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Abstract 
The study was based on 205 valid questionnaires and we used a series of re-
gression analysis to examine the effect of perceived overqualification (POQ) 
on work engagement (WE) and the associated underlying mechanism. The 
results show that: 1) POQ was negatively related to WE; 2) The relationship 
between POQ and WE was partially mediated by Thriving at work (WT); 3) 
Future work self salience (FWSS) moderated the relationship between POQ 
and WT, such that this relationship was not significant when FWSS was high. 
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1. Introduction 

More than 80 percent of Chinese feel they have “no place for heroes,” according 
to a global poll by the Canadian company Destad. In recent years, the average 
level of education for new employees has grown, but most basic jobs do not need 
to be that high [1]. This phenomenon, in which individuals’ education, skill level 
and work experience exceed the requirements of actual work, is defined by aca-
demia as overqualification [1] [2]. There are subjective and objective points of 
overqualification [3]. And “perceived overqualification” refers to employees’ 
perception of overqualification, which is a determinant of work results [4]. There-
fore, this paper focuses on perceived overqualification. Previous studies are 
mostly based on the relative deprivation theory or equity theory, and believe that 
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perceived overqualification will lead to low job satisfaction, low sense of organi-
zational commitment, high turnover intention, and counterproductive workbe-
havior [1] [2] [5]. There are still plenty of theoretical perspectives and outcome 
variables in this study. Therefore, this study based on Self-determination theory 
(SDT) and starting from the internal perspective of individuals, explores the ef-
fect and mechanism of perceived overqualification on work engagement, and 
provides a new idea for enterprises to improve employees’ work engagement 
from the perspective of motivation. 

Work engagement refers to a state of active work characterized by “Vigor”, 
“Dedication”, and “Absorption”, in which “Vigor” means being energetic and 
adaptable at work. “Dedication” means being actively involved and experiencing 
meaning, passion, motivation, pride and challenge. “Absorption” means that 
you are pleasantly absorbed in your work and it is difficult to separate yourself 
from it [6]. Since Kahn (1990) first put forward this concept, it has been paid 
much attention to in psychology, management and other fields [7]. Work en-
gagement can effectively predict employees’ job performance [7], so it is of great 
significance to explore work engagement’s antecendent variable.SDT shows that 
people have three basic psychological needs, which are the necessary conditions 
for improving autonomous motivation and generating internal motivation [8], 
while individuals with perceived overqualification lack these three basic psycho-
logical needs and have low internal motivation, so perceived overqualification 
may affect work engagement. 

Thriving at work refers to a continuous psychological state in which individu-
als experience “Litality” and “Learning” at the same time in their work. Vitality 
means that employees are enthusiastic and active, willing to work hard; Learning 
refers to the continuous learning of working skills and methods to adapt to the 
changing requirements of work [9]. It has been found that it positively affects 
job performance, organizational citizenship behavior, organizational loyalty and 
job satisfaction [10] [11]. SDT shows that the satisfaction of basic psychological 
needs can promote individual prosperity and development [12]. Due to the lack 
of basic psychological needs, employees with high perceived overqualification 
have a low status of thriving at work, which further affects their work engage-
ment. Therefore, it is speculated that thriving at work is the mediating factor 
that perceived overqualification affects the work input. 

Most previous studies have explored the moderating effect model of overqua-
lification on employees’ work results from the perspective of organizational 
context [13]. Therefore, based on SDT, this study introduced “future work self 
salience” as a moderating variable from the perspective of individual differences. 
“Future work self salience” refers to the degree of clarity and ease of imagination 
of an individual’s future work self. It provides an individual with a different im-
age from what he wants to be at present. Such difference can make him focus on 
change. Relevant studies show that future work self salience can positively affect 
active occupational behavior and career adaptability [14] [15]. This representa-
tion of self-image can make up for the lack of basic psychological needs of indi-
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viduals, improve internal motivation, and thus improve thriving at work of em-
ployees with perceived overqualification. This study will further explore the ef-
fect of future work self salience on the relationship between perceived overquali-
fication and thriving at work. 

In conclusion, a moderated mediation model is proposed, as shown in Figure 
1.  

2. Theory and Hypotheses 
2.1. POQ and Work Engagement 

SDT shows that people have three basic psychological needs – the needs for au-
tonomy (feeling that actions are self-determined), competence (feeling influenti-
al in the interaction with the environment) and relatedness (feeling the support 
of others and social relationships) [8] [16], which is a necessary condition to 
improve autonomous motivation and internal motivation. In addition, the three 
basic psychological needs are affected by the environment [17] [18]. SDT divides 
the influence factors of external context into three types: informational, control-
ling and demotivational. Among them, the controlling envents reduces the in-
ternal motivation by influencing the individual’s autonomy, and the demotiva-
tional environment reduces the internal motivation by influencing the individu-
al’s competence [12]. 

Individuals with high POQ believe that they are in a dismotivated environ-
ment and most of the work they do is not challenging [19], Individuals are una-
ble to effectively influence the environment, unable to display their excessive qu-
alification and improve their confidence by completing challenging tasks, and 
lack of competent needs; They also think they are restricted by rules or orders in 
a controlled environment, and lack autonomy in choosing the content of their 
work [20], and lack of autonomous needs; After the completion of the work, 
they can’t get the correct evaluation and support from their superiors or col-
leagues, so they can’t maintain meaningful contact with others, and lack of re-
lated needs [21]. As a peripheral factor, the related needs are also an important 
condition for the development of intrinsic motivation [8]. To sum up, individu-
als with high POQ have different degrees of lack of three basic psychological 
needs, and low internal motivation. SDT believes that there is a positive correla-
tion between the satisfaction of individual basic psychological needs and work 
engagement [22], which is also an external manifestation of internal motivation 
[23] [24]. Therefore, individuals with a higher POQ may have lower work en-
gagement. 
 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical model. 
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In conclusion, the following hypothesis is proposed: 
H1: POQ was negatively related to work engagement. 

2.2. The Mediation Role of Work Engagement 

SDT points out that the satisfaction of basic psychological needs can promote 
individual prosperity and development [12]. Individuals want to strive for the 
sense of autonomy, sense of competence and the sense of closeness with others 
to pursue prosperity and growth [16]. In addition, Spreitzer and Porath (2013) 
took SDT as the core and proposed an Integrative Model of Human Growth at 
Work, revealing how situational factors affect thriving at work and its results by 
affecting basic psychological needs [25]. Situational factors that affect basic psy-
chological needs include feedback, decision-making discretion, climate of 
trust/respect, and broad information sharing etc. In the interaction with the 
working environment, individuals with a high POQ believe that their qualifica-
tions exceed the work requirements, and they cannot control their work auto-
nomously, cannot get reasonable feedback, cannot make independent decisions 
and share information, so the needs for competence and autonomy are lacking 
[19] [20]. Without the approval and support of others, the atmosphere of trust 
and respect cannot be perceived, and the needs for relatedness will be corres-
pondingly lacking. According to the model, individuals with high POQ cannot 
achieve “vitality” and “learning” at the same time, and thriving at work is low 
[25]. 

Relevant studies show that individuals with high level of thriving at work 
maintain energetic and enthusiastic attitude towards work, and stimulate indi-
vidual’s work self-efficacy and enthusiasm [10] [25], such enthusiastic and posi-
tive attitude and self-efficacy can promote individual’s work engagement [26] 
[27]. In addition, when the individual works to a higher degree of prosperity, vi-
tality and learning level is higher, it indicates that the three basic psychological 
needs of the individual are not lacking, and the individual internal motivation is 
stronger, which will also promote the work engagement [8] [16] [18]. 

Therefore, the individuals with high POQ have a lower state of thriving at 
work and less work engagement. And the individual with low POQ, thriving at 
work is higher, work engagement is higher. Based on this, the hypothesis is put 
forward: 

H2: the relationship between POQ and work engagement was mediated by 
Thriving at work. 

2.3. The Moderation Role of Future Work Self Salience 

SDT also shows the influence of individual differences on motivation. It is be-
lieved that there are three orientations for people to produce and manage their 
own behaviors—autonomous, controlled and impersonal orientations. The com-
bination of these three orientations to different degrees leads to individual dif-
ferences, in which individuals with autonomous orientations will choose actions 
towards the goals set by themselves to achieve self-realization, self-development and 
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interpersonal satisfaction [18]. Therefore, this study introduces future work self 
salience as an individual difference into the moderation model. Future work self 
salience refers to the degree to which individuals can clearly and easily imagine 
their future work and life, which will motivate them and enhance their internal 
motivation [15] [28]. 

For high POQ of individual, when its future work self salience is high, pro-
duction and management of behavior are more likely to be based on autonom-
ous orientation, individual is eager to have a positive identity or role in the work 
[29], and through the cognitive framework based on the future [30], to set own 
goals, to achieve self-realization, so it can meet the needs for autonomy, improve 
the work autonomy and keep the vitality and enthusiasm in work [18]. And set-
ting challenging goals for career [31]. By promoting work roles, self-efficacy and 
goal commitment can be enhanced to meet the needs for competency [26], 
which is conducive to further acquisition and utilization of knowledge and skills 
and building up high confidence. And want to develop good relationships to 
meet the needs for relatedness and to promote thriving at work.  

Therefore, when future work self salience is high, the basic psychological 
needs of individual can be satisfied, and the negative impact of POQ on thriving 
at work can be alleviated. However, when future work self salience is low, the 
basic psychological needs of individuals with high POQ are not satisfied, and 
thriving at work cannot be promoted. 

In conclusion, further hypothesis is proposed: 
H3: Future work self salience plays a negative moderating role between POQ 

and thriving at work. The level of future work self salience is higher, the more it 
alleviates the negative influence of POQ on thriving at work. 

H4: Future work self salience moderates the indirect effect of POQ on work 
engagement through thriving at work, such that the indirect effect is more nega-
tive when the level of future work self salience is higher than when it is low. 

3. Sample and Measures 

The subjects are from MBA class of three universities and employees of enter-
prises in Guangzhou introduced by acquaintances. In order to avoid homolog-
ous variation, data were collected at two time points by questionnaire survey, 
and through the end of the phone number and the first letter of the name to 
match. Firstly, data on demographic information, perceived overqualification 
and future work self salience were collected (Time 1), a total of 289 question-
naires were distributed, after deleting invalid questionnaires, 256 of which were 
valid. One month later (Time 2), data collection on thriving at work and work 
engagement was carried out, A total of 256 questionnaires were distributed, after 
deleting invalid questionnaires, 223 of which were valid, 205 questionnaires were 
finally retained after deleting the questionnaires that were difficult to match with 
Time 1. 

In order to obtain the scale suitable for this study, all scales were translated 
from English to Chinese and back-translated, and has been compiled by domes-
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tic scholars and has been verified to be of good reliability and validity in pre-
vious studies. 

POQ: The perceived overqualification scale developed by Fine and Nevo 
(2008), with likert 5-point scoring, a total of 9 items in two dimensions, includ-
ing two reverse scoring items. The dimension of cognitive mismatch contains 4 
items, and the dimension of cognitive non-growth contains 5 items [32]. The 
cronbach’s alpha coefficient was of the scale in the study was 0.81. 

Thriving at work: The thriving at work scale developed by Porath et al. (2012), 
with likert 7-point scoring, has 10 items in two dimensions, including two re-
verse scoring items. The vitality dimension and learning dimension each contain 
5 items [10]. The cronbach’s alpha coefficient was of the scale in the study was 
0.89. 

Work engagement: The short version of work engagement scale developed by 
Schaufeli et al. (2006), with likert 7-point scoring, has 9 items in three dimen-
sions, including 3 items in vigor dimension, 3 items in dedication dimension 
and 3 items in absorption dimension [6]. The cronbach’s alpha coefficient was of 
the scale in the study was 0.95. 

Future work self salience: The single dimension scale of future work self sa-
lience developed by Strauss et al. (2011), with 5 items in total [15]. The cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient was of the scale in the study was 0.93. 

According to previous studies, gender, age, position, tenure and years of edu-
cation were selected as control variables [27] [33] [34]. 

4. Analyses and Results 
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis. 

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis results are shown in Table 1. Male 
accounts for 48.3%. Their mean age was 33.28 (SD = 8.53), and their average  
 

Table 1. Variable descriptive statistics and relevant analysis results (N = 205). 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1) Gender 0.52 0.50 -         

2) Age 33.28 8.53 −0.18* -        

3) Position 1.98 0.89 −0.13 0.16* -       

4) Tenur 9.70 8.10 −0.17* 0.89*** 0.10 -      

5) Education 15.42 2.16 0.03 −0.07 0.15* −0.11 -     

6) POQ 3.23 0.49 −0.13 0.11 −0.06 0.12 -0.07 -    

7) WT 5.21 1.05 0.02 −0.04 0.28*** −0.05 0.11 -0.26*** -   

8) FWSS 3.01 0.99 −0.06 −0.03 0.08 0.02 −0.08 0.31*** 0.30*** -  

9) WE 4.97 1.27 0.06 −0.02 0.30*** −0.06 0.10 −0.27*** 0.49*** 0.02 - 

Note: N = 195; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. POQ = perceived overqualification; WT = thriving at work; FWSS = future work self salience; WE = work 
engagement. Gender: 1 = male, 0 = female, Education: 6 = Primary school, 9 = Junior high school, 12 = Senior high school, 15 = Junior college, 16 = Under-
graduate, 19 = Graduate, and 22 = Doctor. Position: 1 = Ordinary employees, 2 = primary-level managers, 3 = Middle-level managers, 4 = Senior-level 
managers. 
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duration of education was 15.42 (SD = 2.16). The average tenure was 9.70 years 
(SD = 8.10). And, 37.1% are ordinary employees, 32.2% are primary level man-
agers, 26.8% are middle level managers, and 3.9% are senior level managers. 
POQ is significantly negatively correlated with thriving at work (r = −0.26, P < 
0.01) and work engagement (r = −0.27, P < 0.01), while thriving at work and 
work engagement are significantly positively correlated (r = 0.49, P < 0.01). 

4.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis and Common Method Biases  
Test 

Through confirmatory factor analysis, this study examined the discriminant va-
lidity of perceived overqualification, work engagement, thriving at work and fu-
ture work self salience. The results are shown in Table 2, where the four-factor 
model has the best fitting degree, RMSEA < 0.08, CFI > 0.90 and NNFI > 0.90, so 
the above variables have good discriminant validity and represent four different 
constructs.  

The homologous variance was tested by Harman single factor method [35], 
and the results showed that, without rotational precipitation, the variation ex-
plained by the first factor was 19.98%, which was less than half of the total va-
riance (70.23%). Therefore, the common method biases will not cause serious 
impact in this study. 

4.3. Hypothesis Test 

Hierarchical regression was used to test the hypothesis in the study. The results 
are shown in Table 3, the model 3 shows that POQ significantly negatively pre-
dicted individual’s work engagement (β = −0.63, p < 0.001), and the results sup-
port hypothesis 1. The model 1 shows that POQ significantly negatively pre-
dicted thriving at work (β = −0.50, p < 0.001). Moreover, the model 4 shows that 
thriving at work significantly positively predicted individual’s work engagement 
(β = 0.48, p < 0.001), and the negative effect of POQ on work engagement is still 
significant (β = −0.39, p < 0.05). Therefore, thriving at work partially mediates 
the relationship between POQ and work engagement. 

According to the method of Hayes (2013) [36], the sample number of boot-
strap is 5000, and the test results (mediating effect = −0.30, bias correction CI 
95% = [−0.58, −0.11]) support hypothesis 2. 
 

Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis results (N = 205). 

Model χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA CFI NNFI SRMR 

1) Four-factor model: POQ; WE; WT; FWSS; 88.66 48 1.85 0.06 0.98 0.97 0.04 

2) Three -factor model: POQ; WT + WE; FWSS; 282.09 51 5.53 0.15 0.87 0.83 0.11 

3) Two-factor model: POQ + FWSS; WE + WT; 355.38 53 6.71 0.17 0.83 0.79 0.14 

4) One-factor model: POQ + WE + WT + FWSS; 1001.18 54 18.54 0.29 0.47 0.36 0.23 

Note: POQ = perceived overqualification; WT = thriving at work; FWSS = future work self salience; WE = work engagement. 
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Table 3. Hierarchical regression results. 

Variables 
WT WE 

M1 M2 M3 M4 

Intercept 6.07*** 4.18*** 5.72*** 2.80** 

Control Variables     

Gender 0.02 0.00 0.14 0.13 

Age −0.01 −0.00 0.01 0.01 

Position 0.31*** 0.23** 0.42*** 0.27** 

Tenure 0.00 0.00 −0.02 −0.02 

Education 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.01 

Independent Variable     

POQ −0.50*** −0.52*** −0.63*** −0.39* 

Mediating Variables     

WT    0.48*** 

Moderating variable     

FWSS  0.32***   

Interaction effect     

POQ × FWSS  0.59***   

R2 0.14 0.35 0.16 0.30 

ΔR2 - 0.21 - 0.14 

F 5.36*** 32.44*** 6.49*** 38.18*** 

Note: The regression coefficients in the table are non-standardized. N = 195; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 
0.001. POQ = perceived overqualification; WT = thriving at work; FWSS = future work self salience; WE = 
work engagement. Gender: 1 = male, 0 = female, Education: 6 = Primary school, 9 = Junior high school, 12 
= Senior high school, 15 = Junior college, 16 = Undergraduate, 19 = Graduate, and 22 = Doctor. Position: 1 
= Ordinary employees, 2 = primary-level managers, 3 = Middle-level managers, 4 = Senior-level managers. 

 
The model 2 in Table 3 shows that the interaction between POQ and future 

work self salience significantly positively predicted thriving at work (β = 0.59, p 
< 0.001). Figure 2 shows the interaction between POQ and future work self sa-
lience affecting thriving at work. The simple slope analysis results show that 
when the level of future work self salience is high, POQ has no significant impact 
on thriving at work (β = 0.06, ns). And when the level of future work self sa-
lience is low, POQ has significantly negative impact on thriving at work (β = 
−1.10, p < 0.001).Therefore, hypothesis 3 is supported.  

The moderated mediating effect was tested according to the method of Hayes 
(2013) [36]. Results as shown in Table 4, when the level of future work self sa-
lience is low and medium, the mediating effect of thriving at work is significant, 
when the level of future work self salience is high, the mediating effect is not sig-
nificant, and the mediating effect decreases with the improvement of future 
work self-definition (−0.64, −0.30, 0.03). The results show that the mediating ef-
fect of thriving at work in the relationship between POQ and work engagement 
is moderated by future work self salience, and the mediating effect becomes 
weaker with the improvement of future work self salience. Therefore, hypothesis 
4 is supported. 
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Figure 2. Moderating effect diagram of future work self salience. 
 
Table 4. Moderated mediating effect test results. 

 Future work self salience Effect size β Lower CI Upper CI 

Thriving at work 

Low (−1SD) −0.64 0.16 −0.99 −0.37 

Medium (M) −0.30 0.12 −0.56 −0.10 

High (+1SD) 0.03 0.19 −0.38 0.39 

Note: If the upper and lower CI do not include 0, the effect is significant, and vice versa; CI = 95% bi-
as-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals. 

5. Discussion 
5.1. Theoretical Significance 

Firstly, previous studies generally studied POQ based on relative deprivation 
theory, equity theory or resource conservation theory [1] [2] [5], and mostly 
from the perspective of organizational context. Based on SDT, this study focuses 
on the basic psychological needs, autonomy and internal motivation of individ-
uals, and studies the influence of POQ on work engagement from the perspec-
tive of individual motivation, enriching the theoretical perspective and conse-
quences research of POQ. 

Secondly, both environmental factors and individual factors will affect work 
engagement [37]. However, few previous studies have explored the impact of the 
interaction between environmental factors and individual factors on work en-
gagement. Based on SDT, this study combines the external environment that 
causes the POQ with the basic psychological needs and internal motivation of 
individuals, and explores the impact of POQ on work engagement, providing a 
new idea for the antecedents of work engagement. 

Thirdly, studies have explored the impact of performance feedback, deci-
sion-making discretion, climate of trust/respect, and broad information sharing 
on thriving at work [9] [10]. And explore the relationship between thriving at 
work and organizational citizenship behavior, organizational loyalty and job sa-
tisfaction [11]. Starting from the phenomenon of “being overqualified” in the 
workplace, this study found that employees with high level of POQ lack basic 
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psychological needs and the level of thriving at work is low, which affects the in-
dividual’s work engagement. Therefore this study expands the research on ante-
cedent and consequence variables of thriving at work. 

Finally, most previous studies have explored the moderating model of the in-
fluence of POQ on employees’ work results from the perspective of organiza-
tional context [13]. Based on SDT and from the perspective of individual, this 
study explores the influence of future work self salience on the relationship be-
tween POQ and thriving at work, the boundary conditions are enriched. 

5.2. Practical Significance 

Besides theoretical significance, this study also has strong practical significance. 
Firstly, enterprises or organizations should make a reasonable match between 

employees and positions in the recruitment and allocation process, so as to en-
hance the sense of identity of new employees to their posts and keep them in a 
positive working condition. 

Secondly, the organizations should pay more attention to the psychological 
state of employees. Through the Employee Assistance Plan (EAP) and reasona-
ble incentive mechanism, the work enthusiasm and internal motivation can be 
improved, so that employees can keep vitality and learning. 

Thirdly, the organizations could regularly provide employees with career de-
velopment training, set up reasonable promotion mechanism, and help em-
ployees identify the future career development direction and goal, so that em-
ployees will see the hope and work hard. 

5.3. Deficiencies and Prospects 

There are still some limitations and deficiencies in this study. Firstly, this study 
only explored POQ from the subjective level. Future research can further explore 
the difference between the subjective and objective overqualifications on the 
impact of work engagement. Secondly, as for the boundary conditions of the in-
fluence of POQ on thriving at work, future work self salience belongs to the 
moderator from the perspective of cognition, so future research can start from 
the perspective of individual ability, for example, explore the influence mechan-
ism of career adaptability. Finally, due to limited resources, the samples are 
mainly from Guangzhou. In future studies, the sample sources and scope can be 
expanded to improve the external validity of the research results. 

5.4. Conclusion 

Based on the self-determination theory, this study tries to examine the effect of 
perceived overqualification on work engagement and the associated underlying 
mechanism. Three conclusions can be drawn from this study: 1) POQ was nega-
tively related to work engagement; 2) The relationship between POQ and work 
engagement was partially mediated by thriving at work; 3) Future work self sa-
lience moderated the relationship between POQ and thriving at work, such that 
this relationship was not significant when future work self salience was high. 
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