EID

Economic and Industrial Democracy

. 1-22

The influence of task challenge © The Author(s) 2016
. oge . . Reprints and permissions:

OI’I Skl I I utl I |Za.t| o n ’ affectlve sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/0143831X16677367

wellbeing and intrapreneurial eidsagepub.com
behaviour SSAGE

Paul TY Preenen
Research Department, Dutch Tax and Customs Administration, the Netherlands

Luc Dorenbosch

De baaningenieurs, the Netherlands

Edo Plantinga

Deell.eu, the Netherlands

Steven Dhondt
KU Leuven, Belgium; TNO, Netherlands Organization for Applied Scientific Research, the Netherlands

Abstract

This study examines and theorizes the effects of task challenge on skill utilization, affective
wellbeing and intrapreneurial behaviour among civil servants through a real-life challenging
assignment, which was part of a unique Dutch and Flemish bottom-up organized event called
‘Train Your Colleague’. Results of a short-term longitudinal study indicate that, as expected, task
challenge is positively related to skill utilization and intrapreneurial behaviour but, unexpectedly,
not to affective wellbeing. These results suggest that challenging assignments may be important
tools to enhance employees’ skill utilization and intrapreneurial behaviour at the workplace.
Implications for theory and practice are discussed.
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To date, an increasing number of studies have showed positive outcomes of challenging
work tasks and challenging job assignments, which are assignments that are demanding,
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stimulating and new, and call on one’s competence and perseverance (e.g. De Pater et al.,
2009a). Challenging tasks have been found to be positively related to skill development
and informal learning (e.g. Preenen et al., 2011a), management development (e.g. DeRue
and Wellman, 2009; McCauley et al., 1994), job performance behaviours (e.g. Carette
et al., 2013; DeRue et al., 2012), as well as potential for career promotion (e.g. De Pater
et al., 2009b). Additionally, challenging tasks are found to increase pleasant and positive
mood states and feelings (e.g. Preenen et al., 2011b, 2014a; Van Vianen et al., 2008). In
light of these findings challenging work tasks can generally be perceived as useful tools
to enhance employees’ positive job experiences and quality of working life.

However, in many studies the foremost positive effects of challenging work tasks
were scrutinized in psychological laboratory settings, generally with students as partici-
pants (e.g. De Pater et al., 2010; Preenen et al., 2014a; Steele-Johnson et al., 2000). The
question thus remains whether beneficial results can be found in practical work settings
among different target groups. Moreover, as recently mentioned in the literature (Aryee
and Chu, 2012), in the existing field studies the outcomes of task challenge were pre-
dominantly investigated among managers, management trainees, or employees working
in corporate settings (e.g. De Pater et al., 2009a; DeRue and Wellman, 2009; McCauley
et al., 1994) and in many times through cross-sectional research designs (e.g. Preenen
etal.,2011b). The longer term effects of task challenge for other employees, such as civil
servants, have been mostly ignored.

Moreover, in most studies task challenge is operationalized through general work
or task aspects of employees’ jobs or by the amount of challenging assignments that
people have in their work and jobs (e.g. De Pater et al., 2009a; Preenen et al., 2014b).
The effects of actual perceived task challenge through specific real-life challenging
assignments over time are still underexplored for employees. Furthermore, the impact
of challenging assignments on important employee behaviours for organizations, such
as future innovative and proactivity behaviours, has been theorized (Van Vianen et al.,
2008), but still lacks empirical investigation. In general, the effects of challenging
tasks on employee behaviour have largely been neglected and mostly focused on atti-
tudinal or career-related outcomes. In sum, the positive effects of task challenge are
promising but need further empirical replication and exploration of relevant behav-
ioural outcomes in practice.

In this article, we hypothesize and investigate the longer term effect of task challenge
through a real-life assignment with civil servants on a balanced set of outcomes, namely,
skill utilization (cognitive learning component) and affective wellbeing (affective com-
ponent). Additionally, the effect of task challenge on a behavioural employee outcome
which is becoming increasingly popular in the research (Stam et al., 2012), namely,
intrapreneurial behaviour (behavioural component), is theorized and investigated. Our
central research question is:

What are the short-term longitudinal effects of real-life task challenge on skill utili-
zation, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial behaviour among civil servants?

By investigating this question, we aim to ‘replicate’ and extend positive task challenge
effects and studies in a real-life setting on both a learning and an affective outcome.
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In addition, we include the effect of task challenge on an important behavioural outcome
of employees. To date, no research has brought together the job challenge and intrapre-
neurship research literatures. Gaining knowledge about how to challenge civil servants
to best utilize their skills, and increase their affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial
behaviours, is not only interesting from a scientific perspective, but also from a practical
one. Civil servants may work in the same position for a long time, and might well be
susceptible to boredom, negative wellbeing, experience skill obsolescence and even
become less creative and less innovative. This is potentially harmful for both individuals
and organizations and for the wider society. Hence, it is essential to understand how civil
servants can be empowered, motivated and stimulated to become more innovative and
stay engaged in innovative but effective ways. Therefore, we will investigate our ideas
via a unique pre-existing event for civil servants called ‘“Train Your Colleague’ (TYC).
TYC is a ‘bottom-up’ organized Dutch and Flemish national event in which hundreds of
civil servants voluntarily prepared and provided training courses for colleagues in a
work-related subject. They were given the momentum, marketing and infrastructure to
organize a training event to which they could invite colleagues from inside or outside
their organization. Such training could be generally perceived as a real-life, positively
challenging assignment for many people, and is a practical and novel way to examine the
short-term longitudinal effects of task challenge among civil servants.

Below, we first provide a short overview of the concept of challenging work assign-
ments (i.e. job/task challenge) and experienced task challenge. Subsequently, we theo-
retically and empirically develop our hypotheses about the effects of task challenge
on skill utilization, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial behaviour to empirically
approach our research question. After this, we describe our methods and results. We
will close with a general discussion of the findings and discuss implications for both
theory and work practice.

Theory and hypotheses
Task challenge

Challenging work assignments are usually described in quite specific task characteris-
tics as tasks and assignments that (a) are novel and include non-routine skills and
behaviours, (b) test abilities or resources, (c) provide autonomy to determine how to
accomplish the task, and (d) have high levels of responsibility and visibility (Preenen
et al., 2011b; Van Vianen et al., 2008: 287). These features are generally perceived
as challenging by many workers and employees. Yet, still, how employees respond to
certain job characteristics depends on how they subjectively experience these charac-
teristics themselves (e.g. Hackman and Lawler, 1971). Hence, experienced task chal-
lenge is of importance in understanding the consequences of challenging assignments.
The experience of job challenge can be defined as the cognitive appraisal that work
demands are potentially valuable and helpful, because they provide opportunities
and possibilities for gain, mastery, or personal growth (Folkman and Lazarus, 1985).
Experienced task challenge can also be defined as ‘the excitement and stimulation
associated with a particular task set” (Dixon et al., 2005: 174). In our study, we focus
on assessing the perception of how positively challenging participants find the TYC
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assignment. This task can be expected to consist of several of the above mentioned
challenging task components.

Below, we develop the hypotheses about the effects of task challenge on skill utiliza-
tion, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial behaviour by drawing on job challenge,
management development and intrapreneurship literature.

Task challenge and skill utilization

By the term skill utilization, we mean the level of match between an individual’s skills
and the opportunity to use these skills in that person’s work role (O’Brien, 1980).
Research and literature thus far suggest that the opportunity to use important skills is an
important determinant and source of positive employee attitudes (Bolino and Feldman,
2000; Humphreys and O’Brien, 1986). In contrast, poor skill utilization is strongly
associated with negative attitudes towards work and internships (Feldman and Bolino,
2000). Hence, understanding how to influence skill utilization at work is important for
employees and organizations.

Research findings so far consistently suggest and show that job challenge leads to
informal and on-the-job learning, management development and stretching of personal
skills (e.g. DeRue and Wellman, 2009; Dragoni et al., 2009; Lyness and Thompson,
2000; McCauley et al., 1994; Preenen et al., 2011a, 2015a).

Challenging tasks increase learning, skill development and skill testing of employees
because these tasks usually concern novel situations in which regular routines and work
tactics are insufficient, and new strategies and competencies need to be learned and
trained (Davies and Easterby-Smith, 1984; McCall et al., 1988) while existing ones need
to be stretched. Challenging work experiences ‘create disequilibrium, causing people to
question the adequacy of their skills, frameworks, and approaches’ (McCauley et al.,
2010: 9). This drives people to develop and learn new competencies, abilities, insights
and knowledge that enable them to perform in an effective way (McCall et al., 1988;
McCauley et al., 1994). Challenging assignments also generate good opportunities for
on-the-job skill development, and thus perhaps also skill utilization, as they provide ‘a
platform for trying new behaviour or reframing old ways of thinking or acting’ (McCauley
et al., 1994: 544).

In addition, mastering a challenging assignment as a whole with its variety of chal-
lenging features involves using several capacities and skills simultaneously and demands
the use of ‘meta-skills’ which are not always used. Indeed, challenging assignments
improve cognitive and strategic skills as employees have to think critically about the
assignment, identify the underlying causes and consequences of problems, and process
new and ambiguous information (Cox and Cooper, 1988; DeRue and Wellman, 2009;
Gillen and Carroll, 1985).

Based on this theoretical reasoning and the latter empirical findings, we pro-
pose that challenging assignments will also enhance employees’ skill utilization. We
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Task challenge is positively related to skill utilization.
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Task challenge and affective wellbeing

Affective wellbeing is often operationalized as positive mood. The mood literature
distinguishes two underlying dimensions of mood. First, hedonic tone (positive vs
negative), and second, activation (activating vs deactivating) (¢.g. De Dreu et al., 2008).
Negative activating mood states refer to states such as being nervous, stressed and
jittery. Positive activating mood includes states such as feeling enthusiastic, inspired
and active. Examples of negative deactivating mood states are feeling sad or depressed.
Some examples of positive deactivating mood states are feeling relaxed or calm. In our
study, we focus on positive activating mood states. We do so because we expect that
such mood states are most likely to be triggered when people perform voluntary chal-
lenging assignments, which indeed can generally be considered as positively stimulating
(e.g. De Pater et al., 2009b; Meyer and Allen, 1988; Preenen et al., 2014a).

We reason that perceived challenging work assignments will enhance individuals’
affective wellbeing for several reasons. First, and rather straightforwardly, challenging
assignments contain elements and content of personal interest (e.g. personal rewards
and goals) that are pleasant, meaningful, interesting and attractive for people. Performing
such assignments will therefore ignite enjoyable feelings such as fun and excitement.
Both stress and management development research indeed indicate that job challenge
does evoke pleasant feelings of excitement and enjoyment because of the interesting
nature of the tasks (Dong et al., 2014; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Besides that, the
extant research shows that job challenge is positively associated with experienced
meaningfulness of people’s work (e.g. Brown and Leigh, 1996; Kahn, 1990).

Second, enhancing skills and learning through the performance of challenging assign-
ments is not only pleasant in and of itself, but encourages people to feel as if they are
developing themselves, are progressing and being positively tested. These perceptions
can all be expected to activate active pleasant feelings, both in the short and long term.
Challenging job assignments are indeed theorized and found to positively increase pleas-
ant active mood states and feelings (Preenen et al., 2014a; Van Vianen et al., 2008).

Finally, the new and difficult nature of challenging assignments (Taylor, 1981) also
induces ‘employees to invest greater amounts of their physical, cognitive, and emo-
tional resources in their work’ (Brown and Leigh, 1996: 361) to successfully cope with
the job demands. These types of high investments have been found to positively relate
with high psychological meaningfulness of work experiences (Brown and Leigh, 1996;
Kahn, 1990). Psychological meaningfulness can be described as ‘a feeling that one is
receiving a return on investment of one’s self in a currency of physical, cognitive, or
emotional energy’ (Kahn, 1990: 703—704) and is important for positive feelings at work.
In fact, Kahn (1990) views psychological meaningfulness as an important predictor of
work engagement, a persistent and pervasive (Schaufeli et al., 2006) positive affective-
cognitive state of work-related wellbeing (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004), which is closely
related to affective wellbeing and has been positively related to job challenge (Kahn,
1990; Van den Broeck et al., 2010).

Some additional empirical support for the idea that job challenge is beneficial for
employees’ positive affective wellbeing stems from research showing that job challenge
is positively related to intrinsic work motivation (Gagne et al., 1997; Hackman and
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Oldham, 1980), job and work satisfaction (e.g. Judge et al., 2000; Podsakoff et al., 2007)
and commitment (e.g. Buchanan, 1974; Dixon et al., 2005). In summary, both theoretical
reasoning and empirical research findings support our expectation that task challenge
enhances employees’ affective wellbeing. We hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: Task challenge is positively related to affective wellbeing.

Task challenge and intrapreneurial behaviour

Intrapreneurial behaviour, or intrapreneurship, is defined in the entrepreneurship
and organizational literature as the identification and exploitation of opportunities by
individual workers to (also) advance their organization, which is characterized by
employees’ innovative, proactive and risk-taking behaviours (De Jong et al., 2011;
Stam et al., 2012), within an established organization. It resembles entrepreneurial
behaviour, but explicitly takes the perspective of individuals operating in established
organizations (Stam et al., 2012), hence the name intrapreneurship.

Already some decades ago researchers and practitioners showed interest in intrapre-
neurship, due to its expected beneficial impacts on the innovative capabilities and per-
formance of organizations (e.g. Burgelman, 1983, 1985; Kanter, 1984; McKinney and
McKinney, 1989; Zahra, 1991). Recently, the concept has been gaining popularity again
among organizations, and in the (Dutch) practical and scientific literature (e.g. Liebregts
et al., 2015; Preenen et al., 2014c, 2015¢; Stam et al., 2012). Intrapreneurship refers
to individual behaviour rather than organizations or high level decision-makers (e.g.
Antoncic and Hisrich, 2003; Pinchot, 1987; Stam et al., 2012; Stevenson and Jarillo,
1990). Although the outcomes of employees’ intrapreneurial behaviours still need further
investigation, the intrapreneurship and innovative behaviour literature (e.g. Hornsby
et al., 2002; Janssen and Van Yperen, 2004; Scott and Bruce, 1994) suggests that intrapre-
neurs perform better than other employees in respect of innovative output and job perfor-
mance (Bosma et al., 2010), with their organizations ultimately benefiting from this by
performing better as well (Stam et al., 2012). Hence, understanding how intrapreneurial
behaviour can be influenced for and by employees is focal. Interestingly, intrapreneurship
has hardly been investigated in relation to task challenge, even though it can be theorized
that challenge stimulates future intrapreneurial behaviour, as we will do below.

Challenging tasks are difficult and new and are outside people’s standard work
domain. Therefore these tasks stimulate employees to rise above their day-to-day and
routine work tasks. Challenging tasks stimulate creativity and innovative behaviour as
employees need to think of new manners and strategies to master such tasks. Additionally,
challenging tasks provide room for employees to experiment with novel behaviours and
to test new ideas and extend their knowledge. Moreover, as we explained above, task
challenge highly encourages personal learning and the development of new skills by
employees (Preenen et al., 2011a), which are all important and useful for intrapreneurial
behaviour. Task challenge also stimulates and develops perseverance and the ability
to start new challenges. In other words, task challenge strengthens people mentally
(Van Vianen et al., 2008), which is also a crucial element for intrapreneurial behaviour.
Intrapreneurship involves promoting, developing and implementing innovative ideas
that can often take a lot of energy and willpower in order to succeed. Intrapreneurship
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involves a long process requiring stamina and perseverance. For example, intrapreneurs
sometimes (have to) act without the approval of senior management (Vesper, 1984) and
they need the courage to deviate from the status quo (Antoncic and Hisrich, 2003).
Developing perseverance is also important for intrapreneurial behaviour as it appears
that many creative ideas are generated by individual persistence (Baas et al., 2008;
De Dreu et al., 2008).

Oftentimes challenging work assignments are visible to others (e.g. colleagues,
clients, bosses) and often involve working with new people as well as dealing with diver-
sity (McCauley et al., 1994). Challenging assignments can therefore stimulate knowl-
edge sharing, synergy and future cooperation between colleagues. Sharing knowledge is
crucial for innovation. In fact, innovation has been widely mentioned as the outcome of
successful collaboration (e.g. Fagerberg, 2004). Also, research has shown that the use of
challenging, functional flexibility practices like multi-skilled teams and job rotation may
contribute to a wider dispersion of knowledge and improvement in innovative behav-
iours and employee-driven innovation (for an overview, see DeSpiegelaere et al., 2014)
that lead to the better innovation performance of companies (Arvanitis, 2005; Martinez
and Pérez, 2003; Martinez-Sanchez et al., 2008; Preenen et al., 2015b).

In the extant empirical literature, several studies show that challenging task charac-
teristics, such as having variety at work, are positively related to behavioural character-
istics of intrapreneurial behaviour, such as innovative work behaviour (De Jong and
Den Hartog, 2005; Dorenbosch et al., 2005), problem solving and risk taking (Salanova
and Schaufeli, 2008), and taking personal initiative (Frese et al., 1996; Salanova and
Schaufeli, 2008). Another important challenging task characteristic is job autonomy
(e.g. Van Vianen et al., 2008), that is, the degree of freedom and independence that an
individual has in performing his or her work (Hackman and Oldham, 1975). Job auton-
omy has been positively associated with innovative behaviour (Axtell et al., 2000;
De Jong and Den Hartog, 2005; Spreitzer, 1995), personal initiative taking, as well as
the implementation of new ideas and solving of problems (Bindl and Parker, 2010).
A meta-analysis (Hammond et al., 2011) has even identified, among many job-related
variables, that job complexity and job autonomy were the job characteristics that
most strongly related to innovation of employees. Finally, the accomplishment of the
challenging tasks themselves is expected to increase crucial assets for intrapreneurial
behaviour, such as employees’ self-esteem (Davies and Easterby-Smith, 1984), ambi-
tion for higher management positions (Van Vianen, 1999) and self-efficacy regarding
their potential (Maurer and Tarulli, 1994).

All in all, based on the above, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 3: Task challenge is positively related to intrapreneurial behaviour.

Method
Study design and sample

To test our hypotheses, we monitored a unique Dutch and Flemish national one-week
event in which hundreds of civil servants prepared and provided training for colleagues
in a relevant work-related subject. This so-called ‘Train Your Colleague’ (TYC) initiative
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was a bottom-up voluntary programme in which civil servants were given the time,
marketing and means to organize a training session or workshop to which they could
invite colleagues from inside or outside their own organization. There was a central
supporting website (now at www.deell.eu) where trainers could submit their own work-
shop and communicate with the participants. Participants were ‘recruited’ through the
organizers, word of mouth, social media and so-called ‘Boosters’, the people that organ-
ized the event within their own organization. They played an active role in convincing
colleagues to participate. Each organization was supported with promotional materials
such as posters and email templates for promoting the event. The workshops were hosted
in the meeting rooms of the participating organizations. Civil servants of all skill levels
and professions could join and share their knowledge with their peers. The trainers were
free to choose the subject of their workshop, as long as it was related to their work. The
range of subjects of the workshops was very broad, ranging from practical workshops
(e.g. tips and tricks in Excel) to soft skills (e.g. conflict mediation) to workshops in
which experiences about innovations were shared.

For many people this could be considered a positive, challenging assignment. We
investigated the people who gave the training. Following the criteria for a challenging
assignment (Preenen et al., 2011a; Van Vianen et al., 2008), the TYC-task could be more
or less positively challenging to many participants on several counts. The TYC-task is
new and non-routine, as the assignment is not in participants’ standard work tasks and it
was the first time for everybody to partake in the TYC event or even present a training
event. The TYC-task tests the trainers’ abilities and resources to the extent of the experi-
ence, or lack thereof, they had in giving a training session, as well as the extent to which
the training content was new to the trainer. The TYC-task is not pre-structured and is
highly autonomous, as participants could determine for themselves how they would put
across their self-chosen (but work-related) training subject. It was not formally required
to develop a training session, everyone could sign up as a TYC-trainer. The TYC-task
also demanded responsibility, as the TYC-trainers were in charge of the organization of
their own training. Lastly, the performance on the TYC-task logically is highly visible
for the participants and possibly the trainer’s colleagues, who can readily judge the train-
ing quality. Yet, because challenge is subjective to a large degree (Preenen et al., 2011b),
we assessed participants’ perceived task challenge a week before the assignment.

This event took place within one week in November 2013 and allowed us to develop
a study design with a pre-test and post-test. We measured task challenge indicators,
control and outcome variables (skill utilization, affective wellbeing, intrapreneurial
behaviour) one week (T1) prior to the TYC-initiative by means of an online survey sent
by email. The post-test questionnaire (T2) (challenge indicators, outcomes) was admin-
istered six weeks after T1 and five weeks after the event-week, also through an online
survey sent by email. We measured task challenge one week prior to the actual event
because at that time the trainers could make a clear assessment of the task that they had
been preparing for a couple of weeks, without interfering with the preparation of the
assignment too much. We did not want to do our post-test directly after the assignment,
as in experimental lab studies is often the case, but also did not want to assess too long
after the event, as the ‘intervention’ effect of a single challenging task may not last
forever. So, we chose a time interval of six weeks between T1 and T2.
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The pre-test questionnaire was sent to 362 participants at T1. A total of 213 registered
TYC-trainers returned the pre-test questionnaire (59%). The post-test was returned
by 136 participants (64%). Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) of
respondents’ age, gender, education level and job tenure are presented in Table 1.
Although we believe the attrition rates are quite acceptable, this may bias our results.
Therefore, we checked with ANOVAs whether the T1 participants that did not take part
in T2 (N =77) differed from T1 and T2 participants (N = 136) in age (T1 =44.20, T1 and
T2 =45.40 years), gender (T1 = .58, T1 and T2 = .55 proportion males), education level
(T1=6.43, T1 and T2 = 6.44, see Table 1 for categories) and tenure (T1 =10.38, T1 and
T2 =11.04 years). They did not differ significantly with p-values varying from .38 to .94.
Therefore, we feel confident that attrition did not bias the results of the present study.

Measures

Task challenge. Perceived task challenge of the training task was measured with six
items from the experienced job challenge scale (positive stimulation dimension, Preenen
et al., 2011b). Participants indicated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree) to what extent they expected the TYC-task to be (1) attractive, (2) interesting, (3)
challenging, (4) stimulating, (5) useful and (6) fascinating. Cronbach’s alpha was .86.

Skill utilization. Skill utilization was assessed with the following three items based
on extant theory (O’Brien, 1980): (1) I use all my knowledge and skills in my work;
(2) My work requires a diversity of knowledge and skills; (3) In my work I get the
chance to do what I’'m good at. Respondents indicated their agreement with the items
on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alphas
were .86 at T1 and .86 at T2.

Affective wellbeing. To measure affective wellbeing, we derived five items from the
PANAS (Watson et al., 1988). These items have been used previously for assessing
positive activating mood states (e.g. De Dreu et al., 2008; Preenen et al., 2014a).
Subjects reported on a scale from 1 (very slightly/not at all) to 7 (extremely) the extent
to which they experienced the mood states: (1) determined, (2) strong, (3) enthusiastic,
(4) active and (5) inspired. Cronbach’s alphas were .83 (T1) and .83 (T2).

Intrapreneurial behaviour. Intrapreneurial behaviour was measured with eight items
derived from extant intrapreneurial behaviour measures (Kropp et al., 2006; Taatila and
Down, 2012) and are in line with recent theory (Rigtering, 2013; Stam et al., 2012). The
items were: (1) I think of solutions to problems in my work; (2) I try to convince my
managers to support my ideas; (3) In my work, I translate new ideas into workable
applications; (4) In my work I always try to learn new things; (5) I am always thinking
about how I can do my job as well as possible in the future; (6) In my work, I search for
people that I can learn from; (7) I dare to take risks in my work; and (8) I take initiative,
even if the outcome is uncertain. Respondents indicated their agreement with the items
on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alphas
were .82 at T1 and .82 at T2.
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Control variables. Participants’ age (years), gender (0 = female, 1 = male), education
level (1 = no education, 2 = elementary school, 3 = lower high school [VMBO/LBO],
4 = lower professional education [MBO 1], 4 = professional education or higher [MBO
2], 5 = higher high school [HAVO/VWO/Gymnasium], 6 = bachelor’s degree [HBO],
7 = master’s degree or higher) and job tenure (years) were included as control variables
in the analyses. Additionally, we controlled for T1 skill utilization, affective wellbeing
and intrapreneurial behaviour in the related analyses to correct for baseline effects. That
is, we allow the level of skill utilization, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial behav-
iour in T1 to affect skill utilization, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial behaviour in
T2. Other studies estimating similar models (e.g. Preenen et al., 2011a) lack such a
correction.

Results

Descriptives and correlations

In Table 1, we provide the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) and
correlation coefficients of the main study variables.

Hypotheses testing

We test our hypotheses via multiple regression analyses in which we put the control
variables age, gender, education level, tenure and T1 outcomes (skill utilization, affec-
tive wellbeing, intrapreneurial behaviour) in step 1, and task challenge in step 2 of the
regression model. Table 2 summarizes the results of our regression analyses.

Skill utilization. Altogether the control variables and task challenge explained 62% of the
variance in skill utilization (step 2, R’ = .62, F(6, 119) =31.69, p <.001). The R? change
for the addition of task challenge in the regression model was 1.6% for skill utilization
(R? change = .016, F(1, 119) = 4.79, p = .031). As we expected, it was found that
task challenge positively related to T2 skill utilization (B = .13, p = .031), and thereby
supports Hypothesis 1. Hence, challenging tasks indeed seem to enhance skill utilization
as argued carlier.

Affective wellbeing. The control variables and task challenge explained 45% of the vari-
ance in affective wellbeing (step 2, R? = .45, F(6, 128) =4.74, p <.001). The R? change
for the addition of task challenge in the regression model was .1% for affective wellbeing
but non-significant (R?> change = .01, F(1, 128) = 2.49, p = .12). Although the effect
went in the proposed direction, task challenge was unrelated to T2 affective wellbeing
(B = .06, p = .12). Hence, Hypothesis 2 is unexpectedly not supported; there was no
empirical proof for the idea that performing the perceived challenging task improved
affective wellbeing in the long run.

Intrapreneurial behaviour. The control variables and task challenge explained 72% of
the variance in intrapreneurial behaviour (step 2, R2 = .52, F(6, 119) =21.84, p <.001).
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Table 2. Regression analyses predicting skill utilization, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial
behaviour.?

Skill utilization T2 Affective Intrapreneurial
wellbeing T2 behaviour T2

Step and variable | 2 | 2 | 2
Step |
Age .07 .07 A5 .15 .03 .03
Gender® .03 .03 -02 -02 -03 -02
Education .02 .03 .05 .06 -09 —-.06
Tenure .03 .04 -02 -02 —-17* - 17*
Skill utilization T1 TTREE T6FFE
Affective wellbeing T| 64K R ko
Intrapreneurial L7k 607
behaviour T
Step 2
Task challenge TI 3% L 20%Fk
AR? .02% .0l 04
R? 607 62K Aqreex A5 Ak 52

Notes: * Standardized regression coefficients (fs) are reported, N = 136. ® Female = 0, male = I.
*p < .05, ¥p < .01, *¥*p < .001.

The R? change for the addition of task challenge in the model was 4% for intrapreneurial
behaviour (R? change = .04, F(1, 119) = 9.126, p = .003). As we hypothesized, task
challenge was positively related to T2 intrapreneurial behaviour (f = .20, p = .003).
Hypothesis 3 is supported, and herewith provides empirical support for our reasoning
that task challenge leads to more intrapreneurial behaviours of employees.

Discussion

Our central research question was: What are the short-term longitudinal effects of real-
life task challenge on skill utilization, affective wellbeing and intrapreneurial behaviour
among civil servants? We explored this question by investigating the effects of a bottom-
up organized real-life assignment for civil servants after five weeks, in which participants
developed and provided training for colleagues in a work-related subject. We proposed
and developed the idea that the performance of a challenging perceived assignment
would positively impact skill utilization (Hypothesis 1), affective wellbeing (Hypothesis 2)
and intrapreneurial behaviour (Hypothesis 3). As expected, we found that task challenge,
assessed a week (T1) before the event took place, was positively related to skill utiliza-
tion and intrapreneurial behaviour measured five weeks later (T2), even when controlled
for baseline effects of skill utilization and intrapreneurial behaviour.

Theoretical and empirical contributions

Apparently, civil servants who found the task challenging in a positive way had a
better match between their skills and the opportunity to use these skills in their work
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five weeks after the task. The challenging task involved and stretched the specific focal
skills that participants enjoy using or want to develop, as they volunteered for this task
and could design the training they personally like. In general, preparing and mastering
a complex, challenging assignment as a whole involves using several capacities and
skills simultaneously and includes the use of strategic and cognitive meta-skills, which
maximizes skill utilization. This supports research and theory that shows and argues
that challenging assignments improve cognitive and strategic skills as employees
have to think critically about the assignment, identify the underlying causes and con-
sequences of problems, and process new and ambiguous information (Cox and Cooper,
1988; DeRue and Wellman, 2009; Gillen and Carroll, 1985). Our finding and reason-
ing also support and extend extant job challenge theory and research that hypothesized
and found positive relationships between job challenge and related concepts to skill
utilization, such as (on-the-job, informal) learning and skill development, among train-
ees, employees and managers (e.g. DeRue and Wellman, 2009; Dragoni et al., 2009;
Lyness and Thompson, 2000; McCauley et al., 1994; Preenen et al., 2011a, 2015a).
To date, it appears that job challenge is a focal antecedent of employee learning and
development.

Task challenge was positively related to the intrapreneurial behaviour of partici-
pants. Apparently, performing the challenging perceived task enhanced people’s self-
confidence, persistence, creativity and enjoyment of intrapreneurial activities as we
extensively theorized. This corroborates and extends literature that suggests that the
accomplishment of challenging tasks increases crucial assets for intrapreneurial behav-
iour, such as employees’ self-esteem (Davies and Easterby-Smith, 1984), perseverance
and ambition for higher level job positions (Van Vianen, 1999), and self-efficacy regard-
ing their potential (Maurer and Tarulli, 1994). Participants also developed new skills,
gathered new information and met new people, which are all useful for (future)
employee-driven innovation, intrapreneurial activities and collaborations. Our study
and theory development adds new knowledge to the intrapreneurship literature about
manageable factors that impact intrapreneurial behaviour of employees. Although
the positive effects of challenging assignments for future innovative and proactive
behaviours have been argued (Van Vianen et al., 2008), and intrapreneurial behaviour is
gaining popularity again among practitioners and (applied) researchers (e.g. Bosma
et al., 2010; Preenen et al., 2014c; Rigtering, 2013; Stam et al., 2012), research and the-
ory on the antecedents of intrapreneurial behaviours are still scarce. In fact, to our knowl-
edge, specific research on how task challenge is related to intrapreneurial behaviour has
not been executed so far. We combined two research streams by showing that performing
challenging assignments is important for stimulating intrapreneurial behaviours.

Unexpectedly, and against extant research findings (e.g. Preenen et al., 2014a) show-
ing positive effects of task challenge for related outcomes (e.g. job satisfaction, intrinsic
motivation, work engagement), we did not find a positive effect of task challenge on
affective wellbeing as hypothesized. However, findings were in the right direction and
close to significant. Hence, perhaps with a larger sample we would find the expected
effects. An alternative explanation might be that we assessed affective wellbeing through
positive activated mood states assessed a couple of weeks later. Activated mood state
effects may not last that long. Besides that, it might in general be difficult to find (strong)
effects for wellbeing mood states as they are to some extent stable mood states and
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perhaps only influenced by long-term high impact challenging situations. Researchers
could take a further look at these issues.

Our study contributes to the job challenge literature and practice in two more ways.
First, previous studies on the effects of challenging job assignments were often investi-
gated with college students (e.g. De Pater et al., 2010; Preenen et al., 2011b, 2014a), and
foremost with managers, management trainees or recent MBA graduates in corporate
environments (e.g. De Pater et al., 2009a; DeRue and Wellman, 2009; Dong et al., 2014;
McCauley et al., 1994; Preenen et al., 2014b). We showed that task challenge matters for
civil servants’ skill utilization and intrapreneurial behaviours. It is generally known that
civil servants often work for a long time for the government in the same positions and
might be susceptible to boredom, skill obsolescence and loss of creativity and proactivity.
Our findings contribute to existing knowledge and interventions about how civil servants
can be challenged and challenge themselves to become more intrapreneurial by using an
innovative, bottom-up intervention. To date, such research is quite scarce.

Second, a lot of research on the outcomes of challenging work assignments has been
done with cross-sectional research designs, and was done in artificial lab-settings with
students investigating short-term effects of artificial challenging tasks (e.g. De Pater
et al., 2010; Preenen et al., 2014a). Our design enabled us to monitor a real-life task
containing many challenging elements, and to test for some causalities due to our (short-
term) longitudinal design. Additionally, task challenge has been mostly and narrowly
defined in terms of challenging job characteristics or by the extent to which employees
have challenging assignments in their jobs (e.g. Preenen et al., 2011a, 2014b). By inves-
tigating the outcomes of actual perceived task challenge through a real-life challenging
perceived assignment among civil servants, our research makes a new contribution to the
job challenge literature.

Future research and limitations

As expected we found positive effects of task challenge on skill utilization and intrapre-
neurial behaviour. Although our proposed explanatory theoretical mechanisms are in line
with earlier reasoning and research, we did not actually test these specific mechanisms
and explanations. In addition, and as we described earlier, a challenging assignment is a
multifaceted concept with several features that combine to make a task challenging.
However, certain features may have stronger effects for different outcomes than others,
which was out of our research scope. Hence, future research could focus on investigating
our proposed explanations and scrutinize the possible divergent effects of challenging
aspects for different outcomes.

Our findings and reasoning support the fast growing evidence that challenging
assignments generally benefit both employees and organizations. Logically, research
should further examine and disentangle the specific effects of challenging assignments
as stated before. Yet, given the beneficial effects of job challenge, research should also
further investigate factors and components that impact the performance and allocation
of challenging tasks that workers have in their jobs (Preenen et al., 2014a). Although we
investigated a challenging bottom-up initiative that was not imposed by a higher hand,
managers do usually play a crucial role, both formally and informally, in enhancing

Downloaded from eid.sagepub.com by guest on November 28, 2016


http://eid.sagepub.com/

Preenen et al. I5

employees’ experienced job challenge (Aryee and Chu, 2012; Preenen et al., 2014b) by
assigning challenging tasks and stimulating employees to perform, seek and develop
challenging tasks. Yet, still little is known about the allocation process of challenging
tasks by managers and supervisors and how they are influenced (Preenen et al., 2014a,
2014b). Aryee and Chu (2012) found a positive relation between transformational lead-
ership and challenging job experiences. The role of leadership style in challenging
employees seems interesting to further explore. Future research could also study how
employees’ self-profiling and self-promoting activities influence supervisors’ task allo-
cation. It could be that people who actively promote their qualities and skills are assigned
more challenging tasks and assignments by their managers (Preenen et al., 2015a).

We would like to discuss some possible methodological limitations of our study.
First, our study did not have a pure experimental setting with a control group and thus
cannot provide full experimental evidence for our findings. Even though our results are
supported by theoretical reasoning and research findings, and were based on a (short-
term) longitudinal design, additional field experiments and randomized control trials
(RCTs) are recommended to provide conclusive evidence.

Second, we gathered our material using self-report data from one source. This could
have led to common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and may also have decreased
the measurement accuracy of our study variables (Spector and Jex, 1991). However,
evidence exists that perceptions do reflect the objective work environment well (Spector,
1992). Moreover, employees’ work behaviours and work attitudes are particularly influ-
enced by their perceptions of their work environment (Ferris and Judge, 1991). One
could avoid common method bias by involving other people and sources to measure the
study variables. Yet, the question remains whether this would be a valid method for
assessing task challenge, skill utilization and affective wellbeing, as this is quite per-
sonal and subjective. Nonetheless, future studies could also include supervisors’ and
peers’ observations of task challenge and our study outcomes. Future research studies
could also include more long-term objective and specific indicators and measures
for intrapreneurial and innovative behaviour, such as the number of patents, personal
involvement with innovative projects and/or process or organizational innovations, new
product and services development, and even the involvement in new ventures (for
companies) or organizational units within the organization.

Practical implications

Despite some common limitations, we are confident about the relevance for practice of
our results as we used a (short-term) longitudinal and real-life research design and the
findings are backed up by research and literature. Therefore, we feel some implications
for practitioners and (governmental) organizations are appropriate.

A first and straightforward piece of advice for practitioners and (governmental) organi-
zations that want to enhance the intrapreneurial behaviour and optimal skill use of their
employees is to facilitate employees in performing challenging assignments, as in our
study. In fact, allowing civil servants to perform, develop and seek out challenging assign-
ments could well be a pragmatic way to engage long tenured civil servants susceptible to
boredom and skill obsolescence. As widely mentioned throughout our article, challenging
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assignments reap many other relevant benefits for other employees and their organizations.
Hence, challenging work tasks should be perceived as useful tools to enhance employees’
individual development and quality of working life, but also a good practice to increase the
performance and innovative and entrepreneurial capacities of organizations.

The question then is, how can organizations help challenge their employees?
Developing and performing a bottom-up organized and self-imposed challenging
training task with some support of their organizations and managers can be a good and
specific example. To enhance employees’ task challenge, organizations and managers
could also delegate challenging activities, responsibilities and some decision latitude
to their workers. They could further enrich their employees’ jobs by increasing employ-
ees’ competencies to self-organize and self-manage their work and jobs (e.g. Dhondt
et al., 2014). Furthermore, adding other challenging elements to employees’ jobs, such
as enhancing some novelty, skill variety and visibility in jobs and tasks could help to
increase employees’ task challenge (Hackman and Oldham, 1975; McCauley et al.,
1994; Van Vianen et al., 2008).

Of course, we are aware that perfectly challenging jobs and assignments are not
available or can be created for all employees. Many jobs involve repetitive and monoto-
nous work, which can be the case in lower level administrative civil servants’ jobs for
example. However, in these low-skill and precarious jobs, job challenge can still be
enhanced by adding and initiating certain extra-role behaviours that go further than
their formal role or work requirements (Bateman and Organ, 1983). For example,
employees could be involved in supporting and coaching (new) co-workers, substitut-
ing team leaders, solving problems and maintaining equipment at the workplace
(Preenen et al., 2015a). Yet, when thinking about challenging employees this group is
often overlooked and underestimated. This is a pity, because developing challenging
tasks also for these employees will provide them with new skills, unleash hidden
talents, and empower them to deal with their often precarious situation. Meanwhile
organizations will benefit from more skilled, mobile and intrapreneurial employees.

To conclude, certainly (government) organizations, managers and practitioners should
take responsibility and should create challenging environments for all employees, and
foremost in settings where employees are susceptible to boredom and skill obsolescence
with the possible advantage of better performing and more social organizations. Yet, in
the end, today’s employees are the designers of their own working careers (King, 2004;
Sullivan, 1999), and have to be self-directive in obtaining a variety of developmental and
learning experiences in their work (Bird, 2002; Van Vianen et al., 2009) and perhaps also
work environment. So, challenging tasks should be investigated by researchers, facili-
tated by organizations and managers as tools but explored by employees themselves.
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