

[image: image]





FRONTIERS EBOOK COPYRIGHT STATEMENT

The copyright in the text of individual articles in this ebook is the property of their respective authors or their respective institutions or funders. The copyright in graphics and images within each article may be subject to copyright of other parties. In both cases this is subject to a license granted to Frontiers. 

The compilation of articles constituting this ebook is the property of Frontiers. 

Each article within this ebook, and the ebook itself, are published under the most recent version of the Creative Commons CC-BY licence. The version current at the date of publication of this ebook is CC-BY 4.0. If the CC-BY licence is updated, the licence granted by Frontiers is automatically updated to the new version. 

When exercising any right under the CC-BY licence, Frontiers must be attributed as the original publisher of the article or ebook, as applicable. 

Authors have the responsibility of ensuring that any graphics or other materials which are the property of others may be included in the CC-BY licence, but this should be checked before relying on the CC-BY licence to reproduce those materials. Any copyright notices relating to those materials must be complied with. 

Copyright and source acknowledgement notices may not be removed and must be displayed in any copy, derivative work or partial copy which includes the elements in question. 

All copyright, and all rights therein, are protected by national and international copyright laws. The above represents a summary only. For further information please read Frontiers’ Conditions for Website Use and Copyright Statement, and the applicable CC-BY licence.



ISSN 1664-8714
ISBN 978-2-8325-2825-9
DOI 10.3389/978-2-8325-2825-9

About Frontiers

Frontiers is more than just an open access publisher of scholarly articles: it is a pioneering approach to the world of academia, radically improving the way scholarly research is managed. The grand vision of Frontiers is a world where all people have an equal opportunity to seek, share and generate knowledge. Frontiers provides immediate and permanent online open access to all its publications, but this alone is not enough to realize our grand goals.

Frontiers journal series

The Frontiers journal series is a multi-tier and interdisciplinary set of open-access, online journals, promising a paradigm shift from the current review, selection and dissemination processes in academic publishing. All Frontiers journals are driven by researchers for researchers; therefore, they constitute a service to the scholarly community. At the same time, the Frontiers journal series operates on a revolutionary invention, the tiered publishing system, initially addressing specific communities of scholars, and gradually climbing up to broader public understanding, thus serving the interests of the lay society, too.

Dedication to quality

Each Frontiers article is a landmark of the highest quality, thanks to genuinely collaborative interactions between authors and review editors, who include some of the world’s best academicians. Research must be certified by peers before entering a stream of knowledge that may eventually reach the public - and shape society; therefore, Frontiers only applies the most rigorous and unbiased reviews. Frontiers revolutionizes research publishing by freely delivering the most outstanding research, evaluated with no bias from both the academic and social point of view. By applying the most advanced information technologies, Frontiers is catapulting scholarly publishing into a new generation.

What are Frontiers Research Topics? 

Frontiers Research Topics are very popular trademarks of the Frontiers journals series: they are collections of at least ten articles, all centered on a particular subject. With their unique mix of varied contributions from Original Research to Review Articles, Frontiers Research Topics unify the most influential researchers, the latest key findings and historical advances in a hot research area.


Find out more on how to host your own Frontiers Research Topic or contribute to one as an author by contacting the Frontiers editorial office: frontiersin.org/about/contact












	 
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 06 May 2022
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.874599





[image: image]

Engagement of Academic Staff Amidst COVID-19: The Role of Perceived Organisational Support, Burnout Risk, and Lack of Reciprocity as Psychological Conditions

Melissa Reynell van der Ross*, Chantal Olckers and Pieter Schaap

Department of Human Resources, Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences, University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa

Edited by:
Nelesh Dhanpat, University of Johannesburg, South Africa

Reviewed by:
Carla Serrão, Polytechnic Institute of Porto, Portugal
Lizelle Rossouw, North-West University, South Africa

*Correspondence: Melissa Reynell van der Ross, reynellvanderross@gmail.com

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Organizational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 12 February 2022
Accepted: 23 March 2022
Published: 06 May 2022

Citation: van der Ross MR, Olckers C and Schaap P (2022) Engagement of Academic Staff Amidst COVID-19: The Role of Perceived Organisational Support, Burnout Risk, and Lack of Reciprocity as Psychological Conditions. Front. Psychol. 13:874599. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.874599

The COVID-19 crisis has resulted in radical changes within the higher education system, requiring academia to rapidly transition from the traditional learning model to a distance or blended model of learning to ensure continuity of educational processes. These changes have placed additional demands on academic staff who already have a heavy workload. According to the job demands-resources model, these additional demands may have an impact on the burnout risk, engagement, and well-being of academic staff. In alignment with the premises of positive psychology the primary objective of this study was to explore the interplay of three psychological conditions (meaningfulness, safety, and availability) needed to stimulate engagement. To investigate this interplay, the researchers connected Kahn’s theory on engagement with current concepts that focus on the person-role relationship, such as those dealt with in the job demands-resources model, organisational support theory, and perceptions of reciprocity. Mediating effects between burnout risk, engagement, and psychological well-being, as well as the moderating effect of lack of reciprocity, were tested using structural equation modelling. The study used a purposive, non-probability sampling method and a cross-sectional survey research design. Participants were 160 academic staff members employed at a university in South Africa. The findings of this study revealed that the three psychological conditions (meaningfulness, safety, and availability), which were operationalised as lack of reciprocity, perceived organisational support, and burnout risk, were significantly related to emotional engagement. Perceived organisational support (job resources), which met the criteria for psychological safety and some components of meaningfulness, displayed the strongest association with engagement. Policymakers within higher education institutions should be sensitive to the issues this study focused on, especially as regards the need to provide organisational support in times of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

Higher education (HE) institutions play a key role in facilitating economic development and growth, and meeting the social needs of the 21st century (Boggs, 2003; Pouris and Inglesi-Lotz, 2014). The COVID-19 pandemic has, however, posed numerous challenges to employees (Liu et al., 2021) and organisations in all sectors. The pandemic has brought about changes requiring academia to rapidly transition from the traditional learning model to a distance or blended learning model to ensure continuity of educational processes (Ali, 2020; Armoed, 2021). In addition to coping with an already heavy workload, which include having to produce an increasing number of high-quality international publications (Barkhuizen et al., 2014), academic staff have had to offer extra support to students. This, due to abrupt changes in the academic calendar and the concomitant lack of physical interaction caused by the complete or partial change over from traditional face-to-face teaching to online or blended teaching (Chiu, 2021). Barkhuizen et al. (2014) asserted that all the demands made on academic staff may lead to their burnout and low levels of commitment.

Scholars have stated that even during times of change and uncertainty, engaging the workforce remains one of the key strategic imperatives to ensure success (Anthony-McMann et al., 2017) as it significantly affects essential business outcomes such as productivity, customer satisfaction, discretionary effort, commitment, and well-being (Shuck, 2011; Shuck and Reio, 2011, 2014). In a study that Chanana and Sangeeta (2021) conducted during the pandemic, they maintained that engagement is now, more than ever, a key factor in the success of organisations.

According to Kahn, the presence of three experiential or psychological conditions namely, meaningfulness, safety, and availability influence people to “employ” or express themselves (self-in-role) and personally engage. Kahn (1990) described personal engagement as an employee who harness themselves to their work role and express their “preferred self” physically, cognitively, and emotionally when they perform their work. He likened personal engagement to “self-employment” and described it as inspiring aspects that can be termed flow, intrinsic motivation, involvement, and mindfulness. Bailey et al. (2017) investigated the meaning, antecedents, and outcomes of engagement and found that most studies on the antecedents of engagement explored the experience of job-design-related factors, which included job demands or job resources. Accordingly, Mercali and Costa (2019) indicated that the job demands-resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) offers one of the most solid empirical foundations to clarify the psychological mechanisms that underlie engagement in a work context.

Drawing on Kahn’s (1990) theory and using the JD-R model as a framework, the present study explored the conditions that stimulated the positive psychological construct of engagement (Kotera and Ting, 2019) and investigated its role in contributing to optimal functioning (Gable and Haidt, 2005) in HE institutions.



LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT


The Relationship Between Job Demands, Burnout Risk (Psychological Availability), and Engagement

The JD-R model stipulates that job demands refer to negatively valued physical, social, psychological, or organisational aspects that require continuous effort and cost or consume energy (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Within the HE context, academic staff often need to reconcile the demands their teaching tasks and research work place on them. In addition to being responsible for teaching, administrative work, and community service, they are expected to conduct high-quality research (Taris et al., 2001; Houston et al., 2006); Taris et al. (2001) found that the time demands and pressure of having to do research and teach have a significant positive relationship with strain, which drains the energy of academic staff. Accordingly, they posited that the combination of teaching and research is a key source of stress for academic staff. Other studies conducted within an academic context conceptualised job demands (e.g., research, teaching, and administrative work) as time pressure (e.g., Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011) or as workload (Boyd et al., 2011). The stress resulting from time pressure and workload has been exacerbated by the changes and challenges staff have experienced because of the global COVID-19 pandemic (Liu et al., 2021). A major challenge in the HE context has been the need to shift from the traditional learning model to the distance or blended learning model to ensure continuity of educational processes (Ali, 2020; Armoed, 2021). In alignment with research carried out by Taris et al. (2001) and others (e.g., Boyd et al., 2011; Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011) within the context of education, the present study adopted the description of job demands as relating to: (1) time pressure, (2) relationships with colleagues, and (3) pressures stemming from teaching vs research tasks.

The JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001) outlines two psychological processes that are responsible for job demands and resources operating as antecedents to engagement and burnout. These processes include the energetic process and the motivational process (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Jackson et al., 2006). According to the energetic process, job demands wear out and drain the energy of people, resulting in burnout or high levels of exhaustion. The JD-R model’s proposed energetic process seems to map well onto the strain coping mode described in Hockey’s (1997) state regulation model of compensatory control. This model takes into account different effects on observed performance under circumstances of high demands (e.g., workload or stress) and offers a framework for the analysis of issues associated with strain, fatigue, and psychological health. In the strain coping mode, individuals make an increased effort to accommodate the high demands, in this way maintaining levels of performance but at the cost of expending energy, which manifests itself psychologically in the form of exhaustion and/or physically in the form of an increased excretion of cortisol (which leads to, for example, burnout risk). In the passive coping mode, individuals’ perception of excessive demands results in a downward adjustment of performance objectives, for example, by reducing their level of accuracy or paying less attention so as to avoid the cost of expending more energy (e.g., through mental activity), which they perceive to be high already. Hockey indicated that complete disengagement from task goals may result in extreme forms of passive control. This suggests that high demands may lead to disengagement, which in turn may negatively affect performance. Rich et al. (2010), Han et al. (2020) and Rattrie et al. (2020) were in agreement. The scholars respectively found statistically significant negative associations between demands (hindrance demands) and engagement. Thus, based on the descriptions of the energetic process, the strain, and passive coping modes, and empirical work highlighted, the researchers formulated the following hypotheses for the present study:


H1:There is a statistically significant positive relationship between job demands and burnout risk.




H2:There is a statistically significant negative relationship between job demands and engagement.



The JD-R model’s energetic process, in which job demands wear out and drain the energy of people, resulting in burnout or high levels of exhaustion seems to link well with Kahn’s (1990) notion of (psychological) availability as referred to earlier. In Kahn’s (1990) description, the availability of people is dependent upon how well they cope with the demands of life, be it work or non-work related. Thus, how available people are to engage despite the distractions experienced as members of a social system. These distractions that shape availability include: depletion of physical and emotional energy; outside or personal lives (e.g., personal or non-work matters that drain or take away from one’s psychological availability); and insecurity (e.g., concerns about the quality of one’s work, how it compares with the work of others, and one’s status in the role that distracted one or “occupied energies”) (Kahn, 1990: p. 715). Burnout has been regarded as a metaphor for a state of mental weariness (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004) or physical and emotional exhaustion (Kristensen et al., 2005). The Copenhagen Burnout Inventory, developed by Kristensen et al. (2005), operationalises burnout as consisting of fatigue and exhaustion. The questionnaire consists of three sub-dimensions, work-related burnout, client-related burnout, and personal burnout (Kristensen et al., 2005; Creedy et al., 2017). Hodson (2021) highlighted the importance of considering how the constructs we use within the field of psychology fit in with that already understood in the field. Based on this premise, and the highlighted linkages between the description of availability, the energetic process of how burnout risk is shaped, and the conceptualisation of burnout as per the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory, the researchers operationalised burnout risk as psychological availability.

The researchers also formulated a third hypothesis based on further findings in existing literature. The JD-R model further postulates that high levels of exhaustion threaten the energy resources of an engaged individual, which can impact levels of engagement negatively (Jackson et al., 2006; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). In support of this postulation, Russell et al. (2020) indicated a significant negative relationship between burnout and work engagement. As regards Kahn’s (1990) theory, (psychological) availability was identified as one of three conditions that shape whether a person will personally engage or not. Availability refers to the psychological or physical resources people have available to enable them to engage despite the distractions experienced as members of a social system. Based on these criteria, the researchers hypothesised as follows:


H3:There is a statistically significant negative relationship between burnout risk and engagement.





The Relationship Between Job Resources (Psychological Meaningfulness and Safety), Burnout Risk (Availability), and Engagement

The JD-R model explains that resources operate as antecedents to engagement (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Jackson et al., 2006; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) by way of a motivational process: the resources employees have available motivate them to be committed, have positive attitudes toward work (Albrecht, 2012), and contribute to work engagement (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). The JD-R model’s motivational process seems to link well with the concept of perceived organisational support (POS). The concept of POS derives from the organisational support theory (Eisenberger et al., 1986) and describes the degree to which employees perceive that their employer cares about their well-being and values their contribution (Eisenberger et al., 2001; Eder and Eisenberger, 2008; Kurtessis et al., 2017). POS encapsulates the general beliefs employees hold regarding the commitment of the organisation towards them as a result of perceived beneficial or harmful treatment by the organisation. These beliefs are informed by organisational aspects e.g., traditions, practices, policies, job enrichment, as well as social aspects, e.g., receiving sincere praise and approval (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Similar to the premise of how resources motivate employees to be committed (Albrecht, 2012) and contribute to work engagement (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017); the held beliefs regarding POS influence work effort or behaviour. POS further fosters positive affective commitment toward the organisation (Kurtessis et al., 2017); and contributes to work engagement (Rich et al., 2010; Zacher and Winter, 2011). Furthermore, with reference to the statement of Bakker and Demerouti (2017, p. 312) that resources are not only needed to effectively perform work but are also “important in their own right,” POS can be regarded as a valued resource that helps employees carry out their work (Kraimer and Wayne, 2004).

Apart from the condition of psychological availability that Kahn’s (1990) grounded theory identifies as shaping personal engagement, the theory identifies the psychological conditions of safety and meaningfulness as necessary to stimulate personal engagement. Safety is experienced as feeling that one can express oneself without fear of negative consequences to one’s career or self-image and is influenced by supportive interpersonal relationships, group dynamics, management style, and organisational norms. Safety was thus promoted in the following cases: (1) where interpersonal relationships were supportive and trusting; (2) where the unconscious roles individuals assumed and perceived as per the group dynamics promoted a feeling of safety in bringing “their selves into” role performance. Here, Kahn (1990) referred to perceptions regarding the distribution of power and authority among groups, and how this could suppress individuals’ voices and negatively impact safety; (3) where the management style or processes were supportive, consistent, predictable and created paths along which employees could safely travel; and (4) where the organisational norms, general expectations, cues or boundaries could govern employees to safely execute work (Kahn, 1990, p. 710).

Scholars have put forth that employees tend to personify organisations, viewing line managers as organisational agents and their actions toward them as reflecting the intentions or actions of the organisation (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Karagonlar et al., 2016). Therefore, POS can be regarded as consisting of aspects that reflect management/interpersonal relationships, group dynamics, and (organisational) norms/expectations. This assumption is based on the following grounds: (1) POS captures aspects related to supportive and trusting interpersonal relationships by tapping whether the organisation or rather organisational agents consider the interest of the employee in decision making, offer help when the employee is in need and care about their well-being; (2) by tapping whether organisational agents notice extra effort, consider employee feedback and goals, or whether organisational agents would undermine or exploit the employee, POS captures considerations regarding treatment by organisational members with authority or power, and the room this allows the employee to safely bring “their selves into” role performance; (3) by tapping whether organisational agents value employee contributions, tries to make the job more interesting and cares about the employees’ work satisfaction, POS captures considerations regarding supportive management processes and opportunities for career growth; (4) by tapping the general beliefs regarding whether policies and governing practices are perceived as favourable, POS provides information regarding general norms which can inform appropriate or proportionate ways of working.

Meaningfulness is experienced when people feel they are valued, worthwhile, and not taken for granted (Kahn, 1990; Olivier and Rothmann, 2007). Factors that influence meaningfulness are whether tasks are challenging, allow for learning, and provide a sense of competence, whether employees’ role is central to/needed by the institution, and whether work interactions with co-workers or clients are meaningful (Kahn, 1990). POS includes facets of meaningfulness that tap into perceptions of not being taken for granted, working on challenging tasks, and performing a role that is of importance to an organisation. Thus, the present study operationalised POS as a job resource that included aspects of psychological meaningfulness and safety.

The possibility of POS as an antecedent to engagement has been considered within the business sector and within the HE context (e.g., Guan et al., 2014; Mabasa and Ngirande, 2015). Among staff at a business college, support was found that a relationship existed between POS and engagement (Najeemdeen et al., 2018); Kurtessis et al’s. (2017) view that POS should lessen burnout was confirmed in a study among academics that indicated that POS negatively affected levels of burnout (Yew and Ramos, 2019). In addition, results from a meta-analysis indicated a statistically significant association between job resources and both burnout and engagement (Rattrie et al., 2020). Based on these findings, the following hypotheses were formulated:


H4:There is a statistically significant positive relationship between POS and engagement.




H5:There is a statistically significant negative relationship between POS and burnout.





The Influence of Reciprocity (Psychological Meaningfulness) on Engagement

According to equity theory, reciprocity is pursued in interpersonal or organisational relationships and denotes the equality of exchange between two parties (Schaufeli et al., 1996). Similarly, Rothmann and Welsh (2013) contended that social exchange relationships affect employee engagement. A study by Van Horn et al. (1999) put forth that teachers’ views that there exists disagreement between what they have invested and the outcomes/return received (e.g., in terms of student progress, gratitude or enthusiasm) can result in disillusionment and energy depletion. This suggests that the perception of lack of reciprocity might increase states of weariness such as burnout risk, a view that was corroborated by Bakker et al. (2000) who found that general practitioners’ perception of a lack of reciprocity had a positive impact on emotional exhaustion. Another example of the negative impact of lack of reciprocity is Eisenberger et al.’s (2014) finding that in cases where supervisors held the general view that subordinates would not reciprocate favourable treatment (highly reciprocation-wary supervisors), it weakened the positive relationship between supervisor POS and high-quality relationships with the subordinate (leader–member exchange). By implication, apart from job demands and burnout risk, perceptions of lack of reciprocity from student groups may further deplete the energy of educators, or result in educators being unable to reciprocate with engagement for the high POS received. Therefore, in alignment with considerations by Lorah and Wong (2018) that where the relationship between the independent variable (IV) and the dependent variable (DV) may differ or depend on the level of a third variable, called the moderator, lack of reciprocity was considered as a possible moderator in the relationship between the predictors of engagement (IV’s) and engagement (DV).

Lack of reciprocity seems to tick further criteria for Kahn’s (1990) psychological meaningfulness domain in terms of work interactions with clients and the perception of being valued or appreciated by this group, which did not seem to be covered by POS. Based on the above deductions made and following Kahn’s (1990) theory, the present study was able to test the coaction of psychological availability (burnout risk), safety (POS), and meaningfulness (POS and lack of reciprocity), by considering lack of reciprocity as a moderator in terms of the JD-R model’s proposed relationships relating to engagement. Accordingly, the following hypotheses were formulated:


H6a:Perceived lack of reciprocity moderates the negative relationship between job demands and engagement, such that the relationship becomes stronger as lack of reciprocity increases.

H6b:Perceived lack of reciprocity moderates the positive relationship between POS and engagement, such that the relationship becomes weaker as lack of reciprocity increases.

H6c:Perceived lack of reciprocity moderates the negative relationship between burnout risk and engagement, such that the relationship becomes stronger as lack of reciprocity increases.





The Relationship Between Burnout Risk, Engagement, and Psychological Well-Being

Robertson and Cooper (2010) stated that the fostering of a culture associated with high performance and organisational effectiveness required the consideration of critical aspects such as engagement and psychological well-being. Wright et al. (2007) described psychological well-being as the overall effective psychological functioning of a person.

Hockey (1997) posited that the adjustments individuals make to deal with adverse conditions (e.g., high job demands) must take into account the need to maintain an acceptable state of well-being, in addition to considering the achievement of performance goals. These considerations seem to be reasonable cautionary measures individuals should take because later studies have suggested that: (1) job demands are linked to challenges related to well-being because of burnout (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Jackson et al., 2006); (2) dimensions of burnout have a significant negative impact on psychological well-being (Wright and Hobfoll, 2004); and (3) participants with lower cortisol output have higher levels of psychological well-being (Ryff, 2013). Based on these findings, the following hypothesis was formulated:


H7:There is a statistically significant negative relationship between burnout risk and psychological well-being.



Shuck and Reio (2014) found that people who displayed high engagement had significantly higher levels of psychological well-being. Two relatively recent studies corroborated these scholars’ finding. In the first place, Jena et al. (2018) found that meaningful engagement allowed employees to feel positive toward their organisation and work, leading to psychological well-being. In the second place, Rusu and Colomeischi (2020) found a positive association between teacher engagement and well-being. Based on these findings, the following hypothesis was formulated:


H8:There is a statistically significant positive relationship between engagement and psychological well-being.



Important in the context of the present study was the association found between psychological well-being and important outcomes such as better job performance and mental and physical health (Wright and Cropanzano, 2000; Robertson and Cooper, 2010). This association was confirmed in studies that showed strong links between well-being and performance (Daniels and Harris, 2000; Lee, 2019). Moreover, Wright (2014) asserted that psychological well-being can be regarded as a robust determinant of good performance. Students are the primary recipients of the learning experience, and although much contested, university management regard student feedback as important for evaluating client satisfaction with educational programmes and lecturer’s performance (Tasopoulou and Tsiotras, 2017). Furthermore, using a measure from a different source than the lecturer offered an avenue to help control for method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Accordingly, we formulated the following hypothesis:


H9:There is a statistically significant positive relationship between psychological well-being and student-reported levels of lecturer performance.





The Mediating Role of Engagement and Burnout Risk

Studies have indicated that engagement plays a mediating role between antecedents and outcomes of engagement (Saks, 2006; Christian et al., 2011; Saks and Gruman, 2014). For example, Garg and Singh (2020) found that engagement mediated the association between work withdrawal behaviours and subjective well-being. A further finding was that engagement mediated the relationship between negative emotions and well-being (Rusu and Colomeischi, 2020). Based on these findings, the following hypothesis was formulated:


H10:Engagement mediates the relationship between burnout risk and psychological well-being.



In a study among teachers, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2018) found that teacher well-being (measured in terms of exhaustion, feelings of a diminished or depressed mood, and psychosomatic responses) mediated the relationship between job demands and engagement. Similarly, Russell et al. (2020) found that burnout risk mediated the relationship between job demands and work engagement among educators in the United States. Accordingly, the researcher of the present study formulated the following hypothesis:


H11:Burnout risk mediates the relationship between job demands and engagement.



Figure 1 below provides the conceptual theoretical framework which is based on the above hypotheses.
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FIGURE 1. Conceptual framework (measurement model).





MATERIALS AND METHODS


Sample and Procedure

The study formed part of a bigger multilevel research project. Participating academic staff members thus needed to comply with the criterion of having lectured a second-semester undergraduate module during 2020. All in all, 295 academic staff members were invited during 2020, but, although 219 of them started the survey, only 174 valid responses were received. Students of participating lecturers were invited to report on the lecturers’ performance in lecturing the relevant modules. Out of the 174 valid responses received from lecturers, 161 could be matched with students’ reports. One statistically significant multivariate outlier was removed from the data sets prior to conducting the analyses using a conservative χ2 critical probability value of 0.001, resulting in a total sample of 160 lecturers. Males comprised 52% of the sample of academic staff, and females made up 48% of the sample. Most respondents (29%) fell within the age group category of 30 to 39, followed by 28% who fell within the age group of 50 to 64, and 26% who fell in the category of 40 to 49 years old. Respondents’ length of service in the various faculties ranged from periods of less than 5 years to over 31 years. A cross-sectional survey research design was employed, and a purposive, non-probability sampling strategy was used.



Measures

The survey included the following measures:


Job Demands

In alignment with work that Taris et al. (2001), Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011) did among academic staff, the following scales were used to measure job demands: the 3-item scale on time pressure; the 3-item scale measuring relations with colleagues; and the 4-item scale focusing on teaching vs research. In total, the scale consisted of ten items. Items for the scales of time pressure and relationship with colleagues were scored on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 = “completely disagree” to 6 = “completely agree.” The items relating to the teaching vs research scale were scored on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 = “never” to 6 = “always.” Cronbach’s alpha reported by Taris et al. (2001) was α = 0.84 (teaching vs research), and the reported reliability coefficients for scales reported by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011) were α = 0.86 (relationship with colleagues), and α = 0.81 (time pressure).



Job Resources

Job resources were measured using the 16-item short version of the “Survey of Perceived Organisational Support” (Eisenberger et al., 1997). Items were scored on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” The single-factor unidimensional measure demonstrated reliability coefficients of 0.90 (Eisenberger et al., 1997).



Engagement

The 18-item Job Engagement Scale (JES) (Rich et al., 2010) was used to measure engagement. The scale’s items measure three dimensions of engagement, namely, emotional, cognitive, and physical. Respondents could score the items on a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree.” The JES has good internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha equal to 0.95 (Rich et al., 2010).



Burnout Risk

The 19-item Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (Kristensen et al., 2005) was used to measure burnout risk. The measure consists of three subscales, namely, personal, client, and work-related burnout. In respect of 12 items, the rating is on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = “always” to 5 = “never/almost never,” and in respect of seven items the rating is on a scale of 1 = “to a very high degree” to 5 = “to a very low degree.” Cronbach’s alpha for the subscales was found to be as follows: α = 0.82 (client-related burnout), α = 0.85 (personal burnout), and α = 0.87 (work-related burnout) (Johnson and Naidoo, 2013).



Psychological Well-Being

The Schwartz Outcome Scale-10 (Blais et al., 1999) was used to measure psychological well-being. The scale, consisting of 10 items, has been used as a psychological well-being and psychological health measure in previous studies (e.g., Young et al., 2003; Haggerty et al., 2010). Items are rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = “never” to 7 = “all of the time/nearly all of the time.” Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were reported between α = 0.88 (Haggerty et al., 2010) and α = 0.92 (Shuck and Reio, 2014).



Lecturer Performance

The lecturers’ performance was reported by students. The researcher adapted questions taken from the student evaluation form that the university used and that focused on lecturers’ characteristics and the conditions during lectures. The scale consisted of 22 items. A similar approach had been used in a study exploring student evaluations of lecturers at private universities (Sok-Foon et al., 2012).



Reciprocity of Student Groups

In alignment with work done by Schaufeli et al. (1996), Tayfur and Arslan (2013), lecturers’ perceptions of reciprocity were measured using three items adapted from the measures these scholars had used. The items were as follows: “I spend much time, effort and consideration on work for students in the specified module, but in general, students in the specified module give back little effort, appreciation, and interest”; “I invest more in the relationship with students in the specified module than what I receive back in return from them”; and “I know that my students will complain, no matter what I do.” Respondents rated the questions on the following 5-point scale: 1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 = “strongly agree.”




Data Analysis

Mplus version 8.6 was used to conduct the statistical analyses. Latent models were estimated using structural equation modelling (SEM) and the maximum likelihood robust (MLR) estimator. The delta method for estimating robust standard errors with a sandwich estimator was used for non-normal data. As an extra precaution, all standard errors for interaction effects were cross-checked for consistency using the bias-corrected bootstrapping technique and the ML estimator (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017; Schaap and Olckers, 2020). Two stages were followed in the analysis of the data. First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to confirm the factor structure validity and psychometric properties of each of the scales in order to ensure factor manifest scores with the least possible error variance. Factor scores that were used in the structural model were generated from the latent variable using the regression approach in Mplus. The use of optimally weighted regression scores entailed creating factor scores from the model for each construct separately and subsequently using these factor scores in the structural model (McNeish and Wolf, 2020). Second, an evaluation was done of the structural model depicting the theoretically supported hypothesised relationships between the constructs that formed the focus of this study. The two-stage approach and the use of optimally weighted regression factor scores in the structural model can be substantiated as follows: (1) The use of optimally weighted regression scores in a structural model alleviates potential convergence problems associated with the testing of complex latent structural models; (2) the quality of a measurement model affects the structural model and vice versa, even in the case of well-fitting measurement models (McNeish and Hancock, 2018); (3) McNeish and Wolf (2020) posited that possible differences in the relationship between items and the true latent score are ignored when using sum scoring or unit weighted scoring, resulting in less reliable scores. Optimally weighted regression scores thus more closely represent the true latent variable in the measurement model.

Following the guidelines suggested by Kenny et al. (2015), the present study considered model fit together with regression estimates, standard error, residuals, and underlying substantive theory. All the popular fit indices were considered and where degrees of freedom were low in models, the CFI and SRMR played a more decisive role in adjudicating model fit (Bentler, 2007; Kenny et al., 2015; McNeish and Hancock, 2018). Per the guidelines, model fit was appraised as: a CFI value above 0.90 but preferably above 0.95, a SRMR value preferably less than 0.08, a RMSEA value below 0.08, and a TLI value above 0.95 (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Olckers and Van Zyl, 2019).

The factor score determinacy is of special concern for unbiased univocal scoring of a measurement model (Gorsuch, 1983). Factor determinacies of 0.80 and above were regarded as demonstrating strong correlations among items with the latent factor and denoting good internal consistency (Gorsuch, 1983; Wang and Wang, 2020). Univariate normality and multivariate normality were tested for skewness and kurtosis and were appraised in alignment with the recommendation by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) that values equal to >-1 and <+1 in the case of both skewness and kurtosis be used as indicators of normality. Also, the Mardia multivariate normality test was used to evaluate the normality assumption.

In alignment with findings that the omega coefficient offers a more accurate approximation of the internal structure of a scale (Dunn et al., 2014; Crutzen and Peters, 2017), the present study used the CFA factor loadings to calculate McDonald’s omega coefficient. Values of 0.70 and 0.80 have been considered as the general rule of thumb when it comes to establishing acceptable or good reliability and have been commonly reported as the more popularly used Cronbach’s alpha estimates (Crutzen and Peters, 2017; Hoekstra et al., 2019). Seemingly, scholars have applied a similar rule in judging McDonald’s omega coefficient, putting forth that values of 0.80 can be regarded as demonstrating good internal reliability (Feisst et al., 2019; Dedeken et al., 2020). Confidence intervals (CIs) were set at a level of 95% and, as recommended in the case of interacting effects, the present study applied the guideline that where CIs did not include zero, the indirect effect was regarded as significant (Zhao et al., 2010).




RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics, skewness/kurtosis, correlations, factor determinacy values and McDonald’s omega values of the latent variables. Most variables show univariate skewness and kurtoses slightly outside of the range −1, 0 to +1 (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). The Mardia multivariate skewness and kurtosis are 9.73 and 69.62 respectively (see Table 1), these values indicate non-normality in the data (Gao et al., 2008), justifying the use of the MLR estimator for non-normal data. The correlation matrix indicated statistically significant relationships (p < 0.01) between all variables. McDonald’s omega coefficient values ranged between 0.81 and 0.97, demonstrating good reliability (Feisst et al., 2019; Hoekstra et al., 2019; Dedeken et al., 2020). Factor determinacy values were all above 0.90, demonstrating strong correlations among items with the latent factor (Wang and Wang, 2020) and supporting the use of factor scores in the structural model (Gorsuch, 1983). The results reported in Table 1 do not support the likelihood of adverse multi-collinearity as scale reliabilities are high (Omega ≥ 0.8) for the variables with high inter-correlations and sample size (N = 160) to the number of latent variables (6) exceeds a 6:1 ratio (Grewal et al., 2004). The variables in the correlation matrix show discriminate validity as all values below the diagonal are lower than the square root of the average variance extracted (AVE) which is presented on the diagonal (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics, correlations, skewness/kurtosis, and factor determinacy.
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The Measurement Model

Table 2 provides an overview of the constructs measured and the fit indices per construct. No absolute cut-off value for factor loadings was used; however, the approach followed was “the higher the better,” with due consideration to item content and construct coverage. A special effort was made to retain as many as possible of the original items for each construct that proved to be psychometrically sound in the measurement models and that allowed for limited bias in the single and univocal score obtained for each measure used in this study (Cole and Preacher, 2014). As the scales used had been validated in previously published studies, the use of CFA rather than exploratory factor analysis was selected. However, where the data did not support model fit or item loadings, the models were re-specified in accordance with theoretical guidelines to ensure that robust psychometric measurements were obtained for the variables used in the study’s structural model. This is in alignment with Jackson et al. (2009) advice that post hoc modifications are supportable when these modifications are practically or theoretically justifiable. Recommendations in these cases include that any post hoc model re-specifications should be kept to a minimum as such re-specifications could erroneously lead to data-driven models, and that post hoc modifications be labelled, thus revealing which latent variables were allowed to correlate or which correlated residuals were freed. Measurement models that were not supported by the data were adapted in accordance with the following principles: (1) Jöreskog’s (1993) recommendation that by freeing a fixed or constrained parameter with the largest modification index (provided that this parameter can be interpreted substantively), the correct model can be readily obtained. (2) Byrne et al. (1989) advice that parameter specifications are justifiable where they represent measurement error due to method effects (e.g., item format of subscales). These method effects or measurement errors are attributed to question wording (e.g., items containing similar words, phrases or similar meaning), negative scoring, the effect of item adjacency, close proximity or blocked items from the same construct that follow each other in direct sequence (Podsakoff et al., 2012; Loiacono and Wilson, 2020). (3) Reise et al. (2013) recommendation to avoid biased path estimates in SEM models tested by not treating unidimensional data as multidimensional and to rather use only measurement models where the fit indices and variance explained support a sufficiently defined common or general factor that justifies univocal scoring.


TABLE 2. Fit statistics per measurement construct included.
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The second-order measurement model for the job demands scale was non-identified and did not converge. It was found that the dimension of relationship with colleagues showed low correlations (r = 0.10; r = 0.03) with the dimensions of time pressure (r = 0.10) and teaching vs research (r = 0.03), suggesting that these constructs were unrelated. Upon reviewing the dimension of relationship with colleagues, it seemed that its items were formulated to contribute to job resources and not job demands (e.g., “Educators at this university help and support each other”). Consequently, a unidimensional model was tested that excluded this dimension. After excluding one item (which had a low factor loading of 0.28) and allowing the residuals of two items to correlate due to similar item content/method effects (Byrne et al., 1989; Podsakoff et al., 2012; Loiacono and Wilson, 2020) the model was supported by the data. It is noted that in accordance with the work of Kenny et al. (2015), the low degrees of freedom (8) did indeed result in an elevated RMSEA value (see Table 2).

POS was measured using a one-factor/unidimensional model consisting of 16 items. Two items, for which correlated residuals were allowed, scored negatively and were adjacent to each other, suggesting method effects (Byrne et al., 1989; Podsakoff et al., 2012; Loiacono and Wilson, 2020). The scale showed an acceptable model fit (see Table 2).

The construct of burnout risk consisted of three subscales (i.e., personal, work-related, and client-related) (see Table 2). Client-related burnout displayed low correlations with both personal (0.35) and work-related burnout (0.43), and it displayed low loadings (0.45) on the second-order model (showing low model fit), and was thus removed. The scales personal and work-related burnout correlated highly (r = 0.93) and were grouped as one unidimensional scale. For all practical purposes, these two constructs could not be considered separate in the case of the sample group as working from home was a general trend during the COVID-19 pandemic. Residuals for four items, were allowed to correlate because of one or more method effects/measurement error (Byrne et al., 1989; Podsakoff et al., 2012; Loiacono and Wilson, 2020). One item, the only negatively scored item that displayed low factor loadings (0.46), was removed, after which a good model fit was obtained (see Table 2).

Data from the study did not support a second-order factor measure for the JES that would produce a univocal and non-biased factor score; therefore, the researcher considered the core focus of Kahn’s (1990) theory, which is to simultaneously explain the emotional reactions of people to unconscious and conscious phenomena. Kahn entertained the possibility that a hierarchy of engagement or investment of the self in the work role exists, in that people may engage or invest themselves first physically, then cognitively, and lastly emotionally. Thus, the researcher explored this final level of the hierarchy (i.e., emotional engagement) and consequently excluded the cognitive and physical engagement dimensions from the measurement model. The retained emotional engagement subscale showed sufficient unidimensionality and model fit that would support univocal factor scoring and result in non-biased factor scores. The subscale consisted of six items and displayed good model.

The construct of psychological well-being, measured as a unidimensional scale, consisted of 10 items. Two items showed method effects (Byrne et al., 1989; Podsakoff et al., 2012; Loiacono and Wilson, 2020) and demonstrated high correlated residuals; thus, one item that showed redundancy was removed. Two items that demonstrated high correlated residuals which were attributed to method effects—were allowed to correlate (Byrne et al., 1989; Podsakoff et al., 2012; Loiacono and Wilson, 2020). The scale displayed acceptable model fit (see Table 2). The construct of lack of reciprocity consisted of three items; this three-item scale was a (just-) identified model (zero df) and displayed good model fit. An adapted version of the student evaluation form used by the university was employed to measure lecturer performance. The total score of the measure was used as a performance measure in practice (unit-weighted). The scale displayed acceptable model fit.



The Structural Model and Hypotheses Testing

As indicated in Table 3, the hypothesised measurement model (Model 1) provided a poor fit to the data (CFI = 0.83; SRMR = 0.09; TLI = 0.73; RMSEA = 0.12). Furthermore, the lecturer performance scale showed an insignificant regression path (close to 0) on well-being. Kenny (2020) asserted that a good-fitting measurement model is required before researchers can endeavour to interpret a structural model, but warned that once model fit drives the research, scholars move away from theory testing, and the latter is the purpose of SEM (Hooper et al., 2008). This study formed part of a multi-level research project, thus alternative models were tested based on prior empirical work.


TABLE 3. Fit statistics of the path and alternative models.
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The hypothesised model (Model 1) was used as a template for Model 2; however, an indirect path was included, based on the finding of Russell et al. (2020) that burnout partially mediates the relationship between job resources and work engagement, and similar findings by Hakanen et al. (2006) that burnout mediates the relationship between POS (job resources) and emotional engagement. The modified Model 2 showed improved model fit (CFI = 0.94; SRMR = 0.06; TLI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.07), but, considering the recommendation of Cohen (as cited by Hox et al., 2018) that a power of 0.80 with a corresponding β = 0.20 is a high power value, the power of 0.67 displayed by Model 2, (N = 160; df = 18, effect size = 0.10, α = 0.05) was insufficient. This finding was in alignment with the method of Satorra and Saris (1985) that recommends a power value of 0.80 to be desirable for SEM (Zhang and Yuan, 2018). To be more conservative, the researcher worked with an effect size of 0.10, which would provide for sufficient coverage of interaction effects that were inclined to be small but statistically significant. Model 2 served as a template for Model 3; however, the lecturer performance scale was excluded due to low power and the lecturer performance scale’s demonstration of an insignificant regression path (close to 0) on well-being. After removal of the lecturer performance scale, improved overall model fit (CFI = 0.96; SRMR = 0.05; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.08) and sufficient power of 0.79 (N = 160; df = 10, effect = 0.10, α = 0.05) was obtained. The researcher noted that statistical interaction effects lower than 0.10 were likely to not be recognised. The results obtained suggested that the empirical data were reproduced reasonably well in respect of the measurement models.

Model 3, which showed the best fit and power, formed the basis of the structural model. It should be noted that in the reporting of the results, significant implied “statistically significant.”

As displayed in Figure 2 (the portion of the model predicting burnout risk), the direct effect of job demands (β = 0.50, p < 0.01) was significantly positive (large effect), providing support for hypothesis 1. The effect of POS (β = −0.36, p < 0.01) was significantly negative (medium effect), providing support for hypothesis 5. Job demands and POS explained 52% of the variance in burnout risk (R2 = 0.52).


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. The path/structural model tested Note. **p < 0.01.


As displayed in Figure 2 (the portion of the model predicting emotional engagement), the direct effect of job demands (β = −0.06, p = 0.57) was not statistically significant; therefore, hypothesis 2 was not supported. Hypothesis 3 was supported because the effect of burnout risk (β = −0.26, p < 0.01) on emotional engagement was significantly negative (small effect). Hypothesis 4 was supported because the effect of POS (β = 0.31, p < 0.01) on engagement was significantly positive (medium effect).

As regards indirect effects, the relationship between the moderator (Z) and the outcome (Y) must be known. Accordingly, the relationship between the moderator (lack of reciprocity) and the outcome (emotional engagement) was tested. Results showed a significant negative relationship between lack of reciprocity and emotional engagement (β = 0.19, p < 0.01, small effect). For the indirect effects, deductions were made based on the statistical significance of interaction terms shown in Mplus (Hernandez and Guarana, 2018). Results of the moderation analyses revealed that the interaction term (XZ), i.e., job demands × lack of reciprocity (β = 0.04, p = 0.72; 95% CI [−0.26, 0.18], CIs included zero) was not significant, accordingly, hypothesis 6a was not supported. Similarly, the interaction term POS × lack of reciprocity (β = 0.03, p = 0.68; 95% CI [−0.12, 0.18], CIs included zero) was not significant, and the moderation proposed in hypothesis 6b could not be supported. Furthermore, the interaction term burnout risk × lack of reciprocity (β = −0.12, p = 0.26; 95% CI [−0.32, 0.09], CIs included zero) was not significant, and the moderation proposed in hypothesis 6c could not be supported. Thus, the independent variables POS (safety and meaningfulness), burnout risk (availability), and lack of reciprocity (meaningfulness) as direct effects explained 39% of the variance in emotional engagement (R2 = 0.39).

For the portion of the model predicting psychological well-being (see Figure 2), the direct effects of burnout risk (β = −0.47, p < 0.01, medium effect) and emotional engagement (β = 0.27, p < 0.01, small effect) were respectively significantly negative and significantly positive. These relationships provided support for hypotheses 7 and 8. The two independent variables (burnout risk and emotional engagement) explained 42% of the variance in psychological well-being (R2 = 0.42).

Hypothesis 9 proposed that psychological well-being would be positively related to students’ reports on lecturers’ levels of performance. Due to low power and the lecturer performance scale’s demonstration of an insignificant regression path (close to 0) on well-being, the scale was removed from the path model.

The path model (using unstandardised path coefficients obtained from the Mplus analysis) tested three mediating effects. It is noted that where this study made mention of mediation or mediation analysis, this was done to test indirect effects. As proposed by hypothesis 10, it was tested if engagement mediated the relationship between burnout risk and psychological well-being. A negative and significant indirect effect of burnout risk on psychological well-being via engagement (β = −0.07; p = 0.03; 95% CI [−0.12, −0.01], CIs did not include zero) was found; therefore hypothesis 10 was supported. Further, hypothesis 11 was supported as the results revealed a negative and significant indirect effect of job demands on engagement via burnout risk (β = −0.12-; p = 0.01; 95% CI [−0.21, −0.03], CIs did not include zero). The path model included a post hoc hypothesis based on the work of Hakanen et al. (2006) and Russell et al. (2020) which was discussed earlier. This post hoc hypothesis (H12) proposed that burnout risk mediated the relationship between POS and emotional engagement. The proposal of hypothesis 12 was supported by the results which revealed a positive and significant indirect effect of POS on emotional engagement via burnout risk (β = 0.07; p = 0.02; 95% CI [0.01, 0.12], CIs did not include zero).




DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to answer the call of scholars for more studies on the topic of engagement (Bailey et al., 2017), and within the HE context, to explore the impact of work demands and resources on the engagement of academic staff (Najeemdeen et al., 2018) during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study thus set out to explore the interplay of conditions that stimulate the positive psychological construct of engagement (Kotera and Ting, 2019) by integrating Kahn’s (1990) theory on engagement with the JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) and other concepts such as reciprocity (Schaufeli et al., 1996) and POS (Eisenberger et al., 1986).

As regards engagement, Kahn’s (1990) theory focuses on understanding the objective properties of work contexts and roles and the importance of people’s experiences in these contexts. In explaining engagement, the JD-R model focuses on job characteristics (job resources and demands) and whether they involve psychological/physiological costs or are functional in achieving work goals (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). The present study showed that the effects of burnout risk (availability) (hypothesis 3) and lack of reciprocity (meaningfulness) on emotional engagement were small, though significant. Findings pointed to a greater focus by academic staff on their experiences of the organisational context, in other words to POS as a job resource (hypothesis 4). This finding supported the finding of Schneider et al. (2018) that organisational practices had the strongest correlation with work engagement, even stronger than work attributes. The non-significant association between job demands and engagement (hypothesis 2) seems inconsistent with those who found a negative association between the constructs (e.g., Crawford et al., 2010; Han et al., 2020), however, previous studies (e.g., Gan and Gan, 2014) have found no significant association between job demands and engagement. Further, the present study’s finding may be regarded as corroborating the findings of May et al. (2004), Olivier and Rothmann (2007), Rothmann and Rothmann (2010), Rothmann and Welsh (2013) and Liu et al. (2021), who found that psychological meaningfulness was the strongest predictor of engagement. In this present study, POS involved aspects of both psychological meaningfulness and safety, which might explain the stronger association with engagement. Based on the findings of the study conducted by Liu et al. (2021) during the global COVID-19 pandemic, it might be that the academic staff participating in the present study perceived that organisational support functioned as an important safeguard against the negative impact of the pandemic on their experiences in the work context.

In the present study, consideration was given to lack of reciprocity (meaningfulness) being a moderator of the proposed antecedents to engagement, these include job demands, POS as job resources (safety and meaningfulness), and burnout risk (availability). However, none of these moderation interactions were found to be significant predictors of engagement (hypotheses 6a, b, and c). Reference may be made here to scholars’ (Andersson et al., 2014; Memon et al., 2019) proposed seven-step framework in conceptualising moderating relationships. Although most of the mentioned steps were considered, some, such as step number 6, to explore reverse interaction in which the independent variable might be the moderator should be ruled out theoretically, may have required more consideration. These findings indicate that the strength of lecturers’ perceptions of lack of reciprocity from student groups, did not weaken or otherwise strengthen the respective positive and negative influences of POS (safety and components of meaningfulness) and burnout risk (availability) on emotional engagement.

As regards burnout risk and well-being, findings from this study aligned with the review study of Halbesleben and Buckley (2004) in that job demands (time pressure; teaching vs research) seemed to be the main initiator of burnout risk (hypothesis 1 and 5). In explaining the stronger negative association between burnout risk and psychological well-being (hypothesis 7) when compared to the positive influence engagement had in improving psychological well-being (hypothesis 8), reference may be made to recent studies (e.g., Kadhum et al., 2020; Denning et al., 2021). These studies highlighted the negative effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly on employees’ levels of burnout risk, and the ways in which the changes that the pandemic brought about threatened the psychological and overall well-being of people (Harju et al., 2021; Meyer et al., 2021).

The lecturer performance scale was removed from the structural model because the scale’s inclusion resulted in the model showing low power. The scale further demonstrated an insignificant regression path (close to 0) on well-being. Hypothesis 9 could thus not be examined. However, previous research suggested that the rating by students of teaching effectiveness might be misleading as students tend to evaluate educators based on popularity rather than on effectiveness (Obenchain et al., 2001); Tan et al. (2019) concurred, stating that students evaluate educators’ performance effectiveness based on their reactions to non-instructional or irrelevant characteristics, such as traits or attractiveness.

Lastly, findings from the study provided support for the mediation effects proposed. Hypothesis 10 showed complementary mediation (Zhao et al., 2010), in that the mediated effect (burnout risk × emotional engagement) and the direct effect were both significant and pointed in the same direction. These findings revealed that lecturers’ burnout risk had an indirect effect on their psychological well-being through the mediating role of emotional engagement. The findings suggest that experiencing high levels of burnout risk weakens the emotional engagement of academic staff, which in turn negatively influences their well-being. The post hoc hypothesis (hypothesis 12) also displayed complementary mediation (Zhao et al., 2010) in that the mediated effect (POS × burnout risk) and the direct effect were both significant and pointed in the same direction. The results suggest that the lecturers’ perception of organisational support and the indirect effects of burnout play an important role in shaping engagement. In both the above cases, the significant direct effects may suggest the existence of some omitted mediator which could be explored in future research (Zhao et al., 2010). Furthermore, results revealed that job demands had an indirect effect on the emotional engagement of academic staff through the mediating role of burnout risk (hypothesis 11). This offered a good example of indirect-only mediation and suggests that it is unlikely that there exist additional mediators (Zhao et al., 2010).



THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This research study responded to the call for more studies to be conducted on the antecedents (Rothmann and Welsh, 2013) and topic of engagement, and to do so in alignment with the construct’s positive psychological roots (Bailey et al., 2017). The study aimed to make a contribution by exploring the conditions that enabled engagement specifically among academic staff within the HE context (Najeemdeen et al., 2018). For this purpose, this study also aimed to establish conceptual connections between some aspects of Kahn’s (1990) psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability, and the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker and Demerouti, 2017), which is regarded as a well-being and job design framework (Rattrie et al., 2020). Furthermore, this study aimed to establish connections between Kahn’s (1990) theory on engagement and concepts relating to organisational support theory (Eisenberger et al., 1986) and perceptions of reciprocity (Schaufeli et al., 1996) to gain a better understanding of the conditions in an organisation that enable engagement and promote well-being in accordance with the tenets of positive psychology (Seligman et al., 2005).



IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH

Although previous studies based on the JD-R model have highlighted five types of job resources (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) (i.e., social support, autonomy, supervisory support, opportunities for professional development, and performance feedback) that are recognised as operating as antecedents to engagement in the majority of occupations, the present study demonstrated that, in alignment with organisational support theory, POS serves as a valued job resource (Kraimer and Wayne, 2004). POS not only taps into the five aforementioned categories (Eisenberger et al., 1997; Kurtessis et al., 2017) but further carries with it aspects that support psychological meaningfulness and safety, as conceptualised by Kahn (1990).

Through the integration of theory and literature on engagement (i.e., Kahn’s 1990 theory and the JD-R model), the study found that Kahn’s psychological conditions could be operationalised as POS (meaningfulness and safety), burnout risk (availability), and lack of reciprocity (meaningfulness). Findings indicated no relationship between job demands and emotional engagement but revealed a small negative and significant indirect effect of job demands on engagement via burnout risk. Furthermore, POS showed a stronger association with emotional engagement than did burnout risk and lack of reciprocity. With regard to this finding, reference can be made to Barrick et al.’s (2015) statement that strategic and deliberate management of organisational resources are required to foster an engaged workforce, as well as to Boikanyo and Heyns’s (2019) statement that organisations need to view engagement as a broad organisational strategy. Considering these findings, the practical implication of the present study’s findings is that it could assist university leaders in recognising the importance of creating conditions that enable the engagement of their staff. For example, universities could design policies and practices and consider strategies that are geared toward POS and that give employees the assurance that they are valued and regarded as important contributors to institutional objectives, particularly during times of change or crises.

Findings from the study also revealed that while burnout risk and emotional engagement explained 42% of the variance in psychological well-being, the negative effect of burnout risk was stronger than the positive effect of engagement. This finding highlights the importance that tertiary institutions (universities) should address burnout as it has implications for the psychological well-being of academic staff. University leaders could, therefore, consider strategies such as employee wellness/assistance programmes (online and face-to-face) to address psychosocial issues (e.g., burnout risk, work-/home-related stress). These programmes might not only provide the needed support to employees by addressing burnout risk but might also have the potential to create the positive perception among employees that their institution cares about their well-being and values them.



LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Although the study had strengths (e.g., a solid theory-driven approach and the inclusion of reliable measures), it also had a few limitations. First, the use of manifest factor scores with error variance might have attenuated the path coefficients to some extent, although the effect should be small where measurement models show high reliability and factor determinacy coefficients, as was the case in this study. A second limitation of the study was its cross-sectional nature and its reliance on self-report data, making the study prone to common method variance (CMV) (Rindfleisch et al., 2008). Researchers have noted that method variance in organisational research accounts for less variance than previous studies have suggested (Lance et al., 2010). There has also been an ongoing debate regarding whether the presence and effects of CMV are of real concern for construct-valid self-report measures (Spector, 2006; Fuller et al., 2016). Nevertheless, future studies should implement efforts to mitigate variance. The present study implemented several strategies to mitigate some of the issues associated with cross-sectional data and CMV (Chang et al., 2010). For example, it followed the suggestions of Podsakoff et al. (2003) to use different scale formats and anchors for the different constructs that were measured in order to be in alignment with how the relevant measures had been developed (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Chang et al., 2010). These efforts were shown to reduce the likelihood of cognitive processing (Rindfleisch et al., 2008). Efforts were also made to ensure that the wording of questions was concise and clear by using more familiar concepts rather than concepts that could be perceived as complex or unfamiliar (Rodríguez-Ardura and Meseguer-Artola, 2020).

A third limitation was that data was collected over a period of 4 months to ensure a large enough sample size. Therefore, causal inferences cannot be made. Nevertheless, based on the tenets of the JD-R theory and the findings of previous longitudinal studies, it can be inferred that demands are predictive of burnout risk and that resources are predictive of engagement (see, for example, Hakanen et al., 2008; Sonnentag et al., 2010). Future studies may nonetheless consider a longitudinal design to gain a better understanding of the interplay and causal influences among the constructs. In addition, it may be worthwhile for future studies to consider these variables in a non-crisis state, such as when the COVID-19 pandemic has passed.

A fourth limitation was that the generalisability of the findings might be limited because all participants were academic staff from one South African tertiary institution. It is recommended that future studies explore these variables in different university settings locally or internationally and use a longitudinal design to validate causality among the variables. Lastly, as noted within the results section, power of 0.79 (N = 160; df = 10, effect = 0.10, α = 0.05) was obtained, thus statistical interaction effects lower than 0.10 were likely to not be recognised. With reference to the non-significant indirect and moderating effects, a limitation of the study may be that insufficient power existed to pick up lower-lying effect sizes. The notion is further supported by the relatively large confidence intervals reported for the statistically insignificant parameter estimates of the three moderator effects in the model. It is a common problem in studies reporting multiple moderating effects in the social sciences. Scholars noted that SEM models with multiple moderating effects require large samples to detect significant effects (Aguinis et al., 2017).



CONCLUSION

Kahn (1990) noted the importance of understanding (and investigating) the degree to which people are psychologically present during moments or circumstances of performing a certain role, and what their emotional reactions are to both conscious and unconscious phenomena. The present research study attempted to apply Kahn’s (1990) theory on engagement by taking a closer look at the interplay of the psychological conditions (meaningfulness, safety, and availability) that stimulated the engagement of academic staff. The researcher provided support for Kahn’s theory on personal engagement by connecting Kahn’s psychological conditions with concepts focusing on the person-role relationship, such as those dealt with in the JD-R model, organisational support theory, and perceptions of reciprocity. The findings highlighted the importance of addressing these psychological conditions as they could lead to personal engagement. Further, the findings highlighted the implications of burnout risk and emotional engagement for the psychological well-being of academics.

It is hoped that the findings of this study might improve practices and policies within HE institutions and lead to a recognition of the importance for such practices and policies to be geared toward fostering engagement and well-being. Furthermore, the study’s findings might motivate university leaders to take note of the impact of POS and the need not only to lend the required support to academics in the face of dealing with various stressors but also to improve academics’ general engagement.



DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author/s.



ETHICS STATEMENT

This study was reviewed and approved by the Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences, University of Pretoria (Protocol number: EMS105/20). Obtaining participants’ informed consent formed part of the survey.



AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

MR and CO conceived the presented idea. MR developed the theoretical linkages and wrote the manuscript. CO and PS supervised the project, provided critical feedback, and assisted in shaping the research. PS conducted the statistical analyses. All authors contributed to the final version of the manuscript.



REFERENCES

Aguinis, H., Edwards, J. R., and Bradley, K. J. (2017). Improving our understanding of moderation and mediation in strategic management research. Organ. Res. Methods, 20, 665–685. doi: 10.1177/1094428115627498

Albrecht, S. L. (2012). The influence of job, team and organizational level resources on employee well-being, engagement, commitment and extra-role performance. Test of a model. Int. J. Manpow. 33, 840–853. doi: 10.1108/01437721211268357

Ali, W. (2020). Online and remote learning in higher education institutes: a necessity in light of Covid-19 pandemic. High. Educ. Stud. 10, 16–25. doi: 10.5539/hes.v10n3p16

Anderson, J. C., and Gerbing, D. W. (1988). Structural equation modeling in practice: a review and recommended two-step approach. Psychol. Bull. 103, 411–423. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411

Andersson, U., Cuervo-Cazurra, A., and Nielsen, B. (2014). From the editors: explaining interaction effects within and across levels of analysis. J. Int. Bus. Stud. 45, 1063–1071. doi: 10.1057/jibs.2014.50

Anthony-McMann, P. E., Ellinger, A. D., Astakhova, M., and Halbesleben, J. R. B. (2017). Exploring different operationalizations of employee engagement and their relationships with workplace stress and burnout. Hum. Resour. Dev. Q. 28, 163–195. doi: 10.1002/hrdq.21276

Armoed, Z. (2021). The Covid-19 pandemic: online teaching and learning at higher education institutes. IOP Conf. Ser. Earth Environ. Sci. 654, 1–8. doi: 10.1088/1755-1315/654/1/012026

Bailey, C., Madden, A., Alfes, K., and Fletcher, L. (2017). The meaning, antecedents and outcomes of employee engagement: a narrative synthesis. Int. J. Manag. Rev. 19, 31–53. doi: 10.1111/ijmr.12077

Bakker, A. B., and Demerouti, E. (2017). Job demands-resources theory: taking stock and looking forward. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 22, 273–285. doi: 10.1037/ocp0000056

Bakker, A. B., Schaufeli, W. B., Sixma, H. J., Bosveld, W., and Van Dierendornck, D. (2000). Patient demands, lack of reciprocity, and burnout: a five-year longitudinal study among general practitioners. J. Organ. Behav. 21, 425–441. doi: 10.1002/(sici)1099-1379(200006)21:4<425::aid-job21>3.0.co;2-#

Barkhuizen, N., Rothmann, S., and Van de Vijver, F. J. R. (2014). Burnout and work engagement of academics in higher education institutions: effects of dispositional optimism. Stress Health 30, 322–332. doi: 10.1002/smi.2520

Barrick, M. R., Thurgood, G. R., Smith, T. A., and Courtright, S. H. (2015). Collective organizational engagement: linking motivational antecedents, strategic implementation, and firm performance. Acad. Manag. J. 58, 111–135. doi: 10.5465/amj.2013.0227

Bentler, P. M. (2007). On tests and indices for evaluating structural models. Pers. Individ. Differ. 42, 825–829. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2006.09.024

Blais, M. A., Lenderking, W. R., Baer, L., deLorell, A., Peets, K., Leahy, L., et al. (1999). Development and initial validation of a brief mental health outcome measure. J. Pers. Assess. 73, 359–373. doi: 10.1207/S15327752JPA7303_5

Boggs, R. G. (2003). Leadership context for the twenty-first century. New Dir. Community Coll. 123, 15–25. doi: 10.1002/cc.118

Boikanyo, D. H., and Heyns, M. M. (2019). The effect of work engagement on total quality management practices in a petrochemical organisation. S. Afr. J. Econ. Manag. Sci. 22, 1–13. doi: 10.4102/sajems.v22i1.2334

Boyd, C. M., Bakker, A. B., Pignata, S., Winefield, A. H., Gillespie, N., and Stough, C. (2011). A longitudinal test of the job demands-resources model among Australian university academics. Appl. Psychol. Int. Rev. 60, 112–140. doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.2010.00429.x

Byrne, B. M., Shavelson, R. J., and Muthén, B. (1989). Testing for the equivalence of factor covariance and mean structures: the issue of partial measurement invariance. Psychol. Bull. 105, 456–466. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.105.3.456

Chanana, N., and Sangeeta. (2020). Employee engagement practices during COVID-19 lockdown. J. Public Aff. [Epub Online ahead of print]. doi: 10.1002/pa.2508

Chang, S., Van Witteloostuijn, A., and Eden, L. (2010). From the editors: common method variance in international business research. J. Int. Bus. Stud. 41, 178–184. doi: 10.1057/jibs.2009.88

Chiu, T. K. F. (2021). Applying the self-determination theory (SDT) to explain student engagement in online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. J. Res. Technol. Educ. [Epub ahead of print]. doi: 10.1080/15391523.2021.1891998

Christian, M. S., Garza, A. S., and Slaughter, J. E. (2011). Work engagement: A quantitative review and test of its relations with task and contextual performance. Pers. Psychol., 64, 89–136. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.2010.01203.x

Cole, D. A., and Preacher, K. J. (2014). Manifest variable path analysis: potentially serious and misleading consequences due to uncorrected measurement error. Psychol. Methods 19, 300–315. doi: 10.1037/a0033805

Crawford, E. R., Lepine, J. A., and Rich, B. L. (2010). Linking job demands and resources to employee engagement and burnout: a theoretical extension and meta-analytic test. J. Appl. Psychol. 95, 834–848. doi: 10.1037/a0019364

Creedy, D. K., Sidebotham, M., Gamble, J., Pallant, J., and Fenwick, J. (2017). Prevalence of burnout, depression, anxiety and stress in Australian midwives: a cross-sectional survey. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth 17:13. doi: 10.1186/s12884-016-1212-5

Crutzen, R., and Peters, G.-J. Y. (2017). Scale quality: alpha is an inadequate estimate and factor-analytic evidence is needed first of all. Health Psychol. Rev. 11, 242–247. doi: 10.1080/17437199.2015.1124240

Daniels, K., and Harris, C. (2000). Work, psychological well-being and performance. Occup. Med. 50, 304–309. doi: 10.1093/occmed/50.5.304

Dedeken, P., Vissoci, J. R. N., Sebera, F., Boon, P. A. J. M., Rutembesa, E., and Teuwen, D. E. (2020). Validity, reliability, and diagnostic cut-off of the Kinyarwandan version of the Hamilton Depression Rating Scale in Rwanda. Front. Psychol. 11:1343. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01343

Demerouti, E., Bakker, A. B., Nachreiner, F., and Schaufeli, W. B. (2001). The job demands-resources model of burnout. J. Appl. Psychol. 86, 499–512. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.86.3.499

Denning, M., Goh, E. T., Tan, B., Kanneganti, A., Almonte, M., Scott, A., et al. (2021). Determinants of burnout and other aspects of psychological well-being in healthcare workers during the Covid-19 pandemic: a multinational cross-sectional study. PLoS One 16:e0238666. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0238666

Dunn, T. J., Baguley, T., and Brunsden, V. (2014). From alpha to omega: a practical solution to the pervasive problem of internal consistency estimation. Br. J. Psychol. 105, 399–412. doi: 10.1111/bjop.12046

Eder, P., and Eisenberger, R. (2008). Perceived organizational support: reducing the negative influence of coworker withdrawal behavior. J. Manag. 34, 55–68. doi: 10.1177/0149206307309259

Eisenberger, R., Armeli, S., Rexwinkel, B., Lynch, P. D., and Rhoades, L. (2001). Reciprocation of perceived organizational support. J. Appl. Psychol. 86, 42–51. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.86.1.42

Eisenberger, R., Cummings, J., Armeli, S., and Lynch, P. (1997). Perceived organizational support, discretionary treatment, and job satisfaction. J. Appl. Psychol. 82, 812–820. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.82.5.812

Eisenberger, R., Huntington, R., Hutchison, S., and Sowa, D. (1986). Perceived organizational support. J. Appl. Psychol. 71, 500–507. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.71.3.500

Eisenberger, R., Shoss, M. K., Karagonlar, G., Gonzalez-Morales, M. G., Wickham, R. E., and Buffardi, L. C. (2014). The supervisor POS–LMX–subordinate POS chain: moderation by reciprocation wariness and supervisor’s organizational embodiment. J. Organ. Behav. 35, 635–656. doi: 10.1002/job.1877

Feisst, M., Hennings, A., Heil, J., Moosbrugger, H., Kelava, A., Stolpner, I., et al. (2019). Refining scores based on patient reported outcomes: statistical and medical perspectives. BMC Med. Res. Methodol. 19:167. doi: 10.1186/s12874-019-0806-9

Fornell, C., and Larcker, D. F. (1981). Evaluating structural equation models with unobservable variables and measurement error. J. Mark. Res. 18, 39–50. doi: 10.2307/3151312

Fuller, C. M., Simmering, M. J., Atinc, G., Atinc, Y., and Babin, B. J. (2016). Common methods variance detection in business research. J. Bus. Res. 69, 3192–3198. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2015.12.008

Gable, S. L., and Haidt, J. (2005). What (and why) is positive psychology? Rev. Gen. Psychol. 9, 103–110. doi: 10.1037/1089-2680.9.2.103

Gan, T., and Gan, Y. (2014). Sequential development among dimensions of job burnout and engagement among IT employees. Stress Health 30, 122–133. doi: 10.1002/smi.2502

Gao, S., Mokhtarian, P. L., and Johnston, R. A. (2008). Non-normality of data in structural equation models. UC Berkeley: University of California Transportation Center.

Garg, N., and Singh, P. (2020). Work engagement as a mediator between subjective well-being and work-and-health outcomes. Manag. Res. Rev. 43, 735–752. doi: 10.1108/MRR-03-2019-0143

Gorsuch, R. L. (1983). Factor analysis, 2nd Edn. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Grewal, R., Cote, J. A., and Baumgartner, H. (2004). Multicollinearity and measurement error in structural equation models: implications for theory testing. Mark. Sci. 23, 519–529. doi: 10.1287/mksc.1040.0070

Guan, X., Sun, T., Hou, Y., Zhao, L., Luan, Y.-Z., and Fan, L.-H. (2014). The relationship between job performance and perceived organizational support in faculty members at Chinese universities: a questionnaire survey. BMC Med. Educ. 14:50. doi: 10.1186/1472-6920-14-50

Haggerty, G., Blake, M., and Siefert, C. J. (2010). Convergent and divergent validity of the relationship profile test: investigating the relationship with attachment, interpersonal distress, and psychological health. J. Clin. Psychol. 66, 339–354. doi: 10.1002/jclp.20654

Hakanen, J. J., Bakker, A. B., and Schaufeli, W. B. (2006). Burnout and work engagement among teachers. J. Sch. Psychol. 43, 495–513. doi: 10.1016/j.jsp.2005.11.001

Hakanen, J. J., Schaufeli, W. B., and Ahola, K. (2008). The job demands-resources model: a three-year cross-lagged study of burnout, depression, commitment, and work engagement. Work Stress 22, 224–241. doi: 10.1080/02678370802379432

Halbesleben, J. R., and Buckley, M. R. (2004). Burnout in organizational life. J. Manag. 30, 859–879. doi: 10.1016/j.jm.2004.06.004

Han, J., Yin, H., Wang, J., and Zhang, J. (2020). Job demands and resources as antecedents of university teachers’ exhaustion, engagement and job satisfaction. Educ. Psychol. 40, 318–335. doi: 10.1080/01443410.2019.1674249

Harju, L. K., Rokka, J., Lopes, M. M., Airoldi, M., and Raïes, K. (2021). Employee well-being profiles during COVID-19 lockdown: a latent profile analysis of French and UK employees. Front. Psychol. 12:645300. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.645300

Hernandez, M., and Guarana, C. L. (2018). An examination of the temporal intricacies of job engagement. J. Manag. 44, 1711–1735. doi: 10.1177/0149206315622573

Hockey, G. R. (1997). Compensatory control in the regulation of human performance under stress and high workload: a cognitive-energetical framework. Biol. Psychol. 45, 73–93. doi: 10.1016/s0301-0511(96)05223-4

Hodson, G. (2021). Construct jangle or construct mangle? Thinking straight about (nonredundant) psychological constructs. J. Theor. Soc. Psychol. 5, 576–590. doi: 10.1002/jts5.120

Hoekstra, R., Vugteveen, J., Warrens, M. J., and Kruyen, P. M. (2019). An empirical analysis of alleged misunderstandings of coefficient alpha. Int. J. Soc. Res. Methodol. 22, 351–364. doi: 10.1080/13645579.2018.1547523

Hooper, D., Coughlan, J., and Mullen, M. R. (2008). Structural equation modelling: guidelines for determining model fit. Electron. J. Bus. Res. Methods 6, 53–60.

Houston, D., Meyer, L. H., and Paewai, S. (2006). Academic staff workloads and job satisfaction: expectations and values in academe. J. High. Educ. Policy Manag. 28, 17–30. doi: 10.1080/13600800500283734

Hox, J. J., Moerbeek, M., and Van de Schoot, R. (2018). Multilevel analysis: Techniques and applications, 3rd Edn. Milton Park: Routledge, doi: 10.4324/9781315650982

Hu, L., and Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis: conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Struct. Equ. Model. 6, 1–55. doi: 10.1080/10705519909540118

Jackson, D. D. L., Gillaspy, J. A., and Purc-Stephenson, R. (2009). Reporting practices in confirmatory factor analysis: an overview and some recommendations. Psychol. Methods 14, 6–23. doi: 10.1037/a0014694

Jackson, L. T. B., Rothmann, S., and Van de Vijver, F. J. R. (2006). A model of work-related well-being for educators in South Africa. Stress Health 22, 263–274. doi: 10.1002/smi.1098

Jena, L. K., Pradhan, S., and Panigrahy, N. P. (2018). Pursuit of organisational trust: role of employee engagement, psychological well-being and transformational leadership. Asia Pac. Manag. Rev. 23, 227–234. doi: 10.1016/j.apmrv.2017.11.001

Johnson, S. M., and Naidoo, A. V. (2013). Transpersonal practices as prevention intervention for burnout among HIV/AIDS coordinator teachers. S. Afr. J. Psychol. 43, 59–70. doi: 10.1177/0081246312474406

Jöreskog, K. G. (1993). “Testing structural equation models,” in Sage focus editions, eds K. A. Bollen and J. S. Long (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage), 294–316.

Kadhum, M., Farrell, S., Hussain, R., and Molodynski, A. (2020). Mental well-being and burnout in surgical trainees: implications for the post-COVID-19 era. Br. J. Surg. 107:e264. doi: 10.1002/bjs.11726

Kahn, W. (1990). Psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement at work. Acad. Manag. J. 33, 692–724. doi: 10.5465/256287

Karagonlar, G., Eisenberger, R., and Aselage, J. (2016). Reciprocation wary employees discount psychological contract fulfilment. J. Organ. Behav. 37, 23–40. doi: 10.1002/job.2016

Kenny, D. A. (2020). Measuring model fit. [Online]. Available Online at: http://www.davidakenny.net/cm/fit.htm (accessed September 7, 2021).

Kenny, D. A., Kaniskan, B., and McCoach, D. B. (2015). The performance of RMSEA in models with small degrees of freedom. Sociol. Methods Res. 44, 486–507. doi: 10.1177/0049124114543236

Kotera, Y., and Ting, S. (2019). Positive psychology of Malaysian university students: impacts of engagement, motivation, self-compassion, and well-being on mental health. Int. J. Ment. Health Addict. 19, 227–239. doi: 10.1007/s11469-019-00169-z

Kraimer, M. L., and Wayne, S. J. (2004). An examination of perceived organizational support as a multidimensional construct in the context of an expatriate assignment. J. Manag. 30, 209–237. doi: 10.1016/j.jm.2003.01.001

Kristensen, T. S., Borritz, M., Villadsen, E., and Christensen, K. B. (2005). The Copenhagen Burnout Inventory: a new tool for the assessment of burnout. Work Stress 19, 192–207. doi: 10.1080/02678370500297720

Kurtessis, J. N., Eisenberger, R., Ford, M. T., Buffardi, L. C., Stewart, K. A., and Adis, C. S. (2017). Perceived organizational support: a meta-analytic evaluation of organizational support theory. J. Manag. 43, 1854–1884. doi: 10.1177/0149206315575554

Lance, C. E., Dawson, B., Birkelbach, D., and Hoffman, B. J. (2010). Method effects, measurement error, and substantive conclusions. Organ. Res. Methods 13, 435–455. doi: 10.1177/1094428109352528

Lee, Y. (2019). JD-R model on psychological well-being and the moderating effect of job discrimination in the model: findings from the MIDUS. Eur. J. Train. Dev. 43, 232–249. doi: 10.1108/EJTD-07-2018-0059

Liu, D., Chen, Y., and Li, N. (2021). Tackling the negative impact of COVID-19 on work engagement and taking charge: a multi-study investigation of frontline health workers. J. Appl. Psychol. 106, 185–198. doi: 10.1037/apl0000866

Loiacono, E., and Wilson, E. V. (2020). Do we truly sacrifice truth for simplicity: comparing complete individual randomization and semi-randomized approaches to survey administration. AIS Trans. Hum. Comput. Interact. 12, 45–69. doi: 10.17705/1thci.00128

Lorah, J. A., and Wong, Y. J. (2018). Contemporary applications of moderation analysis in counseling psychology. J. Couns. Psychol. 65, 629–640. doi: 10.1037/cou0000290

Mabasa, F. D., and Ngirande, H. (2015). Perceived organisational support influences on job satisfaction and organisational commitment among junior academic staff members. J. Psychol. Afr. 25, 364–366. doi: 10.1080/14330237.2015.1078102

May, D. R., Gilson, R. L., and Harter, L. M. (2004). The psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability and the engagement of the human spirit at work. J. Occup. Psychol. 77, 11–37. doi: 10.1348/096317904322915892

McNeish, D., and Hancock, G. R. (2018). The effect of measurement quality on targeted structural model fit indices: a comment on Lance, Beck, Fan, and Carter (2016). Psychol. Methods 23, 184–190. doi: 10.1037/met0000157

McNeish, D., and Wolf, M. G. (2020). Thinking twice about sum scores. Behav. Res. Methods 52, 2287–2305. doi: 10.3758/s13428-020-01398-0

Memon, M. A., Cheah, J.-H., Ramayah, T., Ting, H., Chuah, F., and Cham, T. H. (2019). Moderation analysis: issues and guidelines. J. Appl. Struct. Equ. Model. 3, i–xi. doi: 10.47263/JASEM.3(1)01

Mercali, G. D., and Costa, S. G. (2019). Antecedents of work engagement of higher education professors in Brazil. Rev. Adm. Mackenzie 20, 1–27. doi: 10.1590/1678-6971/eramg190081

Meyer, B., Zill, A., Dilba, D., Gerlach, R., and Schumann, S. (2021). Employee psychological well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic in Germany: a longitudinal study of demands, resources, and exhaustion. Int. J. Psychol. 56, 532–550. doi: 10.1002/ijop.12743

Muthén, L. K., and Muthén, B. O. (1998-2017). Mplus user’s guide, 8th Edn. Los Angeles, CA: Muthén & Muthén.

Najeemdeen, I. S., Abidemi, B. T., Rahmat, F. D., and Bulus, B. D. (2018). Perceived organizational culture and perceived organizational support on work engagement. Acad. J. Econ. Stud. 4, 199–208.

Obenchain, K. M., Abernathy, T. V., and Wiest, L. R. (2001). The reliability of students’ ratings of faculty teaching effectiveness. Coll. Teach. 49, 100–104. doi: 10.1080/87567550109595859

Olckers, C., and Van Zyl, L. E. (2019). Psychometric properties of the Psychological Ownership Questionnaire. Aust. J. Psychol. 71, 127–136. doi: 10.1111/ajpy.12232

Olivier, A. L., and Rothmann, S. (2007). Antecedents of work engagement in a multinational oil company. SA J. Ind. Psychol. 33, 49–56.

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J., and Podsakoff, N. P. (2003). Common method biases in behavioral research: a critical review of the literature and recommended remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 88, 879–903. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., and Podsakoff, N. P. (2012). Sources of method bias in social science research and recommendations on how to control it. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 63, 539–569. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-120710-100452

Pouris, A., and Inglesi-Lotz, R. (2014). The contribution of higher education institutions to the South African economy. S. Afr. J. Sci. 110, 1–5. doi: 10.1590/sajs.2014/a0059

Rattrie, L. T. B., Kittler, M. G., and Paul, K. I. (2020). Culture, burnout, and engagement: a meta-analysis on national cultural values as moderators in JD-R theory. Appl. Psychol. 69, 176–220. doi: 10.1111/apps.12209

Reise, S. P., Bonifay, W. E., and Haviland, M. G. (2013). Scoring and modeling psychological measures in the presence of multidimensionality. J. Pers. Assess. 95, 129–140. doi: 10.1080/00223891.2012.725437

Rich, B. L., Lepine, J. A., and Crawford, E. R. (2010). Job engagement: antecedents and effects on job performance. Acad. Manag. J. 53, 617–635. doi: 10.5465/amj.2010.51468988

Rindfleisch, A., Malter, A. J., Ganesan, S., and Moorman, C. (2008). Cross-sectional versus longitudinal survey research: concepts, findings, and guidelines. J. Mark. Res. 45, 261–279. doi: 10.1509/jmkr.45.3.261

Robertson, I. T., and Cooper, C. L. (2010). Full engagement: the integration of employee engagement and psychological well-being. Leadersh. Organ. Dev. J. 31, 324–336. doi: 10.1108/01437731011043348

Rodríguez-Ardura, I., and Meseguer-Artola, A. (2020). Editorial: how to prevent, detect and control common method variance in electronic commerce research. J. Theor. Appl. Electron. Commer. Res. 15, 1–5. doi: 10.4067/S0718-18762020000200101

Rothmann, S., and Rothmann, S. Jr. (2010). Factors associated with employee engagement in South Africa. SA J. Ind. Psychol. 36, 1–12. doi: 10.4102/sajip.v36i2.925

Rothmann, S., and Welsh, C. (2013). Employee engagement: the role of psychological conditions. Manag. Dyn. 22, 14–25.

Russell, M. B., Attoh, P. A., Chase, T., Gong, T., Kim, J., and Liggans, G. L. (2020). Examining burnout and the relationships between job characteristics, engagement, and turnover intention among U.S. educators. Sage Open 10, 1–15. doi: 10.1177/2158244020972361

Rusu, P. P., and Colomeischi, A. A. (2020). Positivity ratio and well-being among teachers. The mediating role of work engagement. Front. Psychol. 11:1608. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01608

Ryff, C. D. (2013). Psychological well-being revisited: advances in the science and practice of eudaimonia. Psychother. Psychosom. 83, 10–28. doi: 10.1159/000353263

Saks, A. M. (2006). Antecedents and consequences of employee engagement. J. Manag. Psychol. 21, 600–619. doi: 10.1108/02683940610690169

Saks, A. M., and Gruman, J. A. (2014). What do we really know about employee engagement? Hum. Resour. Dev. Q. 25, 155–182. doi: 10.1002/hrdq.21187

Satorra, A., and Saris, W. E. (1985). Power of the likelihood ratio test in covariance structure analysis. Psychometrika 50, 83–90. doi: 10.1007/BF02294150

Schaap, P., and Olckers, C. (2020). Relationships between employee retention factors and attitudinal antecedents of voluntary turnover: an extended structural equation modelling approach. SA J. Hum. Resour. Manag. 18:a1358. doi: 10.4102/sajhrm.v18i0.1358

Schaufeli, W. B., and Bakker, A. B. (2004). Job demands, job resources, and their relationship with burnout and engagement: a multi-sample study. J. Organ. Behav. 25, 293–315. doi: 10.1002/job.248

Schaufeli, W. B., and Taris, T. W. (2014). “‘A critical review of the job demands-resources model: Implications for improving work and health’,” in Bridging occupational, organizational and public health, eds G. Bauer and O. Hämmig (Berlin: Springer), 43–68. doi: 10.1007/978-94-007-5640-3_4

Schaufeli, W. B., Van Dierendonck, D., and Van Gorp, K. (1996). Burnout and reciprocity: toward a dual-level social exchange model. Work Stress 10, 225–237. doi: 10.1080/02678379608256802

Schneider, B., Yost, A. B., Kropp, A., Kind, C., and Lam, H. (2018). Workforce engagement: what it is, what drives it, and why it matters for organizational performance. J. Organ. Behav. 39, 462–480. doi: 10.1002/job.2244

Seligman, M. E. P., Steen, T. A., Park, N., and Peterson, C. (2005). Positive psychology progress: empirical validation of interventions. Am. Psychol. 60, 410–421. doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.60.5.410

Shuck, B. (2011). Four emerging perspectives of employee engagement: an integrative literature review. Hum. Resour. Dev. Rev. 10, 304–328. doi: 10.1177/1534484311410840

Shuck, B., and Reio, T. G. (2011). The employee engagement landscape and HRD: how do we link theory and scholarship to current practice? Adv. Dev. Hum. Resour. 13, 419–428. doi: 10.1177/1523422311431153

Shuck, B., and Reio, T. G. (2014). Employee engagement and well-being: a moderation model and implications for practice. J. Leadersh. Organ. Stud. 21, 43–58.

Skaalvik, E. M., and Skaalvik, S. (2011). Teacher job satisfaction and motivation to leave the teaching profession: relations with school context, feeling of belonging, and emotional exhaustion. Teach. Teach. Educ. 27, 1029–1038. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2011.04.001

Skaalvik, E. M., and Skaalvik, S. (2018). Job demands and job resources as predictors of teacher motivation and well-being. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 21, 1251–1275. doi: 10.1007/s11218-018-9464-8

Sok-Foon, Y., Sze-Yin, J. H., and Yin-Fah, B. C. (2012). Student evaluation of lecturer performance among private university students. Can. Soc. Sci. 8, 238–243.

Sonnentag, S., Binnewies, C., and Mojza, E. J. (2010). Staying well and engaged when demands are high: the role of psychological detachment. J. Appl. Psychol. 95, 965–976. doi: 10.1037/a0020032

Spector, P. E. (2006). Method variance in organizational research: truth or urban legend? Organ. Res. Methods 9, 221–232. doi: 10.1177/1094428105284955

Tan, S., Lau, E., Ting, H., Cheah, J.-H., Simonetti, B., and Tan, H. L. (2019). How do students evaluate instructors’ performance? Implication of teaching abilities, physical attractiveness and psychological factors. Soc. Indic. Res. 146, 61–76. doi: 10.1007/s11205-019-02071-6

Taris, T. W., Schreurs, P. J. G., and Van Iersel-van Silfhout, I. J. (2001). Job stress, job strain, and psychological withdrawal among Dutch university staff: towards a dual process model for the effects of occupational stress. Work Stress 15, 283–296. doi: 10.1080/02678370110084049

Tasopoulou, K., and Tsiotras, G. (2017). Benchmarking towards excellence in higher education. Benchmarking Int. J. 24, 617–634. doi: 10.1108/BIJ-03-2016-0036

Tayfur, O., and Arslan, M. (2013). The role of lack of reciprocity, supervisory support, workload and work–family conflict on exhaustion: evidence from physicians. Psychol. Health Med. 18, 564–575. doi: 10.1080/13548506.2012.756535

Van Horn, J. E., Schaufeli, W. B., and Enzmann, D. (1999). Teacher burnout and lack of reciprocity. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 29, 91–108. doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.1999.tb01376.x

Wang, J., and Wang, X. (2020). Structural equation modeling: Applications using Mplus, 2nd Edn. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, doi: 10.1002/9781119422730

Wright, T. A. (2014). Putting your best “face” forward: the role of emotion-based well-being in organizational research. J. Organ. Behav. 35, 1153–1168. doi: 10.1002/job.1967

Wright, T. A., and Cropanzano, R. (2000). Psychological well-being and job satisfaction as predictors of job performance. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 5, 84–94. doi: 10.1037/1076-8998.5.1.84

Wright, T. A., Cropanzano, R., and Bonett, D. G. (2007). The moderating role of employee positive well-being on the relation between job satisfaction and job performance. J. Occup. Health Psychol. 12, 93–104. doi: 10.1037/1076-8998.12.2.93

Wright, T. A., and Hobfoll, S. E. (2004). Commitment, psychological well-being and job performance: an examination of conservation of resources (COR) theory and job burnout. J. Bus. Manag. 9, 389–406. doi: 10.1016/j.orgdyn.2004.09.002

Xanthopoulou, D., Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., and Schaufeli, W. B. (2007). The role of personal resources in the job demands-resources model. Int. J. Stress Manag. 14, 121–141. doi: 10.1037/1072-5245.14.2.121

Yew, V. G. W., and Ramos, H. M. (2019). The relationship between perceived organizational support, age, and burnout: implications for the Malaysian higher education workplace. Int. J. Employ. Stud. 27, 35–57.

Young, J. L., Waehler, C. A., Laux, J. M., McDaniel, P. S., and Hilsenroth, M. J. (2003). Four studies extending the utility of the Schwartz Outcome Scale (SOS–10). J. Pers. Assess. 80, 130–138. doi: 10.1207/S15327752JPA8002_02

Zacher, H., and Winter, G. (2011). Eldercare demands, strain, and work engagement: the moderating role of perceived organizational support. J. Vocat. Behav. 79, 667–680. doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2011.03.020

Zhang, Z., and Yuan, K.-H. (2018). Practical statistical power analysis using WebPower and R. New York: ISDSA Press.

Zhao, X., Lynch, J. G. Jr., and Chen, Q. (2010). Reconsidering Baron and Kenny: myths and truths about mediation analysis. J. Consum. Res. 37, 197–206. doi: 10.1086/651257


Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 van der Ross, Olckers and Schaap. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.












	 
	

	TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 22 July 2022
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.941787





Thankful employees: The manifestation of gratitude at work during a pandemic in South Africa

Lusanda Sekaja*, Courtney A. Tully, Senzile Mahlangu, Katya de Freitas, Lihle N. Tyelbooi, Bonisiwe P. L. Mjojeli, Masase E. Mokhethi and Tshegofatso Mabitsela

Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management, University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, South Africa

[image: image]

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Shaun Ruggunan, University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa

REVIEWED BY
Lizelle Rossouw, North-West University, South Africa
Lauren Delport, North-West University, South Africa

*CORRESPONDENCE
Lusanda Sekaja, lsekaja@uj.ac.za

SPECIALTY SECTION
This article was submitted to Organizational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology

RECEIVED 11 May 2022
ACCEPTED 27 June 2022
PUBLISHED 22 July 2022

CITATION
Sekaja L, Tully CA, Mahlangu S, de Freitas K, Tyelbooi LN, Mjojeli BPL, Mokhethi ME and Mabitsela T (2022) Thankful employees: The manifestation of gratitude at work during a pandemic in South Africa.
Front. Psychol. 13:941787.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.941787

COPYRIGHT
© 2022 Sekaja, Tully, Mahlangu, de Freitas, Tyelbooi, Mjojeli, Mokhethi and Mabitsela. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Gratitude or the appreciation of being given something of value, is an important element in positive emotions within positive psychology. Gratitude has been linked to wellbeing and gratitude in the workplace is positively associated with constructs such as performance and organizational citizenship behavior. The pandemic brought on many negative experiences but employees could still find things to be grateful for during this time. The purpose of the study was to understand what aspects of work and the organization employees were grateful for during the pandemic. A generic qualitative approach was used. Participants were sourced from various industries in South Africa using purposive sampling. Data were gathered through 21 semi-structured interviews of working people in South Africa. Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis revealed five themes, namely, (1) gratitude for no negative work-life changes; (2) gratitude for a caring workplace; (3) gratitude for a new way of working; (4) gratitude for the ability to put oneself first; and (5) gratitude for having resilience, optimism and spirituality as a psychological buffer. Managers should deliberately engage in behaviors that will bring about gratitude from their employees. Employees should reflect on the positive things at work that they are thankful for as a way of enhancing gratitude and thereby, wellness, performance, and commitment. The study combines existing knowledge on gratitude during the pandemic with gratitude in the workplace.
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gratitude, workplace gratitude, generic qualitative approach, positive psychology, South Africa, pandemic, COVID-19


Introduction

COVID-19 has had a well-documented negative impact on the world, and South Africa is no exception. South Africa felt this impact from psychological, social, medical, educational, and economic points of view (Arndt et al., 2020; Bonaccorsi et al., 2020; Sekyere et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2020; Álvarez-Iglesias et al., 2021), through an imposed lockdown (Ramaphosa, 2020, 2022), a lack of social interaction with loved ones (Greyling et al., 2021), a decline in physical and mental wellbeing (Álvarez-Iglesias et al., 2021), illness and loss of life (Ramaphosa, 2020), inaccessibility of online learning and challenges in remote instruction for learners (Gumede and Badriparsad, 2022), forced virtual work (Leask and Ruggunan, 2021), and permanent closure of businesses and/or loss of work (Mhlanga and Moloi, 2020; Statistics South Africa, 2020; Van Lancker and Parolin, 2020; Ramaphosa, 2022).

The impact of the latter can still be felt strongly as life returns toward normalcy. Despite these occurrences, some individuals were able to see the silver lining in the pandemic-induced way of life, look beyond their misfortunes, and find things to be grateful for.

Emmons (2004) defined gratitude as “a sense of thankfulness and joy in response to receiving a gift, whether the gift can be a tangible benefit from a specific other or a moment of peaceful bliss evoked by natural beauty” (p. 554). According to Bono et al. (2020), individuals can experience subjective wellbeing, which could have helped them cope with the challenges of the pandemic when they viewed the hardship of the pandemic through the lens of gratitude. For example, while the pandemic has caused a disruption to life as people had known it, focusing on positive aspects, such as still having a job, supportive and understanding leadership, and freedom to their workdays while working remotely (Sangoni, 2020), gratitude during times of crisis can help individuals sustain a positive outlook, which serves to energize and motivate them (Fishman, 2020).



Problem statement

Gratitude has many benefits. Research shows that gratitude has positive relations with the performance of employees (Wang et al., 2020), the productivity of employees (Grant and Wrzesniewski, 2010), job satisfaction (Cortini et al., 2019), and organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs; Chen et al., 2020). The practice of gratitude has also shown to enhance the wellbeing of employees (Kaplan et al., 2014); Lambert et al. (2009) explained that because individuals who experience gratitude, are more likely to focus their attention on the positives, these individuals will have a greater propensity of managing obstacles they encounter.

Fishman (2020) recommended that during times of crisis (such as the COVID-19 pandemic), people may engage in exercises such as starting a gratitude journal to document all the good things that have happened that they can appreciate in their lives. Fishman (2020) also recommended that individuals re-evaluate past negative experiences for the purpose of identifying their vulnerabilities and appreciating their resilience and ability to adapt. Jans-Beken and Wong (2019) found that when individuals showed existential gratitude (i.e., gratitude for both ease and hardship), they were able to cope during adverse times.

While research predominantly shows that gratitude is inextricably linked to wellbeing, there is a dearth of empirical research showing the negative impact of gratitude. However, early contemplations on the prospect suggest that demonstrating gratitude can sometimes be damaging in certain situations. For example, when an employee has an abusive leader, showing appreciation may have a detrimental effect because it leads the employee to tolerate a situation they should not otherwise accept and thus, in this instance, gratitude is deemed inappropriate and excessive (cf. Card, 2016; Wood et al., 2016). Furthermore, in situations where there are disparities in power, the mutual display of gratitude by individuals could work against the individual with lesser power by unwittingly maintaining as a sense of dependence on the more powerful individual (Ksenofontov and Becker, 2020). Thus exhibiting thankfulness inappropriately to an undeserving other deprives them of the opportunity to recognize and reflect on their negative behavior and therefore make the necessary changes in behavior (Wood et al., 2016).

While there is a plethora of research and commentary on gratitude (e.g., Emmons and McCullough, 2003; Emmons and Mishra, 2011; Davis et al., 2016; Cunha et al., 2019; Yoo, 2020; Nawa and Yamagishi, 2021), gratitude at work (e.g., Cortini et al., 2019; Komase et al., 2019; Chhajer and Dutta, 2021; Komase et al., 2021; Unanue et al., 2021), and gratitude during the pandemic (e.g., Fishman, 2020; Feng and Yin, 2021; Jans-Beken, 2021; Fekete and Deichert, 2022), to the best of the authors’ knowledge, research on gratitude at work during the pandemic remains a lacuna (Youssef-Morgan et al., 2022).

In the context of the pandemic in South Africa, insufficient exploration has been made into developing an understanding of how expressing gratitude manifests positive outcomes (Bono et al., 2020; Fishman, 2020; Shen and Sosa, 2020). Gratitude builds enduring resources (e.g., skills for showing appreciation, social bonds) that function as reserves that can be used in difficult times (Fredrickson, 2004). Research efforts within South Africa should therefore be geared toward exploring the beneficial effects of gratitude during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The South African economy was already vulnerable when the pandemic first struck. In the fourth quarter of 2019, the economy of South Africa shrank by 1.4%, jobs were shed (Statistics South Africa, 2020), and the country’s medical resources were limited (Furtak and Barnard, 2021). With such contextual challenges at play and the advent of a real-world crisis, delving deeper into understanding how gratitude positively manifests itself can help to illuminate how individuals cope with challenging situations (Wood et al., 2007).

To this end, the lack of research into the previously mentioned positive effects associated with the expression of gratitude has motivated the present researchers to carry out this study. With this in mind, the objective for the current study was to investigate the sources of gratitude for South Africans at work during the COVID-19 pandemic.



Literature review


Conceptualizing gratitude

Gratitude is a prominent construct within the framework of positive psychology. People’s natural tendency to respond positively to another person’s altruism is characterized by gratitude (Emmons and Stern, 2013). According to Sansone and Sansone (2010), gratitude is concerned with being thankful for those things that one values and that hold meaning for oneself. Grateful individuals give thanks to someone or something for their fortune (Emmons, 2003). It is a state of being appreciative.

Gratitude has been conceptualized as both a trait and state. In its trait form, gratitude refers to an individual’s propensity to show appreciation for the goodwill of others (McCullough et al., 2002) and in its state form, gratitude is about feeling thankful in one particular moment (Emmons and Mishra, 2011). When someone understands and appreciates the benefits they receive from others, they experience gratitude (Emmons and Mishra, 2011). It is therefore possible, especially for those that do not have an affinity for gratitude, to develop it. Merçon-Vargas et al. (2018) identified three characteristics that can be utilized to determine gratitude. They state that the beneficiary must (1) freely accept something beneficial from another person (benefactor), (2) have pleasant thoughts about the other person’s activities, and (3) want to freely reciprocate this benefit. Gratitude, in simple terms, is an emotional state roused when one appreciates obtaining something as a result of someone’s good intentions.

Gratitude has been studied as an attitude, a personality characteristic, a moral virtue, and a coping technique (Mahipalan and Sheena, 2019). For example, Watkins (2013) defined gratitude in three ways:


•as an emotion or mental state—a person recognizes that they have received a benefit or experienced something good as a result of someone else’s actions;

•as an affective characteristic—an individual naturally endowed with a high level of gratitude and will therefore probably be grateful more frequently than others; or

•as a mood—gratitude can sometimes be an emotional state that endures over an extended period.



According to various definitions of gratitude, first, a person acknowledges the goodness that they are experiencing; second, they recognize that the source of these good things is external to themselves; finally, a person who benefits from another’s gratitude must be willing to reciprocate it. Two of the strongest predictors of gratitude are the giver’s responsiveness to the needs of the receiver and whether the benefit provided is liked by the receiver (Algoe and Haidt, 2009).

Gratitude has been linked to a number of wellbeing-related outcomes for people, such as mental health, contentment, happiness, a healthy sense of pride, hope, a higher degree of life satisfaction, and reduced stress and depression (Lavelock et al., 2016; Randolph, 2017; Cain et al., 2019; Komase et al., 2019, 2021; Nezlek et al., 2019).



Gratitude in the workplace

An individual who generally exhibits gratitude in their personal life may not necessarily do so at work (Cain et al., 2019). In the context of the organization, gratitude is seen as the act of being thankful for any work-related benefits and how they may positively impact one’s life (Cain et al., 2019), an individual’s predisposition to experience positive emotions in the context of their profession (Emmons and Stern, 2013), and feeling appreciative in response to their job (Cain et al., 2019). According to Youssef-Morgan et al. (2022), at work, gratitude is conceptualized and operationalized as (1) grateful appraisals of work, (2) gratitude toward colleagues, and (3) a purposeful attitude of gratitude. Work-related outcomes such as job performance and OCBs are also said to be positively correlated with gratitude in the workplace (Cain et al., 2019; Komase et al., 2019). Having demonstrated the beneficial effects of gratitude, organizations can utilize gratitude as a strategy to enhance the wellbeing of employees (Fehr et al., 2017).

Anticipated gratitude also has a bearing on performance. This form of gratitude speaks to how one anticipates that others, such as colleagues and supervisors, may feel grateful for one’s efforts and contributions. For example, Grant and Wrzesniewski (2010) investigated whether the relationship between core self-evaluations and performance was determined by anticipated guilt and gratitude. They found that employees who held high core self-evaluations and experienced anticipated guilt and gratitude were more likely to be high performers. In an experiment by Grant and Gino (2010), it was found that supervisors’ expressions of gratitude increased the input of call center agents. Furthermore, according to Hu and Kaplan (2014), if performance management systems can foster a culture of cooperativeness among team members, these can elicit gratitude.

Gratitude can also foster social bonds and prosocial behavior among colleagues (Cameron and Spreitzer, 2012; Lomas et al., 2014). It is associated with supervisor satisfaction (Hu and Kaplan, 2014) and, according to Fredrickson (2004), social bonds are strengthened through gratitude when individuals give for the sake of benefiting another, rather than expecting something in return. Once a benefit has been given, the giver is motivated to do more for the current and future beneficiary—an important consideration for OCB (Grant and Gino, 2010) and moreover, a culture of reciprocity, teamwork and recognizing the good that others do (Dik et al., 2015). When individuals experience gratitude, they tend to ascribe the benefit they receive as valuable and thus view the act of giving as more altruistic and appraise the giver more positively. This could therefore lead to greater satisfaction with the social aspect of work, that is, with colleagues and supervisors (Smith et al., 1969; Wood et al., 2008b).

Given its link to other organization-related constructs, it can be seen that gratitude is an important player in enhancing the performance of employees and overall health of organizations (Snyder et al., 2014; Fehr et al., 2017).




Materials and methods


Research method

We decided that the most suitable way to fulfill the research objectives was to conduct a study using the generic qualitative approach as a research strategy. This strategy is most suitable in studies where the focus is on external, real-world, subjective experiences, rather than inner emotions (Percy et al., 2015). This allowed us to glean individuals’ perspectives of their experiences of gratitude during the pandemic. We adopted an interpretivist research philosophy to understand the value associated with the experiences that made the participants grateful.



Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to ensure that we spoke to the part of the population that had experiences that brought about gratitude (Campbell et al., 2020). A total of 21 participants took part in the study. It was apparent that data saturation had been reached at 18 participants, but a further three were interviewed to make sure that this was indeed the case. Participants had to be adults residing in South Africa who worked during the COVID-19 lockdown. Table 1 contains the biographical characteristics of the participants.


TABLE 1    Characteristics of participants.

[image: Table 1]



Data gathering

We employed semi-structured interviews to gather data for this study, as this was deemed the most appropriate technique. An interview may be understood as a guided or unguided conversation between two people in order to uncover information, ideas, beliefs, and experiences. A semi-structured interview contains predetermined, open-ended questions and allows the interviewer to probe the participant for further explanations on their given answers (Adams, 2015). Semi-structured interviews are conducted conversationally and allow the researcher the freedom to construct additional questions during the interview process to retrieve subjective information from the interviewee.

Each participant was asked the same set of pre-determined questions, and with each individual response, the interviewer asked probing questions for further clarity and exploration (cf. Busetto et al., 2020). The interviews lasted between 30 and 54 min. Examples of questions asked included “Tell me about the aspects of your work that the pandemic has made you grateful for” and “What are the good things you learnt about your colleagues during this time? In what ways did this make you grateful?” The full list of questions can be found in Table 2. Because the interviews took place during lockdown, the interviews were conducted via Zoom and Microsoft Teams and were recorded on the same platform (see Saarijärvi and Bratt, 2021).


TABLE 2    Interview guide.

[image: Table 2]



Data analysis

Following the chosen research strategy, Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis was deemed a fitting mode of data analysis. First, the interviews were transcribed verbatim from the audio recordings. Next, we read and re-read the transcripts in order to familiarize ourselves with the data. At this point, mental notes were made of the texts of interest and any patterns that were emerging. The text was then selectively coded for data that spoke specifically to the study objectives. Once the text was coded, like codes were banded together and we searched for themes by starting to think about the salient features of those codes. Once we had established themes, we reviewed them, combining some when they shared similar meaning and breaking others apart when the codes were sufficiently different. Next, the themes were given names and each was defined according to what they meant in the context of the data. Finally, the report on the findings was written.



Rigor

Rigor was maintained in several ways in this research, per the guidelines of Forero et al. (2018). Firstly, credibility was upheld through peer debriefing—the lead researcher communicated with the various co-authors at different stages of the research to ensure alignment. Investigator authority was maintained, as all authors were trained on how to conduct semi-structured interviews. Transferability was maintained through purposive sampling as the participants had to meet specific requirements for inclusion. Dependability was maintained by providing a rich description of the study methods. Lastly, confirmability was ensured through researcher triangulation, as there were multiple authors who all gave input for a higher quality study.



Ethical considerations

The University of Johannesburg’s Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management Research Ethics Committee granted ethical clearance for the study [Clearance Number IPPM-2020-449(H)]. The participants were informed fully about the nature of the study and their participation, so that they could provide their informed consent. The participants partook in the study out of their own volition, and they were informed that they could withdraw at any time without consequence or needing to give an explanation. Confidentiality was achieved by protecting the identities of the participants and as such, participant codes (P1, P2, P3, and so forth) were used. Data were carefully stored and managed in password-protected computers that were only accessible by the researchers.




Results

The data analysis yielded five themes, namely, (1) gratitude for no negative work life changes; (2) gratitude for a caring workplace; (3) gratitude for a new way of working; (4) gratitude for the ability to put oneself first; and (5) gratitude for having resilience, optimism and spirituality as a psychological buffer. All the themes are presented below:


Theme 1: Gratitude for no negative work life changes

Participants were most grateful for not experiencing any major, negative work-related changes. Many people around them had experienced major negative work such as the loss of income and subsequently, their homes, possessions, and lifestyles. Most important for the participants was the fact that they were able to keep their jobs and income which would then allow them to maintain their current lifestyles:

“I am grateful for having a stable income.” (P5)

“I have a home still because a lot people have actually been so badly affected by this pandemic. They have lost their jobs and have had to turn to smaller accommodation or have lost their homes completely.” (P2)

“I was fortunate enough to still have my job when the pandemic hit and to still have it currently during the pandemic because a lot of people in the country and globally lost their work.” (P21)

For other participants, the things that stayed the same and were appreciated tended to be smaller, yet these still played an important role. For example, another participant recognized that apart from having a home, the small things also had a big impact. This included the ability to purchase necessities such as food and warmth.

“The fact that we had a roof over our heads, we had a plate of food in front of us, we were kept warm through the winter season…” (P4)

Lastly, others were thankful for not having contracted COVID-19, maintaining good health and life, and thereby still possessing the ability to work:

“I was not infected by COVID-19, I am still strong and healthy and able to work so that is what I am mostly grateful for.” (P10)



Theme 2: Gratitude for a caring workplace

Compassion in organizations did not go unnoticed during this time. Both management and fellow colleagues showed care and support during this time. Management tended to show understanding and removed certain barriers to enable success during this period:

“So the support that they gave us—it’s not like they were forced to give it, but they gave it willingly. So it just comes out to show that the company cared about us. As much as they are just employers, they cared about us.” (P15)

Participants detailed gratitude for the support they received from their employer. This support manifested in various ways, such as being provided with the necessary tools to protect participants from contracting the virus. Participants were also grateful for the introduction of work-from-home policies to lessen their chances of contracting the virus.

“We were mobilized by our company to work from home; everything was supplied for us by them. We have great support structures that were given to us from work, basically, like wellness or, you know, support, if you needed ‘Hello Doctor’ [a medical advice app], you know, and always make sure that we’re okay. Surveys were done, check-ins were done.” (P5)

Some organizations recognized that not all employees were financially capable of providing their own tools of trade while working from home and therefore made provision for this:

“They made sure I have a company cellphone as well as a laptop with enough data.” (P6)

The organizational quality of empathy also went a long way for employees. Working from home brought about a new set of challenges. One participant pointed out that his organization was “empathetic to family constraints resulting from the pandemic” (P19).

During the lockdown, there were concerns around public transportation and whether passengers could ride safely. One participant detailed how their organization provided Uber rides:

“So for the ones that traveled by taxi [minibus taxi, a South African mass public transportation system], just to make sure that we minimized contact with other people and not infect other colleagues, they organized e-hailing services for us and we didn’t have to pay anything for that, so that was from the company as well.” (P15)

Leadership has typically been an important part of driving positive behavior from employees. To the participants, little acts of support from their leaders was recognized and appreciated during this time, as demonstrated by these quotes:

“And I’ve also got a very understanding boss, where we have very open lines of communication. There are days where I’ve been very hard on myself and felt like I’m not delivering or I could do better, but she’s always very encouraging—when you do something she’ll give, like, the props, like, ‘Hey, well done, congratulations, keep up the good work,’ and it’s been quite the motivator.” (P17)

“I’
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The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the landscape of working conditions world-wide, fast tracking the reality of the digital-driven workplace. Concepts such as remote working, working-from-home and hybrid working models are now considered as the “new normal.” Employes are expected to advance, flourish and survive in this digitally connected landscape. Different age and generational groups may experience this new organizational landscape differently and may expect different organizational outcomes in exchange for their inputs. Accordingly, the study investigated differences regarding the value-oriented psychological contract expectations of employes from different generational groups. An ANOVA test for significant mean differences and a post hoc test for multiple comparisons were conducted on a sample of (N = 293) employes in the services industry in Southern Africa (85%) and other European countries (15%). The observed generational cohort differences regarding value-orientated psychological contract expectations for job characteristics and work-life balance could be utilized to develop interventions and strategies to promote retention of employes in the post-pandemic digital-orientated workplace.
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Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in significant economic and social challenges for nations globally (Potgieter, 2021) and transformed the way in which we worked, studied, traveled and lived in general (Lopez and Fuiks, 2021). The world-wide shutdown that was implemented in order to control the pandemic, resulted in various challenges for the employment relationship (Kniffen et al., 2021) as it disrupted and transformed workplace policies and practices significantly (Lee, 2021). Covid-19 has also placed a renewed emphasis on the implementation of information and communication technologies (ICT), that has influenced the way in which we manage human capital (Bester and Bester, 2021; Potgieter, 2021). As Stofberg et al. (2021) noted, the digital revolution has transformed the workplace and organizations had to adapt in order to survive this tsunami called Industry 4.0. Managing employes and their expectations is therefore of utmost importance.

Recent research has also indicated that alternative work arrangements, teamwork through virtual platforms and contingent work arrangements augmented by the Covid-19 pandemic and the digital revolution have resulted in the birth of the value-oriented psychological contract for the digital worker (Coetzee, 2021; Veldsman and Van Aarde, 2021; Deas and Coetzee, 2022). However, employers should be mindful that employes from different generational groups may respond differently to the changes brought on by the digital revolution and the Covid-19 pandemic (Shanmugam, 2016; Dhliwayo, 2021). Conversations concerning value-oriented generational differences are commonplace for organizational science and practice (Rudolph et al., 2021) especially when considering that traditional employment relationships are rapidly changing to non-traditional employment relationships and part-time, fixed-term work arrangements (Alcover et al., 2017; Kutaula et al., 2020). Accordingly, the objective of this study was to explore differences regarding the value-oriented psychological contract expectations of employes from different age-grouped generational cohorts. We hypothesized that employes from various generational groups will differ in terms of their perceptions of the value-oriented psychological contract. The concept of the psychological contract has been studied extensively; however, the concept of the value-orientated psychological contract is still under-researched (Coetzee et al., 2022; Deas and Coetzee, 2022). The results of this article will therefore contribute to new knowledge on this concept from a generational perspective.



The value-oriented psychological contract

The psychological contract represents an essential part of the employment relationship and is mainly based on the power of perception (Veldsman and Van Aarde, 2021; Perkins et al., 2022). Argyris (1960) conceptualized the psychological contract as the perception of mutual expectations underlining the exchange agreement in the employment relationship. Drawing from Adams (1965) equity theory, the value-oriented psychological contract refers to employes’ perception of equity in terms of the organizational obligated outcomes in exchange for their obligated inputs. It is argued that employes will be satisfied with their employment relationship if they perceive that there is an equitable balance between what they receive from the organization in return for what they give to the organization (Payne et al., 2015; Coetzee et al., 2022). Expectations normally include aspects such as compensation and benefits, training opportunities and skills development, and job characteristics (Nayak et al., 2021).

Research on the psychological contract typically concentrates on either one of the two predominant themes, namely content-based or evaluation-based psychological contract expectations (Kutaula et al., 2020). Various researchers have emphasized the necessity to examine the contents of the psychological contract; however these studies are more concentrated on the traditional employes’ perceived obligations (Rousseau, 1989; Karani et al., 2021). Generally, the content-based approach focus on the transactional and relational content-elements of the psychological contract (Kutaula et al., 2020). According to Coetzee (2021), the traditional transactional psychological contract generally refers to specific, short-term and monetary benefits, based on financial exchange agreements, whereas a relational psychological contract refers to open-ended or extended employment agreements. Evaluation-based psychological contract research, on the other hand, is focused on determining the fulfilment, or breach of these psychological contract content-elements (Santos et al., 2019).

Against this backdrop, Deas (2021) conceptualized four dimensions for the value-oriented psychological contract, namely employe obligated inputs, organizational obligated outcomes, employe obligated inputs delivered and psychological contract fulfilment. Employe obligated inputs refers to both task obligatory aspects (e.g., meeting task requirements and acting ethically and honestly) and attitudinal obligatory aspects (e.g., being engaged and loyal toward the organizational brand, vision and mission) (Coetzee et al., 2022; Deas and Coetzee, 2022). Organizational obligated outcomes include aspects such as organizational culture, career development opportunities, work-life balance, rewards, job characteristics and relationships (Deas and Coetzee, 2022). The employe obligated inputs delivered dimension and the psychological contract fulfilment dimension act as perceived equity ratio measures (Coetzee et al., 2022).



Generational differences in terms of work values

Based on the generational cohort theory, people who grew up and experienced the same historical events during their emotional developmental years will belong to the same generational cohort (Ryder, 1965; Jung et al., 2021). Research has distinguished between four generational (age-grouped) cohorts currently in the workplace ranging from the Baby Boomers (1946–1965), Generation X (1966–1980), Generation Y (1981–1994) and the final generational cohort joining the workforce, Generation Z (1995 and after) (Chaney et al., 2017; Lissitsa and Kol, 2021). It is widely believed that different generational cohorts bring different values, attitudes and behaviors to the workplace (Gabrielova and Buchko, 2021) and these different values, attitudes and behaviors should be understood in order to successfully manage employes from different generational cohorts (Kirchmayer and Fratričová, 2020). Both researchers and practitioners are apprehensive about the impact of generational differences on the workplace and the issues these value-based differences can create for human resource practitioners (Stark and Poppler, 2018). As a result, the impact of generational differences on the employment relationship has been studied in terms of job-related aspects and work-related values (Goh and Jie, 2019; Jung et al., 2021). However, little research has focused on the generational effect on the psychological contract (Lub et al., 2016; Magni and Manzoni, 2020). Magni and Manzoni (2020) postulate that, together with age, it is important to examine the psychological contract from a generational perspective as this might have a stronger impact on psychological contract expectations than merely examining it from an age perspective. Accordingly, the objective of the study was to investigate differences regarding the value-oriented psychological contract expectations of employes from different generational groups.



Materials and methods


Participants

Contemporary workers (N = 293) from human resource and financial services organizations across Southern Africa (85%) and various European countries (15%) were included in this study by means of a convenience sampling method. Demographics for this sample are mostly represented by the Black (63%) men (54%) from the Generation Z generational cohort (53%, ages between 26 and 40 years).



Measuring instrument

The Psychological Contract Input-Outcomes Inventory (PCIOI) (Deas, 2021; Coetzee et al., 2022) is a 46-item multi-level, 5-point Likert-type (ranging from 1 = not at all to 5 = to a great extent) scale measuring four dimensions of the value-oriented psychological contract. The first dimension of this scale, the employe obligated inputs dimension (12-items), measures employes’ perceptions in terms of primary task performance obligations (e.g., “I feel obligated to provide inputs and ideas to execute tasks”) and secondary attitudinal obligations (e.g., “I feel obligated to fulfill the organization’s vision, mission and values”). The second dimension, the organizational outcomes dimension (29-items), measures employes’ perceptions of organizational outcomes, including organizational culture (e.g., “I expect equal treatment of all employes”), career development opportunities (e.g., “I expect to receive learning/coaching/mentoring on the job”), work-life balance (e.g., “I expect flexibility in terms of where and when I do my job”), rewards (e.g., “I expect job security”), relationships (e.g., “I expect opportunities for teamwork”), and job characteristics (e.g., “I expect innovative work challenges”).

The third dimension, the psychological contract fulfilment dimension (5-items), measures employes’ perceptions on the organizations’ fulfilment of employe expectations (e.g., “I feel the organization fulfilled my needs for autonomy and challenging job characteristics”). The final dimension, the employe obligated inputs delivered dimension (2-items), is based on a self-reflection on whether employes’ delivered on their primary tasks and secondary obligations toward the organization (e.g., “I feel I delivered on the primary employe inputs to the organization”). Deas and Coetzee (2022) provided evidence of the construct validity and internal consistency reliability for the four-dimensional scale in the South African context.



Procedure

The online platform LinkedIn was used to invite participants to complete a voluntary, anonymous survey (LimeSurvey GmbH, 2020). Data obtained were transferred to a SPSS file for data analysis.



Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct the research was obtained from the University of South Africa (ERC Ref#: 2020_CEMS/IOP_014). Participants were advised that participation was completely voluntary, anonymous, confidential and private. Informed consent was also attained in order to use the data for research purposes.



Data analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM Corp (2020) SPSS Version 27 and SAS/STAT® software version 9.4M5© (2017). Test for significant mean differences were conducted to determine the differences between age/generational cohorts and their perceptions in terms of the value-oriented psychological contract. ANOVA’s were used to determine the differences among the variables.




Results

Table 1 indicates that the generational groups appeared to differ significantly in respect of the organizational obligated outcomes and employe obligated inputs delivered constructs. The Bonferonni’s test for multiple comparisons showed significant mean differences in terms of work-life balance for the 30 years and younger (Gen Z) (M = 3.83; SD = 0.91) versus the 46–55 years (Gen X) (M = 4.26; SD = 0.66; ω2 = 0.02; small practical effect) generational groups [p ≤ 0.05; C.I. = (−0.8128; −0.0350)].


TABLE 1    ANOVA (with Post Hoc Bonferonni Tests): Organizational obligated outcomes, employe inputs delivered and generational groups.

[image: Table 1]

The results indicated significant mean differences regarding job characteristics for the 30 years and younger (Gen Z) (M = 4.33; SD = 0.71) versus the 46–55 years (Gen X) (M = 4.63; SD = 0.49; ω2 = 0.02; small practical effect) generational groups {p ≤ 0.05; C.I. = [(0.0350;0.8128)]}, as well as the 31–45 years (Gen Y) (M = 4.39; SD = 0.58) vs. the 46–55 years (Gen X) (M = 4.63; SD = 0.49; ω2 = 0.02; small practical effect) generational groups {p ≤ 0.05; C.I. = [(0.0007;0.4910)]}.

In terms of the employe obligated inputs delivered construct, the results indicated significant mean differences for the 30 years and younger (M = 3.83; SD = 0.88) versus the 31–45 years (Gen Y) (M = 4.27; SD = 0.71; ω2 = 0.045; small practical effect) generational groups {p ≤ 0.001; C.I = [(−0.7427; −0.1441)]}, as well as for the 30 years and younger (M = 3.83; SD = 0.88) vs. the 46–55 years (Gen X) (M = 4.22; SD = 0.72) generational groups {p ≤ 0.05; C.I. = [(−0.7598; −0.0323)]}.



Discussion

The current study set out to investigate whether age-grouped generational cohorts differ in terms of their value-oriented psychological contract expectations. More specifically, the findings suggest differences in terms of work-life balance and job characteristics expectations. According to Sánchez-Hernández et al. (2019), an important aspect for the younger generations is to combine work and family life in such a way as to create a strong work-life balance. Further to this, the younger the generation, the more value is placed on work-life balance and relaxation and less value is place on work ethic and the importance of work to an employe’s life (Lyons and Kuron, 2014; Brink and Zondag, 2019). Brink and Zondag (2019) also reported that the significance of flexible work-life policies increased across the generational cohorts. In terms of job characteristics, previous research has indicated that workers from different generational groups may react differently toward similar job characteristics (Kanfer and Ackerman, 2004; Zaniboni et al., 2013; Hernaus and Vokic, 2014). Vui-Yee and Paggy (2018) further assert that differences in age may impact on job-related aspects. According to findings from Stark and Poppler (2018), Baby boomers and Generation X employes indicated that they value a work that has meaning and affords a sense of achievement. Generation Z employes, on the other hand, value high-quality feedback and guidance (Zhang and Zhao, 2021). Job characteristics are regarded as a significant factor contributing to employe retention (Vui-Yee and Paggy, 2018). Accordingly, human resource practitioners should ensure that employes’ job characteristics are aligned with their values and expectations.



Implications, limitations and directions for future research

The results of this study suggest important practical implications for work-life balance and job characteristics as important content-elements of the value-oriented psychological contract for different generational groups. The study corroborated that generational groups tend to differ regarding their work-life balance and job characteristics psychological contract expectations. Human resource practitioners may therefore adapt work-life balance policies in order to accommodate different age-grouped generational cohort values. Human resource practitioners should also focus on offering customized and individualized human resource practices that address the job characteristic needs of employes from different generational cohorts (Malik et al., 2020).

The limitations of this research suggest some insights for future research. The results of this cross-sectional study were largely restricted to employes from Southern Africa and cannot be generalized as such. Furthermore, all four generations were not equally sampled with the participants being predominantly from the Generation Y cohort. Also, participants were requested to complete a self-reported survey, therefore causal inferences are not possible. Future research could consider test-retest studies with a more equal representation of the generational cohorts across various occupational fields around the globe. Aside from these limitations, this study encourages new opportunities for research on the value-oriented psychological contract of employes, especially in the new digital work environment.



Conclusion

This article contributed to the lack of and emerging body of knowledge on the value-oriented psychological contract. It also subsequently emphasized generational cohort differences in terms of organizational obligated outcome expectations for work-life balance and job characteristics. While the results of this empirical study may possibly be reinforced through further reproduction and investigation, it is believed that this article may stimulate further research and consideration in the measurement of employes’ value-oriented psychological contract through the Psychological Contract Inputs-Outcomes Inventory (PCIOI) in order to better understand the values and expectations of employes in the post-pandemic digital-revolutionized world of work.
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The remote working environment is characterised by excessive use of new technology and work activities that extend to personal time. It is expected of each employee to balance multiple roles whilst maintaining maximum performance and individual wellbeing; however, without adequate support from an organisation, employees languish instead of flourish. The current study applied a model to investigate the combined effect of technostress, work–family conflict, and perceived organisational support on workplace flourishing for higher education employees. The study followed a cross-sectional quantitative research framework. Data were collected from a sample of 227 academic and support staff employees from a selected residential University in South Africa. The results indicated that technostress through perceived organisational support and through work–family conflict influences workplace flourishing. No direct significant effect was reported between technostress and workplace flourishing. Technostress, work–family conflict, and perceived organisational support combined explained 47% variance in workplace flourishing. Perceived organisational support displayed the strongest direct effect on workplace flourishing, and technostress is a strong determinant of work–family conflict, which then mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. The study concluded that providing organisational support and creating policies favourable to work–life balance assist employees in managing techno-overload, techno-invasion, and techno-complexity (technostress) better and enhance workplace flourishing. Although employees struggle in the remote working context with demands imposed by techno-overload, techno-invasion, and techno-complexity, the results indicate that perceived organisational support and balanced work life act as job resources that enhance emotional, psychological, and subjective wellbeing (workplace flourishing).

KEYWORDS
  technostress, work-family conflict, perceived organisational support, workplace flourishing, COVID-19, remote working


Introduction

Higher education employees have been exposed to new changes, shifting from face-to-face classes to the emergency of online platforms in the middle of a stressful pandemic. Some negative consequences have been observed, particularly for workers' wellbeing and productivity. A deep comprehension on how individuals experienced remote working supported by technologies has become very crucial (Lades et al., 2020). In such conditions, positive academic and support staff functioning is an important objective desired by every leader. It is relevant for researchers to unpack the progressive aspects related to positive academic practices. Accordingly, particular consideration should be given to constructs, such as workplace flourishing, which encompass all aspects of wellbeing. This study examines emotional, psychological, and subjective wellbeing (workplace flourishing) amongst employees at a residential higher education institution in South Africa during the COVID-19 lockdown, which was characterised by remote working, social distancing, and measures that transformed the working practices of most employees across the country. A number of studies have identified the extensive challenges imposed by the pandemic in the workplace, especially in terms of wellbeing (Jemberie et al., 2020; Patrick et al., 2020; Sibley et al., 2020). Recently, Wanberg et al. (2020) have discovered that higher education employees experience and display high depressive symptoms coupled with an increase in life dissatisfaction due to work pressure imposed by the pandemic. Contrary to these findings, some studies noted that most of the academics who are familiar with online learning tools barely experienced stress or anxiety during the shift from face-to-face classes to online learning platforms during the pandemic (Apouey et al., 2020; Spagnoli et al., 2020). The conflicting findings simply suggest how different employees' wellbeing was impacted by the pandemic and the change of the work scenario; hence, these conflicting findings call for clarity.

COVID-19 penetrated social, cultural, and technological barricades that blocked virtual working leading to a structural shift in where work occurs (Lund et al., 2020). Remote working created stress, which was exacerbated by the usage of information and communication technologies (ICT). ICT prompted work intensification, which consequently produced negative outcomes, including strain, anxiety, tension, and discomfort, which then led to poor work performance, increased work–family conflict, and emotional exhaustion (Penado Abilleira et al., 2021). Hence, the adaptation of ICT came with both benefits and challenges. ICT altered the work environment, the culture, and the means by which employees performed their given work. The greater reliance on ICT has also bred work extension expectations, with most employees being always accessible, working at a higher speed, and producing better results, but experiencing overload and strain (Spagnoli et al., 2020). This has resulted in technology being considered as a fundamental part of major organisational functions, as well as a source of stress (Le Roux and Botha, 2021). Exploring technostress has, therefore, become pertinent and relevant.

Amidst COVID-19, institutions of higher learning had to reconsider how current technology could allow business to function as usual. Academics and support staff had to frequently interact with technology, and the continuous upgrading of the online systems and software exposed them to constant strain, considering that they do not always have the knowledge required to use new and updated technologies (Li and Wang, 2021). However, lockdown left academics improvising new forms of teaching, resembling emergency remote teaching (Dey et al., 2020), which required the ability to integrate technology into lectures. For some, this increased ambiguity and burnout due to the complex nature of technology (Schildkamp et al., 2020). Thus, the virtual work arrangements imposed by the COVID-19 crisis have increased workload and the levels of technostress, which eventually threatens wellbeing (Spagnoli et al., 2020).

Technology has the capacity to upgrade the work environment and enhance performance, productivity, and efficiency and create flexibility; however, it can also result in adverse consequences for individuals' physical, psychological, and cognitive wellbeing. The negative outcomes of technostress subsequently affect the organisations through low productivity caused by decreased employee wellbeing, low satisfaction, lack of commitment, and possible burnout and languishing (Salanova, 2020). With proper support from the organisations, technology can improve workplace efficiency and productivity; however without such perceived support, technology tends to be a burden and a source of strain. Thus, when employees perceive that their supervisors and the organisation at large are supportive and fulfil their socio-emotional needs, they are more likely to flourish in their work. Accordingly, workplace flourishing is further intensified in the presence of significant resources that are associated with a job, including perceived organisational support (POS). Within the premises of the job demands–resources model (JD–R model), technostress creators can be regarded as job demands (including techno-invasion, techno-complexity, and techno-overload) that can be curbed by the supply of adequate job and personal resources, such as organisational support and work–life balance. Putranto et al. (2021) added that, when experiencing technostress, POS creates a feeling of security and satisfaction of employees' emotional needs to positive effect. This implies that employees who regard their organisations as supportive are more likely to experience positive psychological wellbeing even when they experience challenges, enabling them to flourish.

Within the remote settings, roles of employees have doubled or tripled, resulting in the interference between work and family (Le Roux and Botha, 2021). Since restrictive lockdowns were imposed, employees were confined to their homes with their children and partners. This meant that, whilst one was considered to be working, simultaneously, it included doing house chores, taking care of the children, and providing homeschooling, whilst still dealing with the reality of the COVID-19 disease (Spagnoli et al., 2020). All of this contributed to the experience of the crisis of work–life balance (Tomohiro, 2021). Based on the sentiments of Tomohiro (2021), a flexible work style and persistent confinement with technology may lead to a decrease in employee wellbeing and interfere with employees' private life by blurring working hours and non-working hours. However, with adequate support from the supervisor and the organisation at large, employees experience emotional security and engagement. A recent study has noted that, without support from an organisation, the changes brought by digitalisation, where academics are expected to adapt to the high demands imposed on them, threaten their mental and physical resources, thereby depreciating their wellbeing (Penado Abilleira et al., 2021). The impact of adaption in the current work context has largely remained untested, more so in residential higher education institutions. A relative burden has been placed on employees' work–life balance with increased adaption to technology as a tool to work from home, and adequate support needs to be provided to ensure employee flourishing. This study seeks to establish the combined effect of technostress, work–family conflict, and perceived organisational support on workplace flourishing in higher education.



Literature review


Workplace flourishing

The concept of workplace flourishing is regarded as the most prominent multidimensional construct for the wellbeing models (Seligman, 2012). It encompasses emotional, psychological, and subjective wellbeing in one context, and the construct provides an indication of the way employees feel and function in an organisation (Rothmann, 2014). As a multifaceted approach to wellbeing, workplace flourishing considers the extent to which one experiences a purposeful and meaningful life at work (Redelinghuys et al., 2019), being engaged, interested, and competent in one's work; feeling self-respect and optimism; being respected by others; having supportive relationships; and socially contributing to the happiness of others (Diener et al., 2010). Workplace flourishing is defined as the employees' state of wellbeing, which is a result of frequent positive experiences and favourable job-related experiences. The concept has become relevant due to challenges experienced by most employees in trying to adjust to the new nature of work (Rautenbach, 2015). According to Huppert and So (2009), when an individual successfully thrives and experiences a sense of wellbeing in almost all areas of their work life, it is summed up as flourishing at work. This implies that one functions effectively and perceives life as going really well; thus, wellbeing is fully conceptualised in those lenses. Flourishing, in general, is seen as a time when an employee experiences high levels of personal wellbeing, coupled with minimum pain, pleasant emotions, and being involved in interesting activities, which brings overall satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 2010).

Given that emotional, psychological, and subjective wellbeing are the collective components that explain flourishing and languishing of employees, an individual's level of flourishing or languishing can be evaluated on the mental health continuum (MHC) developed by Keyes and Annas (2009). According to this continuum, flourishing is a state in which individuals experience high levels of emotional, psychological, and subjective wellbeing; on the other hand, languishing is a state in which individuals do not have much good feeling toward life, and they also do not see themselves as functioning well in life (Keyes and Annas, 2009). In line with the above, according to the JD–R model, employees who sense that their job demands surpass the available resources because of complexity or emotional, psychological, or physical strain will feel incapable to cope with management at work (May et al., 2004; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). This can potentially cause employees to feel that they are not in control of their environment, and, consequently, they experience burnout and languish rather than flourish. Exposure to technostress and persistent work–family conflict involves an inescapable component of strain, as employees experience a variety of complexities and multiple job demands; hence, technostress creators and work–family conflict are considered as strenuous job demands. In terms of the job demands–resources (JD–R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001), although employees face stringent demands, they also have various personal and job resources that may well counter the influences of the demands. Employees need an incrementation of resources to restore a balance between job demands and resources. In this case, more ICT support and more favourable work–life balance strategies/policies may act as resources that may inhibit technostress and work–family conflict and facilitate flourishing despite the challenges facing employees.



Technostress

Knani (2013) states that technostress emanates from the excessive utilisation of ICTs, including laptops, cellphones, constant instant messaging, e-mail, and voice mail. The experience of technostress is attributed to one's attempt to handle the constantly changing and developing ICTs, which pose new challenges in adjusting to the frequently changing physical, social, and cognitive demands posed by ICT in the work settings. The use of ICT can create difficulties for employees through generating a variety of stressors, such as overload, invasion of family time, role ambiguity, complexity, and job insecurity. Tarafdar et al. (2007) conceptualised the technostress phenomenon as a form of stress that is experienced by end users in organisations as a result of operating the ICTs. Atanasoff and Venable (2017) defined technostress as a mental stress created by use of technology, resulting in strong emotional responses associated with fear and anxiety. Ragu-Nathan et al. (2008) noted that technostress consists of five components, namely, techno-complexity, techno-overload, techno-insecurity, techno-invasion, and techno-uncertainty. These dimensions can be used to measure levels of technostress experienced by employees in organisations. Techno-overload describes an increase in the rate and amount of work, which causes employees to execute their duties at a high speed and spend more time on work (Tarafdar et al., 2007). The volume of information that employees have to absorb from ICTs can be beyond comprehension, such that it results in negative outcomes and detrimental effects on individual health. For instance, in the university setting, frequently alternating between diverse devices (laptops, phones, emails, and instant messaging), as well as performing diverse job tasks, reduces task quality, and efficiency as the employee's mind requires an adequate time span to process the absorbed information (Ingusci et al., 2021). Techno-invasion is the pervasive invasion of an employee's personal life by ICTs, therefore blurring the boundaries between work and private life (La Torre et al., 2020). Techno-invasion has a direct impact on work–life balance. Mahapatra and Pati (2018) found techno-invasion to be negatively related to wellbeing in employees. Techno-complexity is the high complexities of new ICTs, which cause an employee to feel incompetent (Barber and Santuzzi, 2015). More complex devices and software evoke more frustration and demoralise individuals as they try to understand how the device works. This negatively impacts an organisation, because, when employees are frustrated and demoralised, their performance and productivity decrease. When technology is perceived to be too complex to carry out a task, or to incorporate into work, an employee may experience the techno-stressor called techno-complexity, which negatively affects performance and wellbeing (Day et al., 2012). Techno-insecurity considers what employees experience when they fear that they may lose their jobs and be replaced by new information systems or by better equipped or more technologically skilled employees (Ibrahim and Yusoff, 2015). Thus, instead of focusing on producing good results, employees spend most of their time frequently experiencing fear of job loss due to automation.

Previous studies have concluded that people reporting elevated levels of technostress are more likely to suffer the psychological strains of diminished commitment, struggle to flourish and display signs of languishing (Tarafdar and Stich, 2021), have poor self-esteem (Korzynski et al., 2021), and dissatisfaction with the IT system (Tams et al., 2020), harmful psychological responses, and burnout (Afifi et al., 2018), and their wellbeing is negatively affected. It is, therefore, proposed that technostress has a negative influence on workplace flourishing.



Work–family conflict

Work–family conflict is derived from the work–life balance construct that is defined as the link between an individual's work and life; when the balance is achieved, no interference is seen between an employee's family life and his or her work life (Muthukumar et al., 2014). It is thus the relationship between work and non-work aspects of an employee's life (Kelliher, 2016). Achieving a satisfactory balance may, however, mean restricting one side, normally the work side to create more time for family. A study by Haar et al. (2014) discovered that employees who master how to balance family and work life experience more satisfaction in their life, and this positively impacts their mental and physical health. The construct of work–family conflict (WFC) is made up of three components, namely, the behaviour-based conflict, the strain-based conflict, and the time-based conflict (Kossek and Lee, 2017). Behaviour-based conflict refers to situations where certain behaviours, rules, and expectations required by one role (work or family) are found to be incompatible with those required for the other role (Loscalzo et al., 2019). Time-based conflict refers to the amount of time needed by one of the two roles (i.e., work–family or family–work) that prevents the possibility of fulfilling the other role's expectations (Loscalzo et al., 2019). Lastly, strain-based conflict is experienced when an individual is strained and fatigued and experiences tension, anxiety, and dissatisfaction in one domain, which then negatively influences his or her performance in the other domain (Kossek and Lee, 2017).

Work–family conflict directly and together with technostress may negatively influence workplace flourishing. Technostress creators (techno-invasion) are associated with work–family conflict, behavioural stress, and ICTs, and support the negative spillover between work life and family life (Kelliher, 2016). When ICT deeply penetrates the family boundaries (i.e., high techno-invasion), the individual will have less time and energy to devote to his/her family responsibilities, resulting in frustrations, constant feelings of failure, and a negative influence on flourishing (Salo et al., 2019).



Perceived organisational support

Karim et al. (2019) defined perceived organisational support as the perception of an individual pertaining to the extent to which his or her organisation looks after his or her wellbeing and values his or her contribution. POS is a multidimensional construct. The first dimension is fairness in organisational procedures: this is derived from the theory of organisational justice, which uses fair procedures to determine the allocation of resources. Employees regard these procedures as essential to their long-term interests and wellbeing (Jabagi et al., 2020). The second dimension is supervisor support. Supervisors are regarded as the agents of an organisation and have a close relationship with top management; therefore, employees regard supervisor support as organisational support (Jabagi et al., 2020). Organisational rewards and working conditions make up the last dimension. This refers to human resource practices that take employees' contributions, their working conditions, and characteristics of their job into consideration. In the context of this study, perceived organisational support is regarded as a job resource that may assist individuals with challenges emanating from the use of technology and failure to balance work life and family life due to work demands. Applying the organisational support theory (OST), when employees assume that their organisations provide them with intangible and tangible support, a norm of reciprocity creates a feeling of obligation amongst employees that drive them to help their organisations to achieve their goals. A reciprocity norm recommends that employees with high POS pay off their organisations in the form of flourishing and by engaging in their work (Fredrickson and Losada, 2005; Karim et al., 2019). Therefore, perceived organisational support directly and indirectly influences flourishing.



Theoretical framework [the job demands–resources model (JD–R model)]

The JD–R model is rooted in the premise that certain aspects of a job or specific field are deemed too demanding by an individual, causing him or her excessive stress and overtaxing, which result in exhaustion and languishing (Demerouti and Bakker, 2011). The model focuses on the interaction between job resources and job demands and how the interaction results in health impairment, such as languishing, or impacts motivation, such as employee engagement (Demerouti et al., 2001). Job demands encompass any social, physical, or organisational aspects of work that requires an employee to dedicate his or her mental or physical effort. Job demands are associated with certain psychological or physiological costs (Llorens et al., 2006). These include things like unusually high work pressure, irregular working hours (interfering with work–life balance), or a poor work environment (Demerouti and Bakker, 2011). Job resources include organisational, physical, and social aspects of the job that enables individuals to manage and take control of their job demands, achieve work-related goals, and reduce stress, as well as stimulate growth and development (Llorens et al., 2006).

The current study views technostress as a job demand, which, if not managed, may negatively influence work–life balance. It is thus expected that both technostressors and work–family conflict will negatively influence workplace flourishing (La Torre et al., 2020). Techno-invasion forces employees to handle a wide variety of work demands during family time at home. This situation reduces the employees' ability to be fully absorbed and enjoy what they wish to do at home and, consequently, has a negative effect at home (Mahapatra and Pati, 2018). Techno-complexity coerces individuals to spend much of their time and cognitive effort trying to learn and master the application of different technologies in their jobs. It requires individuals to continually develop their skills to keep up with new tools. This process can possibly negatively impact employees' effectiveness in both work and life roles, since more time is invested in training; this, in turn, causes anxiety and affects individuals' emotional and psychological wellbeing (Karim et al., 2019). Thus, the combined effects of technostress and work–family conflict may be detrimental to employee health and wellbeing, and this becomes worse in remote settings. Fortunately, Putranto et al. (2021) indicated that, in such work contexts, POS is seen as a job resource that lessens stress and supports and creates a feeling of security and satisfaction of the employees' psychological and emotional needs for positive effect. Thus, individuals who perceive their supervisors and organisations as supportive have a greater chance of experiencing positive psychological wellbeing, and, despite the challenges they encounter, they are more likely to flourish than to languish (Mahapatra and Pati, 2018).

Supportive organisations and leaders monitor the signs and effects of technostress and immediately provide corrective measures and good practices, particularly during times of crisis when employees are expected to meet certain targets (Putranto et al., 2021). The introduction of good practices relating to the use of technology, such as compulsory training in new devices, systems and software, use of a single device at a time, and disconnection (during non-work times), is an achievable preventive intervention that individuals in supportive environments are encouraged to implement. Therefore, POS may assist individuals in coping with demands relating to technostress and conditions leading to work–family conflict. The JD–R model suggests that excessive job demands result in the depletion of employees' personal and job resources and energy, which could result in burnout and health deterioration; thus, one would languish instead of flourish in the workplace (Hakanen et al., 2008).

Individuals who experience flourishing are emotionally, cognitively, and physically fit compared to those that are languishing (Jemberie et al., 2020). Flourishing individuals are creative and experience less helplessness and more favourable emotions; they achieve higher and produce more positive outcomes in the work context; hence, they benefit an organisation more compared to those that experience adverse emotions (Patrick et al., 2020). With all these benefits of flourishing in mind, the current study examined the indirect and direct effects of technostress, work–family conflict, and POS on workplace flourishing. The idea is to develop a model to assist employees working in remote contexts to identify job resources that will enable them to manage the job demands imposed by technostress creators as well as to counteract work–family conflict. The study positioned POS as an external job resource that counteracts the demands imposed by both technostress creators and work–family conflict, and this, in turn, helps to sustain a continuous positive emotional and psychological state of employees leading to workplace flourishing. The following four propositions guided this exploratory study: (1) Technostress, work–family conflict, and POS have a direct influence on workplace flourishing; (2) POS mediates the link between technostress and workplace flourishing; (3) Work–family conflict mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing; (4) Both POS and work–family conflict mediate the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing.




Methods

The study applied a quantitative research framework. This design was adopted and found appropriate due to its systematic and scientific nature of investigating data and their relationships. The approach has been successfully followed in studies of a similar nature (Redelinghuys et al., 2019). The study aimed to test the propositions and describe relationships between four variables (workplace flourishing as the dependent variable and three independent variables: technostress, POS, and work–life balance).


Sample of participants

A survey was conducted with the employees at a selected residential University in South Africa. Data were collected through online platforms using evasys, and the sample was made up of both academic and support staff. The participants completed a cross-sectional survey, utilising a self-reported questionnaire. A total of 227 employees completed the survey. The participants completed the survey when lockdown measures were still in place. Amongst the participants, the majority (68%) were female; in terms of age, the majority were between the ages of 31 and 40 years (38%), whilst the minority were above 60 years (6%). Most of the participants, 62%, were academic staff, whilst 38% were support staff.



Measures


Flourishing at work

The flourishing at work construct was assessed using the Flourishing-at-Work Scale (FAW). The scale was developed and validated by Diener et al. (2010). It consists of items measuring emotional wellbeing (7 items), psychological wellbeing (7 items), and subjective wellbeing (7 items). The scale is a self-report instrument that includes three subscales as noted above. In the current study, permission to use the adapted scale was sought from and granted by Redelinghuys et al. (2019). The response scale is scored on a five-point Likert scale, varying between poles of intensity from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher response aggregate indicates higher levels of workplace flourishing, and a lower response aggregate indicates otherwise. Evidence of both construct validity and internal consistency reliability has been established by Di Fabio et al. (2017) with the respective scores α = 0.88 and α = 0.83. The current study also observed an acceptable internal consistency for the Flourishing-at-Work Scale (α 265 = 0.957).



Technostress questionnaire

The technostress variable was assessed using the Technostress Questionnaire, which is made up of the five dimensions of technostress noted in the literature review section (Tarafdar et al., 2007). The scale applied in this study consists of 23 items that are assessed on a 5-point Likert scale, with 5 indicating “strongly agree” and 1 indicating “strongly disagree.” According to Tarafdar and Stich (2021), the scale is reliable with the Cronbach's alpha for all the dimensions above 0.80, i.e., techno-invasion, 0.81; techno-overload, 0.89; techno-complexity, 0.84; techno-uncertainty, 0.82; and techno-insecurity, 0.84. The current study obtained an acceptable internal consistency for the technostress questionnaire (α = 0.881).



Work–family conflict scale

Work–family conflict was assessed through the Work–Family Conflict Scale (WFC) developed by Chen et al. (2021). The entire scale contains a total of 18 items. According to Carlson et al. (2000), the three-dimensional scale consists of three sections, including strain-based conflict, behaviour-based conflict, as well as time-based conflict. The internal reliability estimates for the Work–Family Conflict Scale measure was found acceptable in previous studies, ranging from 0.84 to 0.94 (Brough et al., 2014). The Work–Family Conflict Scale has discriminant validity (Chen et al., 2021), and it has been proved to be an accurate measure to assess the level of work–family conflict. Consistent with the above, the current study observed an acceptable internal consistency (α = 0.928).



Perceived organisational support scale

As far back as 1986, Eisenberger et al. (1986) developed the POS questionnaire. The original 36-item scale measures POS and its sub-dimensions (Wojtkowska et al., 2016). However, the current study used the shortened version, which is made up of 8 items. The questionnaire uses a 7-point Likert scale where 7 represents “strongly agree” and 1 represents “strongly disagree.” The scale has an internal consistency of 0.952 in the study by Wojtkowska et al. (2016), and the Cronbach's alpha was 0.88 in a study by Hinschberger (2009). The current study observed an acceptable internal consistency for the Perceived Organisational Support Scale (α = 0.900).




Research procedure

The respondents were recruited from a selected university in South Africa. Ethical clearance was applied for and granted by the University of the Free State, specifically the Economic Management Sciences Research Ethics Committee (GHREC), with reference No. HSD2021/1827/21. After obtaining the permission, questionnaires were distributed via online platforms. The questionnaire included a clause for voluntary participation and the guarantee for both anonymity and confidentiality.



Analytical procedure

Preliminary data analysis was done using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, SPSS version 28. This included all the descriptive statistics and the Cronbach's alpha reliability tests. All measures were then subjected to confirmatory factor analysis, which was conducted using Lisrel 10.3. This was used to determine the psychometric properties of the measures used in the study, using the goodness-of-fit statistics, including standardised root mean square residual (SRMR), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and comparative fit index (CFI). To address the objectives of the study and to evaluate the different propositions, the variance-based structural equation modelling was utilised.

The proposed model was tested following a two-step process as instructed by Henseler et al. (2009). In this process, the outer model, which is the measurement model, was evaluated first to assess the relevant quality criteria. The main purpose of the measurement model is to establish whether the measurements applied to operationalise the latent variables (i.e., technostress, workplace flourishing, and work–family conflict) are reliable and valid. The quality criteria associated with an acceptable outer model include (1) internal consistency, which is evaluated through composite reliability scores, which should be 0.7 and higher, (2) the discriminant validity assessed through the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio values, which should be lower than 0.9, (3) the convergent validity, which is assessed through average variance extracted (AVE) values, which should be 0.5 and higher, and (4) the indicators (i.e., dimensions of constructs), which should have significant loadings on their respective constructs (Hair et al., 2019). Subsequently, the inner model, which is the structural model, was evaluated through determining the size of the path coefficients using the beta values, assessing the significance levels of the path coefficients, and then finally determining the aggregate size of variance explained in the dependent variable by the proposed model. The mediation proposition was tested using the specific indirect effects provided on the model.




Results

The Cronbach's alpha scores, as well as the composite reliability scores, confirmed the internal consistency of the scales as indicated in Table 1. The average variance extracted in and the heterotrait-monotrait scores, as well as the confirmatory factor analysis through the goodness-of-fit statistics, confirmed the distinctive, discriminant, and the convergent validity of technostress, perceived organisational support, work–life balance, and workplace flourishing. The composite reliability scores indicated in Table 2 observed a technostress scale Cronbach's alpha of 0.881, which is regarded as good (Pallant, 2020). The reliability scores associated with the dimensions of technostress were good, varying from 0.738 for techno-insecurity to 0.843 for techno-complexity. The internal consistency scores of work–family conflict dimensions were estimated, and the following scores were observed: time-based conflict, 0.845; strain-based conflict, 0.810; and behaviour-based conflict, 0.910, all considered as good. The perceived organisational support scale scored 0.900. The workplace flourishing scale was made up of three dimensions that all scored acceptable internal consistency scores (emotional wellbeing, 0.863; psychological wellbeing, 0.917; and subjective wellbeing, 0.935).


TABLE 1 Reliability of the scales.
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TABLE 2 Quality criteria.
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To determine model fit to the data, the following goodness-of-fit statistics were used: the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR), and the comparative fit index (CFI). Little (2013) noted that, in most cases, models with RMSEA and SRMR lower than 0.05 and a CFI higher than 0.95 are regarded as representing a very good fit between the hypothesised model and the data. The measurement model for the three-dimensional model of workplace flourishing was stipulated through allowing each dimension to load on its respective latent factor (for example, the seven items representing psychological wellbeing, seven items reflecting emotional wellbeing, and another seven items for subjective wellbeing. A CFI of 0.891, RMSEA of 0.059, and SRMR of 0.051 were observed. The confirmatory factor analysis model fit indices related to technostress were observed as RMSEA = 0.052, SRMR = 0.063, and CFI = 0.956. Based on the results, the model fit the data well, since all the three fit statistics observed were statistically adequate. For the work–family conflict, the following fit statistics were discovered: SRMR = 0.0728, CFI = 0.940, and RMSEA = 0.123. The model can be considered to be adequate since two of the three fit statistics (SRMR and CFI) were acceptable.


Quality criteria: Outer model

To assess the quality criteria the composite reliability was considered for the internal consistency reliability aspect. The results indicated that the composite reliability for all the variables was above the 0.6 cut-off score; therefore, it can be concluded that the four constructs in the study observed satisfactory composite reliability. The scores are as follows: workplace flourishing, 0.937; work–family conflict, 0.906; technostress, 0.736; and perceived organisational support (1.00). To assess convergent validity of the scales, the average variance extracted (AVE) score was applied and all observed as acceptable. All the AVE scores were above the 0.5 cut-off (work–family conflict, 0.762; workplace flourishing, 0.833; technostress, 0.512). Table 3 displays the findings for the discriminant validity, indicating the heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) values observed for the variables: 0.179 for technostress and perceived organisational support, 0.414 for work–family conflict and perceived organisational support, 0.677 for work–family conflict and technostress, 0.695 for workplace flourishing and perceived organisational support (0.695), 0.218 for workplace flourishing with technostress, and 0.441 for workplace flourishing with work–family conflict. For a good discriminant validity, Hair et al. (2019) noted that the HTMT values should be lower than 0.90; thus, it is evident from the results that all the values obtained were lower than the cut-off. This enabled the study to proceed with the evaluation of the structural model, reflecting the proposed paths of the conceptual model. Table 4 shows the outer loadings, which are the paths linking each dimension or indicator to its relevant theoretical construct. From the table, it is clear that significant loadings were observed for all the indicators loading on their respective constructs with (p = 0.000). The loadings for the indicators were spread from 0.646 (techno-insecurity) to 0.930 (psychological wellbeing).


TABLE 3 Heterotrait-monotrait ratio discriminant validity.
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TABLE 4 Indicator loadings: the outer model.
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Assessment of the measurement model

Table 5 indicates the path coefficients with the associated p- and t-values. The path coefficients provide an indication of the strength as well as the direction of the proposed theoretical paths. From the results, it is evident that all the proposed paths in the theoretical model are statistically significant at p < 0.05. The observed pathway from perceived organisational support to workplace flourishing was the strongest (β = 0.611: t = 12.40: mean = 0.611: p = 0.000). Technostress to work–family conflict observed the second strongest link (β = 0.524: t = 11.117: mean = 0.533: p = 0.000), implying that technostress is a strong determinant of work–family conflict. Perceived organisational support reported a negative but significant path to work-family conflict (β = −0.288: t = 5.003: mean = – 0.285: p = 0.000). Technostress to perceived organisational support also reported a negative but significant path (β = −0.178: t = 2.417: mean = −0.181: p = 0.016). Work–family conflict to workplace flourishing reported the least statistically significant path to the endogenous variable (β = −0.154: t = 2.635: mean = −0.155: p = 0.009). It is evident that two of the proposed paths to the dependent variable in the proposed theoretical model are statistically significant. A combination of all the independent constructs in the model explains ~47% variance in workplace flourishing. It is also clear that two of the three independent variables (perceived organisational support β = 0.611, p = 0.000 and work–life conflict β = −0.154, p = 0.009) observed significant direct relationships with workplace flourishing.


TABLE 5 Path coefficients: the inner model.
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On the other hand, technostress had a non-significant direct relationship with workplace flourishing. These results, therefore, provide partial support for Proposition 1. Thus, work–life conflict and perceived organisational support have a direct influence on workplace flourishing. Table 6 shows the extent to which technostress, perceived organisational support, and work–family conflict influence workplace flourishing. The independent variables in the theoretical model (technostress, perceived organisational support, and work–life balance) explain ~46.9% = 47% of the variance in workplace flourishing, which, according to Chin (1998), is interpreted as moderate effect. Note is taken that perceived organisational support and work–family conflict both have a significant association with workplace flourishing. Note should also be taken that, whilst perceived organisational support exhibited positive significant influence on workplace flourishing, work–family conflict observed a negative statistically significant influence on workplace flourishing. The results provide partial support for Proposition 1. Figure 1 shows the significant paths from the independent variables to the dependent variable.


TABLE 6 R-squared.

[image: Table 6]


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 The model for the influence of technostress, work–family conflict, and perceived organisational support on workplace flourishing.


To evaluate the other three propositions formulated, which relate to mediation, the indirect effects presented in Table 7 should be considered, examining if perceived organisational support mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing, and whether work–life conflict mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing, as well as whether both perceived organisational support and work–life conflict combined mediate the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. It is evident that work–family conflict significantly mediated (β = 0.044, p = 0.017) the relationship between perceived organisational support and workplace flourishing. It is also noted that perceived organisational support significantly mediated (β = −0.109, p = 0.021) the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. Work–family conflict mediated the relationship between technostress and work–life balance significantly (β = −0.081, p = 0.008). Therefore, the findings supported Propositions 3 and 2. However, the mediating effect for the ultimate path from technostress via POS through work–family conflict to workplace flourishing is not statistically significant (β = −0.008, p = 0.082); the mediating effect is smaller than that of perceived organisational support alone (0.109 vs. 0.008). Because the direct path coefficient between technostress and workplace flourishing is statistically insignificant, the results provide evidence of no direct influence between the two constructs.


TABLE 7 Specific indirect effects.
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In addition, no significant mediating effect was observed between technostress and the combined perceived organisational support and work–family conflict on workplace flourishing. Therefore, the findings of the study found no support for Proposition 4, with both perceived organisational support and work–life conflict having an insignificant mediating effect (−0.008, p = 0.082) on the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing.




Discussion

The remote working settings imposed by COVID-19 caused significant and radical reconsideration of the nature of work within companies and institutions, which resulted in a shift in the way work is completed. The continuous use of ICT has resulted in strain leading to the unpleasant physiological activation that materialises in anxiety, tension, and discomfort (technostress), which has effects on employee health and wellbeing (Lund et al., 2020). The current study had a two-fold aim: to discover the direct and indirect influence of technostress, work–family conflict, and perceived organisational support on workplace flourishing in the context of remote working amidst COVID-19. It was proposed that technostress and work–family conflict negatively influence workplace flourishing (directly and indirectly), and perceived organisational support positively influences workplace flourishing.

Two of the three constructs had significant direct relationships with workplace flourishing. A positive relationship was observed between POS and workplace flourishing. These findings are consistent with the social exchange perspective on the employment relationship: Employees are more likely to flourish in their work when they perceive that their supervisors as well as the organisation at large are providing adequate support and are fulfilling their needs (Karim et al., 2019). Literature clearly indicates that POS is positively linked to psychological wellbeing (Caesens et al., 2016), which is part of the dimensions of workplace flourishing. This study is consistent with the research finding by Caesens et al. (2016), showing that POS is positively correlated with workplace flourishing. Thus, flourishing is intensified when crucial and significant resources related to a job such as POS are provided (Mahapatra and Pati, 2018). Consistent with that, the theory of conservation of resources (COR; Hobfoll, 2011) indicates that POS does not only establish the basis for the exchange relationship but also builds resources to maintain employee wellbeing (Panaccio and Vandenberghe, 2009). POS emerged as a strong predictor of workplace flourishing, and this relationship is not surprising, because De Paul and Bikos (2015) proved that the perception of a supportive organisation adds to improved outcomes of psychological wellbeing. Thus, POS is often equated to positive relations and support networks in an organisation, which result in workplace flourishing.

Part of the first proposition stated that perceived work–family conflict has a direct effect on workplace flourishing. The findings supported the proposition, indicating that work–family conflict negatively influences workplace flourishing. This implies that, when participants perceive a high experience of work–family conflict, they are more likely to exhibit low levels of workplace flourishing. The findings are consistent with Parris et al. (2008), Khan and Fazili (2016), and Gomes et al. (2021), who noted that perceived work–family conflict predicted workplace flourishing negatively, especially the psychological wellbeing dimension.

On the other hand, technostress was not significantly associated with workplace flourishing. This implies that the level of technostress of the participants did not positively or negatively influence their workplace flourishing directly. Contrary to these findings, based on the JD–R model, technostress is regarded as a job demand, which puts strain on employees and is expected to negatively influence workplace flourishing. Similarly, the stress-strain outcome (SSO) model by Cheung and Tang (2010) explains that a negative association between technostress creators and wellbeing does exist. The SSO model explains that, when exposed to technostress, users are likely to experience emotional strain, such as helplessness, anxiety, feelings of incompetence, and low confidence, which reflect languishing rather than flourishing. Although the findings are surprising and contradict the findings of other researchers (Salo et al., 2019; Tarafdar and Stich, 2021), who noted that employees who experience technostress may also experience burnout, poor psychological health, and even depression, it is important to note that the current study discovered indirect effects between technostress and workplace flourishing.

Consistently, although it has become difficult for individuals to complete most tasks and activities without incorporating technology, the technology poses a challenge of strain that may diminish flourishing (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2017). Although the use of ICTs has greatly enhanced the performance as well as the production efficiency, the adoption, and the diffusion of ICTs demand high social, cognitive, and physical skills, which have resulted in technostress. The implementation of the ever-changing technologies has resulted in more complex demands on jobs, which eventually affect work–life balance and wellbeing. The increased interdependency on ICTs demands a lot of effort and new knowledge from the employees, and this negatively influences workplace flourishing (Tarafdar and Stich, 2021).

In line with the above, some of the reasons why individuals languish at the hands of ICTs and fail to manage technostress and work–family conflict include lack of support during the installation, testing, and implementation of ICTs adopted by a company. In remote settings this may be fuelled by insecurity and discomfort, resulting from multitasking (Ragu-Nathan et al., 2008) and frequent interruption of assigned tasks due to the ongoing stream of communication (Mark et al., 2008). These stressors, coupled with a lack of personal coping mechanisms, result in low levels of psychological and emotional wellbeing. This is manifested through frustration, a sense of ineffectiveness, high mental load, time pressure (Mark et al., 2008), and reduction in work–life balance (Tarafdar and Stich, 2021), which eventually affects workplace flourishing. Thus, perceived technostressors can lead users to experience emotional problems and negatively affect social relationships and the general psychological wellbeing of employees. According to Janse van Rensburg et al. (2017), these aspects are of primary concern as they indirectly impact on workplace flourishing. Nevertheless, with adequate organisational support, the demands imposed by both technostress and work–family conflict are neutralised.

The second proposition noted that POS mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. The proposition was supported. POS mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. Thus, technostress influences workplace flourishing through perceived organisational support; those who experience technostress with high organisational support tend to flourish. These findings are consistent with other related empirical studies (e.g., Ujoatuonu et al., 2019; Springs, 2021), which indicated that POS may be considered a potent factor that, if properly instituted, may make the difference in the impact of technostress on flourishing. Consistently, with reference to the JD–R model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2014), job resources such as POS have the potential to buffer the negative effects of job demands such as technostress (techno-invasion, techno-complexity, and techno-overload), and job resources (POS) facilitate motivational processes, for example, an individual's desire for growth, which is regarded to be part of psychological and subjective wellbeing. This is the most important finding in this study, that there was no direct influence between technostress and workplace flourishing but a full mediation/strong indirect link between technostress and workplace flourishing through perceived organisational support.

The 3rd proposition noted that work–family conflict can mediate the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. This proposition was supported. Technostress had an indirect influence on workplace flourishing when work–family conflict was applied as a mediator; note is taken that the relationship direction is negative (β = −0.154). Accordingly, a negative significant test (p = 0.008) mediating effect of work–family conflict is confirmed in the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. Those who perceived low technostress tend to flourish when they have low work–family conflict. Thus, technostress through work–family conflict is negatively associated with workplace flourishing. This is consistent with the findings of other researchers (Brough et al., 2014; Casper et al., 2018; Powell et al., 2018), who noted that a few of the dimensions of technostress, including techno-invasion and techno-complexity, invade individual employees' family time and, in turn, negatively affect emotional and psychological wellbeing, which form part of workplace flourishing. The results are reasonable, considering that the intrusion of work into personal life caused by ICT intensifies the negative spillover between work and family and eventually influences flourishing. In remote settings, individuals experienced feelings of being always reachable and attuned to work issues without a break. Such experiences reflect the spillover of work technologies to the family time and result in conflict between work and family roles, which, eventually, negatively influence workplace flourishing.

According to Propositions 2 and 3, which were fully confirmed, POS mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing, and work–family conflict also mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. However, the mediating effect of work–family conflict was weaker (−0.081) than that of technostress and perceived organisational support (−0.109). Technostress through work–family conflict had a negative influence on workplace flourishing. These findings are consistent with Mark et al. (2008), who discovered that it is hard to maintain the boundary between work and professional life with high levels of work–family conflict, coupled with techno-invasion, and hence difficult to experience workplace flourishing under those circumstances. This implies that, when technostressors are coupled with a lack of personal coping mechanisms that assist with balancing work and life demands, it becomes difficult for individuals to flourish. The technostress is manifested through frustration, a sense of ineffectiveness, high mental load, and time pressure (Mark et al., 2008), leading to a reduction in work–life balance (Tarafdar et al., 2007), which eventually affects psychological wellbeing (flourishing). It is, therefore, conceivable that, whilst experiencing technostress, employees respond better when they perceive that their organisation supports them and offers them security.

The fourth proposition, which proposed that perceived organisational support through work–life conflict mediates the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing, was not supported. POS through work–family conflict does not mediate the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. These results are contrary to the COR theory, where work and family conflict and POS are considered to be reserves of job and personal resources, and the absence of resources in one domain influences the state of the other domain (Hobfoll, 2011). Both POS and work–family conflict are expected to impact personal burnout, distress symptoms, and employee wellbeing, which reflect workplace flourishing (Ibrahim, 2011; Fotiadis et al., 2019). Negative work–family interaction decreases workplace flourishing due to increased psychological strain and diminished mental resources (Voydanoff, 2002; Eby et al., 2005). The confidence of being in control over technology, work, and family activities is expected to have positive implications for workplace flourishing, specifically the psychological and emotional wellbeing components (Fotiadis et al., 2019).

In conclusion, the combined effect of technostress, POS, and work–family conflict on workplace flourishing indicated that POS is a critical component in the relationship between technostress and workplace flourishing. Putranto et al. (2021) noted that POS is seen as a job resource that lessens stress and supports and creates a feeling of security and satisfaction of employees' psychological and emotional needs for positive effect. Thus, despite the presence of technostress creators and work–family conflict issues, employees who regard their organisations as supportive can possibly experience positive psychological wellbeing and flourish rather than languish even when high demands are imposed on them. Highly flourishing individuals are more resilient toward life challenges and vulnerabilities, and such individuals benefit an organisation more since they are considered to be fit both physically and mentally compared to their languishing colleagues (Fotiadis et al., 2019). Within the JD–R model, individual technostress creators can act as job demands, and perceived organisational support acts as a resource that enhances workplace flourishing. Therefore, POS may assist individuals in coping with demands relating to technostress and conditions, leading to work–family conflict and thus enhance workplace flourishing.



Practical implications

The utilisation of technology in the work context has several benefits for employees and for an organisation at large. However, as indicated in the findings, there are negative consequences, such as technostress and work–family conflict, that should be taken into consideration, and the necessary support should be provided. The current findings suggest that, since a negative relationship exists between technostress and perceived organisational support, in environments that are more prone to technostress and where workplace flourishing is threatened, managers need to maintain regular, transparent, and consistent communication to ensure that employees have adequate resources to deal with technology. When organisations provide adequate support for their employees in terms of ICT skills, even when exposed to technostress, this support creates positive results such as employee flourishing. Therefore, this suggests that fast and visible technical support during testing, implementation, and use of the ICTs adopted by the company is crucial.

In addition, supervisors should discourage certain behaviours that create technostress, such as multitasking, use of multiple devices, and use of real-time notifications. In line with that, to reduce the negative effects of techno-complexity, ICT leaders should create a culture of knowledge-sharing across a company and ensure that all employees are autonomously motivated to use the available ICTs (Al-Ansari and Alshare, 2019). Adequate support from managers is expected through recommending technical skills training for new devices, systems, and software; this should be coupled with the provision of adequate technical resources to integrate technology into daily work activities. To avoid boredom and information overload, consider making the ICT training more enjoyable, perhaps by making it game-based. Other interventions to support employees can include adequate forms of individualised ICT support that can be done over the phone, increased perceived organisational support through open communication, and employee valuation of the help received from ICT. In practice, ICT call-in services should be easily accessible to avoid techno-complexity and techno-uncertainty. Supervisors and technicians in organisations should make sure that there is accessible technical, emotional, physical, and mental health support for employees to ensure that individuals do not languish due to techno-complexity and techno-uncertainty in remote settings.

It should be noted that previous studies indicated that some of the attempts to inhibit technostress have been proved to be ineffective. More scientific approaches, such as positive technology, have been proved to be highly effective in reducing technostress and should be considered (Calvo and Peters, 2014). Positive technology is defined as a scientific and applied approach to the use of technology for improving the quality of our personal experience and making our work easier (Riva et al., 2012). This approach advocates that technology is used to generate positive experiences and is designed to support individuals in reaching self-actualising experiences, and it helps to improve connectedness between individuals or groups. Therefore, implementation of positive technology-designed solutions presents possible inhibitors of techno-overload, techno-complexity, and techno-invasion, and, in turn, increases workplace flourishing through autonomy and control. This eventually benefits individual wellbeing (Riva et al., 2012).

A positive relationship was also observed between technostress and work–family conflict, with the ultimate impact on workplace flourishing. Accordingly, when technostress and work–family conflict are high, low levels of flourishing are exhibited. These findings have implications for workplace flourishing in higher education. The managers need to realise the importance of helping both academic and support staff to flourish by instituting relevant organisational support and work–life balance policies that will help employees to flourish, especially when dealing with technostress creators in the remote work setting. To those struggling with work–family conflict, there is a dire need for managers to make allowances for employees to adjust their schedules to accommodate personal obligations, adjust employees' workloads to accommodate family responsibilities, and make it easier for employees to take paid time off. The struggle with both technostress and work–family conflict in the South African context is worsened by challenges regarding access to technology. Unique problems, such as load shedding, poor wi-fi connections, and the use of old devices, expose users to techno-unreliability strain, resulting in them spending too much time trying to complete tasks. These individuals will have less time and energy to devote to their family responsibilities. The study recommends that it is the responsibility of an organisation to ensure that each employee has access to strong wi-fi and devices that are compatible with the software and systems utilised by the organisation, and managers should set up policies to encourage employees to set boundaries, stop working, and switch off email notifications at the designated log-off time to maintain work–life balance and ensure psychological and emotional wellbeing.

Even though employees in remote settings are burdened by technostress, when they perceive positive work–life balance and adequate organisational support given by their supervisors, they tend to flourish, and flourishing eventually enhances performance. By developing favourable work–life balance policies, technostress creators, such as techno-invasion and techno-complexity, are controlled, and flourishing can be enhanced. This enhancement will, in turn, help the employees to actualise organisational and personal goals that give rise to institutional development and flourishing. The amount of technostress experienced and its effect may be enhanced or hampered by the prevailing atmosphere of work–life balance and the perceived organisational support received by employees. Therefore, POS and work–life balance will assist employees in enhancing their ability to flourish, deal with technostress creators, and balance work and family responsibilities. Furthermore, fostering flourishing through POS and work–life balance policies is a highly viable organisational goal that impacts important organisational outcomes.

Note is taken of the findings that the ultimate path from technostress through perceived organisational support via work–family conflict to workplace flourishing was found insignificant with no mediating effect. These unexpected results are consistent with a recent study (Lades et al., 2020), indicating that technology presumably allows more flexibility and autonomy, in turn resulting in employees working more and feeling in control, but, at the same time, although this improves the quality and accuracy of work, it interferes with family life, and potentially fosters expectations of permanent connectivity, which may be detrimental to workplace flourishing. Hence, the remote work context provides discordant results that can be explained in two ways. On the one hand, it enhances work–life balance and perceived autonomy; however, on the other hand, it has a negative impact on the quality of life, increases technostress, and calls for more organisational support. The above notion indicates how technology can possibly influence wellbeing, something which is required to enrich the field at the moment.

The research also detaches from the previous studies that focused mainly on observing the detrimental effect of technostress and work–family conflict on employees' wellbeing, and centred on the importance of the mediating effect of POS in the interaction between technostress and workplace flourishing in the remote work setting. The new findings of the study translate to practical implications for both employees and managers operating in remote settings, who are exposed to technostress and work–family conflict, suggesting that there is a need to increase organisational support as a way to positively influence workplace flourishing and lessen work–family conflict. It is highly recommended that leaders and supervisors play an active role in providing the required support for employees. This involves incorporating measures that reduce stress associated with the use of technology, specifically ensuring the provision of technical support, which has been proved to inhibit technostress (Li and Wang, 2021). Leaders have the responsibility to ensure that organisational demands on employees do not exceed normal working hours and normal workload, as the consequences for work–life balance and wellbeing are undebatable. Accordingly, supplemental work should be reduced or avoided, workload levels need to be constantly monitored by line supervisors, and communication during virtual work settings should be balanced, since an overload of emails can cause the development of technostress. Leaders should design proactive and family-friendly strategies to inhibit work–family conflict. Moreover, if organisations offer training and instruments to cope with the effects of technostress, the trainings should be short and interesting.

Success for both employees and organisations largely rest on the emotional, psychological, and subjective wellbeing of the employees, and for that reason it is crucial to cultivate a favourable work atmosphere that reduces technostress and work–family conflict, and to provide POS to stimulate employees to flourish rather than languish. In this regard, establishing the antecedents of flourishing and identifying its mediators are considered as the first step. Thus, understanding the mediating effect of work–family conflict and POS creates a platform for managers and organisations to enhance favourable conditions and strengthen positive mental states of employees. When individuals experience high POS, they feel secure, and they have adequate resources to control the technostress creators; thus, they are more effective and, eventually, they flourish.


Limitations and future directions

Some limitations were identified for the study. Firstly, only four constructs were explored in the model, yet evidence from the literature notes that there are a number of other constructs that may also influence workplace flourishing. Future studies should thus consider including other positive variables, such as resilience, mindfulness, and work engagement. Secondly, data were collected in only one institution and focused mainly on the residential university employees. It should be noted that the effects of technostress and the type of support the institution offers may differ between a residential and an open distance e-learning (ODeL) institution. ODeL institutions, in principle, have implemented more ways of acting through ICT, and, therefore, their academics may experience less misfit (technostress) between the demands of the institution and their own needs regarding technology. In residential universities, these imbalances may be greater due to the lack of a tradition of fully integrating technology in teaching; accordingly, this restricts generalisation of results to residential institutions only. Although the study only includes a residential institution, the ODeL institutions may take the opportunity to replicate the study within their context. Further studies should consider focusing on more different institutions and larger samples to expand applicability of the findings in different situations. The third limitation was the utilisation of a cross-sectional self-report that, according to Podsakoff et al. (2012), involves possible method bias. Due to the cross-sectional survey method, it is also possible to lose sight of the impact of the timeline, especially on the workplace flourishing construct. Future studies could consider designing a follow-up survey to examine an overall perspective for assessing the effect of technostress on workplace flourishing. The study investigated technostress along with other variables; trying to examine technostress dynamics in particularly high-tech organisations would be helpful to identify and outline more contextualized interventions. In addition, it was difficult to completely establish whether the levels of workplace flourishing actually altered for the participants during the time they started remote working or whether it has remained constant. Although data were collected, with integrity and honest responses were gathered from the participants, it should be noted that the findings should be generalised with caution to the academic and support staff in South African institutions.
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Recently, the world experienced dramatic changes due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Working remotely led to employees feeling isolated and experiencing fatigue and depression. The responsibility of addressing the psychological wellbeing of employees lies with industrial psychology practitioners. They support line management by counseling employees experiencing social and psychological problems. The objective of the present study was to explore the role of the industrial psychology practitioner in managing the psychological impact of COVID-19 on employees. Using a homogeneous sampling technique, a qualitative research design was employed based on social constructivism. Semi-structured interviews and a qualitative survey were utilized to gather the data from industrial psychology practitioners (n = 22) registered as psychologists and interns. Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the data. Most participants believed that the onset of COVID-19 led to accelerated change in the workplace. The findings suggest that an industrial psychology practitioner’s role in the changing world of work enables organizations to be prepared for the changes by providing multi-level interventions. Recommendations are made to organizations to implement interventions to facilitate support for employees in their attempt to deal with the psychological impact of COVID-19 on employees.
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Introduction

The workplace has a vital role in helping employees deal with social and psychological concerns (Bergh, 2021). These typically include navigating through the ever-changing world of work, such as the dramatic changes the world experienced due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic led to strict lockdown measures and social isolation worldwide, and employees working remotely from the workplace while managing their home lives. Studies show that people reported feeling anxious and stressed during the pandemic due to the threat of falling ill, job insecurity, isolation and uncertainty for the future, to name a few (Giorgi et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020). However, COVID-19 also brought about embracing new insights and capacities, thereby completely rethinking the future world of work (Volini et al., 2021). In this regard, the role of the industrial and work psychology practitioner becomes evident. The responsibility for addressing psychological issues within South African organizations lies with industrial psychology practitioners (Health Professions Council of South Africa [HPCSA], 2019). The industrial psychology practitioner is responsible for diagnosing workplace-related psychopathology and applying skills to identify further treatment needs and psychological interventions (Health Professions Council of South Africa [HPCSA], 2019). The practitioner can refer employees to other specialized professionals and work with them to ensure that the employee is reasonably accommodated and integrated into the workplace (Health Professions Council of South Africa [HPCSA], 2019). The role of the industrial psychology professional is imperative to provide support to employees to adjust to the changes COVID-19 brought to the workplace. From the aforementioned, the following research objectives are presented.

To determine the role of the industrial psychology practitioner in the changing world of work;

To establish the role of the industrial psychology practitioner as a workplace counselor to manage the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace.

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, governments worldwide were forced to impose regulations such as lockdowns and social distancing (Greyling et al., 2021). During the onset of this study, most employees in South Africa have already been working from home for several months. Most companies used technology for employees to do their work using new virtual ways of working, such as virtual communication platforms such as Zoom meetings and Microsoft Team meetings, among others (Williams, 2021). Working from home, enabled by advanced technologies, caused problems for some employees as it faded the line between working time and family time (Trougakos et al., 2020). Greenwood and Anas (2021) state that employers were only beginning to recognize the prevalence of mental health issues at work in 2019 when COVID-19 brought new mental health challenges. The global pandemic declared by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 2020 exacerbated existing work-related problems and how mental health-related issues were managed (Agba et al., 2020). Giorgi et al. (2020) state that several workplace factors have been identified as having the potential to increase or moderate the impact of COVID-19 on workers’ mental health. During the pandemic, work-related stress and a lack of job support were intrinsically at a high risk of influencing the wellbeing of employees (Giorgi et al., 2020).

Similarly, Qiu et al. (2020) report that the pandemic caused increased anxiety and psychological distress among people. According to Devi et al. (2019), stress is defined as a state of disharmony leading to a stress response in the body. Prolonged exposure to stress leads to health-related consequences on productivity and quality of life (Devi et al., 2019). The Job Demands-Resources model (Demerouti et al., 2001) states that when the availability of job resources is depleted, a person could withdraw or disengage from work. High job demands lead to exhaustion and could eventually cause ill health. According to Devi et al. (2019), prolonged exposure to stress could lead to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which usually occurs following a life-threatening event, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Several publications report on employees’ symptoms of post-traumatic stress caused by the pandemic (Restauri and Sheridan, 2020; Rock, 2022). There are various interventions organizations can implement in order to support employees to recover from the psychological trauma and distress caused by the pandemic. According to Giorgi et al. (2020), managing the psychological effect of COVID-19 would include multiple organizational and work-related interventions, such as remote working (smart working), leadership support and implementation of safety protocols. Giorgi et al. (2020) further report that a proper strategy to address employee burnout is to apply coaching psychology principles. Facilitating a development process and establishing ways for employees to improve their resources could assist in addressing COVID-19-related challenges. Identifying at-risk employees and training in psychological first aid during disasters could prevent added mental health problems (Naidu, 2020; Qiu et al., 2020). Currently, it seems that the world is in a post-pandemic phase. Early this year most countries have lifted lockdown restrictions, and some organizations require employees to return to work. Recent studies report on managing return-to-work policies since this significantly affects employees (Giorgi et al., 2020; Boissé, 2021; Cohen, 2021).

In this regard, the industrial psychology practitioner’s role becomes crucial. The Health Professions Council of South Africa (Health Professions Council of South Africa [HPCSA], 2019) indicates that an industrial psychologist should develop and apply interventions based on the principles of psychology to address individual, group and organizational wellbeing. A subfield in industrial psychology relating to work-related wellbeing, occupational health psychology focuses on the impact of occupational stressors on employees’ psychological health and includes interventions designed to improve employee health (Bergh, 2021). Bal et al. (2019) state that industrial psychology practitioners are responsible for ensuring the wellbeing of the employee, as this task forms the cornerstone of their profession. The industrial psychologist uses psychological models to alter behavior in organizations in order to improve work (Schultz et al., 2020) and resolve issues at work (Jex and Britt, 2014). Schultz et al. (2020) note that industrial psychology practitioners’ responsibilities include providing psychological interventions to businesses, such as workplace counseling, to address psychological problems. Basically, through workplace counseling, an industrial psychology practitioner assists workers to function optimally at work. From an industrial psychology perspective, workplace counseling focuses on facilitating workers’ personal development while also addressing stress-related problems. From this perspective, this study aimed to explore the significant role of the industrial psychologist in managing the psychological impact of COVID-19 in the workplace.



Materials and methods

A qualitative descriptive strategy was used in the study to explore the narratives of the participants, industrial psychology practitioners registered as psychologists and interns (we refer to the collective term of industrial psychology practitioner to include both psychologists and interns). The inclusion criterion for the participants consisted of being registered with the Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA) as an intern- psychologist or psychologist under the industrial psychology category. It was preferred that the practitioners’ job functions include rendering workplace counseling within a South African organization. The participants were expected to understand and communicate in English. After approval for the study was received from the ethics committee from the faculty, the list of registered industrial psychology practitioners from the iRegister of the HPCSA was obtained. The participants were contacted, and an overview of the study was presented. Provided they agreed to participate in the study, an informed consent form and a brief demographics questionnaire were completed.

The sample comprised 17 females (77%) and five males (22%) mainly between 33 and 41 years of age (46%). 36% of the participants were between 23 and 32 years of age, and four (18%) participants between 42 and 51 years of age. The participants were equally Afrikaans-speaking and English-speaking at 36%, respectively, while 14% were isiZulu-speaking, 9% were Setswana-speaking, and 5% were Sesotho-speaking. 18% Asian represented the sample population, 31% black, 9% colored and 9% white. Lastly, 59% of the participants were registered with the HPCSA as psychologists in the category industrial, and 41% were registered with the HPCSA as intern psychologists in the same category.

Semi-structured interviews and a qualitative survey were used to gather data. Since the country was under lockdown restrictions during 2020 due to COVID-19 regulations, the interviews were conducted online in the participants’ convenient environment, such as their home or office, with internet connectivity. Before commencing with the interviews, the researcher provided the participant with more information about the study and the structure of the interview session. Pre-determined questions guided the interview:

In your opinion, how effective is your workplace in assisting employees in the changing world of work?

How do you view your role as an industrial psychology practitioner in the changing world of work?

The qualitative survey was completed by participants who had already completed an interview, and from whom additional data was needed. The participants completed their answers in a typed format. The survey questions were as follows:

In your opinion, what is the impact of COVID-19 on the workplace?

In your experience, what is the psychological impact of COVID-19 on employees?

How do you view your role as a workplace counselor to manage the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace?


Data analysis

Deductive and inductive thematic analyses were utilized to analyze the data. Mayring (2022) indicates deductive thematic analysis as the process of data coding where new information is found in data while referring to previous research findings. The research objectives were used to form a structure of categories where the themes were categorized. Inductive thematic analysis entails working with the participants’ experiences and deriving themes and codes from the data (Azungah and Kasmad, 2018; Mayring, 2022). Since new experiences were recorded from the interviews and surveys, new themes were discovered in the data. To maintain the data’s quality and trustworthiness, the researchers ensured that questions related to the topic were asked and reported an accurate reflection of the participants’ experiences. A qualitative survey was included as the study developed to access more data. Using the survey data, a deductive thematic analysis was followed guided by the research objectives to form a structure of categories where the themes were categorized.




Results

The study’s results were grouped into three categories, consisting of themes and substantiated by responses from the participants.


Category 1: The changing world of work

The first category was formed based on the first objective of the study, exploring the role of the industrial psychology practitioner in the changing world of work. Firstly, the participants were asked how effective they view their workplace in assisting employees in the changing world of work. From the responses, the themes were grouped and are reported below.



Theme 1: Accelerated change

The data shows that from the participants’ perspective, change is constantly present in the current workplace and even accelerated by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The participants indicated that the effect of the changing world of work on employees is increased work pressure and job demands.








	

	I think it makes work at (sic) faster pace, technology definitely puts pressure on the employees because is the emphasis to learn new systems, new technology, new social media almost on a weekly and monthly basis. There is a lot of change coming in, with change put a lot of stress on employees and it can also cause burnout. (Participant 2, Female).





The participants indicated that job demands increased in the new world of work thereby putting more pressure on employees. More work pressure results in elevated stress levels and even burnout among employees.








	

	The impact on employees—the stress level is so much higher, lack of authentic emotional expression and the demands on them have increased. (Participant 4, Female).





The participants highlighted that employees need to ensure that their skills stay relevant and that they upskill to keep up with the changes the new world of work brings.








	

	…if they do not upskill, they will become redundant and obsolete. So, obsolescence is one of those things that the employee will face if they are not upskilling or aligning their skill sets to the new challenges in the world of work. People that struggle to adjust will find it very difficult to stay relevant in the new world of work. (Participant 13, Male).





The results show that different generations react in different ways to the changing world of work. The younger generation seems to adapt faster and cope better than the older generation. The participants further felt that the older generations must upskill to a large extent, especially concerning technological changes.








	

	Different generations are handling this differently. I think for our millennials or Gen Y are adapting much faster because job security is not that important for them as the older generation…. the older generation we are not that responsive to change, and we like to have job security. (Participant 3, Female).












	

	I think the challenge we are going to face with the fourth industrial revolution is different between these generations (workforce). Your Millennials will be more inclined to the 4IR because they grew up with using technology and the baby boomers might find it difficult to adjust to it. When 4IR changes are introduced most of the baby boomers, and generation x (older employees) struggle with using it. (Participant 19, Male).





The data showed that many jobs are affected by the accelerated changes characterized by the new world of work. Some participants indicated that the effect of the changing world of work on employees benefits them by making things simpler.








	

	…it makes life easier, I think it making life easier, if you look at stuff like AI within the field that I currently work, it is used to help with comparing documents and dealing with different legal areas etc. (Participant 22, Female).





The participants indicated that the changes presented by the changing world of work, save time and energy as new ways of doing things are faster and easier, and information is easily accessible. The results further showed that the changing world of work is benefiting organizations in that organizations get the opportunity to adapt and implement effective and efficient ways of work.








	

	…it is relating to digitalisation things, especially from the HR perspective and most importantly with the environment we find ourselves in, is ever changing. Making sure that everything is done in effective and efficient manner in order for the organisation to achieve its success or stay relevant in their specific industry. (Participant 8, Female).







Theme 2: Virtual connections

The data showed that in the participants’ experience the changing world of work was introduced by the onset of the 4th industrial revolution. In their experience the new world of work is primarily highlighted by making global connections possible through meetings, conferences and virtual office work for employees.








	

	…4IR is here, it is not coming. It is not an event; however, it is something that is happening gradually. People are running conference online; you can post something online, and it has global impact. (Participant 11, Female).












	

	…the 4IR will change the way we work, and it is going to have an impact on every kind of career. Moreover, organisations that want to stay productive or profitable and want to compete in the global market…(Participant 13, Male).





The participants also indicated that the new world of work had enabled data integration to enable HR data analysis within organizations. Also, the geographic shift that took place in the world of work allows employees to work more efficiently while working remotely.








	

	Integration of more technology into the workplace, more focused on big data and people analytics not doing big data and people analytics the traditional way (spreadsheet individually). The increased use of technology and using technology in your work processes. We are already functioning in the 4IR and it is evident in the workplace. (Participant 7, Female).












	

	…but technology has enabled us to do work remotely and more efficiently because if I am home, I am not spending a lot of time chatting to my friends in the office; therefore, I am actually doing much more with my time when I am working from home. It saves time and it is convenient… (Participant 17, Female).





Next, category two is discussed. The category was formed based on the first objective of the study, exploring the role of the industrial psychology practitioner in the changing world of work. The participants were asked how they view their role as industrial psychology practitioners in the changing world of work.



Category 2: The roles of the industrial psychology practitioner in the changing world of work


Theme 1: Facilitate coping

The participants indicated that their role as industrial psychology practitioners in the changing world of work was one of being a facilitator of the change process within the organization.








	

	We have a number of responsibilities; the first thing is that we need to serve as change agents, reason being that a lot of jobs are going to have to undergo a large transition in order to remain relevant and some jobs are not going to be relevant. As IOP practitioners we have to serve as stewards for this change for these types of jobs that are coming. (Participant 6, Male).












	

	Also making sure that you make it fun like running competitions, changing performance enhancement approach to suit the workforce, and following more contemporary approach. I recurrently lodged the project called growth for growth and the purpose of this project is to build high performing team in the sense that people are able to achieve goals, work collaboratively. (Participant 8, Female).





The participants indicated that as facilitators of change, they support and guide employees to cope with organizational change initiatives through providing group support such as peer support groups.








	

	Help people understand 4IR and the interventions the organisation is proposing in response to the 4IR. To ensure that there is an integration between the automated process and the people. By looking at the risk involved in the process the organisation wants to implement and the reason thereof (efficiency, better profit margins, for reduction of Labour force or reduction in the production time) and what is the purpose of implementing these things. Use tools (evidence-based approaches) to understand the impact of the 4IR and address the identified impact. Help organisations to be transparent to employees and manage the relationships (e.g., union). (Participant 7, Female).












	

	The role of personal resources has been reaffirmed, and I believe it is part of the role of the IOP to pro-actively invest in resource building, whether it be through training, counselling, coaching, peer support groups, etc. (Participant 13, Female).





A significant part of the data revealed that the practitioners’ role is to provide support to management in various ways such as providing training and help building relationships.








	

	I had to assist managers in making adjustments to support staff in order to recuperate which led to me having to look at new ways of applying the 3-intervention levels (individual, team and organisation) in this context. (Participant 5, Female).












	

	Line managers equipped to create psychological safety;—line managers’ ability to use 1 on 1 sessions to check on employees and provide adequate support;—leaders modelling appropriate healthy behaviours. (Participant 11, Female).







Theme 2: Helping

A significant role reflected from the data was that of supporting employees through counseling and coaching. The participants shared various responses relating to how support is provided to employees.








	

	The role of Industrial psychology practitioner is to provide guidance, coaching and counselling. IOP should do a needs analysis of what people are struggling with in terms of the 4IR; therefore, counsel them accordingly. (Participant 20, Female).












	

	I think with this industrial revolution (4IR) change is much faster than we have known it to be, and I think my role will be more of supportive role to people to adapt to changes and also to loss. I think in many cases there will be losses and then helping clients and/or employees to craft their own way of doing things and also to assist them that if they experience job loss to go on to a new career path. And helping people to cope with change. (Participant 1, Female).





By means of using coaching skills the participants felt they could provide a supportive role to employees and assist them with coping with the changes the new world of work brings.








	

	My role will be to guidance (sic) this person through coaching. The more technology will increase the more and more they will be neglecting of people side. We (IOPs) will have to work harder to ensure that people are well looked after, they know how to balance (work and life), that they know which careers they can choose (obviously the whole career mapping will change going forward, in terms of the impact of technology on the careers). I think in the end our role will have to adapt as Industrial Psychologists providing more support to people and things impacting our workforce in the workplace. (Participant 5, Female).





The participants indicated that as a behavior-specialist, their role includes understanding behavior and what is needed to support people. The participants reflected on designing tailored interventions based on accurate diagnoses of what is needed, either on individual, group or organizational level.








	

	In the 4IR as things are becoming more complex and challenging, people are having multiple roles; it is not necessary that you come to work and do a single role. It is going to be having multiple portfolios, stretching your skills, having side-hustle, and having short-term contracts; not having long-term commitments. There is a lot of demands on the individual and for an individual to catch up with those requirements, requires a special touch that is where is see the Industrial Psychologists ideal role is to be able to support the individuals in those transitions. Being able to understand how you can handle that complexity, the dynamics between now that it is like a lot of challenges being faced, is the softer side of things and the harder thing to explain to people in terms of the value. (Participant 11, Female).





The participants indicated that they view their role within organizations as being responsible for managing employees’ mental health and considering their psychological wellbeing. This was reflected throughout the data gathering process, such as participants 1 and 2, respectively indicated that the workplace could be more effective when they assist employees, as indicated in their extracts below:








	

	By assisting employees who show signs of trauma or emotional stress with counselling.












	

	Supportive role, listening to stories of experiences, exploring career changes with clients and new self-awareness that came with the pandemic. Emotion management and regulation re-building relationships at work, exploring and healing and coping with this traumatic event.







Theme 3: Gatekeeper

Lastly, the participants further indicated that their role within the organization is to highlight transparency and be stewards of ethical change management. As a gatekeeper, this included ensuring that data is managed responsibly and that considerations regarding implementing the changes flowing from the changing world of work are fair and ethical.








	

	The biggest role is ethics. I think we need to be careful around help manage and control companies around how to capture and keep data. Because there is a lot of potential for the data to be misused and manipulated in a way…. (Participant 6, Male).












	

	I always think our role is a bit of a check and a balance, ethical viewpoint. So, we will always want people to come to us and ask is that right, ethical and kind, all the considerations/decision around people. We also want to be looking not just making sure things are fair, safe, kind, and ethical sound for people, but also in terms of enhancing the wellness of people. For it is the ethical foundation and making sure that things are done properly, and people are being considered because things are going fast it is easy to forget the people side as to how we ensure that people are being enhanced. (Participant 11, Female).





Next, category three is discussed, which relates to the second objective of the study, exploring the role of the industrial psychology practitioner as a workplace counselor to manage the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace.




Category 3: Managing the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace

Category 3 was formed when the participants were asked their opinion on the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace and the psychological impact of COVID-19 on employees. Four themes emerged from the data and are reported next.


Theme 1: Culture change

The participants indicated that the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace is evident through culture changes that took place in organizations. They reflected on how the new normal included working from home, managing a virtual office, learning new work-life balance dynamics and managing employees differently.








	

	Impact of COVID-19 is both positive and negative. Positive; in challenging our old ways of thinking - Covid-19 opened up doors to hybrid-working cultures securing a better work life balance. The impact has also challenged individuals and companies to be more agile and adaptable. (Participant 3, Female).












	

	The workplace moved from a physical office to a digital environment. Employees had to work from their homes and share the limited space with family members. (Participant 8, Male).





The participants indicated that the way life and work were before the pandemic had forever changed. In a positive sense, the participants felt excited about opportunities for hybrid working and a more balanced way of living. Employees working from home seemed more relaxed in this flexible environment. Furthermore, participants also indicated that organizations must relook work practices, such as providing a safe workplace within the context of COVID-19 (facilities and training staff on safety protocols).








	

	… adoption of work from home at a massive scale, balancing living in a pandemic and all the new global and country regulations while trying to be productive, opportunities for companies to consider work arrangements and supporting managers to manage remotely. (Participant 9, Female).












	

	There is more flexibility from managers who used to be clock watchers. Managers now realise that employees can work from home if they need to take care of the kids etc. (Participant 1, Female).







Theme 2: Mental health

In addition, the participants indicated that a significant part of the impact of COVID-19 was on employees’ mental health. Apart from the effect on employee health, employees had to adapt to many changes, some employees showed signs and symptoms of ill health, while others showed resiliency and engagement.








	

	At the start of the pandemic employees felt overwhelmed and anxious. Many had to dig deep to find resilience to be agile in the changing environment. As people worked through the changes in their different manners, the psychological impact ranged from negative (i.e., depression) to positive (i.e., sense of meaningfulness). However, as the pandemic continued my sense was that most people’s personal resources were running low and that they experienced symptoms of burnout. As each individual’s experience is so unique, the pandemic has taught us to heighten the focus on mental health in the workplace, and to provide individualised responses. Now in 2022 the culture of overwork and unreasonable expectations are surfacing again. (Participant 10, Female).





The results showed that employees who fell ill and lost loved ones due to COVID-19 were especially at risk of showing PTSD symptoms. The participants reflected on ways of addressing signs of burnout, depression, trauma and PTSD in employees.








	

	In my consultations I have noted that employees are still extremely fatigued even after 3 months of contracting Covid. I notice an increase in reports of burnout, and depression of employees who were recovering from Covid. People who lost someone due to Covid are also left traumatised. Those who had Covid and those who didn’t were equally fearful of contracting the disease which led to increased levels of stress. Working from home had a good effect on some but a negative effect on others. (Participant 13, Female).












	

	Covid has caused a lot of trauma for employees where some have lost a loved one or there was a financial impact on the family. In my opinion this is causing employees to be less resilient towards the normal stresses in life. (Participant 1, Female).





The participants indicated that in their experience, the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace included job loss and uncertainty, which also led to mental health problems such as anxiety and depression.








	

	Due to loss people experience some degree of depression, due to being isolated some experience a degree of anxiety as well as depression, and then there’s individuals that experience prolonged Covid which impacts them mental and physically. (Participant 7, Female).





The participants stated that they know of many companies that had to close their doors, lost or digitized jobs, and employees had to take salary cuts. Participant 9 supported this by writing in the survey: “Increased pressures on mental health overall on individuals; massive job losses and increased anxiety on job security and balancing the grey area between work and home and “always-on” culture.”

The participants felt that as employees faced much loss, levels of fear also increased. One participant explained that employees experienced high levels of stress due to many different reasons such as stressors of financial strain, uncertainty about the future, concern about the possibility of infection, and travel restrictions. The participants indicated that employees felt fatigued, and a high prevalence of burnout was noted among employees returning to work.








	

	Trauma of leaving workplace suddenly in March 2020 caused post traumatic stress. Anxiety of not knowing how the pandemic will play out. Information overload and bombardment of training availability and expectations to learn new methods in a short period increased stress levels. Emotional numbness now in learning anything new. Fear of other changes still too come. Similar to surviving a war but still exited to perform on a very high level. Returning to work very, very challenging, yet another change. (Participant 2, Female).












	

	I think it has increased fear in general, each person’s trigger around fear was pressed. Whether it was fear around income, job security, health etc. I think as a summary it removed peoples sense of certainty and increased discomfort, which has a knock on effect on all our triggers. (Participant 8, Male).







Theme 3: Availability of resources

The participants further indicated that the significant impact of COVID-19 in the workplace was how it impacted the availability of resources. As such, organizations are faced with the change of adjusting and adapting at a fast pace and should ensure the efficient availability of resources exist.








	

	Unprecedented, this has not been seen since the Spanish flu. The workplace has to adjust and adapt at lightning speed and also figure out how to support employees who were left traumatised by the pandemic. (Participant 13, Female).





In addition, participants indicated that the impact of the pandemic could also be felt by technological advances, as employees worldwide were requested to work from home. Some employees were confronted with the challenge of not having an internet connection to be able to work effectively.








	

	Many employees did not have adequate connectivity or data to continue effectively with their duties. Employees had to upskill very quickly regarding digital and technological capabilities. Video conferencing platforms such as Zoom and MS Teams became the mode of communication and collaboration and employees had to adjust quickly and learn how to utilise these digital applications. (Participant 8, Male).





The participants indicated that working remotely had its benefits, but post-pandemic, it is clear that employees have to relearn how to function in a team and socialize as a group again. The availability of peer support as a resource is evident as Participant 1 state:








	

	Teams have had to learn to work together again in a face-to-face environment. While working from home I had limited contact with my colleagues, now I am back at the office, and I have to face them for 8 hours a day. People need to learn how to again accept and cope with other members of the team who they don’t necessarily get along with. Social traditions that were established before Covid has gone and effort needs to be put in to reinvent these traditions (socials, drinks after work etc.).







Theme 4: Meaningfulness

The participants reflected that the sense of loss they observed from employees were also seen when companies requested their employees to return to the office, and employees now faced a sense of loss of the security they had while working from home. The participants indicated that, in their opinion, the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace is that as employees searched for meaning in their experiences, many employees report having good experiences as they re-evaluated what mattered in life. A prominent shift was reported in resignations as people explored other areas of life to “find more joy” (Participant 6). The data showed that most participants indicated that the onset of COVID-19 led to some employees living a more purposeful life.








	

	It shook everyone and made them clarify what they want from their life, what is important and this has to lead to people feeling niggly in wanting to make changes, find more joy, move closer to a life they want. I believe people are trying to cope and are also stretching for more. (Participant 6, Female).









Discussion

The results indicated that the new world of work’s influence on organizations was prevalent in the rapid advancement of technology in recent years. This was especially evident from how knowledge and information were distributed and how jobs were affected, thereby accelerating change, and automation and digitalization in organizations. Mayer and Oosthuizen (2021) found in their study among managers in a South African technology organization that the challenges of the 4IR highlighted both the positive and negative experiences of the participants regarding the rapid and disruptive changes within the organizations. According to the participants the transition to the new world of work dramatically impacts work. The manner in which work is being done, having less human interaction, and simplifying organizations are a few examples the participants provided of the impact of the transition. Similarly, Schwab and Davis (2018) revealed in their study that the changing world of work is reshaping how work is performed. The participants indicated that they found that different generations coped differently with this transition. While the younger generation seemed to find it easier to transition to the new world of work, the older generation felt a sense of job insecurity because of automation and digitalization in the workplace, which forced them to upskill and learn to adapt to the changes. Mariano et al. (2021) report that older employees are often stereotyped as less technologically skilled than younger employees and thus tend to avoid using technology.

The study results also showed that the participants felt that apart from the changes employees’ experience in the workplace due to the new world of work, the COVID-19 pandemic brought about a further significant culture change in the workplace. The pace of work accelerated and the constant change in the workplace evolved to a next level since the pandemic started. The results show that the participants noted that the culture shift in the workplace was related to the new way of work, including working more remotely, managing a virtual office, work-life integration, and a feeling of constant change. The participants reflected on the prevalence of depression and a sense of loss at the pandemic’s beginning. This was possibly intensified by the isolation of lockdown, loss of loved ones as well as the threat to the employees’ health. The participants in the study observed a strong sense of job uncertainty and insecurity among employees they supported. The participants indicated that some organizations had to close, jobs were redundant, and some jobs changed. The findings are in accordance with the study of Giorgi et al. (2020), who found that social distancing policies, the lockdown, loss of income and fear of the future led to an influence on the mental health of employees.

The results of our study show that the participants identified signs and symptoms of psychological trauma due to the COVID-19 pandemic among employees. The shock of leaving work and life as it was known so suddenly, followed by the threat of falling ill and the death of loved ones, led to a prevalence of trauma symptoms among employees. Restauri and Sheridan (2020) state that the description of the COVID-19 pandemic compared to a traumatic event as defined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). A traumatic event is more severe than a crisis and has a more unpredictable onset. Literature states that trauma involves an individual experiencing, witnessing or being confronted with actual or threatened death, serious injury, or threat to others or the self (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). An individual’s response to the trauma includes feeling intense helplessness or horror. This definition accurately describes most people’s experiences during the pandemic. Exposure to a traumatic event could lead to the onset of acute stress disorder and if symptoms continue to persist, PTSD (Restauri and Sheridan, 2020). The vulnerability of South Africans to post-traumatic stress disorder is highlighted by Naidu (2020) due to the collective trauma of the past.

As employees return to work, the participants in this study indicated that they noticed a culture of overwork and unreasonable expectations of employers. Ingusci et al. (2021) state that workers are required to work under pressure for longer hours with increased workloads. It is essential for employers to, especially during the pandemic, review tasks and have realistic expectations (Ingusci et al., 2021). Post-pandemic management involves integration back to a work environment that has changed drastically (Boissé, 2021). Employees need to be supported to re-establish routines and to support anxious employees. Roberge (2020) states that management should be vigilant in supporting employees returning to work. This can be done in three stages, first focusing on the human aspect, ensuring that employees are coping, emotionally well and thriving. Secondly, in a transition period, establish more contact points during the day to check on employees as they return to a more normal routine, either at work or home. These could include enquiring if employees have what they need (resources), checking on how employees are coping and enquiring whether they are taking enough breaks. Lastly, focusing on the business aspect of an organization, management should ensure that the job is being done, and that adjustments to task agreements are made to accommodate new work as the world of work changes. Our study showed that employees need support from management in order to cope with the new world of work. More so after the pandemic as employees need to adjust to how the world of work changed.

While the results show that COVID-19 mostly had a negative effect on work-life, some participants reflected on how they noticed a sense of meaningfulness in some of the employees they supported. The participants noted that employees seemed to revisit what is important for them in life, reshaping their work and family lives and reconnecting to what is important. An American organizational psychologist, Anthony Klotz, stated in an interview with Bloomberg that many employees are rethinking where and why they want to work (Cohen, 2021). Employees are re-evaluating meaning in terms of family time, remote work, finding joy in projects and meaning in life (Cohen, 2021). Employees can consider their choices (Smith, 2022), which led to many employees resigning and seeking other job opportunities. Much has been published about the “mass resignation” phenomenon worldwide as employees seek employment elsewhere, among others, seeking remote work opportunities (Iacurci, 2022). This involves more than resigning from a job, but also involves individuals taking control of their work and personal lives (Cohen, 2021).

The participants indicated that they felt their role prior to the COVID-19 pandemic revolved around assisting employees in crafting new career opportunities or new work arrangements, and new ways of doing work. This role has intensified significantly since the COVID-19 pandemic started. In their report, Deloitte (Volini et al., 2021) states that in the post-pandemic workplace, work should be re-defined. The report indicates that a focus should be placed on the “art of the possible” for what can be achieved using technology, thereby enabling and elevating human capabilities. Our study showed that the participants believed that organizations are exploring ways to manage employees who work remotely permanently related to managing outputs and not merely managing the hours during a working day. Increasingly, more studies show that organizations seek to attract and retain talent by providing employees autonomy over their work schedules (Cohen, 2021). More flexibility at work could lead to improved mental health and better work-life balance (Cohen, 2021).

Some participants reflected on how coming through the pandemic was like surviving a war, but they were still excited to perform at work. In recent years, publications have reported how people recover from adversity (Ryff et al., 2012), and how this positive recovery from adversity can be described as resiliency. Ryff et al. (2012) define resilience as “the maintenance, recovery, or improvement in mental or physical health following challenge” (p. 794). It is possible that the responses from the participants in our study could reflect on the post-traumatic growth theory (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2004). The theory states that people who endure psychological struggles following adversity often see positive growth afterward.

Facilitating growth and development among employees is a significant part of industrial psychology. Industrial and organizational psychologists are ideally suited in organizations to support employees in the current post-pandemic phase by following an intervention approach suited for employees in their specific trajectory. A good example is Banerjee and Nair’s (2020) intervention toolkit, developed to support facilitators dealing with employees’ mental health during a pandemic. The approach to psycho-social interventions speaks to the industrial psychology professions and involves needs assessment, crisis management, open communication, individual and group support and interventions, and organizational restructuring. Nguse and Wassenaar (2021) state that the role of psychologists during the COVID-19 pandemic includes being at the forefront of this task and sharing resources to assist with mental health issues in the community in South Africa. Training psychologists and mental health professionals in immediate and responsive treatment measures such as psychological first aid, solution-focused brief psychotherapy and longer-lasting treatment models are vital to prepare for similar mental health challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Graupner, 2021; Nguse and Wassenaar, 2021). van Lill and van Lill (2022) recommend training in the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) for Work Well-being model, particularly suitable for industrial psychologists who offer brief counseling interventions. The participants reported that their role in the changing world of work is to facilitate support such as providing services such as counseling and coaching. In this regard, the industrial psychology practitioner is concerned with talent management with organizations; in their capacity as counselors, coaches and people-developers, they equip individuals to address their personal or developmental needs (Jorgensen et al., 2016; Van Zyl and Stander, 2016). The industrial psychology practitioners in this study reported that their role as workplace counselors involves supporting employees to adjust to the workplace, especially during the pandemic. To manage wellbeing in the workplace, the industrial psychologist should be concerned with supporting employees’ adjustment (Health Professions Council of South Africa [HPCSA], 2019), more so in the post-pandemic phase. van Lill and van Lill (2022) indicate that it can be considered an obligation that industrial psychologists have to their organizations and an ethical duty as psychologists to intervene when employees present with mental health challenges.

The significant role of the industrial psychology practitioner in managing the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace became quite clear from the participants’ responses. The participants indicated that an important role of industrial psychology practitioners in the changing world of work is being ethics managers. Participants reported that as ethics managers, they were responsible for managing ethics by gatekeeping in organizations, ensuring that the organizations adhere to legislation such as the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPI Act) in South Africa. The results also indicated that the participants felt it is their responsibility to keep the workplace fair and safe. Jorgensen-Graupner and Van Zyl (2019) assert that positive ethical behavior is a foundation of industrial psychology practitioners. In this regard, Van Zyl et al. (2016) confirm that industrial psychology practitioners maintain ethical standards and practices within organizations. It would therefore seem to implicate that industrial psychology practitioners should assist managers in making the workplace a safe space for employees to return to work after the COVID-19 pandemic or to assist in rethinking how the new workspace should be managed as a safe environment.

It is recommended that organizations invest in proactive and reactive interventions to address the employees’ mental health. Organizations should focus on managing job demands and evaluating job support since new challenges emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic regarding workload. A stronger focus on the accessibility of interventions on virtual platforms is immanent for access to employees working from home. A focused effort in training line managers in identifying signs and symptoms of psychological ill-health among staff members is necessary to provide adequate mental health support. Industrial psychology practitioners could use the findings of this study to position themselves as change agents, consultants to management, ethics managers, and workplace counselors to adequately facilitate support in organizations to manage the psychological impact of COVID-19. Industrial psychology practitioners must continuously develop counseling skills to facilitate psychological support to employees. In hindsight, it is clear that training in crisis management skills should be awarded priority to manage the psychological impact of the changing world of work, and also traumatic incidents such as the COVID-19 pandemic, in the workplace.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the findings in the study show that industrial psychology practitioners have a significant role in supporting employees through traumatic and stressful incidents, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, using counseling theory and models. It is recommended that industrial psychologists focus on continuously developing their skills in individual, group and organizational counseling interventions to be ready to support employees optimally.
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This study examines the psychological contract between academics and their institutions during a time of great stress—the COVID-19 pandemic. Given that relationships between these parties have been found to be deteriorating prior to the pandemic, we believed it pertinent to explore how environmental changes brought about through lockdown conditions may have shifted the academic-institution relationship. Through a qualitative research design, our data is from 2029 women academics across 26 institutions of higher learning in South Africa. The major shifts in the psychological contract were found to be workload and pressure, provision of resources, top-down communication, as well as trust and support. Whilst these shifts altered the transactional and interactional nature of the psychological contract, violation, rather than breach, occurred since the emotional responses of participants point to incongruence or misalignment of expectations between academics and their institutions during this time of crisis. We offer recommendations for rebuilding trust and negotiating the psychological contract to re-engage academics in the institution.
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Introduction

Higher education institutions worldwide have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic with resultant campus closures to enforce social distancing measures (Toquero, 2020). South African institutions of higher learning were compelled to identify and implement various strategies that contributed to sustaining the academic project, which included but were not limited to engaging in emergency remote learning and teaching, working from home arrangements for staff, finding alternative ways to support students, and reallocation of budgets to address the emerging needs. The psychological contract between academics and their institutions also appears to be shifting during this time of great stress (Kowal et al., 2020), although relationships between these parties had already been found to be deteriorating prior to the pandemic (Bolden et al., 2014).

Over the last two decades, structural changes in higher education have impacted on the work life of the academic. Most significantly, there has been a shift from universities providing elite education to providing mass education, referred to as massification (Altbach et al., 2009; Adcroft and Taylor, 2013; Altbach, 2015). At the same time, managerialism has taken root within universities, affecting the way they operate (Churchman, 2002; Altbach, 2003; Smeenk et al., 2006). The rise of managerialism requires academics to work and behave like corporate employees, accountable to measurable performance management targets (Winter, 2009). Consequently, the balance between research and teaching duties has shifted, with greater demands placed on research output and fundraising (Harris, 2005; Billot, 2011). Working in this environment, academics have also seen an increase in administrative requirements from both government and management, increasing the academic workload and frustration (Tight, 2010; Parker, 2011).

More broadly, the rise of neoliberalism, marketization, and privatization in higher education has seen external stakeholders placing new demands on universities (Harris, 2005; Bundy, 2006; Winter, 2009). In particular, marketization has forced academics, who are already coping with increased workloads, to become more self-motivated, entrepreneurial, and adaptable (Morley, 2003). In the midst of this transformation, government expenditure on higher education is decreasing, even as many governments still control universities via research funding and accreditation requirements (Parker, 2011; Webbstock, 2016). Taken together, these changes have led to an increase in the diversity of the academic role, with consequences for what used to be a singular academic identity (Churchman, 2006). Academics are now responsible for obligations to their disciplines, their need to create knowledge, their desire to teach well, the state demand for employable graduates, and entrepreneurial activities that take advantage profitable local and global market-related opportunities. These increased demands and shifts have had the effect of reducing the autonomy of academics (Parker, 2011; Altbach, 2015). Managerialism and reduced autonomy have impacted negatively on the trust, morale, and commitment of academics with respect to their institutions (Ladwig et al., 2014; Shrand and Ronnie, 2019).

The shifts in the higher education sector over the past few decades have thus impacted the role, identity, and morale of the academic, both globally and in the South African context. Pertinent to our study are the claims that academic institutions are gendered environments (Acker, 1992) and that universities governed by managerialist agendas strengthen rather than reduce inequalities along gendered lines (Parsons and Priola, 2010). These gendered differences have been found in recruitment and selection processes and promotion practices (Van den Brink and Benschop, 2012); in the increasing demand of academic service to students (Davies and Thomas, 2002); exhausting administrative and pastoral duties (Acker and Armenti, 2004); and in the devaluing or underestimation of the academic endeavors of women (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2013). Sims (2021) argues that the managerialist agenda—a masculinist-dominated one, in her opinion—has shaped the choices of women academics, compelling them to either accept it, and therefore their lesser status, or embark on changing the status quo.

Importantly, as Bailyn (2003) commented, the “ideal employee” continues to be seen as having few interests or commitments outside of the academy. In this new environment, academics have been obliged to spend extended periods at work, including taking substantial amounts of work home (Walters et al., 2021). As a result, the domestic environments have been disrupted, causing women academics, who are often more involved in the care of dependents, to suffer more adversely than their male colleagues (Elg and Jonnergård, 2003; Barry et al., 2006). These views give rise to the focus on the academic-institution interface and what this might mean for women academics who are frequently aware of gender challenges and must either find a work-around or be side-lined by the prevailing institutional culture (Teelken and Deem, 2013).

It is therefore clear that the psychological contract between academics and their institutions has been changing over the last decade (Shen, 2010). When coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa, there may be long-term effects on retention, productivity, and overall performance (du Plessis et al., 2022). Lopez and Fuiks (2021) have challenged researchers to investigate whether and how psychological contracts have shifted or been breached; which elements need updating, e.g., work tasks, schedules, and performance appraisals; how academic psychological contracts can be clarified and negotiated during this time of uncertainty and crisis; and how anxiety and burnout can be reduced while optimism and organizational commitment are sustained. Our paper responds to this challenge by examining the psychological contract from the perspectives of women academics in South Africa at a turbulent time for universities. This study explores a timeous issue that is currently pressing in higher education, and likely to increase in importance as pandemic-era changes carry into the future.

Through a qualitative analysis of the critical experiences of women academics during the lockdown period of the COVID-19 pandemic, as reported in an online survey, this study aims to detect changes that may be currently occurring to the psychological contract in order to understand how higher education institutions can respond and mend the contract, if appropriate. Whilst the unexpected circumstances of the pandemic-related lockdown provide contextualization to our findings and explain the causes of the shifts in practice, the experience of the psychological contract between academic women and the employer was affected.



Literature review


The psychological contract

The psychological contract—first conceptualized by Argyris (1960) as the mutual expectations between employee and employer—is best described by Rousseau (1989, p. 123) as “an individual’s beliefs regarding the terms and conditions of a reciprocal exchange agreement between the focal person and another party.” The concept therefore exemplifies the relationship between employee and employer and encompasses the beliefs that each party holds of the relationship (Hui et al., 2004). However, because each party holds their own perceptions, the contract may be understood uniquely by employees and employers despite the belief that obligations and commitments exist between them (Rousseau, 1995). Significantly then, individual choice—through increased or decreased engagement—underpins the psychological contract. Exchanges that transpire over a considerable period, combined with an understanding that the employment relationship will continue almost indefinitely, give rise to beliefs premised on explicit promises and elements that both the employee and employer take for granted (MacNeil, 1985). These beliefs may increase the dependence of both parties on the relationship (Rousseau, 1995). A central key issue, however, is that the psychological contract is reliant on a belief that promises, whether implicit or explicit, have been made and that a consideration has been made in exchange for it (Rousseau, 1989). This belief connects the employee and employer to a set of reciprocal obligations and responsibilities.



Types of psychological contracts

The psychological contract has been categorized into three main types: transactional, relational, and balanced (Robinson et al., 1994; Rousseau, 1995). The fourth type—transitional—is not a psychological contract type per se but rather a cognitive state that mirrors an absence or breakdown of the exchange relationship between the two parties without specific performance terms (Hui et al., 2004). Table 1 highlights the features of the three key types based on two crucial dimensions—timeframe and performance terms—of the employee-organization relationship.


TABLE 1    Types of psychological contracts.

[image: Table 1]

Recent studies have suggested an evolution in psychological contracts in terms of contract makers, location, and timing (Ashford et al., 2007; Alcover et al., 2017; Baruch and Rousseau, 2019; Griep et al., 2019; Knapp et al., 2020). While the original conceptualization by Rousseau (1989) of an exchange and reciprocal relationship still holds true, research indicates that employees and employers may have differing views of its terms and the degree to which the other party has fulfilled their obligations (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019).



Breach and violation

Many, if not most, employees experience a breach of their psychological contract in the course of their employment (Montes and Zweig, 2009). Morrison and Robinson (1997) explain that these perceptions of breach come about through the misalignment between what is understood to have been promised and what is actually delivered. In essence, it is a failure of the organization to fulfill one or more of their obligations. Breach is, according to Conway and Briner (2005, p. 64), “subjective and based on a perceived rather than an actual agreement, and can occur in relation to any explicit or implicit promise.”

Pate (2006) describes three triggers of psychological contract breach—distributive, procedural, and interactional aspects of justice—as a result of an organization’s inability to meet their obligations. “Distributive breach occurs when outcomes are perceived to be unfairly distributed for example, financial rewards. Procedural breach refers to the perception of the unfair application of procedures, such as promotion. Finally, interactional breach is linked to employees’ perception of trust of superiors and the organization as a whole and occurs if employees feel they have been treated badly” (Pate, 2006, p. 34).

Literature points to a distinction between violation and breach where violation captures the emotional response that may arise from breach itself. As Pate (2006, p. 36) explains, “[b]reach is therefore confined to a calculative identification of injustice but at this stage emotional responses are not engendered.” Incongruence and reneging are two types of violations of the psychological contract (Conway and Briner, 2005; DelCampo, 2007). Incongruence occurs when there is a difference in perception or understanding between the employee or the employer. Reneging transpires when either party knowingly breaks a promise which may occur purposively or come about through unforeseen circumstances.



Academic psychological contracts

Universities, through their leadership, need to understand their role in shaping the academic-institution relationship. If the psychological contract which underpins this relationship is well managed, this is likely to have positive implications for all parties as it has been shown to positively influence motivation, performance, and commitment (Rousseau, 2004; Walker, 2013; Conway et al., 2014). In contrast, breach of trust or failure to deliver on expectations have been shown to have a lasting negative impact on such attitudes and behaviors (Jensen et al., 2010; Griep and Vantilborgh, 2018).

A cascading effect can also take place when psychological contracts are fulfilled or breached (Bordia et al., 2008). In the context of higher education, if middle managers—as in Deans and Heads of Divisions/Departments—believe that the university has reneged on promises regarding health and safety and online learning support, this could have a negative trickle-down effect on academics, potentially influencing their interaction with students and consequently their learning (Lopez and Fuiks, 2021). Alternatively, if promises are fulfilled, a positive cascading impact may occur, likely resulting in productive outcomes, such as promotion and career advancement for researchers and concomitant benefits such as increased research productivity for universities (Dabos and Rousseau, 2004).

There is also the idiosyncratic and active nature of the psychological contract. As the contract is based on perceptions between the parties, each psychological contract is specific and distinctive to each individual (George, 2009). Studies have shown that academics desire recognition and treatment as professionals and have expectations of being recognized for their commitment to the academic profession, the university, and their students (O’Neill and Adya, 2007). Mousa (2020) noted the role of responsible leadership in mediating the relationship between the perceptions of inclusion felt by academics and their psychological contract type. According to Shen (2010), transactional contracts were more prevalent amongst academics and their expectations of university management were focused on the provision of a safe workplace, resources to conduct academic work, equal and competitive pay, and a reasonable workload.

Results also showed that differences across gender “did not demonstrate significant influences on the perception of the psychological contract fulfillment, except that male staff tended to be more satisfied with the fulfillment of reasonable workload” (Shen, 2010, p. 586). However, a possible explanation offered for this was that women may have felt the current workload unfair given the likelihood of more family responsibilities than their male counterparts. Differences across gender in terms of psychological contract fulfillment have been found in a variety of settings such as the public sector (Morley, 2003); manufacturing (Abela and Debono, 2019); healthcare, public administration and business (Kraak et al., 2018); and the service sector (Karani et al., 2022). However, there is a paucity of research that focusses on the psychological contracts of women in the academic profession. Our study addresses this gap in the literature.




Methodology

Using a purposive sampling approach, we selected women academics at higher education institutions countrywide to participate in a larger survey study about the experiences of women academics in South Africa during the COVID-19 lockdown period, which lasted from March to September 2020. During this period, universities were closed for all in-person classes and activities, and all staff and students were required to work from home. We sought the experiences of women in particular as research has shown that, in South Africa, the role of childcare, homecare and care for parents typically falls to women (Hatch and Posel, 2018; Casale and Shepherd, 2020). We therefore argue that women provide a far richer and deeper understanding of changes to the psychological contract.


Sampling

The study aimed to survey females in academic roles at South African universities: researchers, lecturers, professors, faculty, and adjunct faculty. Working with the universities to either access their mailing lists or share the survey link, a survey was distributed to the entire population of female academics at each institution. Our sample consisted of 2029 participants from 26 institutions. Information about participants’ positions, discipline, departments, or research areas was not collected to ensure confidentiality.



Data collection

The survey sent to female academics consisted mainly of Likert scale questions and one open-ended question. This study focuses on the open-ended responses the survey. Drawing on the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954, cited in Bryman and Bell, 2018), participants were asked to share stories of their experiences and specific situations that were significant (“critical”) to them while working during the lockdown period. This line of enquiry is in keeping with Herriot et al. (1997), who argued that few employees would provide pertinent information about their expectations of their employer directly. Upon review of the 2029 responses, 494 participants highlighted and discussed the relationship with their manager and/or institution. This narrowed the data set for qualitative analysis.



Data analysis

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the critical incidents. An inductive thematic analysis was conducted using the procedures by Braun and Clarke (2006), which include familiarizing oneself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes in the incidents, reviewing the themes, and defining the themes. The first two authors conducted the thematic analysis, while the third author acted in a data validation role to review and check the interpretations of the other authors.

The dependability of the study was ensured during the code generation, theme identification, and review processes, first by extracting the exact phrases and words of participants in their descriptions of “critical” experiences for use in the findings and analysis (Given, 2008). The analysts reviewed these incidents for common themes or recurring phrases, sentiments, ideas, and concepts. The validity and reliability of the findings, in terms of the meaning of these excerpts, were confirmed using a code-recode procedure as well as peer examination between the data analysts to ensure the consistency of the findings. Once the findings were consistent with the data throughout, they were documented and reviewed by the third author as an addition validation measure. During this stage, alternative interpretations were raised and clarifications to the themes added where needed (Leedy and Ormrod, 2019).



Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance for the project was granted by the University of Stellenbosch. Individual access was negotiated with each university. To protect the privacy of individuals and their institutions, no identifying demographic information has been used in the reporting of the findings.




Findings

The experiences and stories shared by participants about their managers and institutions constitute different types of “shifts” in their overall working experience compared to pre-pandemic conditions. We discuss the various shifts and their impact on the psychological contract of participants: workload and pressure, provision of resources, top-down communication, and trust and support.


Shift 1: Increase in workload and pressure

Participants experienced a shift in the way work was done, i.e., the need to provide emergency remote teaching and working from home, but more so the volume and intensity of work changed. Participants noted:








	

	The basic academic expectations have not changed to cope with the pandemic, but rather have increased to include new items which reduces research time significantly. [P1445]












	

	During the weeks of lockdown […] I was extremely tired, more so than what I was working on campus. Between administration work and lecturing and getting ready for online mode was exhausting. Therefore during lockdown […] I hardly was able to even sit behind the microscope. [P1123]












	

	Teaching online resulted in more time needed for preparation of teaching and learning material. [P533]





Participants needed to adapt to the shift in work, with the clear consequence being that hours required to complete the work increased. For instance:








	

	During lockdown and up until now I am often working 10–12 hours daily just to deal with teaching, admin, responding to student, student referral (emotional labour with many distressed students) and last minute instructions to change/amend plans. [P1251]












	

	My daily workload has increased from before 8 to 9 hours to now between 12 and 13 hours. [P1312].





Not only were more hours required, but participants experienced the expectation of being available outside of traditional working hours.








	

	My day never ends as students’ WhatsApp questions till late in the night—last night till 1am! There are no boundaries. Meetings go on till 7 p.m. at night sometimes even later. [P42]












	

	Students also want help over weekends, after hours and even at night, so there is never a break at all. [P216]





This notion of being available at all hours of the day was reinforced not only by university management, but through understanding the plight of students who received limited data for educational purposes. Participant P1976 explained:








	

	The students are given 30 gigs a month. 10 G are anytime, the rest are night owl (after midnight and before 6 a.m.). This has made data-dependent online teaching (live teaching, Zoom with video) all but impossible. The only colleague I know of who has “lectured” after midnight is a single woman with no children. [P1976]





Whilst the COVID-19 pandemic presented unusual circumstances, organizational expectations of performance were upheld.








	

	I have two children. All of a sudden both of them had to be home schooled. I felt that the [the university] gave no support to this situation that many parents (not only mothers) found themselves in. Our performance management continued as usual, with no seeming understanding for this situation. I told my line manager that my days have been cut in half, but other than a sympathetic acknowledgement, it changed NOTHING with regards to what was expected of me. [P1553]












	

	… the institutional message in this regard, also included an explicit reference to the institutional disciplinary code and procedures. The implied message is that if you don’t sustain a high level of academic productivity despite the lockdown, you will be disciplined. Such messages makes the institutional commitment to staff wellbeing (and the money spent on it) null and void, and it flies in the face of an ethic of care. [P106]












	

	I feel bombarded with too many invitations to training for Teams/Moodle/other support, and repetitive requests for reporting on various aspects of work. It’s as if management imagine that we are not gainfully occupied during this time and feel the need to constantly chivvy us. [P1267]





The responses from participants point to the organizational expectation of performance was not lowered, whilst even more tasks and work hours were required. Whilst most participants seemed to do what they can to adapt to the increase in workload, the consequences of such efforts came to light. For example:








	

	Through protests and pandemics we are just told that we need to complete the year without any consideration of our wellbeing. [P1553]












	

	I don’t know how we are going to manage completing this year without suffering with burnout or having a mental breakdown. There is no physical, emotional or psychological support for what we are having to endure. [P1803]





Participants experienced the breach of increased workload with no additional support and recognition of circumstances as a violation of the psychological contract. This is evident in further responses from participants:








	

	It feels like management is always asking more and more from us and offering nothing in return. [P2116]












	

	To be honest I believe the support from the university was sorely lacking and no care or concern was shown for the academic staff who were teaching in this block, with almost 24/7 working. [P418]












	

	I often felt like resigning and I did feel unsupported. [P305]












	

	There is very little sympathy from senior management for the workload placed on working mothers during any type of crisis—and the pandemic brought that into clear focus. Teaching and meetings are difficult when you have to share resources e.g., computers, wifi, space etc. [P313].







Shift 2: Provision of resources

Shifting from an office-bound work environment to working from home presents many challenges for organizations. Amongst these challenges are the provision of physical resources (i.e., computers) and timeous capacity development. Our participants experienced that their institutions were slow to respond to the need for increased resources. For example:








	

	I feel very let down by my university. I ended my face-to-face lectures on the Friday and was expected to miraculously move everything online with no data, no laptop and no support the following week. [P1942]












	

	Some colleagues had trouble with accessibility and technical issues that hindered their productivity, I am fortunate to have all the resources at home that I pay for myself (fast internet, etc.). [P763]












	

	The lockdown showed the kind of management we have. I believe management could have done better to ensure that productivity is high, for example I had to use my own laptop as the institution I am at did not provide any laptop to me. If I did not buy my own laptop I was not going to be able to work. Secondly, I also had to get a work desk and table to work on, I had to buy my own data. [P1617]





Many participants, like P1942, P763, and P1617 above, defaulted to using their personal equipment and resources to continue with their work. However, dissatisfaction started to emerge as this became the norm.








	

	I feel that I was not provided with sufficient resources in terms of laptop, printing equipment, etc., and I would need to fork out of my own pocket without the possibility of reimbursement. [P1344]












	

	Having to depend on a university that did not have technological gadgets in place and having to improvise using my personal resources and skills was emotionally draining. [P1664]





The need for resources was, however, not limited to physical resources such as laptop computers, printing equipment, and microphones. Participants expressed how the inadequacy of administrative and technical support further exacerbated time constraints. For example:








	

	The administrative load was relentless as we had no help at all from administrators who would usually assist with some student queries, assignment submissions, mark recording and managing class groups. [P1251]












	

	Most of the time was spend on student queries and it would to some extent be difficult to promptly respond as resources were not adequate. [P690]












	

	The amount of pressure from [my university] during COVID-19 was overwhelming. More was expected with less resources. [P948]





Participants also mentioned the lack of personal and organizational resources to assist students to deal with emotional burdens resulting from the students’ own challenges. In many cases, students lacked adequate resources for learning (specifically data and devices). Participant P1714 explained that whilst the lecturer is not responsible for assisting students with physical resources, students still expected answers and accommodation in terms of deadlines from lecturers.








	

	The students vented all their frustrations on us and the lecturers were just told to deal with it as best we can, not a fair situation as most academics are not trained in providing emotional support in any way. [P1714]












	

	Time boundaries have been erased as my students contact me any day, any time and I feel compelled to respond immediately because they are probably struggling more than I am. [P1147]












	

	The biggest challenges that I experienced are (1) the students needed much more support, we went into multiple modes of connecting with students, even using my personal social media accounts, encountering students who would need support 24/7, providing data at my own cost to students, and converting everything to synchronist teaching); (2) reaching out to the “missing” students; (3) I have to use my own internet and data (the university did not provide this to academic staff); (4) working off campus now places higher demands on me being available at longer hours even over weekends. [P663]





Therefore, whilst the organizational expectation was for staff to work from home and adapt to emergency remote learning, participant’ expectations of receiving adequate physical and human resources to do so was not met. This required participants to be innovative to find solutions. However, this was emotionally taxing and was experienced as a violation by participants as they expressed unfairness in needing to deal with the situation without adequate support from their universities.



Shift 3: Confusing communication from the top

Whilst participants commented broadly on the communication from university executive leadership, communication from line managers was an important factor. For instance, Participants P71 and P166 commented:








	

	I do have a very supportive line manager and he has encouraged me throughout the lockdown. [P71]












	

	I am also grateful for an understanding and supportive manager who constantly checked on us and guided us on working effectively during these unprecedented times. [P166]





However, during times of crises, employees require direction and clarity from the leadership of the institution. This was, however, not the experience of study participants from all the institutions.








	

	The leadership did not provide timely direction. [P1164]












	

	Mixed, ambiguous confusing messages, change of assessment methods without training. In summary: HELL. [P1839]












	

	The messages from top management changed and we had to redo a lot of work. [P673]












	

	I would have liked and expected to see more communication coming from all managerial levels above me (from HoD, to mostly Dean and upper management), as well as from HR in terms of checking on us employees about our wellbeing. [P481]





Even for those in leadership positions at the faculty level, there was also a sense of frustration:








	

	This lockdown was incredibly time-consuming as we were at the frontline of dealing with student and staff queries [and I found] the incredible increase in admin as [a head of department] overwhelming and exhausting. [P67]












	

	The constantly changing environment and the emotional toll of being a head of department has been overwhelming. It means I need to support and help staff in the department, whereas support from my managers are missing as they are probably running around attending to “more important matters” than their middle management. [P111]












	

	I often feel overwhelmed at the sheer scale of the academic work—having to finish the academic year and support others to do so in my management role. […] Giving input on normal university or sectoral matters like policies seem a distraction from completing the year and I wish that this could be the sole focus. [P127]












	

	I am in management so the lockdown has been a nightmare. We work day and night and during weekends, I feel drained at the end of the day. Over and above the normal meetings and reports, the Lockdown meant shutting the university completely and thereafter planning to open under restricted conditions—we had almost daily meetings for the COVID issues, moving budgets, and ridiculous amounts of reporting. [P195]





As universities shifted to online learning and staff members working from home, communication shifted exclusively to digital means, as participant P1089 explained.








	

	The loss of interaction with fellow colleagues, academic facilities/resources and support is one big negative aspect of the lockdown. The additional burden of home schooling has also been a big derailer. And even though technology bridges the gap to a large extent, the inability to have one-on-ones with supervisors, team/group members, friends and family has been brutal. [P1089]





There were also elements of increased managerialist behavior in terms of reporting, additional meetings, and top-down decision making.








	

	Management seem to be disconnected from the problems experienced on the ground and their decisions create more work, stress and uncertainty instead of reducing it. [P153]












	

	The main difficulty I experienced was having to get onboard very quickly with online teaching, and also dealing with an overwhelming amount of instructions, materials, courses generated by management. [P277]












	

	There could be so many ways in which the university could have lightened its load on academics, but endless demand for reporting, surveys, routine ‘business as normal’ things like School evaluation reports continued as normal. Monthly meetings now needed weekly—and I spend hours every day in admin and management meetings that are really reporting meetings. [P285]












	

	Academics were told to do things we knew would not work, but we were not only ignored, but instructed (as if we were robots) to implement whatever management dreamt up overnight. Naturally this was a complete disaster and management even had to go onto [radio] to apologise. [P658]












	

	I was bombarded with emails from management that showed no respect for our time. Countless reports had to be written and I felt it was a way of management controlling. [P664]












	

	The impact of lockdown was significantly more challenging in the absence [of] strong, communicative and forthright management structures. Email is not sufficient communication; it suggests authoritarian undertones and telegraphs apparent tone-deafness. Top heavy structures are failing students on mass. [P1515]





Whilst most participants adapted to this shift, a breach was experienced as the content and frequency of the communication were not always aligned to needs.








	

	Management still wants everything to be done, but don’t talk directly to those staff members who are not doing their work. It’s very frustrating and unfair. [P1916]












	

	The university management did not send the information that was sent out to the students to the lecturers also —as if the lecturers do not need to know that. However, when the students have problems they actually turn to us as lecturers, and if we are not informed then it takes us extra time to find out how they can be helped. [P30]












	

	The communication received from the institution also negatively impacted my emotional wellbeing. Example, one email we received regarding our leave reflected the fact that academics had leave during the initiation of lockdown. Yet, my colleagues and I were working trying to save the term from the resultant student protests. I am in the second week of ‘leave’ for the break between semesters, yet I am spending my time preparing for a subject I have never lectured before. We are at the risk of serious burn out. [P1553]












	

	I am tired of asking for support from my faculty, [head of department] and line manager, as well as our online learning team as I am ignored. [P1942]












	

	I have been in a single (group) meeting since the lockdown in March, and have had no individual meetings with my line manager at all, only a single 5-minute phone call…it leaves me kind of directionless, as a young academic. [P253]





These responses from participants indicate a misalignment between what was promised and what was delivered. In some cases, participant experiences indicate experiences of violation as the organization reneged on what had been considered fair practice.



Shift 4: Trust and support

As much as academic staff were ill-prepared to engage in emergency remote teaching, most managers were ill-prepared to manage staff in a virtual manner. Participants expressed different opinions on how they experienced trust from their managers.








	

	The lack of trust from Deans/Academic Heads was disheartening. Lecturers were not ‘taking a holiday.’ Many were working excessively more during this period to complete academic work and the sudden excess of admin reporting. These various aspects did not even start to factor in family care. [P1755]












	

	It was great to know that my line manager trusted me. He never breathed down my neck trying to see what I was doing. [P1332]





The theme of trust and support was also most closely aligned with gendered expectations.








	

	The lockdown has emphasised for me how out of kilter my faculty and institutional leadership and managers are with the realities of their broader workforce—particularly that of women. The running narrative within my faculty has been centrerd around that working from home is a luxury and a privilege (as you are supposed to have more time not having to travel to and from work), and (as a result) you are supposed to be academically more productive. Those in powerful positions do not have small children. [P106]












	

	Some of my colleagues and managers don’t have a family or children and they boasted about how much work they got done at home and how productive they were during the lockdown. I am usually very efficient and productive at the office, but my productivity decreased drastically during the lockdown. I was so exhausted from domestic responsibilities and balancing meetings and other ‘admin’ that I couldn’t keep it up. [P1451]












	

	It brought tension in the household and in time lead to deterioration of my relation with my husband (soon to be ex-husband) …The personal circumstances brought by the lockdown associate with a very bad management in the work place lead to demotivation and taking strain every day. [P619]





The responses indicated that academic women and parents may have needed additional support.








	

	The lockdown has caused a lot of stress for the academic staff in my department, especially those with young children. They have required a lot more emotional support from me, as their line manager, than under normal circumstances. [P326]












	

	In addition to being an academic and in a leadership position within my department, I am now also a housekeeper, a child carer, a primary school teacher (for which we as parents are both ill-equipped), and a support structure for the extended family affected by the pandemic—including aged and vulnerable parents. Even though I have a very supportive partner, I am still the primary carer. There has been no institutional support or much recognition for this. [P106]












	

	At the start there was confusion of how to proceed and lots of uncertainty. Lack of support from management and poor communication. Management increased anxiety with rumours concerning job loss, leave without pay and work arrangements. There was more concern about financial impact on the department than about safety of staff. [P154]





It is clear that participants in our study expected more from organizational leaders at all levels. This points to interactional breach, leading to a violation of the psychological contract. Not feeling trusted, inadequate communication, and lack of recognition left participants devalued, disheartened, and less committed to their institutions. For example:








	

	I see this lack of communication and clarity in guidance as a fail in leadership, and I actually carry some resentment towards the management of my University for not performing this very important task of leadership (i.e., reaching out to employees, keeping an open line of communication, leaving us confused) during this crisis. I have definitively much less faith in our management than I had before the lockdown. [P481]








Discussion

The psychological contract for participants in our study not only shifted during the lockdown period of the pandemic but brought to the surface the disconnect between academics and their institutions. There is general agreement that context impacts the employment relationship and therefore contextual factors also directly or indirectly influence triggers of breach (Guest, 2004; Pate, 2006). The circumstances of the pandemic—its unexpected nature and the fact that higher education institutions were simply ill-prepared for dealing with the lockdown conditions—therefore contributed to the rise in the lack of fulfillment of the psychological contract of the women academics in our study. Shen (2010) has already noted the transactional nature of academic psychological contracts and the findings of this study have highlighted the fault lines in South African universities. In particular, Shen’s study showed that having a fair and reasonable workload was one of the least fulfilled items for academics in her study. In conjunction with the sharp increase in workload brought on by the pandemic, it is not surprising that our participants highlighted this as a crucial debilitating factor.

Being denied resources and then having to provide these by using personal devices and purchasing mobile data in order to work from home appears a clear violation of the psychological contract and can be considered a failure to provide acceptable working conditions (Vantilborgh et al., 2016). This is a clear example of a shift of conditions and job expectations that are likely to contribute to increased job dissatisfaction in academia (Pienaar and Bester, 2006). Despite these challenges, women academics in our study focused on maintaining their psychological contracts with students through the provision of support, an element highly prized by students (Naylor et al., 2021).

Our participants provided numerous examples of interactional breach (Pate, 2006). In particular, they spoke to a form of interactional breach where one lacks access to information (Rousseau, 1995), in this case due to poor communication or non-transparency from university management. The lack of proper communication resulted in feeling a sense of betrayal—which has a stronger possibility of inducing higher levels of psychological contract breach (Rigotti, 2009)—and ultimately shapes poor relationships between academics and their institutional managers through perceptions of low interactional justice (Rousseau, 1995).

In many of the cases, violation, rather than breach, appears to have occurred since the emotional responses expressed by our participants point to incongruence or misalignment between the parties’ expectations during this time of crisis. Violation has been described as the “intense reaction of outrage, shock, resentment, and anger” (Rousseau, 1989, p. 129). A prime example of violation is the consequence of the unanticipated extension of the workday resulting from the shift to online teaching and the almost relentless nature of ongoing student engagement. The lack of appreciation and care, low levels of trust and support, and the negative impact on academic wellbeing were keenly felt by our participants. Past studies have found that psychological contract breach is negatively related to mental health with manifestations of increased anxiety, tension, and distress (Parzefall and Hakanen, 2010; Garcia et al., 2017; Reimann and Guzy, 2017). The middle management layer of university structures was not exempt from these experiences, with heads of departments expressing frustration, exhaustion, and feelings of being overwhelmed. The middle management experience is particularly alarming given the potential of a trickledown effect to staff (Lopez and Fuiks, 2021).

Examples of managerialism showed in the focus on organizational policies, daily reporting, increased meetings, a focus on the financial bottom line, and the like. Thus, it appears that beyond the low influence and lack of shared governance already present (Parker, 2011), a further erosion in academic autonomy took place during the lockdown phases of the COVID-19 pandemic (as confirmed in a study by Hardman et al., 2022). In contrast to universities worldwide, South Africa experiences a shortage of academic staff and, in light of that reality, it is concerning that management did not involve academics more directly but instead mainly issued top-down directives. Trust, morale, and commitment—elements all central to the maintenance of the “employment deal” (Guest, 2004)—were shown to have been negatively affected.

The effects of a lack of fulfillment of the psychological contract are not to be underestimated. Breach and violation can be considered disruptive signals and are likely to prompt negative reactions (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2019). These include disconnection and disengagement (Soares and Mosquera, 2019), lower trust (Zhao et al., 2007), reduced job satisfaction (Raja et al., 2004), and an increase in organizational cynicism and counter-productive work behaviors (Johnson and O’Leary-Kelly, 2003; Doden et al., 2018). Uncertainty—such as the situation arising during the COVID-19 pandemic—results in more transactional and transitional contract types with an emphasis on an almost absolute economic exchange to meet an organization’s immediate talent requirements (Jeske and Axtell, 2018; Holland and Scullion, 2021). Our findings show a strong inclination toward a transitional psychological contract type, which is an employment relationship that is eroding between the parties—in this case, women academics and their institutions—creating a cognitive state due to organizational change and transition (Rousseau, 2000). This is the least stable of all contract types and is characterized by highly ambiguous expectations as the organization operates in a reactive rather than proactive manner (Rousseau, 1995). This contract type arises when the employee has reservations about the motives and objectives of the employer and is maintained when employees continue to receive confusing organizational signals (Avey et al., 2009). Fortunately, this type of contract is not typically maintained over the longer term but is likely to move to a transactional type as lockdown measures are removed and face-to-face interactions resume at universities.


Recommendations

In light of the findings, our paper makes several recommendations, not only for women academics, but for academics more generally. The changes in psychological contract described in this study may not solely apply to academics who are female, but to any academic faced with the same set of pressures in their working environment, through some combination of environmental change and work-life demands. As the COVID-19 pandemic has reshaped the crucial relationships between academics and their institutions, we suggest what higher education institutions can do to regain and restore trust, reinforce healthier psychological contracts, begin the process of rebuilding support within the academic base, and ensure retention of their most valuable knowledge workers.

We acknowledge that the academic landscape is shifting in the post-pandemic environment and therefore changes to the psychological contract between academics and their institutions will need renegotiation. Dhanpat (2021) suggests that employers become aware of the impact a digitized workspace will have on the employment relationship. Hybrid forms of teaching are on the rise and academics will have to adapt to those realities. However, in terms of support, university management must ensure that staff are suitably supported in a manner that enables them to optimize their overall academic roles and responsibilities (Shrand and Ronnie, 2019). In addition, relationships within the workplace need to be maintained and individuals, teams, and their management need open communication, and a sense of continuity and community. When a sense of value in the relationship permeates the parties to the employment relationship, individuals are likely to experience not only a sense of self-worth but have a belief in processes and practices being fair. This is because a sense of trust has been created (Colquitt and Rodell, 2011).

In their meta-review, Kähkönen et al. (2021) describe trust as a triple-layered construct that combines psychological process and group dynamics with organizational actions at the macro-level. These authors suggest trust repair between employees and their leader–in our case, the academic and their head of department—should be considered in the broader context, i.e., as a group or a team, while trust repair at the collective level should be approached in an organizational context, i.e., between academics and the institution’s senior leadership. At a macro level, this requires more than just verbal exchanges but a more substantive, active response and co-created organizational reform to repair employee trust. Lawton-Misra and Pretorius (2021) argue that self-awareness, compassion, empathy, vulnerability, and agility are essential leadership characteristics to navigate through the crisis.

Sverdrup and Stensaker (2018) propose a trust restoration process in a three-stage model: (a) restoring reciprocity through re-establishing balance in the relationship; (b) re-negotiating the transactional terms of the psychological contract via clarifying the rules and expectations for future collaboration; and (c) extending and deepening the re-negotiated psychological contract to include relational terms. The model is particularly useful as it is applicable to change contexts typified by high levels of uncertainty—such as those caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. In applying this model to the academic setting, we suggest that restoring reciprocity might come about through acknowledgment that trust between academics and their institutions had broken down due to a violation of the expectations academics held of their institution. Whilst the pandemic crisis required relinquishing control in favor of more collective leadership approaches (D’Auria et al., 2020), managerialist reactions were experienced by academics such as those in our sample. Thus, university management should admit their shortcomings and apologize for those. This is a crucial first step in restoring and rebuilding trust between the parties—essentially a recalibration of the relationship—before moving on to discussion around future-orientation.

It is becoming clear that the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the face and shape of higher education as, for one, it has accelerated the addition of remote learning for traditionally residential universities (Srivastava et al., 2020). As remote learning may now be permanently added to the job description of academics, renegotiation of the contract, and more specifically, the psychological contract is needed. Lastly, relational terms should be included in the psychological contract. Collaboration and team efforts were found to be critical to managing the COVID-19 crisis period in higher education (du Plessis et al., 2022). Thus, utilizing collaborative approaches to navigate the post-pandemic higher education landscape will be essential to re-engage academics and their institutions for the future.



Limitations

The dataset analyzed for this study come from a wider study of women academics in South African universities. As a result, the findings may reflect the unique aspects of higher education in South African and the lockdown conditions instituted by the South African government. While women academics were purposively sampled for this research, the study would have benefitted from the inclusion of male academics to gauge the gendered nature of the experiences. In addition, other demographic categories, such as career stages, disciplines, and geographical sites, may be relevant differentiators that future studies could explore. Although the open-ended research instrument allowed for rich descriptions of individual experiences, an in-depth qualitative study exploring how women academics have attempted to repair their psychological contract might be a promising future research direction.




Conclusion

Our findings show that the relationships between women academics and their institutions were reshaped during the COVID-19 lockdown period through a series of mostly unmet expectations. Aspects such as low levels of communication; the added workload—seemingly unappreciated by institutions—and resultant pressure of extra tasks; the inadequate provision of resources to deal with online student interaction and to continue to engage with colleagues; and a seemingly poorly prepared leadership response, resulted in a shift in the psychological contract.

While there are some limitations in the study, we believe that the acknowledgment of breaches and violation of the psychological contract opens up opportunities for trust building and renegotiation. As such, recommendations were offered to renegotiate the psychological contract between academics and their institutions in the post-pandemic higher education landscape.
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The basic education fraternity is constantly evolving with various stressors among others, curricular changes, adaptation to the Fourth Industrial Revolution, poor educator development, excessive workload, and brain drain, thus negatively affecting educators’ quality of life. The Coronavirus (COVID-19) has expedited the importance of emotional intelligence, as an essential resilience skill for enhancing the quality of life during adversity. The objective of the study is to ascertain the relationship between emotional intelligence and the quality of life of educators. A quantitative approach was utilized using simple random sampling. A sample of 108 educators from a population of 154 was drawn from six schools in the Reservoir Hills precinct of KwaZulu-Natal. The findings revealed a significant relationship between emotional intelligence and the quality of life of educators. A practical research model was advocated for key stakeholders in the South African basic education sector.
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Introduction

The Future of Jobs Report by the World Economic Forum (2020) ranks emotional intelligence as one of the top 15 in-demand skills required to thrive in 2022 and beyond. Three sole theorists have evolved the concept of emotional intelligence, namely: Mayer and Salovey (1990), Goleman (1998), and Bar-On (2006). Goleman (1998, p. 137) defines emotional intelligence as the “capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships.” However, Bar-On (2006) argues that emotional intelligence is a multifactorial set of competencies, skills, and facilitators that determine how people express and understand themselves, understand and relate to others, and respond to daily situations. The Ability Model by Mayer and Salovey (1990) who are the pioneer researchers of the construct emotional intelligence underpins this study. The Ability Model proposes that emotional intelligence entails the following abilities: appraisal and expression of emotion: the ability to show and to understand own and others’ verbal and non-verbal emotion expressions, regulation of emotion: the ability to control own and others’ emotions, and the utilization of emotion: the ability to use emotion to enhance flexibility, creativity, and motivation by facilitating logical thinking processes. The model posits that emotionally intelligent people can feel emotions of the self and others and use that knowledge to influence and change the environment thus enhancing resilience and quality of life (Mayer and Salovey, 1990; Katungu, 2018). Therefore, in a school setting, emotional intelligence will equip educators to manage daily stressors with patience, insight, and innovation, as well as to navigate interpersonal interactions with empathy (Park and Rhee, 2020). Drigas and Papoutsi (2020), advocate that people in the face of a crisis tend to stand together and cooperate because people understand that the risk is shared and are worried not only about themselves but also about others, which helps foster resilience in themselves and in others. Therefore, McDonald (2021) emphasizes that high emotional intelligence enhances adaptive regulation of distressing emotions as well as successful management of daily stressors and challenges.

Zeidner et al. (2012, p. 54) describe emotional intelligence as the “ability to identify and manage your own emotions and the emotions of others.” Quality of life can be described as the “individuals’ perception of individuals’ positions in life, in the context of the culture and value systems in which they live and in relation to their goals, expectations, standards and concerns” (Pinto et al., 2017, p. 7). Pavliscak (2018) confirms emotional intelligence is a gateway to a balanced-life as it is essential to every quality of life component. Studies therefore indicate that emotional intelligence can enhance the quality of life, because people feel a sense of well-being when one’s work and lives are meaningful (Hsiang, 2016; Anjum and Swathi, 2017; Koçak, 2021). The role of the educator continues to be a challenge (Carroll et al., 2022). Educators encounter not only heavy workloads and time constraints in teaching, but also student discipline and behavioral difficulties, pressure from insensitive administrations, ongoing curricular challenges, work–life balance challenges, and an overload of responsibilities (Mapfumo et al., 2012; Mukwamu, 2019; Velle, 2020; Sindhya, 2022). This environment creates psychological and physical ill-health, as well as emotional distress in educators (Mohamad and Jais, 2016; Sindhya, 2022). Therefore, by indoctrinating emotional intelligence in educators, educators will have the ability to cope with such insurmountable demands by being able to motivate oneself and persist in the face of frustrations, control impulse and delay gratification, regulate one’s mood, minimize distress from the overwhelming the ability to think; and establishing empathy (Goleman, 2017). As a result, emotional intelligence promotes enhanced quality of life, as emotional intelligence assists the individual to cope with life situations, and understanding emotional intelligence within multiple perspectives (Al-Huwailah, 2017). Studies have confirmed that emotional intelligence increases with age, being married and having high educational levels (Madahi et al., 2013; Kanesan and Fauzan, 2019; Addae and Ofosuhene-Mensah, 2021). Therefore, individuals with high emotional intelligence will have an enhanced quality of life. This is as a result of emotional intelligence having a positive relationship with the quality of life (Keefer et al., 2018; Pavliscak, 2018).

The 2011 State of the Heart Report by Six Seconds Emotional Intelligence network has been tracking global developments in emotional intelligence (Freedman, 2018). The network is the world’s most comprehensive research on emotional intelligence strengths, challenges, and possibilities. After surveying 200,000 people in 160 countries, the findings give significant insights on the shifting capabilities to construct a better future, indicating important trends for global emotional intelligence comprising personal well-being, effectiveness, relationships, and quality of life (Freedman, 2018). The value of emotional intelligence in Africa, Asia Pacific, Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, and North America was determined by comparing national-average emotional intelligence scores to World Health Organization data on well-being (Freedman, 2018). It was observed that the majority of Asia Pacific and Middle Eastern countries had low well-being and emotional intelligence (Freedman, 2018). Furthermore, Africa was viewed as having the potential for high emotional intelligence to improve well-being (Freedman, 2018). Teaching in primary, secondary and special needs schools is widely regarded as one of the most stressful occupations in the world because it demands empathy, love and affection for students (Viac and Fraser, 2020). An educator is an emotional laborer who must continuously cope with ascertaining emotional intelligence. According to Kant and Shanker (2021), educators are supposed to exhibit positive emotions at all times, regardless of what is going on in their inner cognition.

Throughout the years, South Africa’s basic educational system underwent a variety of curriculum changes, namely Curriculum 2005 was introduced in 1997, Revised National Curriculum Statement introduced in 2002, National Curriculum Statement introduced in 2007, and Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements was introduced in 2012 (Adu and Ngibe, 2014). The Minister of Basic Education, Angie Motshekga stressed that the education system would have to be overhauled to meet the demands of the 4IR (Davis, 2018). As a result, President Cyril Ramaphosa confirms that a draft coding and robotics curriculum for schools would be gazetted in the course of 2021 and rolled out in 2023 (South African Government News Agency, 2021; Mndende, 2022). Adu and Ngibe (2014) affirm that constant changes in the curriculum affect effective teaching and learning because these changes present a challenge to educators to reach the expected student performance. Molapo and Pillay (2018) posit that educators do not feel well-equipped to implement new curriculum changes because most educator-training is offered as short-term programs involving several hours or days of workshops. Govender (2018) explains that challenges exist in the design of sustainable and ongoing activities for professional development, related to lessons in the classroom that improve teaching and focus on educators’ needs, rather than reliance on once-off workshops.

A London-based publication, The Economist, stated that South Africa has one of the worst education systems due to the poor quality of education, with one of the factors being the lowered pass rate requirements actioned by the Department of Basic Education (Mukwamu, 2019). Allan Thompson Deputy Chairperson of the National Teachers’ Union, mentioned that instead of lowering the pass mark, there should be an increase in educators in the classroom and a reduction in the class size (Nkosi, 2018). However, it is not possible to have an increase of educators in the classroom due to the challenging working conditions, lack of resources and budgets (Du Plessis, 2020). Challenges have an adverse effect on educators’ quality of life resulting in a high attrition rate (Miya, 2017; Niekerk, 2017). Govender (2018) discovered that countries such as the United Arab Emirates were offering better working conditions and support to South African educators (Govender, 2018). This has consequences for the brain drain thus leaving South Africa with a lack of valuable and experienced educators (Govender, 2018). Educators’ emotions are heightened adversely as educators have limited support mechanisms for coping and managing challenges (Bearschank, 2010; Navsaria et al., 2011; Nel et al., 2016). For example, South Africa has undergone a number of curriculum changes, but educators still find it difficult to transition smoothly (Phakgadi, 2018).

Such challenges have now been exacerbated by a new set of challenges brought on by the Coronavirus (COVID-19), which has altered all aspects of educators’ quality of life. Educators were summoned to support students’ academic development and well-being throughout this continuous transition, while also navigating adversity in their own lives provoked the inability to manage stress, anxiety and fear (Niekerk and Gent, 2021; Sindhya, 2022). The University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Professor Anja Philipp advocates that the profession of the educator has evolved dramatically to support remote teaching and learning while progressively returning to contact teaching (Ishmail, 2020). Additionally, educators are managing “techno-stress” that is caused by the introduction of technology thus posing psychosomatic consequences with the development of high levels of burnout (Muñoz et al., 2020). Research indicates several challenges such as, adaptation to online teaching, economic uncertainty, educators being pressured to deliver the school curriculum timeously, fear of health and safety caused by the pandemic, educators being blamed for poor performance, the inability to read students verbal and non-verbal cues with a mask on, and the challenge for students to understand educators verbal and non-verbal cues, and managing work–life balance, exist (Allen et al., 2020; Pokhrel and Chhetri, 2021; Sindhya, 2022). These stressors have created contentious distressing emotions and burnout, hence negatively impacting educators’ overall well-being (Ishmail, 2020).

There has been little evidence in the education fraternity to establish the critical significance of emotional intelligence in enhancing educators’ quality of life, particularly in the current setting of the pandemic, where emotional intelligence is paramount. This study therefore has relevance and value and contributes to enhancing well-being from a global South perspective. Bhuvaneswari and Baskaran (2020) and Uniyal and Rawat (2020) agree that there is limited research; hence emotional intelligence in a school setting is needed. The need for emotional intelligence has been popularized by COVID-19, and it will become increasingly vital in the post-COVID-19 period as work becomes more flexible, more remote and ambiguous (Drigas and Papoutsi, 2020; Uniyal and Rawat, 2020). This is the first time that the education fraternity in South Africa experienced a sudden life-changing catastrophe which will soon become the largest pandemic of the 21st century in a form of a natural disaster (Schroder et al., 2021). Therefore, this research is valuable for South African educators to acquire skills to appraise, regulate, and utilize their emotions positively, as this will promote resilience strategies to help maintain educator’s physical, social, psychological, and environmental well-being.

From a global South perspective, with Africa being the focus, there is a potential for high emotional intelligence to improve well-being (Freedman, 2018). Abdel-Fattah (2020) highlights that COVID-19 has expedited the need to understand the role of emotional intelligence when confronted with adversity. This study advocates that COVID-19 has caused disruptive innovation with the need for creativity to flourish through devising mindful strategies for enhancing educator quality of life during COVID-19 which is reiterated in the practical research model (Appendix G). Creativity is established through emotional intelligence enabling positive emotions (Goleman, 2017). One of the focus areas that emerged at the 10th African Confederation of Principals Conference held in 2018 was the use of emotional intelligence, which will aid in revolutionizing the teaching profession in Africa (Association for the Development of Education in Africa, 2018). Furthermore, Yale President and one of the founders of the concept of emotional intelligence, Peter Salovey, who spoke at Lagos Business School in Nigeria for Yale Africa, emphasized the need to develop emotional intelligence skills for thriving in life (Lagos Business School, 2020).

The concept of quality of life assumes that a job is more than just a job because it is the core of a person’s life (Sanchez et al., 2019). Quality of life encompasses three facets. Firstly, physical health, comprising pain, discomfort, work capacity, and dependence on medicinal substances and aids, sleep, and rest. Secondly, psychological health, which entails negative and positive feelings, body image, self-esteem and concentration; social relationships evolving into personal relationships and social support. Lastly, environmental health, which constitutes financial resources, freedom, home environment, health and social care, physical safety, security, and the physical environment” (Dubey, 2012, p. 64). Educators who have a high quality of work life are more likely to report higher levels of job motivation and a greater commitment to remaining in the profession (Viac and Fraser, 2020). Pre-COVID-19, educators across the world were already experiencing a low quality of life perception, with a major impact on psychological and physical health owing to numerous stress factors linked to work overload (Lizana et al., 2021). Research indicates that stressful working conditions can cause occupational illness, resulting in a low quality of life that impacts educators’ motivation, self-efficacy, and job commitment (Toropova et al., 2020). Viac and Fraser (2020), argue that educators who feel supported by their colleagues and principals in the school setting during the pandemic have a higher sense of quality of life because they have greater self-efficacy, less work pressure, and are more pupil-orientated, making educators better equipped to deal with external pressures. The psychological well-being of educators in a time of COVID-19 has become an increasing concern not only in South Africa, but also across the world with educators feeling fearful that the pandemic will worsen (Mahamba, 2021). Psychological health of educators is often neglected and has been exacerbated by COVID-19 (Niekerk and Gent, 2021). The United Nations (2020) observed an increased rate of stress and anxiety being the most cited reaction during the pandemic.

Emotional intelligence increases an educator’s quality of life by assisting in many areas such as the educator being less impulsive, less controlling, the ability to manage stress, increased self-assertiveness, expression of emotion, maintaining positive outlooks, making better judgments, improved communication, positively influencing people, enhanced work–life balance, and being emotionally resilient (Mustafa et al., 2020). However, having high emotional intelligence does not mean that a person will not suffer stress or anxiety over everyday difficulties, much less a more stressful event like COVID-19 (Drigas and Papoutsi, 2020). Rather, the individual will be conscious of his/her circumstances and the feelings he/she is experiencing by employing resilience techniques in order to have self-control, self-management, and not be deceived by his/her anxiety, with serious physical and psychological effects (Drigas and Papoutsi, 2020).



Materials and methods

The objectives of the study are as follows:
 • To measure the level of emotional intelligence of educators.
 • To measure the level of the quality of life of educators.
 • To examine the relationship between emotional intelligence and the quality of life.
 • To establish if there is a significant difference on each biographical variable (gender, age, race, marital status, education, number of years in the teaching profession, level currently teaching, and employment status) on the quality of life and emotional intelligence of educators.


Participants and procedure

A descriptive design with a quantitative research approach was used to provide adequate data to test the relationship between emotional intelligence and the quality of life. The study site consisted of primary, secondary, and special needs schools. The target population adopted in this study was permanent and part-time school educators, from six schools. The sample design adopted was simple random sampling and was chosen using a population list that was provided by the six school administrations. The population was numbered consecutively, and thereafter, participants were selected from the list by means of a computer-generated method. The total population size of educators being 154, the sample represented 108 educators, mostly females (82.4%) with the dominant race being Indian (82.4%). The majority of respondents were between the ages of 20 and 29 with 54.6% married, 96.3% employed permanently, 33.4% in possession of an undergraduate degree, 31.5% teaching at junior level, and 51.9% with a length of service more than 10 years. Reasons for non-participation by all educators were not made known to the researchers. Non-participation could have been attributed to several reasons, among others, non-availability of educators or a disinterest in the study.



Measures

Close-ended personally administered questionnaires were utilized. Biographical details of participants were elicited using nominal and ordinal scaling.

Emotional intelligence was assessed using the Schutte Self-Report Emotional Intelligence Test on a five-point Likert scale (Schutte et al., 2009). The Schutte Self-Report Emotional Intelligence Test is a 12-item self-report questionnaire that comprises three sub-scales: appraisal of emotions (four items—“I know why my emotions change”), regulation of emotion (four items—“I seek out activities that make me happy”), and utilization of emotion (four items—“I am aware of the non-verbal messages other people send”).

The World Health Organization Quality of Life Assessment on a five-point Likert scale (The Whoqol Group, 1998). It consisted of 12-item that measures the following sub-dimensions: physical health (three items—“I am satisfied with my capacity for work”), psychological health (three items—“I often have negative feelings such as blue mood, despair, anxiety, and depression”), social relationships (three items—“I am satisfied with the support I get from my friends”), and environmental health (three items—“My physical environment is healthy”).

Appendix A reflects the Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha score for all the individual items that constituted the questionnaire.



Data analysis

Descriptive and inferential statistics were utilized in the study. Frequencies and percentages were used for interpreting biographical data. Measures of central tendency were used to help the researcher interpret the characteristics of the sample, and finally measures of dispersion was used to help measure how spread out a set of data is. Chi-square tests were performed to determine if the scoring patterns per statement had a statistical difference between the nominal (gender, race, marital status, and employment status) and ordinal (highest level of completed education, number of years teaching, level currently teaching, and age) biographical variables.

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient was used to measure the statistical relationship and strength between emotional intelligence and the quality of life. A principle component factor analysis was used as the extraction method with the rotation method being Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin and Orthogonal Varimax Rotation. All of the conditions were met for factor analysis. That is, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy value should be greater than 0.500 and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity sig. Value should be less than 0.05. Factor analysis was done for Likert scale items resulting in certain components divided into finer components. Appendix B illustrates the results and showcases the inter-correlations between variables.

Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha measured at an overall score of 0.798 for the 22 items that constituted the questionnaire. The results indicate acceptable high internal consistency, that is, how closely related a set of items are as a group (Sekaran and Bougie, 2016).




Results

Data collected from the responses were analyzed with Statistical Package for Social Sciences version 25.0.


Objective 1

Scoring patterns of the respondents were analyzed per variable per section. The results in Appendix C are presented using summarized percentages for the sub-dimensions of emotional intelligence against each statement. The following patterns were observed:
 • all of the statements show significantly higher levels of agreement;
 • there are no statements with higher levels of disagreement; and
 • chi-square p < 0.05 values imply that the differences between how respondents scored were significant.

Applying emotional intelligence data pertaining to educators indicates that those with high emotional intelligence are more empathetic and better at fostering a learning environment that supports the development of students’ socio-emotional skills, hence enhancing resilience for educators’ quality of life (Huang and Xu, 2019; Cristóvão et al., 2020; McDonald, 2021). Therefore, if an educator fosters emotional intelligence, emotional intelligence can lead to a fulfilling life (Abiodullah et al., 2020). Educators in the present study exhibit high levels of emotional intelligence, implying that they have the ability to appraise, regulate, and utilize their own emotional competencies, enabling them to cope with stressors and adversities, thereby improving resilience in their personal and professional lives. Objective 1 is thus achieved.



Objective 2

Scoring patterns of the respondents were analyzed per variable per section. The results in Appendix D are presented using summarized percentages for the dimensions of quality of life against each statement. The following patterns were observed:
 • all of the statements show significantly higher levels of agreement;
 • there are no statements with higher levels of disagreement; and,
 • chi-square p < 0.05 values imply that the differences between how respondents scored were significant.

Stressful working conditions can cause occupational illness, resulting in a low quality of life that impacts educators’ motivation, self-efficacy, and job commitment (Toropova et al., 2020). Furthermore, the frequency and quality of relationships with others (that is, the school community, family, friends, and peers) can have a favorable or unfavorable influence on educators’ quality of life. This is supported by Viac and Fraser (2020), who argue that educators who feel supported by their colleagues and principals in the school setting have a higher quality of life because there is greater self-efficacy, less work pressure, and a more pupil-centered orientation, making them better equipped to deal with external pressures. Educators in the current study have a high level of quality of life, indicating that adversity showcases vulnerability such as looking to loved ones for help and emotional support, utilizing social media platforms for engagement, turning to spirituality and mindfulness, increasing one’s self-care, and focusing on aspects of the situation that are under the individual’s control, for example, refraining from exposing oneself to propaganda that elicits distressing emotions. Therefore, educators in the study are content with their professional working conditions due to organizational support, and self-developed coping techniques. Objective 2 is therefore achieved.



Objective 3

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient presented in Appendix E was performed on the ordinal data. The results in Appendix E indicated all significant relationships by a * representing a 1% level of significance and ** representing a 5% level of significance.

Emotionally intelligent educators are capable of balancing emotional demands (Kant and Shanker, 2021). Prior to the pandemic, educators frequently experienced loneliness, a lack of motivation, burnout, emotional stress, and distressing emotions which have further been exacerbated by COVID-19 (Ishmail, 2020; Zhang et al., 2022). Pioneer theorists Mayer and Salovey (1990) confirm that appraising and expressing emotions in oneself and others, regulating emotions in oneself and others, and utilizing emotions all contribute to determining coping behaviors and subsequent adaptive outcomes, hence improving one’s quality of life (Keefer et al., 2018). Appendix E thus confirms a significant relationship between emotional intelligence (sub-dimensions being appraisal, regulation, and utilization) and quality of life (encompassing sub-dimensions such as physical health, psychological health, social relationships, and environmental health) of school educators at a 1 and 5% level of significance. This implies that educators in the study utilize their emotional intelligence abilities as a resilience tool to assess stressful situations generally and advocate customized coping behaviors that will protect their quality of life from deteriorating. Hence, objective 3 is achieved.



Objective 4

A second chi-square test was performed to determine whether there was a statistically significant difference between the nominal and ordinal variables. Appendix F indicates that there is a significant difference between gender, race, marital status, education, number of years in the teaching profession, level currently teaching, and employment status influencing emotional intelligence and quality life of educators (p < 0.05). Notably, employment status followed by highest level of education and marital status yielded the most significant differences. Uniyal and Rawat (2020) argue that people who are successful in controlling their stress levels in spite of an increased workload, have stronger emotional intelligence, which improves their quality of life.

In relation to employment status, when educators are pursuing a profound purpose or engaging in work that is personally important, educators experience significant positive effects (Fourie and Deacon, 2015; Whittington et al., 2017). Positive outcomes include increased levels of commitment, empowerment, satisfaction, and a sense of fulfillment (Davis, 2017; Whittington et al., 2017). As a result, meaningful work leads directly to higher levels of engagement but it also impacts on the levels of employee satisfaction, educator commitment to the organization, and the educator’s willingness to go beyond role expectations to serve others (Rainey, 2014; Martela and Pessi, 2018). Therefore, when work is perceived as meaningful, educators have a sense of fulfillment and purpose that provides a psychological sense of well-being (Geldenhuys et al., 2014; Rainey, 2014; Martela and Pessi, 2018). The experience of meaningful work and well-being contributes to the overall sense of an individual’s life purpose (Geldenhuys et al., 2014; Rainey, 2014; Martela and Pessi, 2018).

Educational qualification is a useful statistic as it indicates that the responses gathered would have been from an informed (learned) source and the distribution of the study’s responses had more educated respondents. Many educators have an honors degree due to their wanting to further their knowledge in the field (Jennifer and Delia, 2018). Additionally, the Department of Basic Education requires future educators to undergo a 4 year Bachelor of Education degree or a 3 or 4 year Bachelor’s degree, followed by a 1 year Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE; Department of Basic Education, 2019).

Teaching as a career allows for many holidays thus posing flexibility (Fransman, 2014; Barik, 2017). This suggests that the career of teaching allows work–life balance for married couples, and partners, especially if these individuals have children (Reddy et al., 2010; Barik, 2017). Educators who are single could imply that the growing demand for educators in the past decade has brought in many younger educators than before, hence young people (possibly university graduates) are more likely to be single than older people (Joan and Henry, 2014; Odanga et al., 2015).

Age, however did not influence educator’s emotional intelligence and quality of life. Mayer and Salovey and Goleman argue that emotional intelligence is ability based and not a trait (that is, it is consistent behavior over time) as it increases by age and training (Kanesan and Fauzan, 2019). Objective 4 is therefore achieved.




Contribution

From a global south perspective, provinces in South Africa and ultimately Africa have the potential for high emotional intelligence to improve well-being (Freedman, 2018). Therefore, based on the study’s findings and considering the new stressors educators experience, a practical research model (Appendix G) was proposed for key stakeholders in order to continue fueling emotional intelligence in Africa hence enhancing quality of life. Appendix G depicts the variable emotional intelligence with its essential tailor-made strategies demonstrating a significant relationship with the quality of life, which will serve as a resilience mechanism for the South African basic education fraternity to thrive in the face of adversity, like COVID-19. Consequently, when key strategies are executed fully by the relevant stakeholders, it will aid in the development of skills to appraise, understand, manage, regulate, and utilize emotions positively during challenging situations, hence improving the quality of life. A few recommendations among others, stemming from the findings of the study are briefly outlined below:


Department of basic education


Employee assistance programs

Comorbidities remain a critical health risk for educators since educators increase their chance of contracting COVID-19 due to a weaker immune system or the necessity for more care that exposes them to others, hence deteriorating the quality of life (Gillespie, 2021). With educators back to classroom teaching, the executive director of the National Professional Teachers Organisation of South Africa, Basil Manuel, believes that schools must safeguard the well-being of educators, with health and safety regulations so that educators do not become ill (Hlati, 2021). Additionally, UNESCO (2020) confirms that educators who have developed their own psychosocial skills through regular professional debriefing and learning sessions with internal counseling services are better equipped to provide psychosocial support to their students and help themselves and their students navigate the uncertainty and anxiety that the pandemic brings.

The problems caused by the COVID-19 virus are multifaceted. While the resulting concerns generate health, economic, social, and psychological issues, such challenges also trigger each other (Koçak, 2021). Unemployment, isolation, fear, stress, and anxiety of ill-health, all have a negative impact on psychological health during the pandemic (Koçak, 2021). The growing awareness of psychological health and people being more open about it began long before the COVID-19 outbreak, but the current circumstance has accelerated the trend (Singleton, 2020). Qiu et al. (2020) find that fear of insecurity and uncertainty brought on by COVID-19, as well as the separation and loss of crucial relationships and significant lifestyle changes, have elicited strong emotional responses that pose a threat to psychological health. History has showcased that the effect on psychological health from disasters outlasts the physical impact, implying that the present increased psychological health requirement will continue far beyond the COVID-19 outbreak itself (Panchal et al., 2021). As the weight of the crisis begins to lift, health experts predict a long-term impact on people’s psychological health (Joseph, 2021; Koçak, 2021). Considering the adverse effect on psychological health and well-being, the need for the implementation of Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) are imperative for aiding post-traumatic growth (Lichtman, 2020).

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) are designed to provide a variety of psychological services to employees (Baskar et al., 2021). Miller (2019) argues that Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) are underutilized because employees do not know about them, do not understand what they provide and employees may feel there is a stigma around using these services. COVID-19 has however resulted in an increased focus on Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs). Veldsman and Van Aarde (2021) postulate that employee quality of life and Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) came under scrutiny as organizations struggled to remain productive while assisting employees in dealing with unprecedented change. Higher levels of stress, anxiety and fear had a significant impact on the workforce, hence Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) were utilized to provide security and support (Couser et al., 2020). The study recommends organizations design and utilize Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) which are aligned to organizational culture and practices and the latest well-being trends popularized by COVID-19.




School leaders


Support groups

According to the study, support groups for educators should be formed for educators to connect with their peers and improve educator well-being. Support groups can concentrate on:
 • self-care;
 • provision of teaching tips and professional development;
 • examining strategies and activities for a healthy work–life balance;
 • creating work boundaries for what is deemed a healthy work environment, such as ceasing to glorify overworking after hours and instead encouraging rest; and
 • identifying trending themes on which educators can share their knowledge and assist one another.

There are numerous examples during the pandemic of educators virtually connecting to support one another through peer, professional and psychosocial support, including mobile coaching and mentoring, even in crisis scenarios. Costa Rica, Croatia, and the Philippines, for example, are leveraging virtual platforms to provide support to educators for professional and personal development (UNESCO, 2020).




Educators


Self-affirmations

Self-affirmations are “self-generated thoughts or experiences that bring about an expanded and positive view of the self and can reduce resistance to situations perceived as threatening” (Hill et al., 2020, p. 1). Self-affirmations can help ease anxiety, mitigate negative emotions, decrease stress, increase well-being, make people more open to behavior change, boosts confidence, and stay on track with recovery goals (Cohen and Sherman, 2014; Hinders, 2020). According to the self-affirmation theory (1988), people are motivated to preserve a positive self-view; therefore, when an individual’s self-competence is endangered, self-affirmations can restore self-competence by allowing individuals to reflect on sources of self-worth being the individual’s core values (Cascio et al., 2016). Self-affirmations have become crucial for coping with COVID-19 stressors. While COVID-19 is a negative circumstance, using affirmations can help one respond and react to one’s emotions in a more positive way (Epton et al., 2020; Van der Veen, 2021). For example: “I believe in my ability to get through tough times,” or “I will not stress over things I cannot control” (Gillman et al., 2022). There are mobile self-affirmation apps, for example, “ThinkUp: Positive Affirmations,” founded by Irit Wald and Jenny Shalev. The app is a leading self-affirmation app that has favorably increased user well-being (Springer et al., 2018; Pangilinan, 2020). The self-affirmation mobile apps are an effect technique to assist users in manifesting positive affirmations, hence improving well-being.

Li et al. (2020) show for the first time that an experimental intervention involving personal value affirmation can buffer psychological stress response during the COVID-19 outbreak. Values consisted of discipline and character, ability and talent, public interest, family and kinship, money and wealth, fame and status. Participants who validated their values, in particular, did not experience increased levels of anxiety as compared to control participants. Furthermore, a spontaneous self-affirmation study was conducted through determining predictors of time spent accessing news about COVID-19, adherence to United Kingdom government recommendations, and worry from COVID-19 related news. Each predictor was regressed onto spontaneous self-affirmation (Epton et al., 2020). Self-affirmation such as “If I am feeling threatened or anxious then I will remind myself of my strengths or values” (Epton et al., 2020). Results indicated that threats arising from the pandemic and the measures used to mitigate it seemed to increase the use of spontaneous self-affirmation in the United Kingdom population which assisted with a change in behavior and stress management (Epton et al., 2020).





Conclusion

The results of the study confirm that educators possessing high levels of emotional intelligence add value to the different facets of their lives when presented with adversity. The practical research model (Appendix G), generated in the study demonstrates how the dimensions of emotional intelligence (appraisal, regulation, and utilization of emotion) influence each facet of quality of life (physical health, psychological health and environmental health). The positive association of the variables therefore enhances the quality of life of educators thereby allowing educators to develop resilience, to thrive and cope in the post-COVID age, and during adversity.

Several limitations had a bearing on the study. Time constraints were a barrier because it was a lengthy process to gain authorization from the Department of Basic Education, hence causing the study to be delayed. The sample size was inadequate to generalize to all school educators at large. The educators’ time constraints in filling out the questionnaires also impacted the study’s deadline. In terms of recommendations, firstly, for future research, the authors recommend a mixed methods approach in an attempt to determine the richness of the data and to increase validity in the findings. A comparative study using a mixed methods approach between two districts in KwaZulu-Natal to further enhance outcomes is also recommended. The study was located in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. Other provinces in South Africa should be analyzed for ascertaining a fuller South African impact.
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In Australia, young adults are more likely to experience psychological distress than other age-groups. Accordingly, volunteer work engagement may act as an important tool for supporting psychological wellbeing. The present study relies on the job demands–resources model and self-determination theory to help understand the negative consequences of high work demands and the importance of effective organizational support to enhance positive mental health outcomes. To address research gaps, the current study explores these concepts for the young adulthood cohort in not-for-profit organizations. The study aims to explore the relationship between psychological wellbeing, volunteer work engagement, and perceived organizational support. The study used a quantitative, cross-lagged, longitudinal method for collecting data from two online surveys completed 4 weeks apart. The inclusion criteria of participants were volunteers who worked a minimum of 4 h a month (on average), resided in Australia, and were between 19 and 40 years old (N = 202). The main study findings were that perceived organizational support mediated the relationship between psychological wellbeing at time point 1 and volunteer engagement at time point 2. However, perceived organizational support did not mediate volunteer engagement at time point 1 and psychological wellbeing at time point 2. There were no bidirectional effects between volunteer engagement and psychological wellbeing. The findings contributed to the existing literature, suggesting there are overlaps between support mechanisms and motivation between paid and unpaid work. The practical implications for not-for-profit organizations are the importance of providing organizational support for young adult volunteers to improve wellbeing outcomes. Limitations and future study recommendations are presented.
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Introduction

Over the years, philosophers and researchers have asked why does one help another when there is no visible reward? Various studies have found that helping behavior, such as volunteer work and community service increases psychological wellbeing, self-esteem, life satisfaction, and happiness (Lauri and Calleja, 2019). Volunteer work can be a combination of prosocial behavior and altruism and has significant impacts on both the individual and the community (Lay and Hoppomann, 2015). Psychologists argue that people likely help others for either intrinsic or extrinsic purposes (Legault, 2020). Volunteering for career development is an example of extrinsic reward. Alternatively, the positive emotion experienced after responding to a fire as a rural fire service volunteer would be an example of an intrinsic reward. Therefore, volunteer work is multifaceted in the benefits and consequences it can provide an individual. Helping others can be further explained through prosocial behavior which is considered the “social glue” that enables cohesiveness among people of different ages (Lay and Hoppomann, 2015).

Volunteering, altruism, and prosocial behavior can be regarded as antecedents to positive wellbeing, happiness, personal health, and public health (Post, 2014). The current research refers to volunteer work where an individual freely chooses to provide unpaid services to a community organization (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2018). Volunteer work is an important research topic because it may contribute to increases in psychological wellbeing for the individual and social cohesiveness of the community. The local community and Australian government heavily rely on volunteer contributions across many sectors, including health, youth support, and emergency services (Volunteering Australia, 2021). Volunteers have made significant contributions, although in recent years, there has been a decline in the proportion of Australians volunteering. In April 2021, close to one in four people (24%) engaged in volunteer work; however, this also coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic. In comparison, this number was closer to one in three (36%) people in late 2019 (Biddle and Gray, 2021). This may be partly attributed to the reduction in volunteer hours due to COVID-19; however, Australia also saw a 20% decrease in volunteering hours from 2014 to 2019 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2020). Therefore, volunteer organizations would benefit from enhancing their understanding of the volunteer experience to identify effective methods to support volunteers’ wellbeing and improve engagement.

There is a range of theories that explores the human experience with volunteer work. The volunteer process model follows a series of stages that explores the volunteer experience (Omoto and Snyder, 2016). First, the antecedent stage includes the individuals’ circumstances and motivation to volunteer. Second, the experiences stage describes the relationship that develops between volunteers and organizations. Finally, the consequences stage represents whether the individuals had positive or negative outcomes from the experience. Moreno-Jiménez and Villodres (2010) research used this model to explore the potential negative outcomes from volunteer work. They found that total time devoted to volunteering (measured in hours per month and number of months in the organization) related to feelings of being worn out and burnt out. Burnout can relate to negative consequences, including cynicism, exhaustion, and lack of professional efficacy. Moreover, when volunteers were motivated by career development, it predicted higher levels of cynicism, whereas when they were motivated by learning new skills, it had the opposite effect with cynicism. The study is limited as it did not identify interventions that could support volunteer wellbeing and retention in the organization. Thus, the volunteer process is important in predicting the mental health outcomes of the volunteer; in addition, the motivation of volunteering appears to be an important factor.

The self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan, 1980) suggests that one’s behavior is motivated by wanting to satisfy their basic psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Autonomy refers to freely choosing the activity, while relatedness refers to the need for social cohesion, and competence refers to feeling effective in a task. McCarty et al. (2018) conducted a comparative study and found that those who were forced to volunteer devoted significantly less time than those who freely chose to. The theory predicts that those who are intrinsically motivated to volunteer are more likely to have a personally enriching experience than those who are extrinsically motivated. The theory is limited as it cannot be generalized to all cultures. Previous studies in non-Western cultures have not supported the SDT to the same extent as in Western cultures (Ghose and Kassam, 2014).

The functional approach identifies specific types of motivations and examines how this affects the volunteers’ psychological outcomes (Clary et al., 1998). This approach suggests that it is important for the psychological outcome of the volunteer experience to match the individual’s motivation to volunteer. For example, if an individual’s motivation to volunteer is to meet new people and later develop good friendships, they will likely be satisfied by their volunteer experience. This was supported by Finkelstein (2008) who found that volunteers reported greater satisfaction the more their experiences matched their reasons for helping. In addition, those that had greater fulfillment also increased the amount of time they devoted to volunteering work. There was a weak relationship between career goals and volunteer satisfaction; this may be reflective of the age-group which had a mean age of 65 years. Therefore, the study and theory appear to be limited in predominately showing effects for an older age-group, which may not be reflective of the broader volunteer population. Thus, the current study aims to further investigate the generalizability of these findings in the young adulthood contexts.

Various studies have investigated the benefits of volunteering across different life stages. Van Willigen (2000) found a positive relationship between the number of hours spent volunteering and self-reported levels of life satisfaction in older volunteers (aged 60 years and over). Alternatively, for the younger volunteers (aged under 60 years), there was a negative relationship, which suggests that different types of motivation and engagement exist between these two age-groups. However, despite these differences, the current literature tends to focus on the volunteer experience of older populations, rather than more comparative samples. One age-group that would benefit significantly from a more focused investigation is younger adults.

Erikson’s (1994) theory of psychosocial development suggests that the young adulthood group (19- to 40-year-olds) is a formative life stage, and it is important for the individual to develop their sense of identity. Schwartz et al. (2021) identified that during young adulthood, there is a greater risk of engaging in personally and socially destructive behavior, which may negatively impact integration into full adulthood. According to a recent Australian (2017–2018) survey, 15% of people aged 18–24 years experienced high or very high psychological distress (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2021). Therefore, there is a greater need to create effective strategies to reduce levels of psychological distress in this age-group. The current study aims to better understand the volunteer experience of the young adulthood cohort. Future research needs to encompass a range of measures that capture the motivational and behavioral elements, such as self-reported measures of volunteer engagement, psychological wellbeing, and perceived organizational support.

In previous research, volunteer work has predominately been measured by asking participants to recall how many hours they have volunteered (Son and Wilson, 2012). This method could reveal recall and social desirability bias for individuals who may want to show they volunteer more than they do or cannot accurately recall how often they volunteered. In addition, the number of hours spent volunteering can be a limited measure of the overall volunteer experience, and it does not provide a clear and effective indication of how volunteer work can be related to psychological states of wellbeing.

To address this limitation, the current research considers volunteer work engagement as an alternative psychometric tool (Vecina et al., 2012). Work engagement is a positive affective-motivational state characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption, which is commonly investigated in organizational psychology (Schaufeli, 2011). Vigor refers to high levels of willingness to invest effort, dedication refers to strong involvement in work, and absorption reflects a pleasant state of total immersion in work. The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli et al., 2006) when applied in the volunteer context may improve the understanding of the quality of the volunteer experience over simply stating the amount of volunteer work. The current research aims to further validate this measure in the volunteer context and explore whether the engagement can be measured over a short period (i.e., 4 weeks).

Previous studies have used longitudinal data to explore the relationship between psychological wellbeing and volunteer work overtime. The findings of Thoits and Hewitt (2001) revealed a bidirectional relationship between psychological wellbeing and the number of hours spent volunteering. Volunteers with higher psychological wellbeing volunteered more frequently and those who volunteered more frequently were more likely to experience higher psychological wellbeing. Their study refers to the personal wellbeing model (Haski-Leventhal and Bargal, 2008), which highlights the importance of physical and mental health resources to increase the likelihood of community involvement. Volunteer work requires an investment of personal resources to the extent that those volunteers who score higher on self-reported measures of psychological wellbeing may be more likely to volunteer and may also see an increase in psychological wellbeing as an outcome of the volunteer experience.

The longitudinal data of Thoits and Hewitt (2001) were collected across two time points over 3 years. The use of this methodology, to the extent that it is bidirectional, improves the understanding of the relationship between volunteer work and wellbeing. There is no generally appropriate time lag for all relationships. In the present study, a time lag of 4 weeks was employed, which was guided by theoretical and applied considerations. At a theoretical level, previous research indicates that psychological wellbeing can change in as little as 1 month (Podsakoff et al., 2012), as well as the effect of support and job demands on the employee (Cieslak et al., 2007). At an applied level, volunteering might be used as a much-needed mental health intervention for younger adults. There are limited studies that explore the effects of wellbeing in the volunteer context over shorter periods, such as 4 weeks. Therefore, the current study time lag of 4 weeks is guided by these theoretical and practical considerations.

The job demands–resources (JD-R) model provides a comprehensive assessment of the health and motivational indicators of work-related wellbeing, and how these are a function of the work environment (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). In both paid and unpaid work, an overload of physical and emotional work demands can relate to negative consequences, such as burnout. Burnout is characterized by exhaustion and physical and psychological health problems. In addition, a lack of supportive resources may decrease engagement and motivation at work (Hakanen et al., 2008). Job resources, such as fairness, support, and job autonomy may protect against stress and burnout and increase organizational commitment (Boyd et al., 2011). Cox et al. (2010) established the JD-R model in HIV/AIDS volunteers; the findings suggest that volunteers may experience burnout when job demands are too great. Therefore, further strategies should be developed to address the imbalance of individual resources and job demands in the volunteering context. An example of how organizational support can be beneficial is represented in humanitarian not-for-profit workers.

Aldamman et al. (2019) conducted research on humanitarian volunteers who experienced increased anxiety, depression, and burnout. They investigated whether psychological stress measured by perceived helplessness and perceived self-efficacy was mediated by perceived organizational support and mental health outcomes. The results identified that perceived organizational support was positively associated with mental wellbeing and negatively associated with adverse mental health such that organizational support was a key determinant of the mental health of humanitarian volunteers. Perceived organizational support represented the level to which the volunteers believed their organization respected their wellbeing and valued their contributions. The study was limited by the cross-sectional design, which limits further investigation of the direction of the relationships. For instance, beyond levels of organizational support, humanitarian volunteers experience adverse mental health due to the nature of their work. Consequently, without a bidirectional analysis, it is difficult to draw concrete conclusions.

The current study will extend upon existing research by using a longitudinal design with a bidirectional analysis and a sample of Australian young adult volunteers. The current research has two main objectives: first, it investigates the bidirectional relationship between psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement (Thoits and Hewitt, 2001), and second, it explore whether organizational support indirectly affects psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement. The present research addresses gaps including limited research exploring these variables in volunteers from the young adulthood life stage. In addition, volunteer work has predominately collected data on how many hours and how long an individual volunteers, and consequently, there are limited psychometric tools that have been designed to measure volunteer work. The current study attempts to address this by evaluating and replicating work engagement in the volunteer context. In addition, consistent with the JD-R model, the current study argues that organizational support has a significant role in supporting volunteers’ psychological wellbeing and engagement. Therefore, the current research seeks to extend upon existing literature by emphasizing the importance of organizational support in volunteer organizations. The first aim of the present research is to show a bidirectional effect between psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement over a period of 4 weeks. The second aim is to show that organizational support has a mediating effect between psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement in the 4 weeks.

Hypothesis 1 is that volunteer engagement at time point 1 (T1) has a significant positive direct effect on psychological wellbeing at time point 2 (T2). Hypothesis 2 is that psychological wellbeing at T1 has a significant positive direct effect on volunteer engagement at T2 (see Figure 1). Hypothesis 3 is that psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer engagement at T2 will have an indirect effect through perceived organizational support (see Figure 2). Hypothesis 4 is that volunteer engagement at T1 and wellbeing at T2 will have an indirect effect through perceived organizational support (see Figure 3).
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FIGURE 1
Bidirectional effects model of volunteer engagement and psychological wellbeing. Single headed arrows represent regression, unbroken lines represent direct effects.
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FIGURE 2
Mediation model of perceived organizational support mediating psychological wellbeing Tl and volunteer engagement T2. Single headed arrows represent regression, unbroken lines represent direct effects, broken lines represent indirect effects.
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FIGURE 3
Mediation model of perceived organizational support mediating volunteer engagement Tl and psychological wellbeing T2. Single headed arrows represent regression, unbroken lines represent direct effects, broken lines represent indirect effects.




Materials and methods


Participants

Participants were a convenience sample from the public made up of active volunteers who volunteered a minimum of 4 h a month (on average). The inclusion criteria were individuals aged between 19 and 40 years (M = 27.7 years, SD = 5.2) residing in Australia. The exclusion criteria were those who did not meet the criteria and were not proficient in English. The sample comprised 138 men (68.3%) and 64 women (31.7%). Further general demographic information is presented in Table 1. Individuals who did not consent or who did not complete both surveys (n = 244) were excluded. In total, two surveys were completed by the participants in 4 weeks. This was managed through the Qualtrics survey platform, whereby participants who consented to participate in the second survey were automatically sent an email 4 weeks later with a new survey link. A total of 524 volunteers participated in survey 1, of which 446 provided consent to receive the link for survey 2. Of those 446 participants, 252 completed survey 2. After cleaning the data and matching the participants’ responses from survey 1 and survey 2, 202 participants completed both surveys and consented to their data being used. This led to 404 numbers of occasions.


TABLE 1    General demographic information of participants.
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The participants had been volunteering an average of two and a half years (M = 30.79 months, SD = 14.41) and volunteered on average 4.14 h per month (SD = 2.90) between January 2021 and July 2021 when there were minimal COVID restrictions. In total, 34% of participants (n = 67) identified as having reduction in volunteer hours due to COVID-19, while 66% (n = 130) said they did not. From July 2021, the participants indicated they volunteered an average of 2.20 h per month (SD = 1.17). For the second survey (4 weeks later), the participants volunteered 14.17 h in the month (SD = 2.03), with an average of 1.75 organization (SD = 1.15). Table 2 shows details on how participants were impacted by COVID-19, along with their volunteering status and type of involvement.


TABLE 2    Descriptive statistics about participants volunteer involvement and COVID-19 impacts.
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Procedure

This research received approval from the Australian College of Applied Psychology (ACAP) Human Research Ethics Committee (approval number 757200921; see Supplementary Appendix B). Participant recruitment involved online advertisements posted on volunteer-related social media pages (Facebook; see Supplementary Appendix C) and the university recruitment platform SONA for first-year students in psychological sciences. Participants were informed the study involved completing two online surveys investigating the relationship between volunteer engagement, psychological wellbeing, and organizational support (see Supplementary Appendix D). The first survey took approximately 30 min to complete. Those who consented to participate in the second survey were sent the new survey link via email 4 weeks after completion. Survey 2 took approximately 20 min to complete (see Supplementary Appendix A).

The participants were informed that they would remain anonymous, and submitting the survey was an indication of their consent to participate (see Supplementary Appendix F). The participants could withdraw by closing the web browser at any point during the survey; however, after submitting responses, withdrawal was no longer possible as names were not tied to responses. In recognition of their time, for each survey in which they participated, the participants were eligible to win one-of-three $40 e-gift vouchers through a voluntary raffle draw, and student participants from ACAP were eligible to receive one credit point. To support participants if they experienced distress, they were provided with a free service sheet (see Supplementary Appendix E). The debriefing page contained further study information and directed participants to the study’s Facebook page for results (see Supplementary Appendix G). Collected data were downloaded from Qualtrics and analyzed using SPSS v. 27 and PROCESS v. 4 for SPSS.



Statistical analysis

A linear regression analysis was used to test the bidirectional effects of H1 and H2, using the SPSS data program. To test indirect effects for H3 and H4, a mediational regression analysis was performed using the Hayes PROCESS approach with bias-accelerated bootstrapping (Preacher and Hayes, 2004). Jose (2016) recommends the Hayes PROCESS approach in testing longitudinal mediation as it provides a valid estimate of the indirect effects through bootstrapping. The bootstrapping method used 5,000 bootstrap samples of randomly selected observations from the data set that was drawn with replacements (Lockwood and MacKinnon, 1998). The results from the bootstrap sample were then used to create an estimate and confidence interval for each model path. A confidence interval that did not contain 0 indicated a significant model path (Preacher and Hayes, 2004). We generated an estimate and confidence interval for the path from the predictor variable to the mediator (a path), the path from the mediator to the outcome (the b path), the overall mediated path (the a*b path), and finally, the direct effect of the predictor on the outcome after controlling for the mediator (the c′ path). We chose this mediation procedure as traditional mediation tests have low power (MacKinnon et al., 2002; Shrout and Bolger, 2002). Internal consistency of each questionnaire was conducted using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of α = 0.70 as acceptable (Cohen, 1988). For the analysis, bivariate associations among variables were examined using Pearson’s correlation, and correlations were interpreted according to Cohen’s (1988) conventions.



Measures

The participants completed two similar online surveys (Supplementary Appendix A) which collected eight demographic variables, including gender, age, work status, area of residence, marital status, religious status, and level of education. Volunteer impacts also collected related statistics, including volunteer status, volunteer involvement, and COVID-19 impacts. In addition, the participants completed assessments of psychological wellbeing, life satisfaction, happiness, volunteer satisfaction, organizational satisfaction, volunteer engagement, and perceived organizational support (not included in survey 2).


COVID-19

To measure COVID-19 impacts, the participants were asked whether they had experienced a reduction in hours volunteering with a “yes” or “no” response option. The question was “has there been a reduction in the level of volunteer work due to COVID-19?”. If they had a “yes” response, they were also asked to respond to an open-ended statement, “please provide a short sentence description of how your volunteer work has changed due to COVID-19.”



Psychological well-being

An eight-item Psychological Well-Being Scale (PWB; Diener et al., 2009) was used to assess the individuals’ level of subjective wellbeing. Items were rated using a seven-point Likert scale from 1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree. A sample item is “I lead a purposeful and meaningful life.” Following Diener et al. (2009), items were summed to yield a total, with higher scores indicating higher levels of overall positive functioning. Internal consistency for psychological wellbeing in the current study was strong (α = 0.78).



Volunteer engagement

A shortened nine-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES; Cronbach’s α = 0.92; Schaufeli et al., 2006) was adopted for the volunteering sample. The scale has been validated in a sample of volunteers, where the terminology “work” was made more specific to “voluntary work” (Vecina et al., 2012). Items were rated using a seven-point Likert scale from 0 = never to 6 = always. A sample item is “I get carried away when I am volunteering.” Following Schaufeli et al. (2006), each item was summed, where higher scores reflected greater vigor, dedication, and absorption when executing their voluntary work. In the present study, the reliability coefficient for volunteer engagement was strong (α = 0.89).



Perceived organizational support

A shortened eight-item perceived organizational support (POS; Eisenberger et al., 1986) scale was used to assess the globality of n employees’ or workers’ perception of how they are being supported. The scale was adapted to the volunteer context, where “the organization” was replaced with “the volunteer organization.” The shortened adopted measure was used in a volunteer sample by Aldamman et al. (2019), with Cronbach’s α = 0.83. Items were measured on a seven-point Likert scale from 0 = strongly disagree to 6 strongly agree. A sample item is “The volunteer organization values my contribution to its well-being.” Higher scores indicated a more positive perception of organizational support. The internal reliability of the scale was sub-par, α = 0.61. To adjust for the low internal consistency, a new variable was created with five items, and the items removed were based on whether the corrected item total correlation was r < 0.30 (Hajjar, 2018). When removing items 4, 6, and 8, Cronbach’s alpha improved, and the final internal consistency was strong (α = 0.72).





Results


Preliminary analysis

The final sample included 202 participants who completed both surveys and therefore 404 data entries, sufficient for testing a longitudinal model with a complex cross-lagged design (Fields, 2013; Newsom, 2015). This is a sufficient number as some attrition rate is acceptable due to the longitudinal nature of the design (Hedeker et al., 1999). An initial process of listwise deletion in SPSS was conducted on survey 2, and 52 participants were removed from the data because they did not consent, their USERID did not match, or they did not complete the survey. Missing value analysis using Little’s missing completely at random test was conducted on the final sample, revealing data were missing at random, χ2(96) = 87.51, p = 0.720 (Fields, 2013).



Normality and assumptions

Table 3 displays descriptive statistics that include means, standard deviations, standard skew, kurtosis, outliers, and Shapiro–Wilk scores. Data from psychological wellbeing at T2 and volunteer engagement at T1 were normally distributed as Shapiro–Wilk tests were non-significant. However, psychological wellbeing at T1, volunteer engagement at T2, and perceived organizational support were not normally distributed as they yielded significant Shapiro–Wilk tests. Kline (2011) suggests that skewness between −3 and 3, and kurtosis between −10 and 10 were appropriate when the sample was more than 200. This recommendation was appropriate, given that the sample consisted of 202 participants who completed two surveys which sum to 404 data points. According to Kline (2011), psychological wellbeing at T1, psychological wellbeing at T2, and volunteer engagement at T1 did not violate normality. However, volunteer engagement at T2 and perceived organizational support were positively skewed.


TABLE 3    Summary table of normality assessment for variables.
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Researchers conducted further analysis to assess outliers in the variables. Psychological wellbeing at T1, volunteer engagement at T2, and perceived organizational support had univariate outliers (see Table 3). Winsorizing was implemented to deal with these outliers. Any data value above the 95th percentile was replaced by the value of the 95th percentile, and any value lower than the fifth percentile was replaced by the value of the 5th percentile (Ghosh and Vogt, 2012). After winsorization, psychological wellbeing at T1 improved the Shapiro–Wilk score, perceived organizational support, and volunteer engagement at T2 yielded improvement in skewness and kurtosis, although not in Shapiro–Wilk scores. Table 4 represents the new means and standard deviations. Homogeneity of variance was met for both predictors, multicollinearity was met, and no multivariate outliers were identified in the dependent variables. There were no other issues of mathematical assumptions (see Supplementary Appendix H).


TABLE 4    Means, standard deviations, and normality statistics for winsorized scores.
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Bivariate correlations

There was an overall trend of weak–moderate correlations (see Table 5). There was a significant weak negative correlation between volunteer engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2. We found a large positive significant relationship between volunteer engagement T1 and psychological wellbeing T1. Psychological wellbeing at T2 and perceived organizational support have a large significant positive relationship. No correlation was found between volunteer engagement at T2 and perceived organizational support, psychological wellbeing at T2 and volunteer engagement at T2, and perceived organizational support and volunteer engagement at T1.


TABLE 5    Pearson’s correlations for measures.
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Bidirectional effects

Hypothesis 1 was tested using linear regression analysis. The results showed that volunteer engagement at T1 had a negative significant effect on psychological wellbeing at T2. Although a significant direct effect was found, the hypothesis was not met since this relationship is negative. Volunteer engagement at T1 had a negative significant relationship on psychological wellbeing T2, F(1,186) = 7.81, p < 0.01, R2 = 0.04, adjusted R2 = 0.035. The regression coefficient (β = −0.15, 95% CI [−0.26, −0.05]) indicated that an increase in volunteer engagement at T1 corresponded, on average, to a decrease in psychological wellbeing at T2 of 0.15 points. Hypothesis 2 stated that psychological wellbeing at T1 would be positively significantly predicted by volunteer engagement at T2, to test whether a linear regression analysis was used. The hypothesis was not met, psychological wellbeing at T1 was not significantly predicted by volunteer engagement at T2, R2 = 0.01, F(1,182) = 1.65, p = 0.201, 95% CI [−0.09, 0.39].



Mediation analysis

Hypothesis 3 stated that volunteer engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2 would be mediated by perceived organizational support. The first model which tested Hypothesis 3 resulted in no mediation (see Figure 4). There was a non-significant relationship between volunteer engagement at T1 and perceived organizational support, R2 = 0.008. There was a significant positive direct effect between perceived organizational support and psychological wellbeing at T2. In addition, volunteer engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2 had a significant negative effect when mediated by perceived organizational support, R2 = 0.14*** (weak effect). Contrary to prediction, the indirect effect of perceived organizational support on volunteer engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2 was not significant, b = −0.02, BCa 95% CI [−0.08, 0.02].
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FIGURE 4
No mediation model of volunteer engagement Tl and psychological wellbeing T2 through perceived organizational support. No mediation in the model, n = 202. Unbroken lines are direct significant pathways between variables; broken lines represent indirect pathways between variables. Unstandardized effects are shown and represented by b values. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.


Hypothesis 4 stated that psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer engagement at T2 would be mediated by perceived organizational support. The second model which tested Hypothesis 4 yielded a full mediation effect (see Figure 5). There was a significant positive direct effect of psychological wellbeing at T1 on perceived organizational support, R2 = 0.15*** (weak effect). In addition, a significant positive direct effect of organizational support on volunteer engagement T2, R2 = 0.04* (weak effect). The pathway (c′) between psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer engagement at T2 mediated by perceived organizational support was not significant. Following the prediction, the indirect effect of perceived organizational support on psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer engagement at T2 was significant, b = 0.12, BCa 95% CI [0.009, 0.249].
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FIGURE 5
Full mediation of psychological wellbeing Tl and volunteer engagement T2 through perceived organizational support. Final model of mediation effects measuring young adults’ psychological wellbeing time point 1 (Tl) and volunteer engagement time point 2 (T2) through perceived organizational support, n = 202. Unbroken lines are direct significant pathways between variables; broken lines represent indirect pathways between variables. Unstandardized effects are shown and represented by b values. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.




Additional analyses

A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to investigate perceived organizational support as a predictor of psychological wellbeing at T1 and T2, and volunteer engagement at T1 and T2. Table 6 shows the regression coefficients of these analyses. Perceived organizational support significantly positively predicted psychological wellbeing at T2 (medium effect size) and psychological wellbeing at T1 (medium effect size). Volunteer engagement at T1 had a negative significant effect on perceived organizational support (weak effect size), and volunteer engagement at T2 was not statistically significant.


TABLE 6    Multiple linear regression coefficients of perceived organizational support on wellbeing and engagement.
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An additional multiple linear regression was run to identify the impact of whether a reduction of volunteer hours due to COVID-19-predicted change in psychological wellbeing at T1 and T2, as well as volunteer engagement T1 and T2. The model was significant and indicated the four predictors explained 14% of the variance [R2 = 0.14, F(4,163) = 6.43, p < 0.001]. COVID-19 significantly predicted a decrease in volunteer engagement at T1 (β = −0.24, p < 0.05) and a significant increase in psychological wellbeing at T2 (β = 0.24, p < 0.05). COVID-19 did not significantly predict psychological wellbeing at T1 (β = 0.13, p = 0.104) and volunteer engagement T2 (β = −0.02, p = 0.760).




Discussion

The objectives of this research were to explore whether volunteer work had a significant personal benefit for young adults. Specifically, perceived organizational support indirectly affected the relationship between volunteer work engagement at time point 1 (T1) and psychological wellbeing at time point 2 (T2). We found no evidence to support a bidirectional relationship between volunteer work engagement and psychological wellbeing. There was a negative relationship found between volunteer work engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2. Furthermore, we found no significant relationship between psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer work engagement at T2. Regarding indirect effects, psychological wellbeing at T1 did not have an indirect effect on volunteer work engagement at T2 through perceived organizational support; however, volunteer work engagement at T1 had an indirect effect on psychological wellbeing at T2 through perceived organizational support. This study addressed research gaps because previous studies had not used these variables in the model, did not use a time lag of 4 weeks, or the young adulthood sample.


Bidirectional effects: Hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2

Although the relationship between volunteer work engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2 was significant, no bidirectional relationship between volunteer work engagement and psychological wellbeing was found. Therefore, the results of this study do not support previous studies that explored the bidirectional effects between volunteer work and psychological wellbeing over longer periods of 3 and 10 years (Thoits and Hewitt, 2001; Son and Wilson, 2012). The direct effect between volunteer work engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2 was negative. Therefore, suggesting a decrease in psychological wellbeing over time, while no significant effect was found between psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer work engagement at T2. This result supports hypothesis 3 that the third variable of perceived organizational support may indirectly affect the relationship between psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer work engagement at T2.

Volunteer work engagement at T1 and volunteer work engagement at T2 were significantly negatively correlated, which shows a negative relationship with engagement over time. This suggests that there is likely variability in how volunteers engage and how their wellbeing changes across different time points. There may be contributing organizational factors, such as unexpected changes in the volunteer work environment that limited the participants’ ability to develop high levels of engagement. In addition, there was no correlation between psychological wellbeing at T1 and T2. Previous research has found psychological wellbeing to be variable overtime, although it is relatively stable over shorter periods (Cieslak et al., 2007). In addition, participants may have been in a generally good state of wellbeing, and it may take more than one variable time point to perceive a severe change in wellbeing.

Previous studies applied the JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) to understand the positive and negative outcomes for employees and volunteers. When there are greater demands than resources, this may negatively impact psychological wellbeing and volunteer work engagement. In the current study, the participants may have been exposed to greater demands in the form of personal stressors, which may be reflected by hours spent volunteering. In the current survey, additional analyses suggested that COVID-19 significantly impacted volunteer work engagement at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2. The participants were asked how their volunteer hours changed throughout the year. They reported volunteering an average of 4 h per month between January 2021 and July 2021 before COVID-19 restrictions, which reduced to 2 h per month during July 2021, and then increased to 14 h at T2. This could suggest that the increase in hours volunteers worked increased the demand and workload for the individual, negatively impacting their engagement and wellbeing. In addition, there were greater stressors associated with this period due to COVID-19, including lockdowns, higher risk of infection, and change of in-person volunteer activities to online forums. Volunteer work engagement is a state of absorption, dedication, and vigor in which individuals feel fulfilled by their task (Schaufeli, 2011). When reaching a high level of work engagement, individuals may often feel energized after the experience, developing a sense of fulfillment and greater wellbeing. The discrepancy in findings may be attributed to the 19- to 40-year-old sample, which is likely busier than that outside of this age-group. Their lifestyle may include a combination of work and personal commitments, including full-time work, a young family, and higher education studies. These personal and social factors may contribute to the challenges of immersing oneself in volunteer work.



Indirect effects: Hypothesis 3 and hypothesis 4

Hypothesis 3 was not supported as there was no indirect effect of wellbeing and engagement through perceived organizational support. The unexpected results may be due to a weak correlation between engagement at T1 and T2 in the current study, which likely resulted in limited interaction with the organization. During the period of data collection (July – October 2021), there were higher rates of COVID cases, alongside local government lockdowns. Thus, volunteers likely spent less time with organizations in general. In the model, perceived organizational support significantly predicted psychological wellbeing at T2, which suggests that those who observed that the organization valued their contributions were more likely to present with an increase in psychological wellbeing at T2. Moreover, through further analyses, perceived organizational support had a positive relationship with psychological wellbeing at T1 and psychological wellbeing at T2, although a weak negative relationship with volunteer work engagement at T1. These findings suggest that perceived organizational support may have a greater effect on wellbeing than engagement.

Hypothesis 4 was supported as perceived organizational support had a significant indirect effect on psychological wellbeing at T1 and volunteer work engagement at T2. These findings are in line with previous studies as they suggest that perceived organizational support contributes to volunteer mental health through its effect on wellbeing and engagement (Aldamman et al., 2019; Pahlevan Sharif et al., 2021). Windsor et al. (2008) suggested that volunteers in the young adulthood life stage (younger than 60 years) do not derive the same psychological benefits as older adult volunteers (over 60 years; Windsor et al., 2008). The present study contrasts these results and indicates that a presence of perceived organizational support may mediate the relationship between wellbeing and engagement for younger volunteers. Similarly, Clary and Snyder (1999) suggest those in young adulthood are driven to volunteer for extrinsic purposes, such as developing skills and making connections for their careers. The current study findings did not support this as most participants (79.50% in the first survey and 93.60% in the second survey) indicated they were freely choosing to volunteer, in contrast to being extrinsically motivated by work requirements. In survey 1, 17.50% of the participants indicated they were volunteering for work requirements, but this reduced in the second survey to 10%. The change in volunteer involvement may be a consequence of organizational support such that when volunteers have well-established resources, it may encourage them to continue volunteering of their own volition.



Implications of the findings

The contributions of the present research are the previously unexplored variables of work engagement in the volunteer context for the young adulthood cohort tested using the regression and mediational model. Findings from this study produce opportunities for further investigations into the relationship between these variables, across different time lags, and demographics. These findings contribute to both theory and empirical evidence as they provide support for Bakker and Demerouti’s (2007) JD-R model. The current findings encourage a balanced approach where not-for-profit organizations should implement strategies to provide appropriate support resources. In addition, the present study further supported the SDT (Ryan and Deci, 2000), which suggests that when volunteer work is freely chosen and the individual has good relatedness in the form of perceived organizational support, then they may experience competence in the form of engagement.

The practical implications from this research suggest that on an individual level, people may experience a positive relationship between psychological wellbeing and volunteer work engagement with the presence of organizational support. For example, organizational management may proactively provide feedback to volunteers to show them that their work is being appreciated and recognized. In addition, organizations can provide weekly or monthly “check-ins” by assigned mentors where volunteers can express any concerns they may have. There are potential implications for the young adulthood cohort in Australia that encourage volunteer participation. The present findings depict an increase between levels of freely chosen volunteer involvement from time point 1 to time point 2. This suggests that young adults that freely choose to volunteer may derive personal benefits from the experience. Organizations may choose to provide greater resources to support the young adulthood demographics to increase volunteer work engagement and wellbeing. These findings may inform not-for-profit organizations on how to develop better recruitment and volunteer retention strategies for the young adulthood cohort.

The macro-level implications of the study are the Australian ideologies for prosocial and helping behavior in the local and wider community. Not-for-profit organizations would benefit from increased funding to hire high-level professionals, such as organizational psychologists to advise on how to best support their volunteers. There may be smaller volunteer organizations that cannot learn and create avenues that will ensure professional development, organizational support, and subsequently volunteer retention. Thus, the present study contributed to the volunteer and not-for-profit organizational research field from a multitude of levels that can lead to further research.



Limitations and future directions

The present study did not use a control group of non-volunteers. Therefore, the study was not able to assess whether the results were significantly different from the natural changes of engagement, wellbeing, and support over time. Hence, the current study does not imply causation, and the findings were correlational. The current model can be used in future research to assess whether similar findings are present in a non-volunteer sample working in for-profit organizations. In addition, there are limitations in generalizing Western findings to non-western populations. Hence, future research can investigate how the current model fits with young adult samples from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. There was a negative correlation of volunteer engagement between the two time points, as well as no correlation between psychological wellbeing across time points. These unexpected results represent a limitation of the cross-lagged effects as they do not explain weekly or monthly variations, in comparison to multilevel analyses accounting for lagged effects. Therefore, future research should measure across multiple time points to assess the variability over time of volunteer engagement and psychological wellbeing for the young adulthood cohort.

The study was not able to measure the emotional and cognitive impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The current study measured the behavioral impact of COVID-19 through the reduction in hours of volunteer work. However, it is important to acknowledge that the volunteer experience may have been impacted to a greater extent by COVID-19, for example, by necessitating work from home with limited social interaction and the fear of contracting COVID-19. The period of data collection may have contributed to the unexpected findings, and future research should explore the psychological impacts of COVID-19.

The type of volunteer work was not measured in this study. Therefore, the study cannot provide organizations with specific recommendations that reflect the nature of their volunteer work. Future studies should focus on types of volunteers, for instance, comparing the levels of engagement and wellbeing between emergency service volunteers and volunteer telehealth workers. Finally, there is much research required on the impact of volunteer work in young adulthood such that future research should explore the relationship between wellbeing and other psychological states associated with unpaid work. For example, burnout can contribute to the understanding of how to improve volunteer retention and organizational commitment, further enhancing the volunteer experience for this age-group.




Conclusion

This study was the first to investigate the bidirectional effects between psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement across a time lag of 4 weeks, and the mediating effect of perceived organizational support of psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement for a young adulthood sample. The findings highlighted the importance of organizational support in mediating the relationship between psychological wellbeing and volunteer engagement, providing new insights into the volunteer experience of young adults. Future research should replicate the present model and include new variables to assess the psychological impacts of COVID-19, re-testing the variables across multiple time points, and exploring new volunteer-related outcomes in the young adulthood life stage. Nevertheless, the present findings are significant and contribute to a richer understanding of the factors supporting volunteer work in young adulthood. Indeed, it appears that helping others can help oneself, with the appropriate support resources in place.
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Most COVID-19 and work-related well-being research is centred around the adverse effects on employees’ psychological well-being and is not focused on the work-related well-being of those infected by SARS-CoV-2. Furthermore, COVID-19 and work-related well-being research is generally aimed at healthcare workers. The current study focused on investigating the difference in the level of burnout, anxiety, depression and stress between previously infected and uninfected participants. This study used a cross-sectional survey design and non-probability quota sampling to collect data. A retrospective pre-post design was used to determine the difference between the level of burnout of the participants before and after infection. Working adults in South Africa were targeted and divided into those previously infected (n = 245) and those not yet infected with COVID-19 (n = 221). Participants completed questionnaires relating to burnout, depression, anxiety, and stress. A comparison of means revealed a significant increase in burnout after being infected. Infected participants had significantly higher burnout, anxiety, depression, and stress levels than their non-infected counterparts. Emotional exhaustion, withdrawal, and stress were the most prevalent psychological ill-health problems. The results of this study indicated that a SARS-CoV-2 infection has a detrimental impact on participants’ psychological well-being and mental health compared to their own initially reported levels of burnout before infection, as well as compared to the levels of burnout, depression, anxiety and depression of the non-infected participants. Based on the findings, specific recommendations to industrial psychologists were made to manage the psychological impact of COVID-19 on employees.
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 SARS-CoV-2, infected employees, mental health, burnout, DASS-21, psychological well-being


Introduction

Since 20 December 2019, the globe has experienced a ‘significant life event’ due to the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-Cov-2) and the subsequent COVID-191 pandemic. The world underwent a critical change comparable to what people went through during World War II (Coleman, 2022), with profound economic, social, political, mental and physical health consequences (Douglas et al., 2020; Coleman, 2022). People across the globe have gone through stages of shock, unbelief, grief, bereavement and trauma, depression, sadness and fear (Berinato, 2020; Sahoo et al., 2020; Motamedzadeh et al., 2021; Pop-Jordanova, 2021). Everyday conversations focused on the uncertainty of the pandemic, when it would end, the effect of the pandemic on employment and the economy, and the possibility of contracting the virus. Several studies (Horesh and Brown, 2020; Qi et al., 2020; Salari et al., 2020; Bo et al., 2021; Janiri et al., 2021; Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021) showed that people worldwide experience the COVID-19 pandemic as a traumatic event and present with ensuing psychological symptoms, such as post-traumatic stress, depression, and anxiety, especially individuals recovering from COVID-19. Horesh and Brown (2020) reported that the COVID-19-induced stress-related mental health issues were highly correlated with characteristic elements of mass traumatic events.

Early in the pandemic, it became evident that employees were distressed and even traumatised by their experiences in the workplace. Workplaces had to reinvent how they operated and made decisions, confronting changing geographies, supporting staff virtually, and adapting to COVID-19 workplace regulations (Reuschke and Felstead, 2020; de Lucas Ancillo et al., 2021; Lee, 2021). Consequently, in the aftermath of COVID-19, employees had to learn new coping mechanisms that did not exist before the pandemic (Horesh and Brown, 2020) to deal with altered workplace practices and psychological stressors, such as fear of infection, job loss, social isolation and confinement (Hamouche, 2020; Kniffin et al., 2021).

More than 2 years into the pandemic, many organisations have embraced a ‘new normal’ way of work instead of anticipating a return to the status quo after the COVID-19 pandemic. Mckenzie et al. (2022) suggested that there “…may never be a ‘post-COVID world’, in the literal, posterior sense” (p: 1). Instead, the workplace has been forced to evolve due to redesign, social distancing, remote working, and security, so there will not be a return to the way the workplace used to operate (de Lucas Ancillo et al., 2021). Vyas (2022) expected the changes in the world of work to accelerate changes already being implemented pre-COVID-19, normalising ways of work previously thought of as unconventional or remodelling the pre-pandemic way of work. In this emerging ‘new normal’ way of work, with its inevitable changes, organisations must re-look and rethink policies and procedures from a different perspective to support staff members in the workplace (Greenwood and Anas, 2021). The consequence of these changes and ‘new normal’ work environment means that employees now have to adjust again to their work requirements and operationalisation after experiencing a traumatic event in their lives, some having been severely ill due to SARS-CoV-2 and some losing loved ones.

Greenwood and Anas (2021) found that mental health issues have seemingly become the norm in organisations; consequently, more people leave their jobs due to these issues. This supports the view of Sasaki et al. (2020) that vulnerable employees should be carefully supported during and after the pandemic to reduce employees’ psychological distress and maintain mental health and work performance. It is estimated that employees who recovered from being infected with SARS-CoV-2 need specific support, which warrants new support-programme designs and research (Vostanis and Bell, 2020). In general, all employees, those who were previously infected with SARS-CoV-2 and those who were not, need support as the long-term after-effect of COVID-19 needs to be identified effectively and managed accordingly (Horesh and Brown, 2020; Vostanis and Bell, 2020). To support employees optimally during the pandemic, new information is needed to inform managers on how to address the work-related well-being of employees affected by COVID-19 (Greenwood and Anas, 2021). With this in mind, to support staff functionally, it is essential to have information about the work-related wellbeing of employees who were infected with SARS-CoV-2 and to determine whether there are differences between previously infected and non-infected employees.

This study focuses on filling the knowledge gap pertaining to the psychological health and well-being experiences of previously infected and uninfected employees. Khawand and Zargar (2022) noted that there had been an upsurge in research endeavouring to understand the impact of COVID-19 on the psychological health of employees. However, not much is yet published on the psychological health and well-being of those infected by SARS-CoV-2, nor have there been many studies comparing work-related well-being between previously infected and uninfected participants. The studies focusing on infected patients’ psychological health and well-being (Badru et al., 2021; Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021) are primarily from the medical, health care and emergency professions (Giorgi et al., 2020). Giorgi et al. (2020) and Vostanis and Bell (2020) reviewed recent COVID-19 and well-being research and concluded that patients who suffered from SARS-CoV-2 and were hospitalised were more likely to present with anxiety, depression, and fatigue in the months that followed. Klaser et al. (2021) were among the few researchers who measured the prevalence of anxiety and depression symptoms in non-healthcare workers with and without prior SARS-CoV-2 infection. They found that the depressive and anxiety symptoms were related to a SARS-CoV-2 infection with a significant, albeit small, odds ratio, where infected participants had a 1.08 higher chance of experiencing these symptoms than those who had not been infected. Klaser et al. (2021) also noted that the relationship between depression and anxiety symptoms and having been infected with SARS-CoV-2 was the strongest for those participants who completed the questionnaire less than 30 days after being infected. Therefore, the current study aims to advance the knowledge base of employee psychological health and well-being within the context of COVID-19 by answering the following questions: (1) to what extent is there a difference in psychological health and well-being before and after being infected with SARS-CoC-2?; (2) is there a difference in psychological health and well-being experiences between previously infected and uninfected employees? and (3) which psychological health and well-being constructs are more prevalent among previously infected and uninfected employees?

To address these questions, the research reviewed psychological health and well-being literature, incorporating recent findings relating to the COVID-19 context, and explored the findings through the lens of the biopsychosocial model. The method section explains the research design, data collection, and measures used, followed by the data-analysis strategy, results, discussion of the findings and limitations of the study.



Literature study


Describing psychological health and mental well-being

Psychological health and mental well-being is a multi-faceted concept related to engaging activity, economic, emotional, mental, moral, physical, psychological, social, and spiritual functioning, as well as quality of life, life satisfaction and domain-specific satisfaction (Dodge et al., 2012; Mukhtar, 2020; Bergh, 2021). It should be noted that psychological health and well-being are correlated with but distinct from mental illness (Follmer and Jones, 2018). Gamm et al. (2003) differentiated between mental illness and mental health: Mental illness collectively represents all diagnosable mental disorders, when a person’s thoughts, behaviour, and mood are altered, causing some form of impairment and problems (for example, schizophrenia, affective disorders, anxiety disorders), while mental health “is a state of successful performance of mental function, resulting in productive activities, fulfilling relationships with other people, and the ability to adapt to change and to cope with adversity” (p: 97). According to Follmer and Jones (2018), psychological health and well-being (or the lack thereof) are a work outcome where the affective state is generally momentary and a normal response to specific circumstances.

Psychological health and well-being can be depicted as a continuum that is evident in the bipolarity of its psychological constructs (Johnson and Wood, 2017): happiness vs. depression, calmness vs. anxiety, distress vs. eustress, vigour vs. fatigue, optimism vs. cynicism, dedication vs. apathy, and cognitive weariness vs. cognitive absorption (González-Romá et al., 2006; Rothmann, 2008; Asiwe et al., 2014; Johnson and Wood, 2017). In general, psychological health and mental well-being represent the absence of affective states such as depression, anxiety, fear, and stress (Bergh, 2021) and syndromes such as burnout (Fraga, 2019). Thus, a low state of well-being can presumably indicate the presence of psychological ill-health that includes depression, anxiety, stress, and burnout, while higher states of well-being may reflect engagement, eustress, happiness, and flourishing (Hall et al., 2016; Johnson and Wood, 2017; Querstret et al., 2020). The current article focuses on burnout, depression, anxiety, and stress.


Burnout

Burnout differs from stress since it often involves prolonged exposure to work-related stress, causing burnout (Schaufeli, 2021). Experiencing chronic fatigue because of high job demands, detachment from work and colleagues, increased cynicism, and a sense that the person does not accomplish as much in their work as usual (Maslach, 1996; Maslach et al., 2001) all characterise a state of burnout. Studies show that burnout symptoms often appear similar to symptoms of depression, such as loss of concentration, exhaustion and fatigue (Schaufeli and Enzmann, 1998; Koutsimani et al., 2019). However, depression can develop irrespective of a person’s environment or psychosocial situation, while the onset of burnout is specifically related to a person’s work environment (Koutsimani et al., 2019).



Depression

According to Lovibond and Lovibond (1995), depression is “characterised principally by a loss of self-esteem and incentive, and is associated with a low perceived probability of attaining life goals of significance for the individual as a person” (p: 342). Causes of depression are generally clustered under adverse life events on the one hand, and factors related to achievement, characterological, childhood, existential, hormonal, interpersonal conflict, intimacy, neglect, physiological, and relationships on the other (Addis et al., 1995; Piccinelli and Wilkinson, 2000; Beurel et al., 2020). Kessler and Bromet (2013) review of the literature summarises the burden of disease for depression as:


Difficulties in role transitions (e.g., low education, high teen childbearing, marital disruption, unstable employment), reduced role functioning (e.g., low marital quality, low work performance, low earnings), elevated risk of onset, persistence and severity of a wide range of secondary disorders, and increased risk of early mortality due to physical disorders and suicide (p. 119).
 

Certain somatic consequences include the risk of cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, stroke, obesity (Wulsin et al., 1999; Penninx et al., 2013) and sleep disturbances (Fang et al., 2019).



Anxiety

Anxiety represents an emotional state that can change over time and in intensity and represents a personality trait that differentiates how dangerous and threatening people perceive the world around them (Spielberger, 1966, 1972). Anxiety can be described as a complex reaction to a perceived threatening situation that includes feelings of tension, apprehension, fear, and worry (emotional reaction), intensified arousal of the autonomic nervous system and skeletal muscle effects (physiological reaction), as well as fretting and experiencing unpleasant thoughts and worries (cognitive reaction; Spielberger, 1972; Clark and Watson, 1991; Lovibond and Lovibond, 1995; Psychountaki et al., 2003).



Stress

Stress is defined as a physical and psychological response of the body to any demand that threatens a person’s physical and mental well-being (Sharma, 2018; Bergh, 2021). According to Peters et al. (2021), stress is generally regarded as pathogenic and detrimental to a person’s immune system. Stress causes physical and psychological ill-health, including symptoms such as a weakened immune system (Peters et al., 2021), effects on the digestive system (Sharma, 2018), cardiovascular disease and diabetes (Sharma, 2018; Seiler et al., 2020), colds and flu (Seiler et al., 2020; Peters et al., 2021), problems in sleeping, emotional problems, depression, anxiety and panic attacks (Devi et al., 2019). Moreover, Seiler et al. (2020) report that the vulnerability to certain types of cancer could be increased by the influence of chronic stress on protective immune responses in the body.




Psychological health and well-being during COVID-19

According to Qiu et al. (2020), adverse psychological outcomes such as depression, anxiety, and panic disorder were triggered or exasperated during the pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic in general, regardless of infection status, adversely affects individuals’ psychological health, resulting in the prevalence of stress, depression, burnout, trauma, post-traumatic stress, and anxiety (Qiu et al., 2020; Restauri and Sheridan, 2020; Yıldırım and Solmaz, 2020). Examples of these studies include that of Campbell and Gavett (2021), who reported mental health declines during the pandemic, indicating the prevalence of burnout, anxiety, feeling exhausted and isolated, increased job demands and growing disengagement at work. Pretorius and Padmanabhanunni (2021) found in their study among young adults in South Africa that exceptionally high levels of anxiety, loneliness, and decreased life satisfaction were present during the COVID-19 pandemic. In a 2021 study of mental health, 76% of full-time employees in the United States reported that during the past year they experienced an effect on their mental health in the form of symptoms of burnout, depression, and anxiety (Mind Share Partners’ Mental Health at Work, 2021). However, these studies focused on psychological health and well-being within the general context of the pandemic and did not take infection status into account.

Several international studies indicate that SARS-CoV-2 survivors show a risk of developing post-traumatic stress disorder (Qiu et al., 2020; Stamu-O’Brien et al., 2020; Janiri et al., 2021; Sekowski et al., 2021; Tarsitani et al., 2021), fatigue, anxiety and depression (Qiu et al., 2020; Sahoo et al., 2020). Mohammadian Khonsari et al. (2021) described how health care professionals in Iran who had been infected with SARS-CoV-2 showed a high risk of displaying psychological symptoms such as depression, stress and anxiety. Similarly, other studies (Qi et al., 2020; Sahoo et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020) found an increased prevalence of depression and psychological morbidity among patients hospitalised for SARS-CoV-2. Qi et al. (2020) reported on their study among recovering patients that their mental health problems were alarming. The patients reported that COVID-19 was not merely an illness for these individuals but rather a “life-changing disastrous experience which not only impairs physical well-being but also their mental health” (Qi et al., 2020, p: 9). Of these studies, only Mohammadian Khonsari et al. (2021) included non-infected participants in their samples. Kim et al. (2021) found that 20% of uninfected South Koreans reported high levels of depression during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, Rehman et al. (2022) established that among the uninfected Indian population, mean values of depression, anxiety and stress decreased significantly despite an increase in confirmed SARS-CoV-2 cases. These two studies, however, focused only on uninfected participants.

Only a few studies compared the psychological health and well-being of infected and non-infected participants (Risal et al., 2020; Shi et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020; Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021; İkiışık et al., 2022) and the results are diverse. According to Shi et al. (2020), compared to the non-infected, Chinese individuals previously infected with SARS-CoV-2 were twice as likely to develop mental-health symptoms such as depression, anxiety, insomnia, and acute stress. Healthcare professionals infected with SARS-CoV-2 also showed a higher risk of displaying psychological stress than their colleagues who were not infected (Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021). Depression was significantly more prevalent among healthcare workers (Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021), medical students (Risal et al., 2020) and the general Chinese public (Zhang et al., 2020) who were positive for COVID-19, while no significant differences in depression were found between infected and uninfected patients with multiple sclerosis (Broche-Pérez et al., 2021) or among Turkish municipal workers (İkiışık et al., 2022). Anxiety was significantly more frequent among patients with multiple sclerosis (Broche-Pérez et al., 2021), medical students (Risal et al., 2020), and healthcare workers (Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021) who experienced SARS-CoV-2 infection. In contrast, no significant differences in anxiety were found between infected and uninfected participants from the general Chinese public (Zhang et al., 2020) or Turkish municipal workers (İkiışık et al., 2022). Though these studies compared the infected and uninfected, most of these studies focused only on depression and anxiety and none included burnout. Furthermore, no studies have been found that compare the level of psychological health and well-being of the infected and non-infected within the South African context or that compare pre-and post-infection burnout levels.



Theoretical setting

In Engel (1977), introduced the biopsychosocial model as an alternative approach to how physicians can deal with patients and their problems by taking into account physiologic, psychological, and social factors. The biopsychosocial model incorporates the disease, an objective biological event that damages individuals physiologically, and the illness, which refers to the psychological and social response of the sick individuals and their relations to the sickness (Turk and Monarch, 2002; Gatchel and Kishino, 2012). Although the model is generally applied within the medical field, it can be operationalised within the context of COVID-19. Jadoo (2020) explained the biopsychosocial model within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic as follows: the bio entity relates to the actual viral infection and the physiological effect it has on a person’s body; the psycho entity relates to the thoughts and behavioural and emotional reactions to being infected and to the sudden changes in lifestyle; and the social entity incorporates social aspects such as isolation and a lack of interaction with others that can influence a person’s recovery and rehabilitation. According to Wainwright and Low (2020), the rehabilitation process of someone recovering from SARS-CoV-2 requires a holistic approach that takes the person and their physical, psychological and social factors and supportive needs into account. Therefore, the biopsychosocial model offers a comprehensive framework to aid in understanding the interplay between psychological health and well-being and being infected with SARS-CoV-2.




Materials and methods

Ethical clearance was obtained from an institutional review board (IPPM-2021-567) and, in accordance with the clearance granted, the study adhered to all ethical requirements.


Data collection

To determine the sample size to compare pre-and post-scores where an effect size of Cohen’s dz = 0.50 with an 80% power (alpha = 0.05, two-tailed) would be ensured, G*Power (Faul et al., 2007, 2009; Bartlett, 2019) indicated a sample size of 34 participants was needed for a paired-samples t-test. For an effect size of Cohen’s dz = 0.50 with a 95% power (alpha = 0.05, two-tailed), G*Power suggested a sample size of 54 participants was needed. To compare the infected and uninfected participants while ensuring an effect size of Cohen’s d = 0.50 with 80% (alpha = 0.05, two-tailed), G*Power recommended that a sample of 64 participants per group (N = 128) would be needed to conduct an independent samples t-test. For an effect size of Cohen’s dz = 0.50 with a 95% power (alpha = 0.05, two-tailed), G*Power suggested a sample size of 105 participants per group (N = 210) was needed.

This study used a cross-sectional survey design and non-probability quota sampling to collect data. Participants were screened based on whether they had been infected with SARS-CoV-2. A retrospective pre-post design was used to determine the difference between the level of burnout of the participants’ pre and post being infected with SARS-CoV-2. The retrospective pre-post design allows the researchers to collect retrospective pre-test and current (post-test) data at the same time (Little et al., 2020) and is “ideal for assessing variables related to events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, that occur without notice or intent” (p: 4; Miller et al., 2020). According to Drennan and Hyde (2008), using a retrospective pre-post design reduces response shift bias – a person’s overestimated evaluation of the impact or level of a certain construct. Participants who reported that they had been infected previously with SARS-CoV-2 were invited to complete an additional section in the questionnaire where they had to evaluate their level of burnout prior to being infected with SARS-CoV-2 in addition to answering questions relating to their current level of burnout. A total of 500 participants completed the questionnaire; however, after removing multivariate outliers, the original dataset was reduced to 466.

QuestionPro was used to collect data. The researchers obtained participants through their personal networks and working South African adults on the Prolific platform.2 The study was presented on the Prolific platform as a study on ‘The work-related well-being of employees who have/have not had COVID-19’, and participants were financially rewarded for completing the short survey. Participants had to be 18 years old and be an employee in South Africa for at least 1 year. The participants consented to complete the survey, understanding that their participation in this study was voluntary and that they could discontinue or withdraw without any adverse consequences. The confidentiality of the questionnaire and research process was explained and the electronic datasets were anonymised and stored on a password-protected computer. The participants were informed that only the researchers involved in the project would have access to the data. Since some of the items could seem potentially sensitive (for example, questions regarding COVID-19 status), the participants were notified that all the answers would be kept anonymous and they could therefore feel free to answer honestly. Lastly, for those participants who may have needed immediate support for any suspected mental health condition or COVID-19 related help, the local contact numbers for the South African Depression and Anxiety Group and the South African COVID-19 Hotline were provided at the beginning and at the end of the survey.



Sample

For the current study, data were collected from employed South African participants (N = 466) who had been infected with SARS-CoV-2 (n = 245) and those who had not been infected with SARS-CoV-2 (n = 221). Table 1 shows that most of the participants (n = 23.4%) who had previously been infected with SARS-CoV-2 experienced a moderate level of infection severity. Participants were primarily female (66%). The participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 68 years (M = 32.63; SD = 7.72), mainly employed full-time (89%). The intermediate work positions (34.3%), as well as first-level management (19.5%), and middle management (27.5%) positions were mostly represented by the sample. Lastly, the respondents worked mostly in for-profit industries (52%). However, non-profit organisations (5%), government entities (15%), and the educational (11%) and healthcare (5%) sectors were also represented.



TABLE 1 Demographic characteristics of the sample.
[image: Table1]



Measures

All the measures used in the current study were open-access instruments.


The South African burnout scale

The South African Burnout Scale (SABOS) was developed by Asiwe et al. (2014) to measure cognitive weariness (six items; ‘not being able to concentrate while at work’), emotional exhaustion and withdrawal (six items; ‘feeling less connected to my work’), and fatigue (five items; ‘not having enough energy to go to work in the morning’) aspects of burnout among working individuals. Participants were asked to respond to the 17 statements that described ways they may feel about their work responsibilities and work environment and rate their experiences on a seven-point frequency scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’. Asiwe et al. (2014) reported high internal consistency for the three scales, ranging between 0.82 and 0.88. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the current study were 0.96 for Cognitive Weariness, 0.93 for Fatigue, and 0.92 for Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal. The model fit of the SABOS was acceptable after allowing the correlation of certain error co-variances [χ2 = 474.87 (n = 466), χ2/df = 4.24, RMSEA = 0.08, TLI = 0.95, CFI = 0.96].

Participants who had previously been infected with COVID-19 were asked to provide two sets of ratings simultaneously: the first was a retrospective rating on how they felt about their work responsibilities and work environment prior to being infected with COVID-19, and the second related to how they felt about their work responsibilities and work environment at the time of survey completion (i.e., after being infected with COVID-19). The retrospective rating’s internal consistency for this sample was 0.91 for Cognitive Weariness, 0.80 for Fatigue, and 0.87 for Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal. After allowing certain error co-variances to correlate, the model fit for the retrospective SABOS proved to be acceptable [χ2 = 239.37 (n = 245), χ2/df = 2.18, RMSEA = 0.07, TLI = 0.94, CFI = 0.95].



The depression, anxiety and stress scale

The 21-item version of the Depression Anxiety and Stress Scales (DASS-21) was developed by Lovibond and Lovibond (1995) and includes three self-report scales intended to determine a person’s emotional states in terms of depression (seven statements), anxiety (seven statements), and stress (seven statements). According to Lovibond and Lovibond (1995), the DASS-21 measures depression symptoms, including inertia, lack of interest/involvement, dysphoria, hopelessness, self-deprecation, and inability to enjoy normal activities and to appreciate life (for example, ‘I felt down-hearted and blue’). The anxiety scale measures a person’s autonomic arousal, skeletal muscle effects, situational anxiety, and subjective experience of anxious affect (for example, ‘I was aware of dryness of my mouth’; Lovibond and Lovibond, 1995). Lastly, the stress scale measures the extent to which a person has difficulty relaxing, nervous arousal, and how easily upset, agitated, irritated and impatient a person gets (for example, ‘I found it difficult to relax’). Participants had to indicate how much the statement applied to them over the past week on a four-point rating scale ranging from ‘Did not apply to me at all’ to ‘Applied to me very much or most of the time’. Lee (2019) found internal consistency coefficients of 0.90 for the Depression scale, 0.82 for the Anxiety scale, and 0.87 for the Stress scale. The reliability coefficients for the current study were excellent (Depression α = 0.91; Anxiety α = 0.87; Stress α = 0.89). The initial model fit was acceptable [χ2 = 239.37 (n = 245), χ2/df = 2.18, RMSEA = 0.07, TLI = 0.94, CFI = 0.95], but after allowing certain co-variances to correlate, the model fit for the DASS-21 was good [χ2 = 528.03 (n = 466), χ2/df = 2.97, RMSEA = 0.07, TLI = 0.94, CFI = 0.95].




Data analysis

Data were cleaned and analysed using SPSS 27.0. Paired-samples t-tests and independent-samples t-tests were used to analyse the data. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05 (two-tailed), and the exact p-values were given for all analyses. Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances was inspected to determine whether equal variances could be assumed. If equal variances could not be assumed for the factor, the results for ‘equal variances not assumed’ were reported.

A paired-samples t-test was used to compare the level of participants’ burnout prior to and after being infected with SARS-CoV-2. For the current study, 245 cases were subjected to the paired-samples t-test, and this sample size was sensitive to the effects of Cohen’s d = 0.18 with 80% power or 0.23 with 95% power (alpha = 0.5, two-tailed). Therefore, the study would not reliably be able to identify effects smaller than Cohen’s d of 0.18. Cohen’s d uses the sample’s standard deviation of the mean difference to indicate the effect size of the results.

Independent t-tests were applied to measure the differences in burnout, depression, anxiety and stress between participants who had previously been infected and those who had not been infected with COVID-19. In this study, the sample sizes adhered to this recommendation, since there were 245 participants for the group that had been previously infected with SARS-CoV-2 (group 1), while there were 221 participants for the group that had not been infected with SARS-CoV-2 at the time of the study (group 2). A sensitivity power analysis (G*Power; Faul et al., 2007, 2009) showed that an independent samples t-test with 245 participants for group 1 and 221 participants for group 2 (N = 466) would be sensitive to the effects of Cohen’s d = 0.26 at 80% power or 0.34 at 95% power (alpha = 0.05, two-tailed). Therefore, the study would not reliably be able to detect effects smaller than Cohen’s d = 0.26.




Results


Mean differences in burnout scores pre-and post-SARS-CoV-2 infection

A paired-samples t-test was performed to assess the difference in the level of burnout of participants before and after having been infected with SARS-CoV-2. The pre-and post-means for the three burnout scales are presented in Figure 1. There were statistically significant increases for all three burnout scales before being infected to after being infected: Cognitive Weariness [M increase = 4.29, SD increase = 7.71, CI = 3.32–5.26, t(244) = 8.71, p = 0.000], Fatigue [M increase = 3.96, SD increase = 7.23, CI = 3.05–4.87, t(244) = 8.58, p = 0.000], and Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal [M increase = 4.11, SD increase = 6.55, CI = 3.29–4.93, t(244) = 9.82, p = 0.000]. Cohen’s d indicated the increases were moderate too large for all three scales (Cognitive Weariness = 0.56; Fatigue = 0.55, Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal = 0.63) and indicative that the test was sufficiently sensitive to the minimum effect size at 95% power.
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FIGURE 1
 Pre vs post SARS-CoV-2 infection comparison of burnout mean scores.




Psychological well-being differences between previously infected and non-infected groups


Burnout

An independent-samples t-test was executed to measure the difference in the level of burnout among those who have been infected with SARS-CoV-2 and those who have not yet been infected with SARS-CoV-2 (Figure 2). The overall results indicated significant differences between the two groups for all three burnout scales: Cognitive Weariness [M difference = 4.37, SD difference = 0.70, CI = 2.99–5.74, t(449.63) = 6.25, p = 0.000], Fatigue [M difference = 5.66, SD difference = 0.64, CI = 4.39–6.92, t(461.36) = 8.81, p = 0.000], and Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal [M difference = 3.42, SD difference = 0.79, CI = 1.88–4.97, t(464) = 4.35, p = 0.000]. Cohen’s d indicated the increases were moderate too large for the different scales (Cognitive Weariness = 0.57; Fatigue = 0.81, Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal = 0.40). The test was therefore sufficiently sensitive based on the minimum effect size at 95% power.
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FIGURE 2
 Infected vs non-infected comparison of burnout mean scores.




Depression, anxiety and stress

An independent-samples t-test was also executed to measure the differences in depression, anxiety, and stress among those previously infected with SARS-CoV-2 and the non-infected participants (Figure 3). Significant differences existed between participants who had been infected with SARS-CoV-2 and those who had not been infected, for all three DASS-21 scales: Depression [M difference = 3.66, SD difference = 0.44, CI = 2.79–4.54, t(451.33) = 8.26, p = 0.000], Anxiety [M difference = 4.56, SD difference = 0.41, CI = 3.76–5.36, t(430.40) = 11.25, p = 0.000], and Stress [M difference = 4.12, SD difference = 0.43, CI = 3.27–4.97, t(459.58) = 9.57, p = 0.000]. Cohen’s d indicated that increases were large (Depression = 0.76; Anxiety = 1.02, Stress = 0.88). The test’s sensitivity was, therefore, realistic at 95% power.
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FIGURE 3
 Infected vs non-infected comparison of DASS-21 mean scores.






Discussion

Prior to the outbreak of the pandemic, several studies reported on employee mental health (Harvey et al., 2017; Greenwood et al., 2019; Kyron et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic has seemingly exasperated the prevalence of declining mental health among employees. The psychological burden the pandemic placed on infected and uninfected employees in various industries is evident from the vast amount of research on the effect of the pandemic on psychological health and mental well-being. A title search of the terms ‘COVID-19 or coronavirus or 2019-ncov or sars-cov-2 or cov-19’ and ‘psychological well-being or mental health or psychological well-being’ in the EBSCOhost search engine generates more than 270 peer-reviewed academic articles. What is evident from the considerable COVID-19 research done in the psychological sphere is that, regardless of whether a person has been infected with SARS-CoV-2, the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly influenced psychological health and well-being.

The current study investigated the prevalence of burnout pre-and post-SARS-CoV-2 infection and determined whether differences in psychological health and well-being existed between SARS-CoV-2 infected and non-infected individuals. The difference in the level of burnout before and after having been infected with SARS-CoV-2 was statistically significant for Cognitive Weariness, Fatigue, and Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal. Like the findings of Hwang et al. (2021), Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal was the most prevalent, both pre-SARS-CoV-2and post-SARS-CoV-2 infection. The COVID-19 pandemic disturbed many people’s way of life, and if they were already experiencing burnout-related symptoms, the pandemic may have aggravated those symptoms. The uncertainty and fear surrounding the possibility of being infected with SARS-CoV-2 and the physical and emotional challenges that a person faces during actual infection seem to significantly increase emotional and interpersonal exhaustion and to increase detachment from work. Furthermore, participants’ levels of Cognitive Weariness, compared to Fatigue and Emotional Exhaustion/Withdrawal, increased the most from before to after SARS-CoV-2 infection. The outcomes of systematic literature reviews by Ceban et al. (2022) and Daroische et al. (2021) found cognitive impairment to be one of the most reported symptoms of the post-COVID-19 syndrome.

Participants who have been infected with SARS-CoV-2 reported significantly higher levels of burnout, anxiety, depression, and stress than those who have not been infected. While Emotional Exhaustion and Withdrawal were the most prevalent among both previously infected and non-infected groups, the most significant difference was the level of fatigue experienced. Brusaferri et al. (2022) found that the chronic stress of COVID-19 lockdowns may have caused neuroimmune activation in infected and non-infected individuals. Neuroinflammation can trigger symptoms such as mood alterations, mental and physical fatigue, discognition or “brain fog,” depression, and social withdrawal (Li et al., 2017; Brusaferri et al., 2022). Generally, burnout is caused by prolonged exposure to work-related stress (Koutsimani et al., 2019; Schaufeli, 2021). Interestingly, patients who suffered from long-COVID-19 were more likely to experience burnout (Selvaskandan et al., 2022). Coleman (2022) stated that long-COVID-19 can present similar symptoms to burnout and requires a different intervention approach. COVID-19 presented an unprecedented challenge to individuals, which exhausted the availability of their psychological, social and physical resources. Since well-being relates to the availability of psychological, social and physical resources an individual needs during a particular challenge, it makes sense that patients whose resources were depleted could show symptoms of burnout (Dodge et al., 2012).

In terms of anxiety, depression and stress, in both groups stress levels rose. However, a more significant increase took place in levels of anxiety. In their systematic literature review, Nagarajan et al. (2022) confirmed consensus across studies that people who survived severe SARS-CoV-2 infection were at a high risk of developing PTSD. A few studies also found that anxiety was significantly higher in participants who experienced a SARS-CoV-2 infection (Risal et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2020; Broche-Pérez et al., 2021; Mohammadian Khonsari et al., 2021). During the pandemic, within the various stages of lockdown, people with medical conditions who had SARS-CoV-2 may have struggled to get to their medical appointments during or after infection (Broche-Pérez et al., 2021). According to Mohammadian Khonsari et al. (2021), people infected or previously infected with SARS-CoV-2 are more anxious about dying, infecting family or friends, being quarantined, and being re-infected with SARS-CoV-2.


Theoretical implications

The biopsychosocial model was used to guide the current study in understanding the interaction between the COVID-19 pandemic, the SARS-CoV-2 infection, and psychological health and well-being. Within the principles of the biopsychosocial model, a previously infected person had to firstly deal with SARS-CoV-2, a biological event, and its physical consequences. Kevadiya et al. (2021) summarised the clinical presentation of SARS-CoV-2 infection and noted it could include “fever, sore throat, cough, chest and muscle pain, dyspnoea, confusion, anosmia, ageusia and headache. These can progress to life-threatening respiratory insufficiency, also affecting the heart, kidney, liver and nervous systems” (p: 593). Second, a previously infected person had to manage the psychological consequences of SARS-CoV-2 infection, which include increased levels of anxiety, stress, depression, burnout, trauma, and post-traumatic stress. A scoping review by Shanbehzadeh et al. (2021) that showed various physical and mental health problems such as anxiety, arthralgia, declines in daily functioning and activities, depression, fatigue, pain, post-traumatic stress disorder, and reduced physical capacity were present up to 3 months after SARS-CoV-2 infection. Lastly, a previously infected person had to endure social challenges such as isolation and quarantine due to their infection. Within the current study, the participants who have been infected with SARS-CoV-2 during the first 2 years of the pandemic were mandated by South African law to quarantine and stay in isolation for at least seven to 10 days.3 While a person who had not yet been infected could experience COVID-19-related psychological and social difficulties, given the additional biopsychosocial burden that an infected person experiences, it is understandable that there is a significant difference between the psychological health and well-being of these two groups.



Practical implications and recommendations

Norris et al. (2002) found that mental health problems generally peaked a year after a disaster, followed by an improvement. Therefore, organisations must remain vigilant and implement psychological interventions to support distressed employees. The timely identification and precise diagnosis of psychological distress can aid in developing targeted psychological interventions for individuals exposed to a critical incident, such as the pandemic (Zhang et al., 2020). Mohammadian Khonsari et al. (2021) suggested that governments can help reduce the psychological burden of the COVID-19 pandemic and a SARS-CoV-2 infection by creating targeted interventions, distributing correct information about the psychological health and well-being effects of such an infection on various groups, and making a uniform COVID-19 mental health counselling service available to the public. Holmes et al. (2020) and Xiang et al. (2020) pointed out the importance of proactive steps to address the effect of COVID-19, which would likely require collaboration across disciplines, involving social workers, medical professionals and psychologists. Several studies point out that psychological counselling using electronic devices and applications (for example, smartphones and WeChat) and regular screening for depression, anxiety, and suicidal tendencies should be performed for COVID-19 patients, as well as health workers. An agile organisation that considers employee health, safety, and well-being, especially those infected with SARS-CoV-2, can survive and thrive in the uncertain times of the pandemic.



Limitations and recommendations

The methodological limitations of this study include the cross-sectional and, more specifically, the retrospective nature of the study. The study used a retrospective approach to collect the pre-and post-SARS-CoV-2 burnout data. While retrospective studies have proved to be valid, reliable and useful, the descriptive and observational features of the research design limit the extent to which causal relationships between variables can be established (Talari and Goyal, 2020). Furthermore, recall bias, a type of systematic error, is introduced when asking participants to recall certain information and therefore relying on imperfect human memory to report certain events (Talari and Goyal, 2020) and as such the results should not be over-generalised to the whole population. It is suggested that future studies employ a longitudinal approach to see how the psychological health and well-being variables change over time. A procedural limitation of the current study is the use of a crowdsourcing platform to collect the data. According to Rice et al. (2017), disadvantages of using online populations include unrepresentative samples, financial motivation and potential fraud issues, limited length of study, and research can usually only measure attitudes and perceptions and not behavioural data. Alternatives to collecting data include using social media, personal networks, adverts, word of mouth, and emails. Another technical limitation is the lack of access to participants’ mental health history, which could bring a broader perspective or clearer context to the results. It is also important to research why some employees’ well-being improved during the pandemic, as a means for organisations to identify ways to support employees in the future (Campbell and Gavett, 2021).




Conclusion

While there has been evident psychological well-being and mental health decline during the pandemic in general (Qiu et al., 2020; Restauri and Sheridan, 2020; Yıldırım and Solmaz, 2020; Campbell and Gavett, 2021; Mind Share Partners’ Mental Health at Work, 2021), being infected with SARS-CoV-2 significantly decreases a person’s psychological well-being and mental health.



Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management, Research Ethics Committee, University of Johannesburg. The patients/participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

The author confirms being the sole contributor of this work and has approved it for publication.



Acknowledgments

The author would like to thank Lené Graupner who provided insight and expertise that greatly assisted in the research.



Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1For the purposes of this study, COVID-19 refers to the pandemic in general, while SARS-CoV-2 refers to being infected with the actual SARS-CoV-2 virus.

2https://www.prolific.co/

3https://www.gov.za/Coronavirus
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Variable and dimension

Emotional wellbeing: workplace flourishing
Perceived organisational support

Psych wellbeing: workplace flourishing
Social wellbeing: workplace flourishing
Techno-complexity: technostress
Techno-insecurity: technostress
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Think about yourself as an employee during COVID-19
and the subsequent lockdowns as you answer these
questions.

Tell me about the aspects of your work that the pandemic has made you
grateful for.

In what other ways did you feel fortunate during this time at work?
Why did this make you feel grateful?
Do you have another example to give me?

Tell me about the positive lasting changes this pandemic will have on your
work.

What positive things did you learn about yourself during this time, as an
employee?
Is this something you are grateful for? Why?

What positive things did you learn about your colleagues during this time?
Is this something you are grateful for? Why?

What did you appreciate about your manager during this time?

Why?

Tell me about your resilience at work during this time.
Would you say you drew on the resilience during this time for work?
Explain how this helped you cope with work during the pandemic.
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Variable Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 5 6 FD ®
1 Burnout risk —0.08 —0.83 0.85 0.98 0.96
2 Emotional engagement —-0.73 —0.07 —0.51 0.81 0.98 0.94
3 Psychological well-being —1.02 0.43 —0.61 0.51 0.72 0.96 0.91
4 Job demands —1.07 0.88 0.65 —0.36 —0.47 77 0.98 0.91
5 POS —0.16 —0.03 -0.57 0.563 0.54 —0.43 0.80 0.98 0.94
6 Lack of reciprocity —0.60 —0.63 0.33 —0.36 -0.27 0.32 —0.34 0.75 0.93 0.81
7 Lecturer performance 1.27 212 —-0.05 —0.11 0.03 —0.05 —0.04 0.07 0.98 0.97

Mardia’s multivariate values Estimate p-Value

Mardia’s multivariate skewness 9.73 0.00

Mardia’s multivariate kurtosis 69.62 0.00

POS, Perceived organisational support; 160 participants made up the study sample; FD, Factor score determinacy; w, McDonald’s omega. Factor scores are Z-values
with a mean of 0. Underlined values on the diagonal represent the square root of the AVE (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). All correlations are statistically significant (p < 0.05).
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Participant Gender identity Racial identity Age Occupation

Pl Male Indian 31 Mechanical engineer

P2 Female Black 35 Journalist

P3 Female White 56 Self-employed

P4 Female White 13 Marketing director

ps Male White 32 Employed

Ps Female White 35 Human capital business partner
7 Female Black 30 HR administrator

P Female Black 21 Technician

P9 Male Black 2 Unemployed

P10 Male Black 26 HRSS administrator and executive assistant
P11 Male Black 47 Attorney

P12 Female Black m HR assistant

P13 Female Black 55 Professional nurse

P14 Male Black 2 Graphic designer

P15 Female Black 2 Employed

P16 Male Black 26 Self-employed

P17 Female Black 32 Employed

P18 Male Black 23 Employed

P19 Male Black 39 OD manager

P20 Female Black 39 Administrative officer

P21 Female Black 36 Compliance administrator
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Construct measured

(a) Job demands

(b) Perceived organisational support
(POS)
(c) Burnout risk

(d) Engagement

(e) Psychological well-being
(f) Lack of reciprocity

(9) Lecturer performance, measured by
students using an adapted student
evaluation form

Subscales

Time pressure
Relationship with colleagues
Teaching vs research
n/a

Personal burnout
Work-related burnout
Client-related burnout
Physical engagement
Emotional engagement
Cognitive engagement

n/a
n/a
n/a

Items used

2

3 (removed)
4
16

5
6
6 (removed)
6 (removed)
6
6 (removed)
8
3
22

35.73

213.91

147.04

2217

36.38
0.00
1663.41

df

103

43

209

0.00

0.00

0.00

0.01

0.01
0.00
0.00

CFI

0.94

0.91

0.93

0.98

0.97
1.00
0.90

TLI

0.90

0.90

0.91

0.96

0.96
1.00
0.89

SRMR

0.05

0.06

0.04

0.02

0.04
0.00
0.04

RMSEA

0.14

0.08

0.09

0.07
0.00
0.07

X2, chi-square statistic; df, degrees of freedom; p, p-Value; CFl, Comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis Index; SRMR, Standardised root mean square residual: RMSEA,

Root mean square error of approximation.
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Model

3

XZ

63.01
33.81
18.98

df

19
18
10

p-Value

0.00
0.01
0.04

CFI

0.83
0.94
0.96

TLI

0.73
0.90
0.92

SRMR

0.09
0.06
0.05

RMSEA

0.12
0.07
0.08






OPS/images/fpsyg-13-1013377/fpsyg-13-1013377-t001.jpg
Characteristic

Previous SARS-CoV-2

fection

If yes, how severe was

the infection?

Sex

Age

Type of employment

Work-level

Industry

Category
Yes

No

Mild
Moderate
Severe
Critically ill /
hospitalized
Other

Male
Female

<31

31-40

>40

Missing
Fulltime
Part-time
Missing
Entry level
Intermediate
level
First-level
‘management
Middle
‘management
Senior
‘management
Top-level
‘management
Owner
For-profit
Non-profit
Government
Education
Healthcare

Other

Frequency
245
221
72
109
59

157
309
27
185
60

416
44

39
160

91

128

2

241
2
6
49
21
64

Percentage
52.6%
47.4%
15.50%
23.40%
12.70%

0.90%

19.5%

27.5%

62%

17%

24%
517%

47%
14.8%
10.5%

45%
13.7%





OPS/images/fpsyg-13-946454/crossmark.jpg
(®) Check for updates






OPS/images/fpsyg-13-946454/fpsyg-13-946454-t001.jpg
Retail outlet A
Males
Females
Age ranges (years)
20 and below
21-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
a1+

Retail outlet B
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Theme

The magnitude of

consultation

Employees’ perceptions of
COVID-19 mandatory
vaccination

Coping with mandatory
COVID-19 vaccination

Sub-themes

Formal genuine consultatior

Formal le

s genuine consultations
No consultation

Perceived good decision

Perceived tied hands of management
“Them and us perception

Full vaccination

Obtaining a vaccination card fraudulently

Half-baked vaccination
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Variables
Psychological wellbeing T1
Psychological wellbeing T2

Volunteer engagement T

Volunteer engagement T2

Perceived organizational support

43.5

42.5
36.6
28.1

13.6

SD

501

47

6.4
7.4

45

Modality

Unimodal

Unimodal
Unimodal

Unimodal

Unimodal

Skewness

—4.25

—0.46

—0.50
5.44

5.08

Kurtosis

8.10

—1.18

149
145

1.09

Outliers

8 with | z| > 1.96 (4.1%). 2 with |
2| > 2.58 (1%). 3 with | z| > 3.29
(1.6%).

13 with | z| > 1.96 (6.7%). 3 with
| 2| > 2.58 (1.5%).

4with | z] > 1.96 (2.1%). 4 with |
2| > 2.58(2.1%).

Shapiro-Wilk
W (160) = 0.93***
W (160) = 0.99

W (160) = 0.99
W (160) = 0.94***

W (160) = 0.93*
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Variables

Psychological wellbeing T1
Volunteer engagement T2

Perceived organizational support

M

434
28.2
135

SD Skewness Kurtosis
42 0.34 —0.38
6.9 4.08 0.41

44 3.70 —0.52

N =202, the outliers of original scores were trimmed by changing scores over 95th and 5th percentiles to the respective scores.

*p <0.05,**p < 0.001.

Shapiro-Wilk

W (175) = 0.98*
W (175) = 0.93*
W (175) = 0.92**
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Variables

(1) Psychological wellbeing T1
(2) Psychological wellbeing T2
(3) Volunteer engagement T1
(4) Volunteer engagement T2

(5) Perceived organisational support

*p <0.05,**p < 0.01.

0.08
0.41**
0.10
0.39**

—0.20
0.08
0.34**

—0.17*
—0.05

0.16**
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Variable B B SE

Constant —13.98 4.02
Psychological wellbeing T1 0.420%% 0.40 0.08
Volunteer engagement T1 —0.11* —0.16 0.05
Psychological wellbeing T2 0.26%** 0.29 0.06
Volunteer engagement T2 0.08 0.13 0.04
R# 0.3

Adj. R? 0.29

N = 202. We examined the impact of perceived organizational support on psychological
wellbeing and volunteer engagement across time point 1 and time point 2.
*p < 0.05,**p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.





OPS/images/fpsyg-13-915572/fpsyg-13-915572-g004.jpg
Volunteer Engagement T1

Perceived Organisational
Support

=-11*

Psychological Wellbeing T2






OPS/images/fpsyg-13-915572/fpsyg-13-915572-g005.jpg
b= .40%**

Perceived Organisational
Support

Psychological Wellbeing T1

-------------------------------------

b= .30**

Volunteer Engagement T2






OPS/images/fpsyg-13-915572/fpsyg-13-915572-t001.jpg
Baseline characteristic

Work Status
Full-time
Full-time, part-time
Part-time
Casual
Contractor, part-time
Contractor
Marital status
De-facto
Divorced
Married
Never married
Separated
Area of residence
City
Suburban
Rural
Regional

Level of education

Never attended school, year 12 or equivalent

Year 11 or equivalent

Year 12 or equivalent

Year 12 or equivalent, certificate III/IV
Year 12 or equivalent, certificate I/IT

Year 12 or equivalent, certificate I/II, bachelor’s degree

Certificate I/II
Certificate ITI/IV
Graduate diploma
Advanced diploma
Bachelor’s degree
Postgraduate degree
Religious status
Buddhism
Christianity
Catholicism
Hinduism
Islam
Judaism
No religion
Other
Significant personal life events
Yes
No

Participant
demograph-
ics
n %
147 72.80
2 1.00
42 20.60
3 1.50
1 0.50
3 1.50
2 1.00
6 2.90
93 46.00
100 49.50
1 0.50
95 47.00
85 42.50
19 9.40
1 0.50
1 0.50
14 6.90
54 26.70
4 2.00
3 1.50
1 0.50
14 6.90
26 12.70
11 5.40
21 10.30
19 9.40
34 16.70
25 12.30
43 21.40
73 36.00
12 5.90
26 12.80
8 3.90
14 6.90
32 16.80

158

83.20
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Baseline characteristic

Volunteer status

Volunteer involvement
Freely chosen
Forced to volunteer
Work requirements
University requirements
Episodic volunteer (once off/irregularly)

COVID-19 impacts
Self-isolation
Government lockdowns
No impact

Fully vaccinated and able to resume work

Survey Survey
one two
n % N %
199 9850 201 99.50
159 79.50 189 93.60
2 1.00 0 0.00
35 17.50 10 5.00
3 1.50 3 1.50
1 0.50
76 37.60 9 250
28 13.90 5 2.50
95 47.00 96 47.50
74 36.60
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Remote working as a safety measure
from the spread of the COVID-19
pandemic

“At the time of the pandemic and the lockdown,
our surety was avoiding contact. Working
remotely assisted us greatly.” [Participant 23,

Legal Manager].

“Working from home has definite health benefits.
For starters it allowed us not spreading the rate of

infection. The working remotely model actually

promotes better health.” [Participant 5, Supply
Chain Manager].

Source: Bas

2 on the data analysis

Remote working allowing for
work-life balance

“Being at home was an cye-opener. It allowed me a
chance to have some form of control of my days in
the carly days. At the height of the pandemic, it
became very difficult, There was uncertainty — we
got tired of remote working — we missed the
office spaces. The office had some of restriction.
Working from home had convenience but there
were no boundaries.” [Participant 8, Accounting
Manager].

“Iwas able to attend to some other issues which I
would not otherwise do. As a priority allowing for
work-life balance. Something the day to day
routine pre-pandemic would not allow.”

[Participant 20, Procurement Manager].

Remote working allowing for time to
spend time with children and
partners.

“Remote working allowed us as parents to actually
sce our kids more. At the start of the lockdown it
was tough — as we got used to the setting — it
became better. Yes it was challenging but as
parents we feel more involved in the lives of our
kids as we work remotely.” [Participant 12,

Procurement Manager].

“Working remote allows me and my husband to
have time for each other. We spend at least two
days at home and add another two days of the
weekend. So in a week we at least speak half of our
time together. This assists our relationship given
we just got married.” [Participant 8, Accounting

Manager].
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Technology failure

“Our supply chain processes were heavily
dependent on paper-based working. So when
submitting documents there s a reliance on
signatures on the physical paper. Remote working
revealed two things. The first thing was not
sustainable. Second, remote working did not help
me. Much of the responsibility in transitioning to

online for

s was the responsibility of my office. I
was busy round the clock.” [Participant 11,
Supply Chain Manager].

“Managing after-hours that's how I summarize
remote working. You are just stretched to the

limit. The

s often framed by the one above
you or below you. The carly days of working from
home where tough. After some time I mustered
enough courage and would now set boundaries of
what I can or cannot do. It was always clear I had
to save my work schedule as I found myself going
beyond the call of duty effort wise and also with
my time.” [Participant 20, Procurement

Manager].

Source: Bas

2 on the data analysis

People management challenges

“The pandemic gave us so much to think about as
HR professionals. We were just not ready. Then
we are told to work from home. One of the things
that we needed to have (which we did not have) a
policy around working from home. We had to
pass this quickly—all this fell on me as the HR
manager. So I need d to up my game. Sadly, it also
‘meant attending to work issues at ridiculous hours
at night.” [Participant 7, Human Resources
Manager].

“Definitely observed more conflict working
remotely. I think the face to face office structure
allows people to see each other. This can create an
impression of uniformity and that everyone is
pulling together. Not having people at the office
heightened some suspicion. What is really
happening behind the computer at home was.
really a mystery and a source of apprehension.”

[Participant 19, Human Resources Manager].

Extension of working hours resulting
in blurring of work boundaries

“We were the interface of the organization as part
of the ICT team. We got calls at any time of the
day to assist especially those working from home.
So yes I enjoying working from home but it
seemed like we were still at the office.”
[Participant 14, Information Management

Manager].

“Remote working for some people implied a
breaking away from the structure that comes with

hay

g appointments. Online meetings became
painful - too many happening at the same time.

‘The added challenge was that outside the meetings
I had to have other meetings. This means working
over-time and even meetings as late as 8 at night.”

[Participant 23, Legal Manager].
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Gender

Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male

Female

Job title

Head of customer retention
Head of department
Head of distribution
Head of data storage management
Head of commercial property: Africa regions
International affairs director
Managing director

Head of human capital management

Years’ work experience

20+
40+
20+
20+
20+
20+
20+
30+

Industry

Insurance
Private schools
Fashion
ICT
Banking
Tobacco
Management consulting

Consulting and public sector
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Main theme

Talent management

Business nature,
structure and
operations

Nature of work
environment

Emotional needs

Sub-themes

Managerial support, and career growth empowerment
Performance management

Remuneration and employee benefits
Rewards and recognition

Talent recruitment and retention
Quality of outputs

Meaningful work and job satisfaction

Business purpose and expectations

Work flexibility/autonomy

Teamwork

Characteristics of the institutional psychological contract
The role of technology

Leadership

Organisational culture and change management

Occupational health and safety
Respect, fairness and transparency

Job security
Humanity/sense of belonging

Emotional support and morale
Loss
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Short term duration

Long term duration

Long term duration

Adapted from Rousscau (1995).

Specified performance terms

Transactional contract

Low ambiguity

Easy exit/high turnover

Low member communication
Freedom to enter new contracts
Little learning

‘Weak integration/identification

Dimension

Narrow

Short term

Relational contract

High member commitment
High effective communication
High integration/identification
Stability

Dimension

Stability

Loyalty

Balanced contract

High member commitment
High integration/identification
Ongoing development

Mutual support

Dynamic

Dimension

External Employability

Internal advancement

Dynamic performance

Employee commitment

Perform a fixed, limited set of duties only.
Only does what they are paid to do

Employee has no obligation to remain
with the firm. Committed to work a
limited period of time only

Employee commitment

Remain with the firm and to do what is
required to keep job

Support the firm, manifest loyalty and
commitment to the firm’s needs and
interests. Be a good organizational citizen

Employee commitment
Develop marketable skills
Develop skills valued by current employer

Perform new and more demanding goals
that may change to help the firm remain
competitive

Employer commitment

Ofters limited involvement in the firm
and little training or development
Employer has no obligation to future
commitments. Offers a limited period
of employment only

Employer commitment

Offer stable wages and long term
employment

Support the wellbeing and interests of
employees and their families

Employer commitment

Enhance employees long term
employability inside and outside firm
Create career development
opportunities within the firm
Promote continuous learning and
support employee in executing
performance demands
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