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Abstract

This study explores the relationship between psychological capital (PsyCap) and foreign
language anxiety in academic settings, with need satisfaction as the mediator in this
relationship. Since the emergence of the concept of PsyCap, a wealth of research has focused
on the workplace domain, demonstrating its positive impact on work outcomes. However, its
effectiveness in language learning and the potential benefits it might offer in alleviating
foreign language anxiety, especially in non-Western contexts, have yet to be thoroughly
investigated. Therefore, the study aims to fill the academic gap regarding PsyCap, exploring
the pathways and relationships between PsyCap and foreign language anxiety, and based on
the Self-Determination Theory, selecting need satisfaction as a mediator to help explain this
relationship. In this study, the relationship will be investigated using the explanatory
sequential design method. A quantitative study will be conducted first to collect data on high
school students’ psychological capital, foreign language anxiety, and need satisfaction levels.
Then, a qualitative study will be undertaken to analyze the relationship in depth after verifying
the hypothesis that there is a correlation between the three.

Keywords: Academic Psychological Capital, Foreign Language Anxiety, Need Satisfaction,
Explanatory Sequential Methodology, Qualitative

Introduction

Psychological Capital is composed by hope, resilience, optimism and self-efficacy, which is
derived from Positive Psychology and Positive Organizational Behavior, and is widely used in
the workplace to improve employee’s engagement, attitude and performance, etc. As the
theory continues to evolve, scholars have introduced it into the field of education to explore
its impact on students or teachers. For example, the inferential studies from Remya & Revathy
(2022) demonstrate a significant negative correlation between psychological capital and
anxiety. However, its efficacy within an language learning setting and the potential
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advantages it may vyield in terms of language learning anxiety, particularly in non-Western
contexts, remain largely unexplored.

Foreign language anxiety is a situation-specific anxiety (Gardner, 1985), personal and
interpersonal factors are frequently highlighted and extensively discussed as the primary
sources of language anxiety in numerous studies (Young, 1991). For that reason, it is
necessary to explore the relationship between PsyCap and foreign language anxiety.
Furthermore, Ortega-Maldonado and Salanova (2018) demonstrated an unexpected
association in their research, indicating a direct link between PsyCap and satisfaction,
emphasizing the significance of this factor within academic environments. Simultaneously,
according to Self-Determination Theory (SDT), failure to fulfill three fundamental
psychological needs may lead individuals to experience feelings of anxiety. Therefore, this
study selects need satisfaction as a mediating variable to make the pathway of PsyCap’s
influence on foreign language anxiety clearer. Based on the reasons above, the present study
aims to contribute to fill the gap in the academic PsyCap, exploring the paths and relationships
between PsyCap, need satisfaction and foreign language anxiety.

Background

Psychological Capital (or PsyCap) is the high-order factor, which is comprised by four
individual components: hope, resilience, optimism and self-efficacy (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, &
Norman, 2007). Since the concept of psychological capital emerged, a large and growing body
of research has demonstrated that PsyCap is positively related to behavioural, attitudinal, and
performance outcomes in the workplace (Paterson, Luthans, & Jeung, 2014; Luthans &
Youssef-Morgan, 2017). The key distinction between PsyCap and other popular positive
emotions, such as happiness, lies in its state-like nature, meaning it is a malleable and
developmental core construct. Based on this, a considerable amount of research has begun
to explore the impact of interventions on PsyCap levels. Furthermore, studies have confirmed
that both short web-based training interventions (Luthans, 2008) and face-to-face
interventions (Rew et al., 2016) can promote the development of employees’ Psychological
Capital, thereby contributing to leadership and human resource development.

However, its effectiveness in an educational environment and the possible benefits it could
offer in terms of educational results, especially in non-Western educational environments,
have yet to be thoroughly investigated. Several studies have shown the positive impact of
PsyCap on students’ academic performance (Luthans et al.,, 2012 ; Swayze, 2019),
engagement (Luthans et al., 2016; Datu & Valdez, 2016; Carmona-Halty et al., 2021), and well-
being (BC Luthans, KW Luthans, 2015), there is no evidence on the relationship between
students” PsyCap and foreign language learning anxiety. PsyCap is seen as a positive
psychological resource that can help students overcome barriers to academic achievement,
and can also be implemented widely or specifically for at-risk students.(Luthans et al., 2012).
Meanwhile, Yang, & Yang (2022), found that positive psychological capital can effectively
reduce the anxiety caused by academic stress. Gordani, Y., & Sadeghzadeh, M. (2023) further
investigated foreign language learning anxiety and found that two components of
psychological capital, namely self-efficacy and resilience, mediate the relationship between
mindfulness components and EFL classroom anxiety. Therefore, our study hypothesis was
that students’ PsyCap would be related to their foreign language anxiety.
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Although the positive impact of PsyCap on anxiety symptoms has already been examined (Liu
et al., 2013), the mechanisms underlying the association between PsyCap and anxiety have
yet to be elucidated, and their focus was not on academic aspects. The foreign language
anxiety is situation-specific, and the mechanism between it and psychological capital appears
more ambiguous, therefore, it is of practical and theoretical significance to study the
relationship between psychological capital and foreign language anxiety. The results of this
study could provide some evidence on the adaptive role of PsyCap in non-Western socio-
cultural society and academic context.

The concept of need satisfaction comes from Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which believes
that people have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence and relatedness.
Abdullah (2022), has proven that satisfaction of autonomy (among the basic needs variables)
directly predicts a decrease in language anxiety; therefore, it can be said that there is a certain
correlation between meeting students’ basic psychological needs and reducing foreign
language anxiety. Also, there is a correlation between students’ need satisfaction and their
psychological capital. The findings of Elbers et al. (2023), showed that employees’
psychological capital was positively correlated with their basic need satisfaction. Therefore,
in the current study, we hypothesize that need satisfaction might be the potential mediating
variable between PsyCap and foreign language anxiety.

Based on reasons above, the present study hypothesized:

H1: Academic PsyCap negatively correlates with foreign language anxiety.

H2: Academic PsyCap positively correlates with need satisfaction.

H3: Need satisfaction negatively correlates with foreign language anxiety.

H4: Need satisfaction mediates between academic PsyCap and foreign language anxiety.

Research Significance

The importance of English as one of the main subjects at the high school in China can be seen
from the fact that it accounts for 20 per cent of the total score of the college entrance
examination (750 points in total). Students at the high school level face not only the pressure
of the college entrance examination, but also have to adapt to the difficulty of listening,
speaking, reading and writing in the English subject. Academic anxiety was regarded as one
of the most significant affective factors in the process of EFL learning (Zhao, 2007), which
would generate pervasive effects on EFL learning and English performance. As a result, a
number of researchers have begun to focus on the field of second language acquisition to
explore the causes and ways to alleviate foreign language anxiety. In the past decades, the
measurement of foreign language anxiety, the antecedents and consequences of foreign
language anxiety, and related intervention studies have been extensively explored by scholars.
However, previous studies mainly explored the external factors that may trigger the foreign
anxiety, and seldom examined the internal factors of foreign language anxiety. Chinese
students’ FLCA was mostly predicted by learner-internal variables (Jiang & Dewaele, 2019).
Therefore, this study explored the relationship between students’ psychological capital and
FLA from the perspective of positive psychology, aiming to provide theoretical support for the
effective prevention of foreign language anxiety.

In addition, the mechanisms underlying the association between PsyCap and anxiety has yet
to be elucidated. The foreign language anxiety is situation-specific, and the mechanism
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between it and psychological capital appears more ambiguous. Therefore, it is of practical and
theoretical significance to study the relationship between psychological capital and foreign
language anxiety. Besides, based on the self-determination theory, this study chooses need
satisfaction as a mediating variable to make the pathway of PsyCap’s influence on foreign
language anxiety clearer, so that the mechanism of action between PsyCap and FLA can be
better explained.

Theory alone is not enough. Theory can only be important if it is put into practice and helps
to improve instruction. Exploring the relationship between PsyCap, need satisfaction and
foreign language anxiety has practical implications for both education policy makers and
foreign language teachers. Firstly, the study can help educational policy makers to effectively
formulate educational policies and practice guidelines, and foreign language teachers to
enhance their professional competence in psychological support as well as to adjust their
teaching strategies to better meet students’ psychological needs. Secondly, this study can
help foreign language teachers provide more targeted mental health education and training
to help students better cope with academic stress and anxiety.

Literature Review

Psychological Capital

The concept of psychological capital is derived from positive psychology and positive
organizational behaviour. It differs from traditional economic, human and social capital by
emphasizing “who you are” and “what you can become”. PsyCap refers to the positive
mindset that an individual possesses in the face of challenges and stress. PsyCap can be
defined as “an individual’s positive psychological state of development characterized by (1)
having confidence (efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary effort to succeed at
challenging tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and in
the future; (3) persevering toward the goals, and when necessary, redirecting paths to goals
(hope) in order to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and
bouncing back and even beyond (resilience) to attain success” (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio,
2007, p. 3). The four positive constructs has been shown to have conceptual independence
and empirically based discriminant validity (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007). They
also have the shared underlying link to comprise the higher-order factor, representing one’s
positive appraisal of circumstances and probability for success based on motivational effort
and perseverance (Luthans et al., 2007). Hence, we can say that PsyCap consisting of four
constructs is reasonable and more broader and impactful than individual constructs (Luthans
et al., 2007). Together, these four constitute a positive state of mind that helps individuals to
better cope with challenges, improve performance, and promote personal growth.

Although PsyCap as a core construct predicts workplace attitudes and performance has been
full explored (Paterson, Luthans, & Jeung, 2014; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017), studies
about this high-order construct in the academic realm are still in early stage. Results from the
BC Luthans, KW Luthans, & Jensen (2012) were the first to demonstrate a significant
relationship between the PsyCap of college business students and their academic
performance, as measured by their GPA. Following this, a significant amount of research has
begun to focus on academic PsyCap. Findings from these studies suggest that PsyCap is
associated with positive outcomes and is negatively correlated with pathology and negative
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variables (such as stress and burnout). The research subjects are also predominantly college
students (Burhanuddin et al., 2019).

In summary, while existing research has demonstrated a correlation between psychological
capital and anxiety, the specific mechanisms underlying this relationship remain unclear, and
there is a lack of studies focusing on high school students. Therefore, to enrich the academic
psychological capital and gain a deeper understanding of its relationship with foreign
language anxiety, this study aims to explore the mechanisms underlying the impact of
psychological capital on foreign language anxiety.

Foreign Language Anxiety

The literature on anxiety often divides it into three categories: trait, situation-specific, and
state anxiety. Over the past few decades, researchers have come to agree that language
anxiety is a type of situation-specific anxiety (Gardner, 1985), which is a multifaceted and
complex phenomenon (Young, 1991). It can be defined as “the feeling of tension and
apprehension specifically associated with second language contexts, including speaking,
listening, and learning” (Macintyre & Gardner, 1994, p. 284).

Research on reducing foreign language anxiety mostly focuses on a variety of foreign language
factors, including in-class practices and activities to instructor behavior. There is relatively less
research focusing on the learners themselves. Psychological capital as a personal resource
plays an important role in foreign language learning anxiety. Foreign language learners with
high psychological capital are likely to motivate themselves to learn. Therefore, they may
perform excellently in their academic pursuits and continue to pursue greater success in
foreign language learning. Aliyev (2015), conducted a study involving 745 high school students,
and the results showed that students’ psychological capital could reduce their propensity for
violence by alleviating negative emotions such as anxiety, stress, and burnout. Xie (2019), who
explored the correlation between junior school students’ psychological capital, test anxiety,
and English academic performance, it was found that junior school students’ psychological
capital correlated with their text anxiety. These findings support the idea that psychological
capital has the ability to suppress negative emotions.

As an important resource for foreign language learners to effectively cope with various
challenges and promote their own development, the concept of psychological capital has
been introduced into the field of second language acquisition, but it has not been given
enough attention, and there are not many research results on the correlation between
positive affective factors and negative affective factors of foreign language learners. For these
reasons, this study will explore the relationship between PsyCap and foreign language anxiety.

Need Satisfaction

The concept of need satisfaction is derived from Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which
suggests that people have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence and
relatedness. Autonomy is one of the three cornerstone basic psychological needs responsible
for true intrinsic motivation and well-being of the individual (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Competence
is the need to be effective in dealing with the environment. Individuals need to build their
competence and develop mastery of tasks and subjects. Finally, relatedness is the need for
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close, meaningful relationships with others. To experience well-being, humans must feel a
sense of belonging with others (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

Studies have shown that frustration of needs can lead to anxiety, depression, internal conflicts
and so on (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Bolliger and Halupa (2012), observed an adverse
connection between students’ anxiety levels and their satisfaction with online learning.
Abdullah (2022), proved that satisfaction of autonomy (among the basic needs variables)
directly predicted a decrease in language anxiety. Therefore, it can be said that there is a
certain correlation between meeting students’ basic psychological needs and reducing
foreign language learning anxiety. When students feel that they have gained sufficient
autonomy, a sense of competence, and interpersonal relationships in a foreign language
learning environment, they may be more inclined to face learning more actively and
autonomously, thereby reducing their anxiety.

The relationship between psychological capital and need satisfaction is a crucial area of study
in organizational psychology and management. Luthans et al. (2008), found that employees’
psychological capital is positively related to their performance, satisfaction, and commitment,
while a supportive organizational climate is related to employees’ satisfaction and
commitment. Elbers et al. (2023), examined the impact of psychological capital on the
relationship between dark leadership traits and employees’ basic need satisfaction in the
workplace. The findings indicated that psychological capital can act as a buffer against the
negative effects of dark leadership, highlighting the importance of positive psychological
resources in promoting employees’ basic need satisfaction. This concept has also been
introduced into the academic setting. Ortega-Maldonado et al. (2018), highlighted the
predictive relationships between psychological capital, meaning-focused coping, satisfaction,
and performance among undergraduate students. Additionally, Gonzalez-Cutre et al. (2018),
emphasized the importance of novelty satisfaction as a potential basic psychological need
in physical education. Based on the aforementioned research, this study hypothesizes that
need satisfaction may serve as a mediator between PsyCap and foreign language anxiety.

Resrarch Objectives

This study is an explanatory sequential design method, which focuses on exploring and
analyzing the relationship between academic psychological capital and foreign language
anxiety, with the mediation effect of students’ need satisfaction on the influential relationship
between PsyCap and FLA. The purpose of this study is to :

Main objectives

Understand the current psychological capital, need satisfaction and foreign language anxiety
level among senior high school students in Guizhou, China.

Explore the mechanism underlying the relationship between psychological capital and foreign
language anxiety among senior high school students.

Sub-objectives

Examine relationship between psychological capital, foreign language anxiety.

Examine the mediating effect of need satisfaction on the relationship between psychological
capital and foreign language anxiety.
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Explore the impact of four components of PsyCap - hope, resilience, optimism, and self-
efficacy - on foreign language anxiety respectively.

Give practical suggestion to prevent and alleviate foreign language anxiety among Chinese
senior high school students from a positive psychology perspective.

Research Questions and Hypothesis

Q1: What is the current psychological capital, need satisfaction and foreign language anxiety
level among senior high school students in Guizhou, China ?

Q2: How does individual’ s psychological capital help to alleviate his foreign language anxiety?
Q3: What are the correlations between psychological capital and foreign language anxiety?
Q4: Whether and to what extent does need satisfaction mediate the relationship between
psychological capital and foreign language anxiety?

Q5: How does students’ need satisfaction mediate the relationship between PsyCap and
foreign language anxiety?

Q6: How do hope, resilience, optimism, and self-efficacy respectively help alleviate foreign
language anxiety?

H1: Academic PsyCap negatively correlates with foreign language anxiety.

H2: Academic PsyCap positively correlates with need satisfaction.

H3: Need satisfaction negatively correlates with foreign language anxiety.

H4: Need satisfaction mediates between academic PsyCap and foreign language anxiety.

Proposed Methodology

In this study, the explanatory sequential design method will be used to investigate the
relationship between psychological capital, need satisfaction and foreign language anxiety.
Mixed methods research allows for gathering both qualitative and quantitative data in a single
study (Tashakkori et al., 2020). The integration of both types of data analysis allows for a
deeper understanding than either could provide alone (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Firstly, a quantitative study was conducted to collect data on subjects’ psychological capital,
foreign language anxiety and need satisfaction level. The data required for this section will be
collected in the form of questionnaire and the data obtained will be used to answer research
qguestions 1,3,4. Correlation and regression analyses will be carried out through SPSS software
so as to find out the correlation between psychological capital and FLA and whether need
satisfaction plays a mediating role between the two variables.

Secondly, a qualitative study is then taken to analyse the relationship in depth after the
hypothesis that there is a correlation between the three is verified. This section will use
interviews and focus groups to gather qualitative data. By employing these tools, a deeper
understanding of students’ psychological capital and its four dimensions (hope, resilience,
optimism, self-efficacy) can be gained, particularly in how they influence need satisfaction
and subsequently alleviate foreign language learning anxiety. Qualitative data will aid in
better understanding the specific manifestations exhibited by high school students with
varying levels of psychological capital, thus shedding light on the pathways through which
psychological capital influences anxiety in foreign language learning.

2592



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Vol. 13, No. 4, 2024, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2024

In conclusion, quantitative research was first used to collect and analyze data to verify the
correlation between psychological capital and foreign language anxiety, and to explore the
mediating role of need satisfaction between the two variables. Qualitative research is then
used to deeply explore how psychological capital help to meet need satisfaction and alleviate
foreign language anxiety.

Conclusion

High school students, as the future backbone of the nation, are expected to develop strong
English communication skills to prepare for their careers and lives. English is also a critical
component of the college entrance examination. However, as students transition into high
school, heightened academic pressures, coupled with uncertainty about future plans, often
become internal challenges to foreign language learning. Anxiety, a common emotional
response, frequently accompanies the process of foreign language acquisition. Research has
shown that Chinese students’ foreign language classroom anxiety is largely influenced by
internal learner variables (Jliang & Dewaele, 2019). Therefore, understanding the internal
factors contributing to foreign language anxiety among Chinese high school students is
essential.

Existing research has demonstrated a correlation between psychological capital and anxiety
(Wang et al., 2023), but the mechanism between PsyCap and anxiety have yet to be
elucidated. Not to mention the mechanism between academic psychological capital and
foreign language anxiety in the field of education. As an important resource for foreign
language learners to effectively cope with various challenges and promote their own
development, the concept of psychological capital has been introduced into the field of
second language acquisition, but it has not been given enough attention, and there are not
many research results on the correlation between positive affective factors and negative
affective factors of foreign language learners. Therefore, studying the relationship between
psychological capital and foreign language anxiety holds both practical and theoretical
importance. Grounded in self-determination theory, this study incorporates need satisfaction
as a mediating variable to clarify the pathway through which PsyCap influences foreign
language anxiety. This study provides a deeper understanding of the mechanism linking
PsyCap to FLA.

This study illustrates the critical role of psychological capital in alleviating foreign language
anxiety among high school students, highlighting need satisfaction as a key mediator in this
relationship. By expanding the application of PsyCap from the workplace to academic settings,
particularly in non-Western contexts, this study fills an important gap in the existing literature.
In addition, this study will use the explanatory sequential design method, which combines
guantitative and qualitative methods, to investigate in-depth the correlation between PsyCap,
foreign language anxiety, and need satisfaction. The results of the study are expected to show
that by revealing how PsyCap reduces foreign language anxiety through need satisfaction, it
provides educators with specific intervention paths and strategies that can help design more
effective teaching methods and support mechanisms.

From a practical standpoint, investigating the relationship between PsyCap, need satisfaction,

and foreign language anxiety offers valuable insights for both educational policymakers and
foreign language teachers. First, the findings can guide policymakers in developing effective
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educational policies and practice frameworks, while assisting teachers in enhancing their
teaching strategies and their skills in providing psychological support to address students’
psychological needs. Additionally, this study equips foreign language teachers to deliver more
targeted mental health education and training, enabling students to manage academic
anxiety more effectively.
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