positive, purposeful and adaptive behaviours. 

This outcome is plausible, as the participating attorneys also scored high on self-efficacy. Self-

efficacy involves intentionality, a sense of control and agentic goal pursuit (Luthans et al., 

2007), which ties in with the actions associated with intentional coping behaviour.  

The sample of participants scored well above average for emotional intelligence. Above all, 

they scored highest on the utilisation of emotion construct, which involves applying emotions 

and moods during problem-solving activities. This result is encouraging, as emotional 

intelligence is considered to be a predictor of wellbeing (Zeidner et al., 2012). Interestingly, 

these results conflict with previous studies which found that attorneys generally exhibit lower 

levels of emotional intelligence (Kelton, 2015; Muir, 2016). However, these studies were 

conducted in the United States and their findings may not apply to the local attorney 

population.   

In addition, the results pointed out that the participants displayed adequate levels of 

psychological capital. This outcome is encouraging, as psychological capital is related to 

performance, wellbeing, turnover intention and happiness in the workplace (Choi & Lee, 2014). 

The participants scored highest on resiliency, which suggests that they are able to recover 

quickly from setbacks and challenges. This a surprising finding, as it conflicts with previous 

research which found that attorneys generally score lower on resiliency than the general 

population (MacEwen, 2013). Seligman (2002) proposed that an attorney’s weakened levels 

of resiliency is due to their professional disposition to lean towards pessimism. A possible 

reason for the conflicting outcome of this study could be because the previous research was 

not conducted locally and that perhaps South African attorneys are more resilient than their 

international counterparts. Another reason may be that the participants were not objective in 

their responses to the self-assessment and may have overplayed their resiliency levels. The 
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psychological capital results also revealed low levels of optimism among the participating 

attorneys. These results are in line with literature: pessimism is considered an important trait 

of successful attorneys (Pasyk, 2019) and the legal profession rewards pessimism by virtue 

of its function (Daicoff, 2004; Seligman et al., 2001). This perspective ultimately gives rise to 

potential wellbeing challenges, as research suggests that there is a strong relationship 

between coping flexibility, optimism, mental health problems and wellbeing (Reed, 2016).  

6.1.3 Research aim 1: correlations 

Research aim 1 was to assess the empirical inter-relationships between psychological capital 

(the independent variable), positive coping behaviour (the dependent variable) and emotional 

intelligence as mediating variable.  

6.1.3.1 The relationship between emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour 

Emotional intelligence was measured using the AES instrument, which had five subscales, 

namely, perception of emotion, managing own emotions, managing others’ emotions, 

utilisation of emotions and managing emotions during Covid. Positive coping behaviour was 

measured by employing the PCBI scale, which consisted of five subscales, namely, inventive 

coping, engaging coping, intentional coping, influential coping and pandemic coping. As 

illustrated in Table 5.4 in Chapter 5, a significant and positive relationship exists between 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour.   

Emotional intelligence significantly and positively predicted participants’ positive coping 

behaviour. These results suggest that participants with high levels of emotional intelligence 

are likely to have high levels of positive coping behaviour, which is supported by Jung and 

Yoon (2016), who found that in the workplace certain elements of emotional intelligence 

presented a positive relationship with the inventive coping behaviours. However, there was no 

significant relationship between inventive coping and perception of emotion. These findings 

imply that the participants’ awareness and observation of their own emotions and those of 

others, may not necessarily result in inventive coping activities such as positive problem-

solving behaviours. Despite these findings, managing own emotions displayed a highly 

significant positive relationship with the positive coping behaviour subscales of inventive 

coping, engaging coping and intentional coping. This means that a participant, when managing 

their own emotions efficiently, would display greater levels of positive problem-solving 

behaviour (inventive coping), a happy and engaged attitude (engaging coping) and 

intentionally occupy themselves in positive goal-orientated behaviours (intentional coping). 

These findings are supported by research conducted by Coetzee and Harry (2014), which 

found that individuals who confidently managed their own emotions had higher levels of 
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motivation and a willingness to plan for future career prospects, took control of their careers 

and showed a willingness to pursue career-related endeavours. Furthermore, managing their 

own emotions was found to play a key role in problem-solving and positive coping behaviours 

and a predictor of their ability to set career-related goals (Coetzee & Beukes, 2010).  

The results on the relationship between emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour 

provided evidence in support of hypothesis H1.  

6.1.3.2 The relationship between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour 

Table 5.4 in Chapter 5 is relevant to this section. Psychological capital was measured using 

the PCQ instrument, which had four subscales, namely hope, self-efficacy, resiliency and 

optimism. The results indicated that a significant and positive relationship exists between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour. Furthermore, all the psychological capital 

attributes were overall positively related.   

Psychological capital significantly and positively predicted participants’ positive coping 

behaviour. These results suggest that participants with high levels of psychological capital are 

likely to have high levels of positive coping behaviour. In particular, the subscale hope 

displayed a significant positive relationship with inventive coping, engaging coping and 

intentional coping. Similarly, optimism presented a significant positive relationship with 

inventive coping and intentional coping. Practically, this means that legal professionals with 

high levels of hope and optimism are likely to display high levels of positive problem-solving 

behaviour (inventive coping) and conscious goal-directed actions (intentional coping). 

Attorneys with high levels of optimism would then also be likely to produce positive emotions 

in stressful conditions. These findings are supported in research which indicates that the 

constructs of positive emotion, intrinsic motivators and cognition (such as optimism and hope) 

are integral to positive coping behaviour (Marx, 2016; Proyer et al., 2014). More specifically, 

optimism was found to be a determinant factor of the type of coping behaviour employed and 

was positively associated with coping behaviours when facing adversity (Scheier et al., 1986).  

The results on the relationship between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour 

provided evidence in support of hypothesis H1.  

6.1.3.3 The relationship between psychological capital and emotional intelligence  

As Table 5.4 in Chapter 5 suggests, a significant and positive relationship was found between 

psychological capital and emotional intelligence. In particular, the study showed a significant 

positive relationship between the psychological capital subscale of optimism and the 

managing own emotions subscale. This suggests that attorneys with high levels of optimism 
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would be likely to navigate and manage their own emotions successfully. Previous studies 

have established the relationship between emotional intelligence and optimism: Di Fabio et al. 

(2018) posited that optimism positively predicts higher levels of emotional intelligence, 

whereas Augusto-Lando et al. (2011) established that emotional intelligence is an antecedent 

of optimism.  

On the other hand, the research results indicated that there was no significant relationship 

between the resiliency and perception of emotions subscales, as well as resiliency and 

utilisation of emotion subscales. These findings indicate that an attorney’s levels of resilience 

will not have any influence on how they note (others’ and their own) emotions and manage 

their own emotions. These findings are in contrast to previous research findings, which 

suggested that emotional intelligence is directly connected to resilience (Armstrong et al., 

2011; Matthews et al., 2002).   

The results on the relationship between psychological capital and emotional intelligence 

provided evidence in support of hypothesis H1.  

As to significant findings, positive relationships were found across the board between 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviours. This suggests 

that if psychological capital constructs and emotional intelligence capabilities were effectively 

managed and developed in the workplace, there would be an increase in the utilisation of 

positive coping behaviours by attorneys, as positive emotion constructs (such as emotional 

intelligence), intrinsic motivators (such as self-efficacy) and cognition (hope and optimism) 

form an integral of positive coping behaviour (Marx, 2016; Proyer et al., 2014). The industrial 

psychologists and human resource professionals employed at law firms would need to apply 

wellbeing strategies with a focus on psychological resource interventions which may be 

beneficial in such a high stress and demanding environment.  

6.1.4 Research aim 2: mediation analysis  

Research aim 2 was to assess whether the effect of the independent variable (psychological 

capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) is mediated by an attorney’s 

level of emotional intelligence.  

Table 5.5 and Figure 5.1 in Chapter 5 are of relevance to this section. It’s important to note 

that, for the purposes of this study, the mediation analysis was only used for explanatory 

purposes and that no cause–effect relations were established.  However, as the mediation 

analysis is a causal model, the possibility of influence from other factors cannot be discredited 

or ignored and the causation findings have been interpreted with great care. The research 
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results yielded full support for the research hypothesis, which assumed that the effect of 

psychological capital on positive coping behaviour was mediated by an attorney’s level of 

emotional intelligence. The mediation analyses suggested that emotional intelligence 

mediated the relationship between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour. Higher 

levels of emotional intelligence are likely to promote positive coping behaviours, thus 

increasing the positive effect of psychological capital on positive coping behaviour. In other 

words, legal professionals with high levels of psychological capital were positively associated 

with high levels of emotional intelligence, which, in turn, was also positively associated with 

positive coping behaviour. Emotional intelligence is therefore an important mechanism for 

enhancing positive coping behaviour in this relationship dynamic. These findings are 

corroborated by Di Fabio et al. (2018) who posited that the link between hope (a psychological 

capital construct) and positive coping is mediated by emotional intelligence. On a practical 

level, the results imply that those attorneys who display high levels of psychological resources 

(hope, self-efficacy, resiliency, optimism and emotional intelligence) are more inclined to 

demonstrate higher levels of positive coping behaviours and, as a result, are likely to have an 

increased sense of wellbeing. The relationship between psychological resources, coping, 

mental health and wellbeing has been established (Reed, 2016) and, according to Garrosa 

and Moreno-Jimenez (2013), positive coping behaviours can result in general wellbeing, 

personal and professional growth and increased abilities, which highlights the importance of 

addressing low levels of emotional intelligence among attorneys in the workplace.   

For the industrial psychologists and human resource professionals working in the legal 

industry, this suggests the importance of focused emotional intelligence interventions. 

Previous studies suggest that although emotional intelligence levels for adults are generally 

fixed, emotional intelligence is not a rigid construct (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2013) and can be 

improved upon, and that these interventions prove valuable in the workplace (Hodzic et al., 

2018). At the very least, emotional intelligence awareness interventions would assist a great 

deal in making the attorneys mindful of the role of emotions in positive coping behaviours and 

wellbeing.  

6.1.5 Research aim 3: moderation analysis  

Research aim 3 was to assess (1) the effect of the independent variable (psychological 

capital) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour), and (2) the effect of emotional 

intelligence (the mediating variable) on positive coping behaviour (dependent variable), when 

moderated by individuals’ age, gender, race, tenure and job level characteristics.  
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Table 5.6 in Chapter 5 is of relevance to this section. In the assessment of the effect of 

psychological capital on positive coping behaviour, the results showed no significant 

moderating effects for the sociodemographic variables of age, gender, job tenure and job level. 

However, the interaction effect between psychological capital and race in predicting positive 

coping behaviour was significant. In particular, the results demonstrated that white participants 

with a high level of psychological capital also had slightly higher levels of positive coping 

behaviour than black participants with high levels of psychological capital. This is in contrast 

with the outcome of an American study, which found that black individuals engaged in more 

positive coping strategies (Sun et al., 2010). A possible reason for this may be attributed to 

the African culture, which values broader social community support and reliance (ubuntu), 

which perhaps requires less emphasis on their own individual coping behaviours (Molose et 

al., 2019). For industrial psychologists and human resource professionals, these findings 

suggest that firms should take race into account when developing wellbeing strategies 

pertaining to psychological capital enhancement interventions for their attorneys. In this way, 

by enhancing their levels of hope, self-efficacy, resiliency and optimism, law firms may see an 

increase in positive coping behaviours.  

Additionally, the evaluation of the moderating effects of sociodemographic variables on the 

relationship between emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour suggested no 

significant moderating effects for age, gender, race and job level. However, the moderating 

effect between emotional intelligence and tenure was significant. More specifically, attorneys 

with high tenure (15 years or more) and high levels of emotional intelligence also showed 

significantly higher levels of positive coping behaviour than those participants with low tenure 

(less than 15 years’ tenure) and high levels of emotional intelligence. These findings are 

supported in the existing research literature. Laal and Aliramaie (2010) found that job tenure 

had a positive relationship with positive coping behaviour in the workplace and a positive link 

to professional wellbeing (Maggiori et al., 2013). A possible explanation for the nature of the 

interaction may be that attorneys with higher job tenure are likely to have more autonomy and, 

over time, have learnt to be more structured as a result of their vast work experience. 

Practically, this implies that law firms should take job tenure into account when developing 

wellbeing strategies pertaining to emotional intelligence training interventions for their 

attorneys. This way, by enhancing their emotional intelligence levels, law firms may see an 

increase in positive coping behaviours.  

  



 

99 

6.1.6 Research aim 4: tests for significant mean differences  

Research aim 4 was to assess whether attorneys from different socio-demographic groups 

(age, gender, race, tenure, job level) differ significantly with regard to psychological capital, 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour.  

Table 5.7 in Chapter 5 is of relevance to this section. In the assessment of the effect of socio-

demographic groups on positive coping behaviour, emotional intelligence and psychological 

capital, the results only revealed no significant moderating effects for the variables age, gender 

and tenure. Age only showed a significant effect on pandemic coping, revealing that the 

participants who were older than 45 coped better with the pandemic pressures than their 

younger counterparts. These findings are supported by studies conducted by Carstensen et 

al. (2020) and Klaiber et al. (2021), who found that in the peak of Covid anxiety, older people 

reported less distress than their younger counterparts. The findings of these studies suggest 

that emotional development and aging may be positively related. In other words, older people 

may have a higher threshold for acceptance due to their vast life experiences, whereas the 

younger groups are still learning about how to cope with disappointments and setbacks. These 

findings suggest that law firms should actively engage with their younger attorneys while the 

pandemic continues to have an impact on our everyday lives. Firm leadership should 

encourage frequent check-ins by line managers, and human resource professionals and 

industrial psychologists should remind attorneys of their employee assistance programmes on 

offer and run pandemic-specific education programmes, wherever possible.  

As for gender, women scored significantly better on perception of emotion, an emotional 

intelligence subscale. Perception of emotion entails the ability to read and recognise non-

verbal cues such as body language and facial expressions, as well as awareness and 

understanding of one’s own emotions. These findings are supported by previous research, 

which showed that women are more sensitive to emotional expressions in social interactions 

(Chen et al., 2018). However, in a study by Fischer et al. (2018) which investigated the gender 

differences for emotional intelligence and subtle emotional cues in particular, they only found 

slight differences between the gender groups and posited that gender differences may have 

been overstated in previous studies, perhaps due to the application of different methodologies 

and samples. Given the results of this study, human resource professionals and industrial 

psychologists may benefit from targeted emotional intelligence training for male attorneys, with 

a specific focus on body language and other non-verbal cues.  

Lastly, concerning tenure, the study found significant differences for psychological capital and 

positive coping behaviour. Interestingly, highly tenured attorneys (> 15 years) performed better 
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in all the cases where significant differences were found. The participants with high tenure 

scored higher on engaging coping, intentional coping and pandemic coping. These subscales 

entail the capacity to engage and adjust in positive ways during the pandemic (pandemic 

coping), the ability to produce and sustain positive emotions in a self-efficacious manner 

during demanding circumstances (engaging coping) and self-efficacious capacity to 

conscientiously participate in positive goal-directed behaviours (intentional coping). Given the 

results of tenure on these coping subscales, it is not surprising that the high tenure group also 

performed better on self-efficacy and resiliency, two of the subscales of psychological capital. 

These findings are supported by Suhonen (2019) who found a positive link between self-

efficacy, as well as a study by Singh (2017), who found greater adaptive coping styles among 

police officers with longer job tenure than their junior (constable) counterparts. Within the legal 

profession, these findings suggest that those individuals with longer tenure are likely to apply 

adaptive coping strategies to challenging circumstances and job stress. For human resource 

professionals and industrial psychologists, this means that by fostering and focusing on 

retention strategies and succession planning, law firms may develop a culture of positive 

coping behaviours and resilient and self-efficacious attorneys.  

6.1.7 Integration and evaluation  

As the literature study highlighted, South African attorneys find it difficult to deal with career-

related pressures (Thornton, 2014; Tsai et al., 2009; Seligman et al., 2001), which is likely to 

result in poor wellbeing. In this study, consistent with the conservation of resources theory 

(Hobfoll, 1989, 1998, 2002), essential psychological resources were identified as being 

essential for attorneys in order to achieve positive coping behaviour and ultimately general 

wellbeing. From the interaction between psychological capital, emotional intelligence and 

positive coping behaviour, certain relationship dynamics emerged which produced some 

useful information for comment, and for making recommendations for wellbeing practices 

within the legal profession.   

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 1998, 2002) posits that stress occurs 

when there is a threat of a loss of resources, a net loss of resources and a lack of gained 

resources where the spending of resources occurred. From this perspective, the psychological 

capital and emotional intelligence resources of attorneys relate to their positive coping 

behaviour in the ultimate pursuit of gaining outcome resources. Conversely, a threat of loss of 

psychological resources, a lack in these psychological resources or spending too much of 

these resources in the quest of positive coping behaviours and wellbeing will result in stress. 

Furthermore, building on the basic tenets of the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 

1989, 1998, 2002), it is postulated that attorneys who already have certain psychological 
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resources are able to accrue other resources, which results in the gain of outcome resources, 

namely, positive coping behaviour and wellbeing. On the other hand, if an attorney lacks 

certain psychological resources, they may find it challenging to attain other psychological 

resources and engage in positive coping behaviours; this nett loss of resources will cause 

distress for the attorney (Hobfoll, 2002). Lastly, should an attorney over-invest in behaviours 

related to the acquisition of psychological resources, it may exhaust some of their positive 

coping behaviour resources, resulting in a poor sense of wellbeing (Strauss et al., 2017).   

Regarding the socio-demographic variables in this study, gender showed a significantly 

positive relationship between female attorneys and emotional intelligence. These findings 

suggest that gender could have an impact on an attorney’s ability to develop emotional 

intelligence capabilities. For male attorneys, the lack of emotional intelligence competencies 

could have a negative influence on their ability to achieve outcome resources, namely, positive 

coping behaviour and wellbeing. As such, law firms should provide male attorneys with 

adequate support, such as appropriate emotional intelligence training interventions.  

Additionally, the research results revealed that race was significantly related to positive coping 

behaviour. These findings suggest that an attorney’s racial demographic could be connected 

to the behaviours they employ to cope in challenging circumstances, regardless of their 

existing level of psychological resources. Practically, this means that human resource 

professionals and industrial psychologists need to provide black attorneys with greater support 

in developing and understanding positive coping behaviours. From a conservation of 

resources theory perspective, black attorneys may feel distress when their spent 

psychological resources (whether psychological capital resources or emotional intelligence) 

result in a lack of newly gained resources (positive coping behaviours), which would ultimately 

result in a poor sense of wellbeing.  

Lastly, as a socio-demographic variable, tenure proved impactful on multiple fronts. High 

tenure presented a significantly positive relationship for emotional intelligence, positive coping 

behaviour and two of the psychological capital constructs, namely, self-efficacy and resiliency. 

In accordance with the conservation of resources theory, attorneys with high tenure would be 

in a position to accrue multiple resources (resource gain), putting them in a positive resource 

gain spiral. Human resource professionals and industrial psychologists will need to be mindful 

of this relationship and appreciate the apparent ease with which highly tenured attorneys cope, 

as well as conversely understanding the challenges linked to low tenure. For the latter group, 

targeted interventions should teach new attorneys how to gain benefit from utilising their 

psychological resources to potentially contribute to their positive coping behaviours and 

ultimately enhance their sense of wellbeing.   
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As the study results show, emotional intelligence is an important factor in attaining positive 

coping behaviours. The research results indicate that attorneys are generally well equipped 

with emotional intelligence competencies, as they scored above average on all the sub-

constructs. Of all the emotional intelligence elements, the research suggests that attorneys 

find managing their own emotions the hardest, which requires control of their own mood and 

feelings and the expression of emotion in appropriate ways and at the appropriate times. 

These findings are corroborated by the American Bar Association (2017). Fortunately, this skill 

can be improved. In recent years, law profession councils have also recommended that 

emotional intelligence training is included in undergraduate curriculums (Buchanan et al., 

2017), which will equip junior attorneys with the necessary emotional skillset to support 

positive coping behaviour in the workplace. This study supports this recommendation: the first 

few years of a young attorney’s career is occupied with technical skills training and the billable 

hour, leaving little room for soft skills training. By equipping law students with knowledge and 

emotional intelligence know-how, new lawyers can possibly approach this demanding 

profession with greater ease.   

The study was able to establish the positive relationship between psychological capital and 

positive coping behaviours. The research results indicate that attorneys generally consider 

themselves to be resilient and self-efficacious, but lacking in optimism. This result is well 

supported in the literature (Daicoff, 2004; Seligman, 2002). Fortunately, optimism can be 

improved upon (Schneider, 2001). However, environmental factors play a role and a tense 

and dysfunctional environment is not conducive for an optimistic mindset in a workplace 

setting (Aymans et al., 2020). For human resource professionals, industrial psychologists and 

career coaches, these results suggest that attorneys should be encouraged to engage in 

positive internal dialogue practices and applying positive thinking patterns concerning past, 

present and future scenarios. They should also be provided with the necessary support, given 

the high pressure environment of the legal profession.  

The study’s central research hypothesis theorised that psychological capital will have a 

positive relationship with positive coping behaviour through emotional intelligence and that the 

relationship between psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping 

behaviour is moderated by the individual’s socio-demographic characteristics (age, gender, 

race, tenure and job level). It further posited that the relationship would be more positive for 

certain socio-demographic groups than others and that these groups will also differ 

significantly regarding the construct variables. The research was able to successfully 

demonstrate the positive relationship between psychological capital, emotional intelligence 

and positive coping behaviour. Moreover, the investigation brought to light the influence of 
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socio-demographic factors on this relationship, which highlights that human resource 

professionals and industrial psychologists would need to develop targeted training 

interventions and that a blanket approach for all attorneys may prove futile. The research 

suggested that race and tenure plays a particularly influential role in the relationship between 

psychological resources and positive coping behaviour. Interestingly, job level did not have an 

influence on any of the variables, which is supported by previous research on positive coping 

and wellbeing specifically (Rao & Chandraiah, 2012). In practical terms, this suggests that 

positive coping behaviour is not linked to any particular title and that positive coping 

behaviours will not necessarily develop naturally as an attorney climbs the corporate ladder.   

Counter-intuitively, gender did not present an impact on positive coping behaviour (and 

ultimately, wellbeing). This finding goes against the common opinion that men cope better 

than women in the workplace, which has been substantiated by previous studies (Akhtar & 

Kroener-Herwig, 2018; Blau & Khan, 2017; Hampel & Petermann, 2005; Roper, 2014; Tamres 

et al., 2002). This outcome suggests that Although the profession has been seeing a torrent 

of female attorneys leaving practice, it is likely not due to coping concerns, but perhaps due 

to a lack of work–life balance and childcare hurdles, as often stipulated in the exit interviews 

of outgoing female attorneys (Law Careers, 2020).   

In conclusion, these research discoveries may assist human resource professionals and 

industrial psychologists in understanding how the sociodemographic elements enhance or 

inhibit positive coping behaviours, given certain psychological resources. The research results 

may enable human resource professionals and industrial psychologists to develop supportive 

mechanisms in light of the findings on variances for the predictor variables and highlight 

possible unfounded biases against certain sociodemographic groups which they need to be 

wary of and accordingly mitigate within the profession. In particular, because little research is 

available on wellbeing practices within the legal industry, the study offers practical information 

on the influence of psychological resources on positive coping behaviour and theory for 

reference by other researchers. The research outcomes are expected to provide a deeper 

understanding of the relationships between psychological resources and positive coping 

behaviour, as well as the interaction effects between psychological capital and the 

sociodemographic variables in predicting positive coping behaviour. This level of information 

may enlighten better training interventions and employee support practices within the 

profession. The researcher hopes that the outcomes, conclusions and recommendations of 

this study will be regarded in a constructive light and ultimately contribute to the field of 

Industrial and Organisational Psychology in the legal profession and beyond.  
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6.2 CONCLUSIONS  

This section discusses the research inferences, which are constructed on both the literature 

review and the empirical study, in line with the research aims outlined in Chapter 1.  

6.2.1 Conclusions relating to the literature review  

The general aim of this research was to conceptualise wellbeing within the legal industry and 

to explore the elements, nature and theoretical relationship of psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour. Furthermore, the research aimed to outline the 

implications of these relationship dynamics in the context of employee wellness in the legal 

profession. Below, the conclusions concerning to the relationship dynamics between the 

variables will be discussed by referencing each of the specific literature research aims of the 

study.  

6.2.1.1 Research aim 1 

 To conceptualise wellbeing in the legal profession context and the constructs of the 

research literature, namely psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive 

coping behaviour. 

The first research aim was achieved in Chapter 2. Based on the literature review, the following 

conclusions were drawn about wellbeing in the legal profession: 

(a) Wellbeing in the legal profession is complex and challenging 

 Attorneys display higher than average rates of depression and anxiety than the 

general population (Krill et al., 2018). 

 The profession presents the highest rate of suicide (Krill, 2018; Latham, 2011). 

 Up to 20% of attorneys suffer from alcoholism and substance abuse. The rate 

of addiction amid attorneys is 2.5 to 3.5 times higher than the American 

average, with attorneys under the age of 30 most at risk (Krill et al., 2016).  

(b) The nature of the profession challenges an attorney’s sense of wellbeing 

 The profession is troubled with challenging circumstances such as long hours 

(Thornton, 2014; Tsai et al., 2009) and demanding clients (Seligman et al., 

2001). However, as it is a high-achieving profession, it is considered a 

weakness to show any symptoms of stress (Rottenberg, 2012) 

 Among attorneys, wellbeing is diminished by feelings of incompetence, lack of 

autonomy, high job demand and workload (Krause & Chong, 2019). 
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 Success is measured by the number of billable hours and, as a result, work–

life balance and general wellbeing practices are not easily attained in a legal 

position (Thornton, 2014). 

 The legal profession is considered to be a detached and cold environment. This 

background, paired with the long working hours in such a hostile setting, 

creates feelings of discontent for legal professionals (Hardy, 2008).  

Based on the literature review findings it was apparent that the legal profession faces many 

wellbeing challenges and that wellbeing interventions are much needed and overdue. If human 

resource professionals and industrial psychologists could fully comprehend and understand 

the elements that lead to positive coping behaviour and wellbeing, namely, psychological 

capital, emotional intelligence and sociodemographic variables, they would be better prepared 

to implement policies, develop strategies and implement interventions that meet the needs of 

a practising attorney.  

6.2.1.2 Research aim 2 

  To explore the implications of the theoretical relationship dynamics between 

psychological capital constructs, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour 

on attorney wellbeing initiatives. 

The second aim was achieved in Chapter 3 and the following inferences were made: 

(a) Conclusions relating to the theoretical relationship between psychological capital and 

emotional intelligence 

 The literature review demonstrated a clear positive relationship between 

emotional intelligence and the psychological capital constructs of hope, self-

efficacy, resilience and optimism (Armstrong et al., 2011; Augusto-Lando et al., 

2011; Batool et al., 2014; Matthews et al., 2002; Ramchunder & Martins, 2014; 

Saricam et al., 2015). Additionally, the research material was able to prove a 

positive link between wellbeing and psychological capital (Culbertson et al., 

2010; Datu & Valdez, 2016), as well as wellbeing and emotional intelligence 

(Sanchez-Alvarez et al., 2016).  

(b) Conclusions relating to the theoretical relationship between psychological capital and 

positive coping behaviour 

 From the literature review findings, a positive relationship between the 

psychological capital constructs and positive coping behaviour was evident 
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(Balmer et al., 2014; Carver et al., 2001; Dorsett et al., 2017; Hatchett & Park, 

2004; Piergiovanni & Depaula, 2018; Scheenen et al., 2017).  

(c) Conclusions relating to the theoretical relationship between emotional intelligence 

and positive coping behaviour and the theoretical mediating role played by emotional 

intelligence in the relationship between psychological capital and positive coping 

behaviour 

 The literature study revealed a direct and indirect relationship between 

emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour, as well as supporting 

evidence for the mediating role of emotional intelligence for some of the 

psychological capital constructs (Fabio et al., 2018).  

(d) Conclusions on the theoretical moderating role played by the sociodemographic 

variables in the relationship between the research variables 

 Individuals from different sociodemographic backgrounds (i.e. age, gender, 

race, tenure and job level) may vary significantly in their ability to nurture and 

develop the necessary positive coping behaviours to achieve a sense of 

wellbeing. Likewise, these differences may have an impact on the individual’s 

ability to maintain their psychological resources to engage in positive coping 

behaviours and ultimately develop a sense of wellbeing.  

6.2.1.3 Research aim 3 

 To establish the implications of the relationship dynamics between the psychological 

capital constructs, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour for attorney 

wellbeing initiatives.  

To be successful in the legal profession, an attorney requires a set of unfortunate traits, which 

have been labelled the “lawyer personality” (Krieger & Sheldon, 2014). These traits, the tough 

nature of the schooling received at university level, together with certain unforgiving aspects 

of the law practice, contribute to an attorney’s distress. It comes as no surprise then, that the 

current mental health landscape within the legal industry is unsustainable (Buchanan et al., 

2017). As the literature indicated, the nurturing and development of psychological resources 

traits is likely to result in positive coping behaviours which will contribute to an attorney’s sense 

of wellbeing. The practices within the profession are flawed and outdated and it would require 

an enormous intervention within the industry to facilitate long-term and sustainable change. 

For this reason, the researcher suggests that charity starts at home: if industrial psychologists 

and human resource professionals could adopt the necessary soft skills strategies, policies 
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and interventions within their own firms, the profession could make great strides in educating 

and encouraging the right sort of coping mechanisms to enhance overall wellbeing.  

6.2.2 Conclusions relating to the empirical study 

This study had five research aims, namely: 

 To assess the empirical inter-relationships between psychological capital, 

positive coping behaviour and emotional intelligence as the mediating variable 

 To assess whether the effect of psychological capital on positive coping 

behaviour is mediated by an individual’s level of emotional intelligence 

 To assess the effect of psychological capital on positive coping behaviour, as 

well as the effect of emotional intelligence on positive coping behaviour, when 

moderated by individuals’ age, gender, ethnic, tenure and job level 

characteristics 

 To assess whether attorneys from different socio-demographic groups differ 

significantly with regard to psychological capital, emotional intelligence and 

positive coping behaviour 

 To formulate conclusions and recommendations for industrial psychologists 

and human resource professionals in regard to attorney wellbeing practices in 

the legal profession.  

6.2.2.1 Conclusions on research question 1 

 What are the empirical inter-relationships between psychological capital (the 

antecedent variable), positive coping behaviour (the dependent variable) and 

emotional intelligence as the mediating variable, as demonstrated in a sample of 

South African attorneys employed in the legal industry?  

This research question aimed to test research hypothesis 1, which posited that there is a 

statistically positive relationship between the antecedent variable (psychological capital), the 

mediating variable (emotional intelligence) and positive coping behaviours (dependent 

variable). Based on the empirical results, the correlation analysis results indicated the positive 

relationship between these variables, meaning that these variables move in tandem: an 

increase in psychological capital capacity would result in greater levels of positive coping 

behaviour and the other way around. In conclusion, this means that where attorneys are 

displaying low level of positive coping behaviour, industrial psychologists and human resource 

professionals could look at emotional intelligence and psychological capital interventions in an 

effort to improve their positive coping capability in order to improve their sense of wellbeing.   
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6.2.2.2 Conclusions on research question 2 

 What are the effects of the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the 

dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) when mediated by an individual’s 

level of emotional intelligence (mediating variable)?  

This research question aimed to provide supportive evidence for research hypothesis 2, which 

postulated that the effect of the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the dependent 

variable (positive coping behaviour) is mediated by an attorney’s level of emotional intelligence 

(mediating variable). As the literature study indicated, there is still limited empirical evidence 

that emotional intelligence plays a mediating role in the relationship between psychological 

capital and positive coping behaviour, even though the positive relationship between 

psychological capital constructs (Armstrong et al., 2011; Augusto-Lando et al., 2011; Batool 

et al., 2014; Matthews et al., 2002; Ramchunder & Martins, 2014; Saricam et al., 2015) and 

positive coping behaviour (Balmer et al., 2014; Carver et al., 2001; Dorsett et al., 2017; 

Hatchett & Park, 2004; Piergiovanni & Depaula, 2018; Scheenen et al., 2017) has been well 

established.  

However, from the outcome of the current study it can be concluded that emotional intelligence 

intervenes in the relationship and acts as the middle man between psychological capital and 

positive coping behaviour. Consequently, the importance of emotional intelligence cannot be 

understated, as emotional intelligence capabilities will influence an attorney’s ability to cope 

with work-related pressures (Martinez, 1997). For attorneys to achieve the required level of 

positive coping behaviour, industrial psychologists and human resource professionals need to 

ensure that emotional intelligence support initiatives are developed, continuously updated and 

implemented, as the research results suggest that a reduced level of emotional intelligence 

could diminish the positive link between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour.  

6.2.2.3 Conclusions on research question 3 

 What are the effects of the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the 

dependent variable (positive coping behaviour) and the mediating variable (emotional 

intelligence) on the dependent variable (positive coping behaviour), when moderated 

by individuals’ race, gender, age, tenure and job level characteristics?  

This research question aimed to test research hypothesis 3, which hypothesised that the effect 

of (1) the antecedent variable (psychological capital) on the dependent variable (positive 

coping behaviour) and (2) the mediating variable (emotional intelligence) on the dependent 

variable (positive coping behaviour) is significantly moderated by individuals’ age, gender, 
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race, tenure and job level. The empirical results proved the moderating effect of socio-

demographic characteristics in the research dynamics by means of mediation modelling and 

moderated regression analysis. As a moderator variable, the socio-demographic variables will 

interact with psychological capital and emotional intelligence attributes in predicting or 

explaining levels of positive coping behaviour.  

It can be concluded that race plays an influencing role in the relationship between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour. This research outcome suggests that 

white participants may engage in positive coping behaviour with greater ease than their black 

colleagues, even when both groups are equipped with the same levels of psychological capital 

capabilities. In other words, where a white attorney and black attorney may both display the 

same high levels of hope, self-efficacy, resilience and optimism, the white attorney is more 

likely to engage in greater levels of positive coping behaviour and it cannot be assumed that 

a black attorney will display the same levels of positive coping behaviour. The reason for this 

is not apparent and would require investigation in future studies. However, for human resource 

professionals and industrial psychologists working in the industry, this implies that black 

attorneys may require guidance and coaching on the employment of positive coping 

behaviours. Furthermore, the conclusion can be drawn that attorneys’ job level plays no part 

in the relationship between psychological resources and positive coping behaviour. This 

suggests that some targeted soft skills training, based on an attorney’s job level, may be 

misdirected and that firms need to steer clear of assumptions about seniority and positive 

coping behaviour in the workplace. This suggests that attorneys can thrive in the workplace, 

regardless of their position or rank.  

6.2.2.4 Conclusions on research question 4 

 Do individuals from different socio-demographic groups differ significantly regarding 

their psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour?  

This research question aimed to provide supportive evidence for research hypothesis 4, which 

theorised that attorneys from different age, gender, race, tenure and job level groups differ 

significantly regarding their psychological capital and emotional intelligence resources. This 

means that certain socio-demographic groups will showcase greater levels of psychosocial 

resources and positive coping behaviour than other groups. The empirical results partially 

evidenced the difference for the socio-demographic groups by way of a test for significant 

mean differences.  

From the research outcome, it can be concluded that tenure influences the psychological 

capital constructs of self-efficacy and resiliency. Thus, it can be expected that tenured 
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attorneys have learnt the ropes of practice and are familiar of what is expected of them and 

their function and, as such, have developed the skills of self-efficacy and resiliency over time. 

Furthermore, gender and tenure have an influence on emotional intelligence constructs. The 

study outcome suggests that highly tenured female attorneys are likely to report better levels 

of positive coping behaviours (and consequently a greater sense of wellbeing) and, 

accordingly, law firms may need to implement targeted emotional intelligence interventions for 

newly appointed male attorneys, as they may be struggling with positive coping behaviours 

and possibly report being in a state of distress.  

The research results showed that age influenced positive coping behaviour, in that older 

attorneys were coping better with the demands of the pandemic than their younger colleagues. 

These findings are supported by the literature (Carstensen et al., 2020; Klaiber et al., 2021). 

As young attorneys are at the highest risk for depression and other psychological disorders 

(Misvek et al., 2018), it can be concluded that the Covid-19 pandemic will have an adverse 

effect on those attorneys with pre-existing mental health conditions (Heim et al., 2019), and 

industrial psychologists and human resource professionals will have to take cognisance of this 

link while applying their wellbeing strategies during the pandemic. Additionally, tenure also 

appeared to have a significant impact on positive coping behaviour and it can be concluded 

that tenure may hold the key to positive coping behaviours in the profession. Herein, 

conversely, potentially also lies the main culprit in the professions’ battle towards positive 

coping behaviour: South African attorney’s average tenure is approximately two years 

(Business Tech, 2020). Consequently, human resource professionals and industrial 

psychologists in the industry will need to endeavour to understand the reasons for attorneys 

leaving their positions and revisit their retention strategies in an effort to combat this high 

turnover statistic. This also highlights the importance of recruitment practices and the person–

job match: hiring the right person at the right time for the right team and position may result in 

a long-term appointment who is likely to display healthy and positive coping behaviours, which 

will result in a greater sense of wellbeing.  

6.3 LIMITATIONS 

The limitations of the literature review and the empirical study are discussed below. 

6.3.1 Limitations of the literature review  

The exploratory research into the relationship between psychological resources and positive 

coping behaviour within South Africa’s legal industry was limited by the following features:  
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 Many different kinds of resources constitute psychological resources, however 

this study only explored the variables of psychological capital (i.e. hope, self-

efficacy, resiliency and optimism) and emotional intelligence. Consequently, 

this study was unable to deliver a complete overview of the psychosocial 

resources which may potentially influence positive coping behaviour and 

wellbeing practices. 

 Although numerous research studies have focused on psychological resource 

variables and the effect of socio-demographic variables, research specific to 

the South African legal profession is sparse.  

 Limited research was available on positive coping behaviour and its constructs. 

To this extent, the researcher had to base the majority of the literature 

background on the work done on one prior study. 

 The research was conducted within the context of employee wellbeing and, 

consequently, the perspective, findings and interpretations of the study were 

made within the confines of Industrial and Organisational Psychology.  

6.3.2 Limitations of the empirical study  

The results of the empirical study could be limited by the following:  

 All the measuring instruments employed in this study (i.e. the PCQ, AES and 

PCBI) are self-report questionnaires, which involve the perspectives and 

experiences of the participants. As a result, these self-report questionnaires 

may have prejudiced the validity of the research outcome. 

 The research sample was drawn from the South African legal industry only, 

which means that the research outcome has limited generalisability to other 

occupations or countries. 

  Although the sample size (N = 144) was adequate to investigate the effects of 

the socio-demographic groups on the psychological capital, emotional 

intelligence and positive coping behaviour variables within the legal industry, a 

larger and more representative sample of the different socio-demographic 

groups could have resulted in more meaningful comparisons and evaluation. 

The small sample size of the present study also limits the generalisability to the 

total population. 

 The sample involved mainly young, female participants, which limited the 

generalisability of the results. 
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 Psychological resources were limited to psychological capital and emotional 

intelligence; if other variables had been included, the research results might 

have been different. 

 For socio-demographic variables, the study only included age, gender, race, 

tenure and job level. In this regard the options were vast and different socio-

demographic variables might have resulted in different research outcomes. 

 The study was conducted by way of convenience sampling, which could mean 

the likelihood of biased results and of under- or over-representation of the 

population. As a consequence, the generalisability of the research findings is 

limited. 

 The mediation analysis was only used for explanatory purposes and thus no 

cause–effect relations could be established. Longitudinal studies would be 

needed in larger samples to establish the cause–effect relationship.  

Despite these limitations, the study was able to examine the effect of psychological resources 

on positive coping behaviour within the legal industry. Although the research was exploratory 

in nature, the results of this study may be considered as a first step in the development of 

wellbeing research within the South African legal industry.  

6.4 RECOMMENDATIONS 

In light of the research findings, conclusions and limitations, the following recommendations 

for organisational psychology and further research in the field are discussed.  

6.4.1 Recommendations for practice  

In examining the relationship between psychological resources and positive coping behaviour, 

the research results demonstrated some significant relationship dynamics. The outcome of 

the study may contribute to the development and improvement of the following individual and 

organisational wellbeing interventions:  

 Organisations need to develop and appreciation and an understanding of the 

predictive influence of socio-demographic groups (Akhtar & Kroener-Herwig, 2018; 

Carstensen et al., 2000; Maggiori et al., 2013) and psychological resources (Balmer 

et al., 2014; Carver et al., 2001; Datu & Valdez, 2016; Dorsett et al., 2017; Hatchett 

& Park, 2004; Krok, 2015; Piergiovanni & Depaula, 2018; Sanchez-Alvarez et al., 

2016; Scheenen et al., 2017) on positive coping behaviour and wellbeing. Human 

resource professionals and industrial psychologists need to consider this insight, as 

it may prove a valuable consideration for employee development and personnel 
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selection purposes. From the research results, one is likely to find the greatest display 

of positive coping behaviours among white attorneys with high tenure. These results 

suggest that industrial psychologists and human resource professionals would need 

to develop group-specific interventions to strengthen the coping profile of the legal 

profession, particularly for new and black attorneys. Additionally, while the Covid-19 

pandemic is in play, young attorneys will need to be addressed, as the research 

results showed that the older attorneys were coping better with the pandemic-specific 

challenges than their younger counterparts.  

 The present study outcome indicates that industrial psychologists and human 

resource professionals will need to formally address optimism intervention measures 

for young attorneys, male and female attorneys, black and white attorneys and 

attorneys with low tenure, as these groups all scored low on the construct. These 

interventions will aid wellbeing in the workplace, as optimism is linked to positive 

coping behaviour (Carver et al., 2001; Di Fabio et al., 2018; Hatchett & Park, 2004) 

 Industrial psychologists and human resource professionals need to be aware of their 

organisations’ biases and assumptions with regard to socio-demographic groups and 

address these as they occur. For example, the research results in this study 

demonstrated that job level had no influence on any of the variables, including 

positive coping behaviour, an outcome supported by previous research (Rao & 

Chandraiah, 2012). Often, organisations wrongly believe that seniority brings about 

better coping mechanisms by virtue of the role and the dynamics and considerations 

which were brought about at the time of the promotion. However, the results suggest 

that even the most senior incumbent can engage in poor and unhealthy coping 

behaviours. These results also suggest that senior individuals should not be 

overlooked during the development and implementation of positive coping behaviour 

interventions. 

 For existing employees, organisations need to appreciate the value of 360° appraisal 

and feedback methods. These methods are particularly helpful in identifying where 

employees are lacking or struggling with some elements of their psychological 

resource capabilities (including emotional intelligence), which could prompt the 

organisation’s human resource professional or industrial psychologist to engage in 

the necessary interventions, as these elements can be developed, coached and 

trained. 

 The study outcome proved the predictive influence of an employee’s psychological 

resources on positive coping behaviour and wellbeing, as supported by the literature 

(Culbertson et al., 2010; Datu & Valdez, 2016; Sanchez-Alvarez et al., 2016). 
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Consequently, these findings suggest the need for organisations to employ 

psychometric assessments during the personnel selection process to test for 

psychological resource capacities. However, organisations need to do so in 

accordance with the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 and avoid bias during the 

selection process. 

 As psychological resources and positive coping behaviour work in tandem 

(Culbertson et al., 2010; Datu & Valdez, 2016; Sanchez-Alvarez et al., 2016), human 

resource professionals and industrial psychologists need to encourage and enforce 

regular conversations between line managers and their subordinates. Should an 

employee point out that they are struggling, the organisation should set in motion the 

necessary psychological resource interventions in an effort to assist the employee. 

During the Covid-19 pandemic, this approach is of particular importance, as it has 

been a cause of great stress and anxiety for many individuals. For this purpose, 

Luthans et al. (2006) developed the PsyCap Intervention training model (PCI) for the 

workplace. The aim of this intervention is to grow an individual’s levels of hope, self-

efficacy, resiliency and optimism overall, but also in isolation. This existing resource 

could be utilised by organisations to assist their employees in their wellbeing 

endeavours.  

6.4.2 Recommendations for the field of Industrial and Organisational Psychology  

Based on the research outcomes, the following recommendations can be made for the field of 

Industrial and Organisational Psychology:  

 The literature review for the current study produced a valuable basis for investigating 

the interrelationships between psychological capital, emotional intelligence, positive 

coping behaviour and the influence of the socio-demographic elements on these 

variables for the legal profession. In support, the empirical study confirmed that these 

interrelationships and research outcomes could be used as a framework for Industrial 

and Organisational Psychology in future. 

 The study established a positive relationship between psychological resources and 

positive coping behaviour, which can be included as a wellbeing construct, as the link 

was well recognised in the literature review (Balmer et al., 2014; Carver et al., 2001; 

Datu & Valdez, 2016; Dorsett et al., 2017; Hatchett & Park, 2004; Krok, 2015; 

Piergiovanni & Depaula, 2018; Sanchez-Alvarez et al., 2016; Scheenen et al., 2017). 

Consequently, industrial psychologists and human resource professionals could 

employ the appropriate interventions to increase wellbeing among employees in the 

workplace. 
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 The research highlighted the impact of socio-demographic factors (age, gender, race, 

tenure and job level) on psychological resources, positive coping behaviour and 

wellbeing as a whole. These findings indicate that an organisation’s wellbeing 

strategies will not be successful if a one-size-fits-all approach is applied to its diverse 

and multifaceted workforce. Industrial psychologists and human resource 

professionals need to be cognisant of the various socio-demographic considerations 

during their efforts to create a happy and healthy working environment.  

6.4.3 Recommendations for future research  

The researcher can make the following recommendations for future research:  

 This study concentrated on the relationship between psychological resources and 

positive coping behaviour within the legal profession specifically. Future research can 

broaden the scope to include other occupational categories to obtain more insights 

into the relationship between these variables. 

 The moderation effect of socio-demographic groups in this study was limited to age, 

gender, race, tenure and job level. Future research should take account of more 

sociodemographic variables and their influence on the relationship between 

psychological resources and positive coping behaviour. 

 The study utilised a cross-sectional research methodology for explanation purposes. 

Future research could include longitudinal studies to gain greater insights into the 

interaction between variables and to establish the true causal effects of the mediation 

analysis.  

 This study was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic, which may have had an 

unconscious effect on the participants’ state of mind at the time of completing the 

questionnaire. Future research may want to explore the relationship dynamics 

between psychological resources and positive coping behaviour when the world is in 

a post-pandemic state. 

 The research sample was small and consisted mainly of a young, female population. 

Future research may want to draw on larger heterogeneous samples to increase the 

generalisability of the study. 

 This research paper utilised the PCQ, AES and PCBI scales only to measure 

psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour 

respectively. Future research should consider using other scales for greater insight 

into the relationship between these variables. 

 One of the research outcomes indicated that race had an impact on the relationship 

between psychological capital and positive coping behaviour. In particular, white 
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participants utilised greater levels of positive coping behaviours than their black 

counterparts, even when both groups displayed high levels of psychological capital. 

As the reason for this result is not apparent, future research could explore these 

dynamics in greater detail.  

6.5 EVALUATION OF THE STUDY 

This study makes a contribution to the field of Industrial and Organisational Psychology on a 

theoretical, empirical and a practical level.  

6.5.1 Contribution to theory  

On a theoretical level, the study offers a better understanding of the constructs of 

psychological capital (embodied by hope, self-efficacy, resiliency and optimism), emotional 

intelligence (represented by perception of emotion, management of own emotions, 

management of the emotion of others and utilisation of emotion) and their effect on an 

individual’s positive coping behaviour (embodied by inventive coping, engaging coping, 

intentional coping and influential coping). The research pointed to certain significant 

relationships and created awareness that legal professionals possess different levels of 

psychological resources and positive coping behaviour, which are all in turn influenced by 

socio-demographic factors, ultimately having an impact on their sense of wellbeing.  

From a South African perspective, the literature review on the psychological resources and 

coping behaviour of legal professionals, and the challenges they face within the industry, 

assisted in obtaining a greater understanding of wellbeing within this local industry specifically, 

where little has been documented to date. The study outcome will also contribute to the body 

of knowledge relating to the psychological resources involved in engaging in positive coping 

behaviours which may increase an individual’s wellbeing in the workplace.  

The research results also relate to Hobfoll’s (1989) conservation of resources theory. The 

findings propose that, during times of distress when the psychological resources of attorneys 

are low, the attorney is likely to engage in unhealthy coping behaviours. An attorney will, 

however, in an effort to attain wellbeing, attempt to improve (or gain) on their psychological 

resources. Resource losses will result in further unhealthy coping behaviours, whereas 

resource gains will result in positive coping behaviours and, as a result, a sense of wellbeing. 

This theory highlights the importance of industrial psychologists and human resource 

professionals guiding and supporting attorneys with the relevant psychological resource 

interventions, as this could positively influence their sense of career wellbeing.  
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6.5.2 Contribution to research 

From an empirical perspective, the study brought to light the mediating effect of emotional 

intelligence on the positive relationship between psychological capital and positive coping 

behaviour. Furthermore, it revealed the (moderating) influence of the socio-demographic 

factors on psychological capital, emotional intelligence and positive coping behaviour. Prior to 

this study, no research had been conducted on the predictive value of psychological resources 

(psychological capital and emotional intelligence), positive coping behaviour and the effect of 

socio-demographic variables within South Africa’s legal industry. Given the country’s diverse 

workforce, the effect of the demographic elements (such as race and tenure) may prove a 

valuable consideration in the future design and development of wellbeing strategies for South 

African industrial psychologists and human resource professionals in particular.  

The research revealed tenure to be the most influential demography, presenting influence on 

emotional intelligence, positive coping behaviour and psychological capital constructs. This 

finding highlights the degree of caution and care industrial psychologists and human resource 

professionals need to exercise in their selection processes (to select the right person for the 

right job in an effort to achieve longevity in the role). Furthermore, industrial psychologists and 

human resource professionals will need to apply this information in the development of 

organisations’ wellbeing strategies and interventions for existing employees.  

Furthermore, the research was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic, the impact of which 

may only be evident in years to come. The findings in this study may assist with the 

development and discussions in future papers on the psychological consequences of the 

pandemic on professionals in the workplace. In conclusion, the empirical study findings were 

original in terms of the study outcome and they contribute to the current literature on the 

predictive value of psychological resources on positive coping behaviour. The empirically 

tested interrelationships could be beneficial in enhancing an organisation’s wellbeing.  

6.5.3 Contribution to practice  

Within the South African context and given the challenges within the legal industry, an 

increasingly diverse workforce puts pressure on industrial psychologists and human resource 

professionals to develop bespoke wellbeing initiatives to address the unique requirements of 

legal professionals. The research findings suggest that high and healthy levels of 

psychological resources (psychological capital and emotional intelligence) result in the use of 

positive coping behaviours. However, these variables work in tandem and, in adverse 

conditions, a reduction in the use of psychological resources will result in an attorney 

displaying fewer positive coping behaviours and likely finding themselves distressed.   



 

118 

The research results pointed to low optimism scores among the participants. Given the nature 

of the role and the fact that a level of pessimism is required for success in the profession 

(Daicoff, 2004), the results were unsurprising. However, low optimism levels do potentially 

signify low coping flexibility, and mental health and wellbeing concerns (Reed, 2016). 

Furthermore, this outcome cannot be ignored, as optimism was found by Scheier et al. (1986) 

to be a determinant factor of positive coping behaviour.  

The interaction between the socio-demographic elements (age, gender, race, tenure and job 

level), psychological resources and positive coping behaviour presented interesting results. In 

particular, job level showed no effect on any of the psychological resources or positive coping 

behaviour variables, suggesting that it had little influence on an attorney’s sense of wellbeing 

in this context. However, job tenure had the opposite effect and displayed influence on most 

of the psychological resource and positive coping behaviour constructs. Practically, this 

outcome suggests that although a longstanding attorney may employ positive coping 

behaviours in the face of adversity, one may not assume that this is as a result of his position 

or seniority within the firm. This is an important distinction, given that the legal profession has 

a set and well-defined career path.   

Overall, industrial psychologists and human resource professionals need to take cognisance 

of the influence of socio-demographic variables to develop valuable and tailored wellbeing 

interventions, and perhaps more importantly, to avoid prejudices against certain 

sociodemographic groups. In summary, the study findings revealed the range of psychological 

resources utilised by attorneys in practice and how this relates to their positive coping 

behaviours, ultimately influencing their sense of wellbeing. The study hopes to contribute to 

the body of knowledge on the interaction between psychological resources and positive coping 

behaviour, which may guide future employee wellness initiatives.   

6.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this chapter, the outcomes of the study were integrated, which enabled the researcher to 

draw certain conclusions from the study relating to the research aims for both the literature 

review and the empirical study. Furthermore, the limitations of the research concerning the 

literature review and the empirical study were also deliberated. The researcher was able to 

offer recommendations for future research concerning the relationship dynamics between 

psychological capital and positive coping behaviour, the mediating effect of emotional 

intelligence and the moderating effects of the sociodemographic variables on this relationship. 

The chapter concluded by critically evaluating the study and research outcomes and their 
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theoretical, empirical and practical contribution to the field of Industrial and Organisational 

Psychology.   

Accordingly, the following research aim was achieved in Chapter 6: 

 Research aim 5: To formulate conclusions and recommendations for industrial 

psychologists and human resource professionals in regard to attorney wellbeing 

practices in the legal profession.  

This concludes the research project. 
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