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Abstract

Testing two competing hypotheses based on different theories (i.e., the theory of career mobility and social exchange
theory), this study examines whether organizational size enhances or buffers the negative relationship between perceived
overqualification (i.e., having more education or qualifications, skills, and/or experience than one’s job requires) and work
engagement (a positive, affective-motivational state of fulfillment characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption). The
study sample consisted of 107 university graduates. A time-lagged design with two data collection points was implemented.
Data were analyzed using moderated regression. The results showed that organizational size enhanced the negative relation-
ship between perceived overqualification and engagement (vigor, dedication, and absorption). This is the first study to show
the moderator role of organizational size in the investigated relationship. To mitigate the dysfunctional consequences of
perceived overqualification on work engagement, we suggest that large organizations should give overqualified employees

the opportunity to develop long-term, high-quality relationships in their work environment.
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Introduction

Overqualification (having more education and/or compe-
tences and skills than the job requires) is a major problem
among recent graduates in Western countries. For instance,
according to the Spanish Statistical Office (INE, 2020),
around 37% of Spanish employed graduates under 30 years
old are overqualified. The Organization for Economic and
Co-operation and Development (OECD) reports that about
22% of Spanish adult (aged 16-65 years) workers are over-
qualified (OECD, 2019). This percentage of overqualified
workers is similar in other countries, such as Greece, Ger-
many, or the United States, or even higher in countries such
as France, the United Kingdom, Canada, and New Zealand
(OECD, 2019). These data are worrisome because previous
studies indicate that perceived overqualification has negative
consequences for employee well-being (Harari et al., 2017).
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Little is known about the variables that might moder-
ate this negative influence of perceived overqualification
(Erdogan et al., 2011). This gap is problematic because it
means that we do not fully understand under what conditions
overqualification is especially dysfunctional, and when its
impact can be attenuated. Therefore, it is theoretically and
practically important to carry out studies that help to iden-
tify the variables that can moderate the negative effects of
overqualification. From a theoretical perspective, we need
to know under what conditions overqualification’s negative
effects are buffered or enhanced in order to better understand
the relationship between overqualification and outcome vari-
ables. From a practical perspective, a better understanding
of these relationships and their potential moderator vari-
ables will allow researchers to suggest ways to use effective
strategies to prevent and reduce the dysfunctional effects
of overqualification. This is particularly important because
overqualification can have long-term negative effects on
subsequent career trajectories (Erdogan et al., 2011). This
study aims to contribute to filling this gap by deepening the
understanding of the variables that can moderate the nega-
tive effects of overqualification.

Specifically, in this study, we focused on the relationship
between perceived overqualification and work engagement,

@ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3874-9629
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0657-7375
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7195-1186
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5237-0535
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-022-03420-4&domain=pdf

23070

Current Psychology (2023) 42:23069-23079

Organizational
Size

Work Engagement

Vigor

Perceived

Overqualification
Dedication

Absorption

Fig. 1 The study research model

analyzing the moderating role of organizational size. Work
engagement has been defined as a positive state of fulfil-
ment (Schaufeli et al., 2002). We focused on work engage-
ment because it is a motivational state that has the capacity
to influence a variety of important work outcomes, such as
employee safety, turnover intention, organizational commit-
ment, and employee performance, to name a few (Bakker
et al., 2014).

We chose organizational size as a potential moderator
of the relationship between perceived overqualification and
work engagement for several reasons. First, organizational
size is a pervading contextual factor that is always present.
Thus, it is capable of influencing the phenomena and rela-
tionships that develop within organizational environments.
Second, recent changes in firms’ environments (e.g., tech-
nological advancements and globalization) have altered
the impact of size on organizational phenomena (Josefy
et al., 2015). Therefore, the influence of organizational
size is not clear because this area of inquiry is character-
ized by inconsistent findings and alternative explanations
(Josefy et al., 2015). This situation offers an opportunity
to clarify the moderator role of size in an important rela-
tionship for employees and organizations. Third, previous
research examining moderators of the relationship between
overqualification and outcomes has paid a lot of attention to
personal variables, whereas the potential influence of con-
textual organizational factors has been somewhat neglected
(Erdogan & Bauer, 2021). Investigating the moderator role
of organizational size provides an opportunity to fill this gap
in the literature.

Thus, the goal of this study is to clarify the moderator
role of organizational size in the relationship between per-
ceived overqualification and work engagement (see Fig. 1).
The following two research questions (RQ) are addressed:
RQ1. Does organizational size moderate the relationship
between overqualification and work engagement?; RQ2.
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Does organizational size play a buffer role or an enhancer
role in the aforementioned relationship? Consequently, we
tested two alternative hypotheses, based on different theo-
ries, in a sample of university graduates. On the one hand,
the theory of career mobility (Rosen, 1972; Sicherman &
Galor, 1990) provides some reasons that organizational size
may buffer the negative influence of overqualification on
work engagement. The theory of career mobility predicts
that workers may go through a temporary stage in their
careers, during which they hold lower-level jobs where
they acquire skills that will be useful in later higher-level
jobs. Large organizations have more hierarchical levels than
small ones and, thus, more opportunities to move to higher-
level jobs. Therefore, overqualified employees working in
large organizations may have higher promotion expecta-
tions, and this factor might mitigate the negative impact of
overqualification on work engagement. On the other hand,
social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitch-
ell, 2005) argues that organizational size may enhance the
negative influence of overqualification on work engagement.
In large organizations, it can be difficult to develop high
quality social exchanges (Daspit et al., 2016). This means
that employees in large organizations may lack an impor-
tant protective shield, which might contribute to observing
a greater negative relationship between overqualification and
work engagement in large organizations than in small ones.

The present study aims to contribute to the overqualifica-
tion literature in several ways. First, we respond to schol-
ars’ calls to identify the moderator variables that may help
mitigate the negative consequences of overqualification on
individual outcomes (Erdogan et al., 2011). By doing so,
we contribute to extending the nomological network of per-
ceived overqualification by specifying under what conditions
the influence of perceived overqualification on work engage-
ment is enhanced or buffered. Second, by testing two alter-
native hypotheses about the moderator role of organizational
size, based on different theoretical frameworks, we begin to
build some consensus in the knowledge about the investi-
gated relationships (Hollenbeck, 2008). This is an effective
way to reduce the uncertainty associated with relationships
that have not been examined in previous research. Third,
from a practical point of view, by identifying a variable that
moderates the influence of perceived overqualification on
work engagement, our study suggests ways to mitigate the
dysfunctional consequences of this variable that managers
and practitioners should consider.

This article is structured as follows. In the “Theoreti-
cal framework and hypotheses” section, we provide the-
oretical justification for the two alternative hypotheses
tested in this study (i.e., the buffer vs. enhancer moderator
role of organizational size in the relationship between
perceived overqualification and work engagement). In
the “Method” section, we present information about
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the sample and data collection procedure, measurement
instruments, and data analysis. Then, in the “Results” sec-
tion, we present the results obtained for the tested
hypotheses. Finally, in the Discussion, we describe the
theoretical and practical implications of our findings, the
limitations and strengths of our study, and suggestions for
future research directions.

Theoretical framework and hypotheses

The relationship between perceived
overqualification and work engagement

Work engagement has been defined as “a positive, affec-
tive-motivational state of fulfillment that is characterized
by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (Schaufeli et al.,
2002, p. 74). Vigor is characterized by a sense of ener-
getic and effective connection with one’s work activities,
resilience when facing obstacles, and the willingness to
invest effort in one’s work. Dedication is characterized by
having a sense of enthusiasm, inspiration, and challenge
while being highly involved in the work. Finally, absorp-
tion is characterized by a sense of deep concentration and
being fully immersed in one’s work, without noticing that
time passes and finding it difficult to detach from work.

The relationship between perceived overqualification
and work engagement can be explained by the theories of
relative deprivation (Feldman et al., 1997) and person-
environment fit (Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011). Accord-
ing to the relative deprivation theory, individuals who
are in an optimal employment situation (e.g., they have
a job that matches their education and/or competences
and skills) are more likely to invest personal resources
and effort in performing their jobs. In contrast, when
individuals have jobs that require less education and/
or competences and skills than the ones they have, their
jobs are not likely to provide them with enough purpose
and meaning. Consequently, they will feel deprived, and
their intrinsic motivation and work engagement will be
negatively affected (Dumani, 2015). According to person-
environment theory, because of the mismatch between
their qualifications and jobs and their unmet expectations,
overqualified employees will be less willing to become
involved in and dedicated to their work with vigor and
absorption (Luksyte et al., 2020). Therefore, their work
engagement will be low. The few studies that have exam-
ined the relationship between perceived overqualification
and work engagement offer empirical support for the neg-
ative relationship between the two variables (Lou & Ye,
2019; Luksyte et al., 2020; Ma et al., 2020).

Organizational size as a buffer of the relationship
between perceived overqualification and work
engagement

As mentioned above, two theories suggest two alternative
moderator roles of organizational size (buffer vs. enhancer)
in the relationship between perceived overqualification and
work engagement. First, we focus on the buffer role.

The theory of career mobility posits that “workers may
temporarily work in jobs that provide them with skills to
be used later in a different, higher-level job” (Sucherman,
1991, p. 103). Therefore, it can be positive to go through a
temporary career stage in a lower-level job where the skills
acquired will be useful in different future jobs. According
to the theory of career mobility (Rosen, 1972; Sicherman
& Galor, 1990), graduates may temporarily accept a job for
which they are overqualified in order to obtain an initial
income and gain some work experience to help them move
up in their careers. Sicherman (1991) provided empirical
evidence that overqualified workers have higher rates of
occupational mobility. Thus, they are more likely to move
to a higher-level occupation and a higher wage level than
non-overqualified workers. Additionally, large organizations
typically have more opportunities for advancement within
the organization, and “promotion-based schemes will be
used more in large organizations with many hierarchical lev-
els than in smaller organizations with fewer levels” (Baker
et al., 1988, p. 601). Accordingly, large organizations can
often offer higher wages, more benefits, and other extrinsic
motivators than smaller organizations (Brown & Medoff,
1989). Moreover, organizational size is positively associated
with opportunities for objective career success (Nabi, 1999).
Promotion opportunities are an indicator of the possibility
of career advancement within the organization (Frenkel &
Bednal, 2016), and promotion acts as a long-term incentive
for workers (Takahashi, 2006).

These ideas lead us to propose that, because employees
in large organizations have higher expectations for promo-
tion than employees in smaller firms, these expectations of
future advancement can buffer the negative influence of per-
ceived overqualification on work engagement. Therefore, we
hypothesize the following:

H1. Organizational size positively moderates the
negative relationship between perceived overqualifica-
tion and the three dimensions of work engagement, vigor
(Hl1a), dedication (H1b), and absorption (Hl1c), so that
the relationship is weaker when organizational size is
large than when it is small.

We posit the same relationship for the three dimensions

of work engagement for the following reasons: first, they
share a common motivational nature; and second, previous
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research has shown that the three dimensions, although dis-
tinct, are highly correlated (Schaufeli et al., 2002, 2006).

Organizational size as an enhancer
of the relationship between perceived
overqualification and work engagement

Social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitch-
ell, 2005) posits that “social exchange comprises actions
contingent on the rewarding reactions of others, which over
time provide for mutually and rewarding transactions and
relationships” (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005, p. 890). Theo-
rists agree that social exchange involves a series of inter-
actions that are seen as interdependent and contingent on
the actions of another person. According to social exchange
theory, exchanges in organizations follow a continuum rang-
ing from generalized to restricted (Daspit et al., 2016). Small
organizations tend to follow a generalized social exchange
system, characterized by long-term, high quality, and trust-
based relationships and a collective identity orientation
(Long & Mathews, 2011). In contrast, large companies
would be more likely to follow a restricted social exchange
system, characterized by time-limited, instrumental, and
impersonal relationships, and encompassing economic val-
ues rather than socioemotional values (Daspit et al., 2016;
Long & Mathews, 2011).

Previous research has shown that workers in small organi-
zations report more supportive work environments (Mac-
Dermid et al., 2001) and enjoy better relationships with their
managers (Tsai et al., 2007). Moreover, close relationships
with coworkers offer employees greater benefits (MacDer-
mid et al., 1994). In larger organizations, employees have
fewer opportunities to develop high-quality relationships
(i.e., more informal, deeper, and with more personal contact)
with co-workers and managers (Bencsik & Juhasz, 2010).
Moreover, large size in organizations promotes higher struc-
tural complexity, which is likely to negatively affect commu-
nication among employees (Jung, 2013). Research on worker
alienation also suggests that employees in larger organiza-
tions experience fewer relationships based on close personal
contact, which can result in a decrease in social integration
(see Schminke et al., 2002). Therefore, based on previous lit-
erature, small organizations can be conceptualized as gener-
alized social exchange systems, whereas large organizations
can be seen as restricted social exchange systems.

Thus, we propose that the quality of the interpersonal
relationships that arise in small companies creates a type
of generalized social exchange that is valued by employees
and mitigates the negative relationship between perceived
overqualification and engagement. However, in large organi-
zations, employees generally have a lower level of quality
in their interpersonal relationships that cannot protect them
from the negative influence of overqualification on work
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engagement. Accordingly, we expect that the larger the size
of the organization, the stronger the negative relationship
between overqualification and engagement will be.

H2. Organizational size negatively moderates the
negative relationship between perceived overqualifica-
tion and the three dimensions of work engagement, vigor
(H2a), dedication (H2b), and absorption (H2c), so that
the relationship is stronger when organizational size is
large than when it is small.

Method
Sample and procedure

The present study was part of a larger research project about
perceived overqualification of recent university graduates.
We recruited bachelor and master’s degree students from
a Spanish public university. A total of 10,307 students
received emails containing the links to the online question-
naires approximately two months before graduation (Time
0). A total of 1,087 students answered the call and were
informed that they would be contacted again after gradu-
ation. In order to reduce common method bias and estab-
lish a temporal sequence for the variables, we conducted
time-lagged research with two data-collection points after
graduation. Time 1: between six and nine months after
graduation, and Time 2: four months after time 1. We chose
these time frames because previous studies have suggested
6 to 9 months to be enough time for graduates to find a job
(e.g., McArdle et al., 2007). In addition, a minimum of four
months was considered enough time for participants to learn
their roles and know about their organization. To increase
the response rate, we offered a training course to the students
who completed all the questionnaires over time, and we also
sent several reminders to participants.

At Time 1, 503 graduates filled out the questionnaire.
At Time 2, 360 of the graduates responded to the survey'.
However, 253 of them changed jobs from Time 1 to Time
2. Therefore, only the 107 university graduates that kept the
same job between Time 1 and Time 2 were included in the
final sample of this study.

Of these 107 university graduates, 71% were female, and
their average age was 26.6 (SD=7.1). Regarding educational
levels, 48.6% had completed a bachelor’s degree, and 51.4%
a master’s degree. Finally, regarding the field of the degree

! Attrition analysis revealed no differences in perceived overqualifi-

cation (¢ (199)=0.74, p>.05) or organizational size (¢ (258)=0.50,
p>.05) between those who responded at T1 and T2 and those who
only responded at T1.



Current Psychology (2023) 42:23069-23079

23073

obtained, 58% of the participants had completed a degree
in social sciences, 14% in humanities, 18% in health sci-
ences, 8% in natural sciences and mathematics, and 2% in
engineering.

Measures

To translate the original scales into Spanish, we followed
a translation/back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1970).
First, a group of bilingual experts in employability trans-
lated the items from the original scale into Spanish. Sec-
ond, the Spanish version was translated into English by a
bilingual native English speaker. This last English version
was compared to the original one, and only minor changes
were made to improve the comparability of the English and
Spanish versions. Finally, the Spanish version of the scales
was responded to by a pilot sample of 10 university students
to identify potential problems (e.g., item content difficult to
understand). No problems were identified.

Perceived overqualification his variable was assessed at T1
with the scale of perceived overqualification (SPOQ) devel-
oped by Maynard et al.’s (2006), which consists of nine
items (see Appendix 1). Using different samples, Maynard
and Parfyonova (2013) showed that the SPOQ had adequate
internal consistency and test-retest reliability. They also pro-
vided evidence of content and construct validity (in terms
of dimensionality and convergent and discriminant validity).
Additional studies in different countries have also supported
the reliability and construct validity of the SPOQ in terms
of dimensionality (e.g., Alfes et al., 2016). Participants
responded to the items on a Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.95.

Organizational size This variable was measured at T1. We
asked subjects to indicate how many employees there were
in the organization they worked in by selecting one of the
following ordinal response categories: (1) up to 10 employ-
ees, (2) between 11 and 50, (3) between 51 and 100, (4)
between 101 and 250, (5) between 251 and 500, and (6)
more than 500 employees. These categories are similar to
those used in other studies (e.g., Lai & Fu 2021).

Engagement This variable was measured at T2 with
Schaufeli et al.’s (2006) 9-item version of the Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli et al., 2002). This ver-
sion measures three underlying dimensions measured with
three items each (see Appendix 1). Previous studies showed
that this 9-item version of the UWES has adequate internal
consistency, construct validity, and predictive validity (e.g.,
Balducci et al., 2010). Items were rated on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 =not at all, 7=completely). Cronbach’s alphas were

0.93, 0.94, and 0.84 for Vigor, Dedication, and Absorption,
respectively.

Controls Engagement is associated with employee age,
gender, and educational level (e.g., Schaufeli et al., 2006).
Therefore, we controlled for graduates’ age, gender
(male =0; female = 1), and educational level (Bachelor’s=0;
1 =Master’s degree). Finally, 76% of the 107 participants in
our dataset were still employed at T2 in the same job they
had at T1, whereas 24% were no longer employed. Thus, this
24% of graduates who were unemployed at T2 reported on
their level of engagement (i.e., vigor, dedication, and absorp-
tion) in the job they had at Time 1. Because employees who
were unemployed may have differences in their engagement
levels, we controlled for “Employment status at Time 2”.

Statistical analysis

Hypotheses were tested using Hayes” PROCESS macro for
SPSS (Hayes, 2013). The two alternative hypotheses were
tested for each work engagement dimension.

Results

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations are
reported in Table 1.

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we conducted a con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) with Mplus (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017) to examine the distinctiveness of the four
study variables (perceived overqualification, vigor, dedi-
cation, and absorption). Considering the ordinal nature
of the items, weighted least squares-means and variance
adjusted (WLSMYV) was chosen as the estimation method.
The hypothesized four-factor model (4-FM) was tested and
compared with two nested competing models: a one-factor
model (1-FM), in which all the variables loaded onto a sin-
gle factor; and a two-factor model (2-FM, perceived over-
qualification and engagement), in which the three dimen-
sions of engagement were combined into a single factor.
The hypothesized 4-factor model showed an excellent
fit to data (y* =181.36, df=129, p <.01; RMSEA =0.06;
SRMR =0.03; CFI=0.99). The fit of Model 1-FM was
poor ()(2 =911.48, df=135, p<.01; RMSEA =0.23;
SRMR =0.18; CFI=0.89), and Model 2-FM (y* =257.36,
df=134, p<.01; RMSEA =0.09; SRMR =0.05; CFI=0.98)
showed an acceptable fit, but worse than the fit of the 4-fac-
tor model. The chi-square differences between Models 4-FM
and 1-FM (Ay* =188.44, Adf=6, p<.01) and between
Models 4-FM and 2-FM (A}’ =38.20, Adf=35, p<.01)
were both statistically significant. These results supported
the discriminant validity of the scales.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations between study variables

Range M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Gender 0-1 129 046 1
2. Age 21-57 26.61 7.01 0.08 1
3. Educational level 0-1 1.51 050 0.13 0.14 1
4. Employment status 0-1 124 043 -0.01 -0.03 -0.01 1
5. Perceived overqualification T1 ~ 1-6 380 150 0.12 -0.03 -0.08 0.11 1
6. Organizational size T1 1-6 3.05 2.00 0.05 -005 -001 -0.09 0.03 1
7. Vigor T2 1-7 465 130 -011 -0.06 0.00 0.07 -033**  —-0.04 1
8. Dedication T2 1-7 490 150 -0.04 -0.10 -0.07 0.05 —-047¥*  —-0.09 0.82%* ]
9. Absorption T2 1-7 471 121 -011 -0.12 0.01 0.01 —0.33*%*  —0.11 0.69%*  0.74%*

*p<.05; ** p< .01

Table 2 Regression results for the moderating effects of organizational size

Dependent variables

Vigor T2 Dedication T2 Absorption T2
B SE LLCI ULCI B SE LLCI ULCI B SE  LLCI ULCI
Controls
Gender -0.36 027 -090 0.17 —0.06 028 —-0.63 0.50 -0.26 025 -0.77 023
Age —0.00 0.02 -0.04 0.03 —0.01 0.02 -0.05 0.02 —-0.01 0.01 -0.05 0.01
Educational level -0.10 024 -0.59 0.38 -0.36 025 -0.87 0.15 —0.06 023 -0.52 0.39
Employment status 0.44 030 -0.15 1.03 0.40 031 -022 1.0 0.17 028 -038 0.74
Predictor T1
Perceived overqualification (PO) —0.31** 0.08 -047 -0.15 -0.50** 0.08 -0.67 -0.33 -0.28** 0.07 -043 -0.13
Moderator T1
Organizational size (OS) —0.01 0.06 -0.12 0.11 —0.06 0.06 -0.18 0.06 -0.05 0.05 -0.16 0.05
Interaction
PO x OS -0.100 004 -0.18 -0.02 -0.09* 004 -0.17 -0.01 -0.09* 0.03 -0.17 -0.02
R? 0.20%* 0.30%* 0.19%%*

*p<.05; ** p<.0l. Following Hayes’ (2013) unstandardized regression coefficients and standard errors (SE) are reported. T1=Time 1,
T2 =Time2. LLCI=Lower limit confident interval. ULCI= Upper limit confident interval

Focusing on the work engagement dimension of vigor,
the multiple regression results obtained (see Table 2)
showed that perceived overqualification was negatively
related to vigor (-0.31, p <. 01). Moreover, the relationship
between the interaction term (perceived overqualification
x organizational size) and vigor was negative and statisti-
cally significant (-0.10, p <.05). Thus, the moderator role
of organizational size in the relationship between perceived
overqualification and vigor was supported. To further inter-
pret this interaction effect, we represented how the relation-
ship between perceived overqualification and vigor changed
across the range of values of the moderator variable (see
Fig. 2). We chose this representation because reporting sim-
ple slopes when examining an interaction effect has been
seriously criticized by methodologists (Dawson, 2014; Fin-
saas & Goldstein, 2021) because simple slopes are computed
for very few specific values of the involved moderator (e.g.,
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+1SD) (Dawson, 2014; Finsaas & Goldstein, 2021). Thus,
“the significance or otherwise of these slopes is indicative
of something of very limited use” (Dawson, 2014, p. 13).
Acknowledging these limitations of simple slope analysis,
and in order to fully understand an interaction effect, meth-
odologists recommend representing the examined moder-
ated relationship across the range of the moderator variable
(Finsaas & Goldstein, 2021).

Focusing on Fig. 2, the x-axis represents the values of
the moderator, organizational size, and the y-axis represents
the values of the relationship between perceived overqual-
ification and vigor. The dark line represents the value of
this relationship conditional to the values of the moderator
variable. The dot lines are the upper and lower bounds for
the corresponding 95% confidence interval (CI). According
to Fig. 2, the relationship between perceived overqualifica-
tion and vigor was negative and significantly different from
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Fig.2 Conditional effect of perceived overqualification on vigor as a
function of organizational size

zero across all the values of the moderator. Moreover, Fig. 2
shows that as organizational size increased, the relationship
became more negative, which means that organizational size
enhanced the negative relationship between perceived over-
qualification and vigor. This result supported H2a instead of
the alternative H1a.

Focusing on dedication, the multiple regression results
obtained (see Table 2) showed that perceived overqualifica-
tion was negatively related to dedication (-0.50, p <. 01).
Moreover, the relationship between the interaction term
(perceived overqualification x organizational size) and
dedication was negative and statistically significant (-0.09,
p <.05). Therefore, the moderator role of organizational size
in the relationship between perceived overqualification and
dedication was supported. To further interpret this interac-
tion effect, we represented how the relationship between
perceived overqualification and dedication changed across
the range of values of the moderator variable (see Fig. 3).
According to Fig. 3, the relationship between perceived over-
qualification and dedication was negative and significantly
different from zero across all the values of the moderator.
Moreover, Fig. 3 shows that as organizational size increased,
the relationship became more negative. Thus, organizational
size enhanced the negative relationship between perceived
overqualification and dedication. This result provided sup-
port for H2b, but not H1b.

Finally, focusing on absorption, the multiple regression
results obtained (see Table 2) showed that perceived over-
qualification was negatively related to absorption (-0.28, p
<. 01). Moreover, the relationship between the interaction
term (perceived overqualification X organizational size) and

-06 04

-0.8

-1.0

Overqualification-dedication relationship
1.4

-1.6

Moderator: organizational size

Fig.3 Conditional effect of perceived overqualification on dedication
as a function of organizational size

-04 0.2

-06

Overqualification-absorption relationship
-1.0 08
1

Moderator: organizational size

Fig.4 Conditional effect of perceived overqualification on absorp-
tion as a function of organizational size

dedication was negative and statistically significant (-0.09,
p <.05). Thus, the moderator role of organizational size in
the relationship between perceived overqualification and
absorption was supported. To interpret this interaction effect,
we represented how the relationship between perceived
overqualification and absorption changed across the range
of values of the moderator variable (see Fig. 4). Figure 4
shows that the relationship between perceived overqualifica-
tion and absorption was negative and significantly different
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from zero across all the values of the moderator. Moreover,
Fig. 4 shows that as organizational size increased, the rela-
tionship became more negative. Therefore, organizational
size enhanced the negative relationship between perceived
overqualification and absorption. This result supported H2c,
but not Hlc.

Discussion

In this study, we examined and clarified the moderator role
of organizational size in the relationship between perceived
overqualification and work engagement. Considering dif-
ferent theoretical frameworks, we tested two competing
hypotheses that suggest two alternative moderator roles
for organizational size in the aforementioned relationship.
Hypothesis 1 tested a buffer role (based on the theory of
career mobility), and Hypothesis 2 tested an enhancer role
(based on social exchange theory). We obtained empirical
support for Hypothesis 2 (H2a, H2b, and H2c). Specifically,
the results supported the negative moderator role of organi-
zational size in the relationship between perceived overquali-
fication and the three dimensions of work engagement (vigor
(H2a), dedication (H2b), and absorption (H2c)). We found
that organizational size enhanced the negative relationship
between perceived overqualification and work engagement,
thus supporting the theoretical rationale offered by social
exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell,
2005).

Theoretical implications

The results of our study have several theoretical implica-
tions. First, the literature examining the implications of
perceived overqualification for individual outcomes has
highlighted the need to identify the moderator variables
that may help to mitigate the negative consequences of
overqualification (Erdogan et al., 2011). Additionally, the
analysis of the potential moderator role of contextual organi-
zational factors (e.g., organizational size) has been relatively
neglected (Erdogan & Bauer, 2021). Our investigation con-
tributes to this call and to filling this gap by highlighting the
importance of organizational size as a contextual variable
that moderates the influence of perceived overqualification
on work engagement. Our results suggest that theoretical
models on the consequences of perceived overqualifica-
tion should incorporate organizational size as an important
moderator. In addition, our results suggest other contextual
variables that might be relevant in this regard. For instance,
an organizational clan culture, in which employees’ needs
are considered and individual development is supported
(Cameron & Quinn, 2006), should also buffer the negative
consequences of perceived qualification.

@ Springer

Second, by comparing two alternative hypotheses based
on different theories (theory of career mobility and social
exchange theory), our study helps to understand why organi-
zational size moderates the relationship between perceived
overqualification and work engagement. Based on the results
obtained and social exchange theory, we suggest that the
generalized social exchange system typical of small firms,
with its long-term, high quality, and trust-based relationships
and supportive environment, mitigates the negative relation-
ship between perceived overqualification and work engage-
ment in these companies. However, the restricted social
exchange system that is more typical in large companies,
with its associated time-limited, instrumental, and more
impersonal relationships, cannot protect employees from the
dysfunctional consequences of perceived overqualification
for work engagement in these organizations. The outcome is
that, as organizational size increases, the negative relation-
ship between perceived overqualification and work engage-
ment also increases. Given that previous research has shown
inconsistent findings and alternative explanations for the
influence of organizational size on different organizational
phenomena (Josefy et al., 2015), our results can contribute
to building some knowledge consensus about the moderator
role of organizational size in the investigated relationship.

Third, to date, few studies have examined the relationship
between perceived overqualification and work engagement
(e.g., Lou & Ye, 2019; Luksyte et al., 2020; Ma et al., 2020).
This is surprising, given the prevalence of overqualification
in Western countries and the importance of work engage-
ment in models on work outcomes (Bakker et al., 2014; Lou
& Ye, 2019) tested the mediator role of thriving at work,
and Luksyte et al. (2020) tested the mediator role of rela-
tive deprivation and person-environment fit. Only Ma et al.
(2020) examined potential moderators of the aforementioned
relationship. They identified empowering leadership and
role clarity as relevant moderators. Our study contributes
to expanding the short list of moderators of the “perceived
overqualification-work engagement” relationship by show-
ing that a structural characteristic of organizations (size)
enhances this negative relationship. By doing so, we contrib-
ute to strengthening the contingency approach to perceived
overqualification consequences.

Practical implications

Our findings have important practical implications for man-
agers and employees. First, managers would benefit from
being aware that perceived overqualification is negatively
related to work engagement, and that this negative relation-
ship is more dysfunctional in larger organizations than in
smaller ones. Based on our findings and social exchange the-
ory, managers of large organizations in charge of overquali-
fied employees should provide them with the opportunity
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to develop high quality relationships in their work environ-
ment as a way to mitigate the dysfunctional consequences
of perceived overqualification on work engagement. Man-
agers can cultivate these relationships by being accessible,
showing concern for employee needs, and providing instru-
mental and social support. Given that managers are key role
models in work environments (Zohar & Luria, 2004), they
have the capacity to model supportive behaviors among the
subordinates.

Second, individuals who are considering accepting a
position for which they are overqualified should be aware
that they are likely to develop lower work engagement than if
they accept a position that fits their qualification. Addition-
ally, they should be aware that the negative influence of over-
qualification will be stronger if the involved organization
is a large one. Based on our findings and social exchange
theory, overqualified employees working in large organiza-
tions should try to create a supportive social environment at
work as a way to mitigate the dysfunctional consequences of
perceived overqualification for work engagement. Overquali-
fied employees can also be active agents and shape their own
work environment by practicing organizational citizenship
behaviors, altruism, and helping behaviors at work.

Limitations and strengths

The present study has several limitations. First, the sample
used was composed of young Spanish university gradu-
ates at the beginning of their professional careers. Thus,
the national context and the educational level of the sample
may limit the generalizability of our results. Future research
should test the relationships addressed in this study in sam-
ples from different contexts and with greater educational
diversity. Nevertheless, we want to highlight that our study
focuses on a target sample where overqualification is a rel-
evant problem (INE, 2020).

Second, we had a modest sample size due to high attrition
between measurement time points. However, our attrition
analyses did not indicate systematic differences between
individuals who remained in our sample and those who
dropped out. Nevertheless, future studies should replicate
our analysis in larger samples to increase confidence in the
observed relationships.

Third, in this study we only used self-report data. Thus,
common-method variance could be a potential problem.
However, a strength of our study was that we measured the
variables involved at two different time points separated by
four months. This design allowed us to mitigate some of the
threats associated with common method variance (Podsakoff
et al., 2003).

Finally, our study focused on a single outcome (work
engagement), which limits its scope. Future studies should
expand our research model by including other attitudinal and

behavioral outcomes, such as intention to quit the organiza-
tion and actual quitting behavior. Doing so could add value
by ascertaining whether the moderator role of organizational
size observed here is generalizable to other consequences of
perceived overqualification.

Conclusions

By comparing two alternative hypotheses based on different
theories, our study showed that organizational size enhances
the negative relationship between perceived overqualifica-
tion and work engagement. We hope our study will con-
tribute to extending our knowledge about the influence of
contextual organizational factors on the relationship between
perceived overqualification and its consequences.

Appendix 1

The scale of perceived overqualification (SPOQ; Maynard & Parfy-
onova, 2013)

1. My job requires less education than I have.

2. The work experience that I have is not necessary to be successful
on this job.

3. I have job skills that are not required for this job.

4. Someone with less education than myself could perform well on
my job.

5. My previous training is not being fully utilized on this job.
6. I have a lot of knowledge that I do not need in order to do my job.

7. My education level is above the education level required by my
job.

8. Someone with less work experience than myself could do my job
just as well.

9. I have more abilities than I need in order to do my job.

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-9 (UWES-9; Schaufeli et al.,
2006)

. At my work, I feel bursting with energy. (VI)

. At my job, I feel strong and vigorous. (VI)

. I am enthusiastic about my job. (DE)

. My job inspires me. (DE)

. When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work. (VI)
. I feel happy when I am working intensely. (AB)

. I 'am proud of the work that I do. (DE)

. I am immersed in my work. (AB)

O 00 N N L AW N~

. I get carried away when I am working. (AB)

VI=Vigor scale; DE =Dedication scale; AB = Absorption scale
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