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DEDICATION 

I TRUST GOD 

"For I ut11 the Lord Your God who takes hold of your right hand. 

and who S ~ S  to you, do not fear, I will help you" (Isaiah 41.13) 

"Without trust, therecan be no faith. 

Without faith, you will hold on to what you know. 

I n  the process, you will not be making any progress." 
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SUMMARY 

m: Work wellness in a university of technology in South Africa. 

Key terms: Well-being. higher education, university of technology. distress, eustress, work 

engagement, occupational stress. ill health. organisational commitment. 

Change and transfonnation in higher education institutions worldwide are advancing at a rate 

that institutions and individual employees find hard to comprehend. During the past two 

decades, conlplex changes challenging institutions' mandates, traditional practices, authority 

and organisational structures have surfaced. It is widely acknowledged that stable and 

productive higher education institutions are vitally important to any country in order to 

ensure sustainable economic, social and political reconstruction and development. 

In the South African context, higher education institutions have an additional duty to 

contribute to the consolidation of democracy and social justice as well as the growth and 

development of the economy and redress the imbalances institutionalised by apartheid. The 

responsibility to execute the institutional strategies and plans to adapt to changes and to 

transform rests primarily with the staff of these institutions. However, the above-mentioned 

changes present major challenges for staff as it results in a multiplicity of roles, expectations 

to make paradigm shifts, implementation of new policies and practices as well as constant 

innovation. These challenges may be considered a healthy diversification leading to eustress 

and engagement, or a toll. which may well be an important cause of distress and burnout. 

Consequently. staffs' experience of distresslburnout and eustresslengagement, i.e. their work- 

related well-being, is crucially important to the success of the institution. 

The general objective of this research was to assess the work wellness of staff at a university 

of technology, and to understand the relationships between factors contributing to the 

experience of distresslburnout and eustresslengagement and how these relate to employees' 

levels of commitment and ill health. Furthermore, the study aimed to develop and test a 

comprehensive structural model of work related well-being to detemline the effect of job 

demands and (lack of) job resources on distress. eustress. ill health and commitment of 

employees at a university of technology in South Africa. 



The findings are presented in three research articles, each consisting of a brief literature 

review and an empirical study. A cross-sectional survey design was used. The study included 

353 participants (132 academic staff members and 221 support staff members). The 

questionnaire used in the empirical study comprised the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General 

Survey (MBI-GS), the Cognitive Weariness Scale (CWS). the Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale (UWES). An Organizational Stress Screening Tool (ASSET), the Life Orientation Test- 

Revised (LOT-R), the Job Demands-Resources Scale (JDRS) and a biographical 

questionnaire. 

Structural equation modelling coniirmed a four-factor structure of burnout, and a two-factor 

structure of work engagement. Principal component analysis indicated that work-related well- 

being consists of a dual bipolar structure namely EustressiEngagement (vigour, dedication, 

professional efficacy) and DistressiBurnout (exhaustion. cynicism, cognitive weariness). It 

was found that language \vas the only reliable background variable to predict differences in 

levels of distressiburnout and eustresslengagement between subgroups. Different 

organisational stressors were found to contribute significantly to psychological and physical 

i l l  health and low organisational commitment. The comprehensive structural model that was 

tested showed that job demands lead to distress, tvhich in turn leads to ill health. Furthermore. 

job resources contributed to work wellness and organisational commitment whilst 

dispositional optimism has a limited effect on staffs distress. 

Recommendations for the institution and future research are made. 

vii 



Ondenverp: Werkwelstand binne 'n universiteit van tegnologie in Suid-Afrika. 

Sleutelwoorde: Welstand, hoer ondersys. ~~niversiteit van tegnologie. stres, kognitiewe 

\ ermoeidheid. eustres. werkbegeestering, swak gesondheid. organisasieverbondenheid. 

Verandering en transformasie in hoer onderwysinstellings w&reld\wd geskied tans teen so 'n 

vimlige tempo dat instellings en individuele werknemers sukkel om dit te begryp. Gedurende 

die afgelope twee dekades het komplekse veranderinge plaasgevind wat die mandate, 

tradisionele praktyke. outoriteit en organisasiestrukture van die instellings bevraagteken het. 

Daar word algemeen erken dat stabiele en produktiewe hoer onderwysinstellings uiters 

belangrik in enige land is om volhoubare ekonomiese ontwikkeling, sosiale en politieke 

rekonstruksie en ontnikkeling te bewerkstellig. 

In die Suid-Afrikaanse konteks het hoer onderwysinstellings 'n bykomende verantwoordelik- 

heid om 'n bydrae te lewer tot die konsolidering van demokrasie en sosiale geregtigheid, die 

uitbouing en ontwikkeling van die ekonomie en die regstelling van wanbalanse \vat deur 

apartheid gei'nstitusionaliseer is. Die verantwoordelikheid vir die uitvoering van hierdie 

institusionele strategiee en die planne om by die veranderinge aan te pas en om te 

transfonneer, berus hoofsaaklik by die personeel van genoemde instellings. Hierdie 

veranderinge hou egter belangrike uitdagings vir die personeel in omdat dit lei tot 

meervoudige rolle. venvagtinge om paradigmaskuiwe te maak, implementering van nuwe 

beleid en praktyke. asook voortdurende innovasie. Hierdie uitdagings kan beskou word as 'n 

gesonde afwisseling wat eustres en werkbegeestering tot gevolg het. of 'n eis wat net sowel 

'n oorsaak van inspanning kan wees en dus tot stres en uitbranding kan lei. Gevolglik is 

personeel se belewing van stres ("distress") asook as eustres ("eustress"), met ander woorde 

hulle werkverwante welstand. baie belangrik vir die sukses van onderwysinstellings. 

Die algemene doelstelling van hierdie navorsing was eerstens om die werkverwante welstand 

van personeel by 'n universiteit van tegnologie te bepaal. en tweedens om die verhoudinge 

tussen d ~ e  faktore wat tot die belewing van stres en uitbranding sowel as eustres en 

werkbegeestering bydra. te hegryp. In die derde plek is daar ondersoek ingestel na die invloed 

van hierdie faktore op werknemers se vlakke van organisasie\erbondenheid en swak 



gesondheid. Die studie het verder gepoog om 'n onnattende strukturele model van 

werkverwante welstand te ontwikkel en daardeur die in~loed  van werkseise en (gebrek aan) 

werkhulpbronne op stres, eustres, swak gesondheid en organisasieverbondenheid van 

personeel by 'n universiteit van tegnologie in Suid-Afrika te bepaal. 

Die bevindinge word in drie navorsingsartikels aangebied en elkeen bestaan uit 'n bondige 

literatuuroorsig en 'n empiriese studie. 'n Dwarssnee-opname-ontwerp is gehruik. Die studie 

het 353 deelnemers (132 akademiese personeellede en 221 ondersteuningsdienste personeel- 

lede) ingesluit. Die vraelys wat in die empiriese studie gebruik is het bestaan uit die Maslach 

Uitbrandingsvraelys - Algemene Opname (MBI-GS), die Kognitiewe Vermoeidheidvraelys 

(CWS), die Utrecht Werkbegeesteringskaal (UWES). 'n Organisasiestresgraderings- 

instrument (ASSET). die Lewensori?ntasietoets - Hersiene Weergawe (LOT-R). die 

Werkeise-werkhulpbronneskaal (JDRS) en 'n biografiese vraelys. 

Strukturele vergel)kingsmodellering het 'n vierfaktorstruktuur van uitbranding en 'n twee- 

faktorstruktuur van werkbegeestering hevestig. Hookomponente faktorontleding het 

aangedui dat werkveruante welstand uit 'n tweeledige, bipolere struktuur bestaan. naamlik 

EustresIWerkbegeestering (energie, toewyding. professionele doeltreffendheid) en Stresl 

Uitbranding (uitputting. sinisme. kognitiewe vermoeidheid). Daar is bevind dat taal die 

enigste agtergrondveranderlike is om verskille in vlakke van stresluitputting en eustresi 

werkbegeestering tussen subgroepe te voorspel. Verskillende organisasiestressors het 'n 

beduidende hydras tot psigologiese en fisieke swak gesondheid en lae organisasie- 

verbondenheid geleuer. Die omvattende strukturele model wat getoets is, het getoon dat 

werkseise tot stres lei, ua t  weer tot swak gesondheid lei. Werkhulphronne het verder tot 

werkwelstand en organisasieverbondenheid bygedra tenvyl disposisionele optimisme 'n 

beperkte effek op personeel se vlakke van welstand gehad het. 

Aanbevelings vir die instelling en toekomstige navorsing word aau die hand gedoen 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis deals with the work wellness of staff at a university of technology in South Africa. 

The focus is specifically on the work-related well-being of staff and how this is affected b) 

factors such as distress, eustress. job demands, job resources. and dispositional optimism. as 

\\..ell as the impact of these factors on employees' levels of commitment and health. 

In this chapter, the background to the study is provided and the problem statement is 

discussed. Furthermore. the research objectives are set out and the research method is 

explained. The chapter concludes with a brief overview of the chapters of this thesis. 

1.1 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Change and transformation in higher ed~rurion institutions worldwide are advancing at a rate 

that institutions and individual employees find hard to comprehend (Mapesela, 2004). 

Changes relate to issues such as changing policy imperatives. massification of higher 

education, widened access and the need for redress, responses to new demands in technology, 

globalisation, intemationalisation. increased accountability, the use of new modes of delivery 

and materials, increased demand for research relevant to the needs of society and dwindling 

financial resources (Green & Hayward. 1997; Van der Wende, 2001). 

In South Africa. higher education is seen to have a duty to contribute to the consolidation of 

democracy and social justice as well as the growth and development of the economy (Favish. 

2003). According to Khosa (1996). the higher education sector also needs to contribute to the 

social. econonlic and scientific development of people. The White Paper of 1997 (DOE. 2001) 

furthermore outlines the expected contributions of these institutions to social. economic, 

cultural and intellectual life: provision of high-level skills training and continuous 

technological improvement and innovation as key aspects of higher education in a 

knowledge-driven world. 

Specific changes that have taken place since 1994 in the higher education sector in South 

Africa include the influx of black students to historically white institutions (Gultig, 2000); 



regional collaboration and formations of consortia anlong institutions (Reddy. 2000; Hay, 

Fourie, & Hay. 2001); imperatives upon institutional governance enshrined in the Higher 

Education Act of 1997 (Nadison. 2000); redress. affirmative action. democratisation of the 

~vorkplace. and quality assurance. In addition. educators have to cope with demands such as 

rationalisation. increasing specialisation and increasing student numbers (Niehaus. Myburgh. 

& Kok, 1995). 

These changes affect employees in various ways and challenge them to constantly cope and 

adapt. In this regard. Weber (1999) mentions that it has a huge impact on the traditional roles 

of employees and that in some instances. working conditions have become unfavourable and 

unsupportive towards staffs efforts in pursuing the vision and mission of institutions. 

Hellriegel. Slocum, and Woodman (2001): Mestry (1999) and Ternant (2001) support this 

view by noting that consequences of these changes (e.g. financial predicaments, increased 

demands placed on staff. insecurity about the future and rapid changes) are unavoidable and 

causing increasing emotional turmoil and stress for employees. 

Information regarding stress experienced b) employees of higher education institutions in 

South Africa is not in abundance (Abouserie, 1996). However, a study conducted at a higher 

education institution in South Africa (Coetzee & Rothn~ann. 2004) found that employees. 

compared to the normative data. reported significantly higher levels of physical ill health and 

psychological outcomes of stress. Studies in other countries have shonn that educators often 

experience h ~ g h  levels of stress and burnout (Byme. 1991). University educators are likely 

candidates for burnout because of their relationship with large numbers of students, staff and 

administrators (Blix, Cruise. Mitchell. & Blix. 1994; Melendez & De Guzman. 1983; Seiler 

22 Pearson, 1984). High self-expectations. finding financial support for research, insufficient 

time, a heav) workload, low pay and striving for publication are among the most troublesome 

stressors reported (Wissing. Du Toit. & Rothmann, 2002). 

Blix et al. (1994) showed that research-related activities were considered more stressful than 

either teaching or service delivery. According to Singh, Mishra. and Dongwook (1998). many 

academics lose interest in research as the) continue to work in their institutions. making 

burnout a significant problem in higher education. In South Africa, academic staff is not only 

confronted with demands relating to teachmg, community service and research, they also 

have to conform and adapt to the demands associated with transformation and change of the 



higher education sector. Demands such as these all contribute to feelings of insecurity and 

stress in the academic context (Houghton, 2001; Olivier, 2005). 

S/res.s has become a major topic of research throughout the world (Kyriacau, 2001). 

According to Nikolaou and Tsaousis (2002). the most common definitions of stress may be 

categorised into three types. The first is stimulus-based. which views stress as a situational or 

environmental-based stimulus, impinging upon the person. The second is response-based, 

viewing stress as an individual's psychological or physiological response to 

environmentallsituational forces. The third is an interactive approach, often named the 

stressor-strain approach. defining stress as both the stimulus (the source of stress) and the 

response (the outcome of stress), which is consistent with the manner in which stress is 

conceptualised in this research. 

Theories based on the latter definition of stress is usually accepted as being the more 

superior. given that it provides a more comprehensive view of the dynamics of stress. Varca 

(1999) explains stress as a gap betbeen environmental demands and personal resources to 

meet those demands. Anderson. Litzenberger. and Plecas (2002) explain that stress is a 

response of an individual to the self-perceived imbalance between the demands of the 

situation presented. and the resources heishe has to respond successfully. In other words, the 

stressfulness of the situation will depend on the individual's perception of the difference 

between the demands of the situation and hislher ability to meet those demands. 

Stress is not only negative and some degree of stress is considered healthy. This is referred to 

as eustress. for it can "promote suwival at a time of crisis" (Jones & Bright, 2001. p. 47). It 

can furthermore increase individuals' performance and help them to realise their potential 

(Schafer. 2000). Eustress. the "healthy" stressor. is referred to in the literature as experiences 

of pleasure, enjoymentl satisfaction. ecstasy or fulfilment that occur during some stress 

reactions (Selye & Tache. 1979). However. "unhealthy" stress, referred to as disrress. is a 

state of discomforting tension. conflict or psychological pressure (Budzinski & Peffer, 1980) 

and has become the illness of our time (Schafer, 2000). With reference to stress. distress and 

eustress. Lazarus (1988) suggested that enxironmental events and individual characteristics 

combine to shape cognitive appraisals. Furthermore. he noted that cognitive appraisals 

classify such events as either a challenge ("eustress") or a threat ("distress"). He stated that 



the difference lies in the perceived opport~~nity for positive mastery of a situation or in the 

actual or perceived potential of an event to cause h a m .  

Stress should not be confused mith burnout. Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) propose that 

burnout can be considered as a particular kind of prolonged job stress. An individual 

experiences job stress when the demands of the workplace exceed his or her adaptive 

responses. Burnout is a particular. n~ultidimensional and chronic stress reaction that goes 

beyond the experience of mere exhaustion. The literature revealed that occupational stress is 

conceptualised as the adverse emotional and physical reaction employees have to any source 

of pressure in their environment and that these stress reactions negatively affect personal 

health and organisational effectiveness. 

Burnoui, as an indicator of tiistress (Bourbonnais, Comeau, Vezina. & Dion, 1998). is a 

negative work-related psychological state that is primarily characterised by mental exhaustion 

and has been intensively studied for the past 30 years (Schaufeli, 2003; Shirom. 1993). 

Burnout is primarily characterised by exhaustion, which is accompanied by distress, a sense 

of reduced effectiveness. decreased motivation, and the development of dysfunctional 

attitudes and behaviours at work (Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Burnout is a stress-induced 

problem that does not involve a specific feeling, attitude, or physiological outcome and is not 

anchored in a specific point in time (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993). Distress, in the same sense, 

refers to baleful effects of stress with long-tern1 negative impacts (Selye. 1974). 

Weisbrrg (1994) states that burnout occurs when one can no longer tolerate occupational 

pressures and feel overwhelmed by stress. Maslach (1982), Maslach. Jackson. and Leiter 

( 1  996) and Maslach. Schaufeli. and Leiter (2001) regard bumout as a syndrome consisting of 

three dimensions, namely exhaustion. cynicism and reduced professional efficacy. 

Exhaustion. the stress dimension of burnout, refers to feelings of reduction in emotional 

resources and prompts the worker to distance hitnlherself emotionally from hislher work, 

presumably as a way to cope with work overload. The exhaustion component predicts stress- 

related health consequences and refers to feelings of being overextended and drained of one's 

emotional and physical resources. Over time. emotional exhaustion leads to 

depersonalisation, which is a state of psychological withdrawal from one's job. This 

ultimately results in a feeling of being unappreciated, ineffective, or inadequate (Kreitner & 

Kinicki. 1995). Cynicism refers to an increase in negative. cynical and insensitive attitudes 



tonards colleagues and clients and a detached response to various aspects of the job Reduced 

professional efficacy refers to feelings of insufficiency, incompetence. lack of achievement 

and feelings of unproductiveness. 

Most of the research on burnout have utilised the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) 

(Maslach & Jackson. 1986; Schaufeli & Enzmannn. 1998). Currently the MBI is standardised 

for various occupational groups in South Africa (Rothmann. 1002). More information is 

necessary regarding the components of burnout in higher education institutions. This will 

make it possible to assess the levels of burnout of employees at higher education institutions 

and to compare their levels of burnout with the national or international norm. Furthermore. it 

is difficult to identify burnout at an early stage, and the implementation of intervention 

programmes is hampered by a lack of South African benchmarks for the MBI. 

The new trend in burnout research seems to shift towards its opposite, namely work 

engagement. Researchers recently extended their interest to the positive pole of employees' 

well-being, instead of looking exclusively at the negative pole. Seen from this perspective. 

burnout is rephrased as an erosion of engagement with the job (Schaufeli, Salanova. 

Gonzalez-RomB, & Bakker, 2001). This development indicates an emerging trend towards 

"positive" psychology that focuses on human strengths and optimal functioning rather than 

on weaknesses and malfunctioning (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi. 2000). 

Engugemenl, as an indicator of eustress (Bourbonnais et al.. 1998). is identified as a positive: 

fulfilling. work-related state of mind that is characterised by vigour, dedication and 

ahsorption. Rather than a momentary and specific state, engagement refers to a more 

persistent and pervasive affective-cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object. 

event. individual or behaviour. Engaged employees view themselves as competent in dealing 

with the demands of their jobs and they are energetic and have a sense of effective connection 

with their work activities. According to Schaufeli et al. (2002). vigour refers to having high 

energy levels, demonstrating resilience with regard to work activities. investing effort in 

one's work and persistence throughout difficult circumstances. Dedication includes a sense of 

significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge. while absorption is characterised 

by full concentration on and engrossment in one's work and finding it difficult to detach 

oneself from work. 



Studies on engagement have utilised the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), which 

was developed by Schaufeli et al. (2002) to measure engagement. In a study to determine the 

psychometric properties of the UWES for academic staff in South African higher education, 

(Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006b) found acceptable internal consistency in the vigour and 

dedication subscales, but the absorption subscale was below the 0,70 guideline. Investigation 

into the factorial structure of the UWES proved Items 9 and 12 to be problematic. These 

findings are also consistent with previous findings by Naude and Rothmann (2004) and 

Jackson (2004). Further validation of the UWES for staff of higher education institutions in 

South Africa could enable effective assessment of engagement levels. and make comparisons 

with various other demographic groups possible. 

Considerable evidence exists that particular work stressors influence burnout (Burke. 1993). 

According to Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998). organisational stressors can be divided into two 

groups, namely job dmonds and (lack of) job resources. Various studies confirnl the 

relationship between burnout. job demands and resources. In a proposed process model of 

burnout, Leiter (1991, 1993) found that job demands are more strongly related to exhaustion, 

while a lack of job resources is more strongly related to cynicism and professional efficacy. 

Taris, Schreurs, and Schaufeli (1999) found that job demands were more strongly related to 

exhaustion, while cynicism and professional efficacy were related to the resource variables. 

Peeters and Le Blanc (2001) found that organisational demands relate only to exhaustion. It 

could therefore be expected that job demands will associate strongly with exhaustion. while a 

lack of resources will be strongly associated with lower professional efficacy. 

Demerouti. Bakker, Nachreiner. and Schaufeli (2001) developed the Job Demand-Resources 

(JD-R) model and confirmed that job demands are associated with exhaustion. whereas 

lacking job resources are associated with disengagement. Schaufeli and Baldter (2004) 

expanded the JD-R model by including engagement and by adding indicators for health 

impairment and organisational withdrawal in their proposed Comprehensive Burnout and 

Engagement (COBE) model. The COBE model assumes two psychological processes, 

namely an energetic and a motivational process. The energetic process links job demands 

with health problems through burnout, while the motivational process links job resources 

nith organisational outcomes through burnout. Job resources may play either an intrinsic 

motivational role (by fostering the employee's growth, learning and development), or it may 

play an extrinsic motivational role (by being instrumental in achieving work goals). In either 



case. be it through the satisfaction of basic needs or through the achievement of work goals. 

the outcome is positive and engagement - a fulfilling positive work-related state of mind - is 

likely to occur. Moreover. it is plausible to assume that engaged workers have a low tendency 

to leave the organisation because the organisation provides them with job resources that not 

only enable them to achieve their work goals, but that also provide opportunities for learning, 

growth, and development (Schaufeli & Bakker: 2004). 

Muilins (1999) explains that what is perceived as stress by one individual, can be excitement 

or an energizer for another. Although stress may activate some people and result in possible 

positive behavioural consequences. for others it may have an immobilising effect. Based on 

these individual differences. optimism might moderate the effects of stress. 

Disposirionul oprzrnisrn can be explained as the degree to which an individual has a positive 

expectation of hislher fi~ture (Scheier & Carver. 1987). It can also be defined as a person's 

positive outlook on life events (Ebert. Tucker. & Roth. 2002; Scheier, Carver. 8i Bridges. 

1994). In a hierarchical multiple regression analysis done by Fry (1995). evidence was found 

that optimism significantly moderates the relationship between daily hassles and self-esteem 

maintenance. burnout and physical illness. Optimism is furthermore also associated with 

improved immune functioning and lower neuroticism scores (Ebert et al.. 2002; Scheier et a]., 

1994: Segerstrom. Taylor, Kemenj. & Fahey, 1998; Shea, Burton. & Girgis, 3993). This 

personality trait is also described as a psychological resistance factor, which could be used to 

conceptualise individual differences and are related to more positive outcomes (Ebert et al., 

2002). Positive outcomes predicted by optimism include coping \vith major life stresses, 

adjusting to major life transitions, and responding more positively to minor stresses (Hasan & 

Power. 2002). 

Reker and Wong (1988) have proposed that the cognitive appraisals of stressful situations 

and the coping patterns of optin~istic individuals differ from those of individuals who are 

pessimistic or lacking in optimism. Reker and Wong (1988) demonstrated that optimists, as 

compared to pessimists. appraised situations of stress in a more positive light and used a 

variety of coping styles more extensively. In contrast, people lacking in optimism 

experienced greater negative stress and used more restricted patterns of active withdrawal to 

cope with anticipated stressful events. Optimism as a personality attribute therefore serves to 



moderate the psychological effects of stress. as reflected in physical symptoms, loss of self- 

esteem. and burnout. 

It is widely accepted that dispositional and situational factors interact in the shaping of work 

and organisational attitudes. but there is still some debate about the relative weight attached 

to dispositional and situational aspects. Those leaning towards the dispositional side have 

contended that work attitudes are determined by. or are at least directly linked to individual 

attributes, whereas those leaning to the situational side have argued that job characteristics. 

organisational situations and economic conditions affect attitudes more strongly than 

individual differences (Striimpfer. Danada, Gouws, & Viviers, 1998). 

Sui (2002) argued that the indirect or moderating effect of o~ganisationul commirmenr 

protects individuals from the negative effrct of stress because it enables them to attach 

direction and meaning to their work. Two approaches can be followed when defining 

organisational commitment (Blau & Bod. 1987). In the first approach. commitment is seen as 

a behaviour during which the individual is viewed as committed to an organisation because it 

is too costly for him or her to leave; in the second approach. the individual is committed to 

the organisation because of shared goals and the wish to maintain membership (Blau & Baal. 

1987). Organisational commitment can also provide people with stability and a feeling of 

belonging. However, the opposite can also be true. Being too committed to the organisation 

can inhibit personal growth and prevent one from recognising the organisation's faults, which 

can in turn result in group thinking. 

Organisational commitment takes three distinctive forms (Allen & Meyer, 1990). Firstly. 

affective commitment refers to identification with. involvement in, and emotional attachment 

to the organisation in the sense that employees with strong affective commitment remain with 

the organisation because they want to. Secondly. continuance commitment refers to the 

commitment based on employees recognition of the cost associated with leaving the 

organisation. Employees with strong continuance commitment remain with the organisation 

because they have to. either because of perceived unfavourable alternatives or because of 

high personal sacrifice associated with leaving the organisation. Thirdly. normative 

commitment refers to the commitment based on sense of obligation to the organisation. 

Therefore: those with strong nomlative commitment remain with the organisation because 

they feel they ought to do so (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Yousef, 2000). 



Research over the past three decades has also revealed that the experiences of occupational 

stress are closely related to the heallh and safety of individuals and to the well-being of 

organisations (Rees & Redfem, 2000). According to the constitution of the World Health 

Organization (2000), general health can be defined as a state of complete physical. social and 

mental well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. Health is a resource for 

everyday life. not the object of living. It is a positive concept emphasising social and personal 

resources, as well as physical capabilities. Mohren. Swaen, Kant, Van Amelsvoort. Borm, 

and Galanla (2003) found a relationship between job insecurity and common infections or 

health complaints. Significant effects of job insecurity on physiological parameters such as 

increased blood pressure levels were found in a number of longitudinal studies (Heaney. 

Israel, & House. 1994). 

McDonough (2000) funher found perceived job insecurity to be associated with lower scores 

in self-rated general health and increases in both distress and the use of medications among a 

national sample of Canadian workers. Borg. Kristensen, and Burr (2000) analysed data from 

5 001 Danish employees over a 5-year period and found that high levels of perceived job 

insecurity were significantly related to lowered self-rated general health. A study conducted 

by Domenighetti, D'Avanzo, and Uisig (2000) among more than 2 000 Swiss employees 

found that psychosocial stress induced by perceived job insecurity had negative effects on ten 

different self-reported indicators of health and health-related behaviours. Organisations may 

ultimately suffer financially from heightened employee perceptions of job insecurity due to 

the associated costs of increased absenteeism and sickness resulting from lowered employee 

well-being. 

Well-being or work ~ v l l n e . ~ s  is widely considered the underlying, conceptual basis of a 

salutogenic (health causing) orientation (Spangenberg. 2004). The definition of Myers. 

Sweeney. and Witmer (2000. p. 252) will be used as a guideline in this study: "Wellness is a 

way of life oriented toward optimal health and well-being in which body, mind and spirit are 

integrated by the individual to live more fully within the human and natural community. 

Ideally it is the optimum state of health and well-being that each individual is capable of 

achieving." Wellness involves a lifestyle with an integrated pattern of living focused on 

several dimensions, i s .  emotional. intellectual, career, environmental, physical. spiritual and 

social (Ardell & Tager. 1982: MacGuire & Snom. 1994: Robbins. Powers, & Burgess, 1999). 



Against this background, the following research problems are formulated. Firstly, although 

information is available on burnout and engagement in the South African higher education 

context, there seems to be a lack of models integrating the available information and 

explaining the interactions between factors. The second research problem is that little 

information is available regarding the relationships between occupational stressors and the 

effect thereof on ill health and organisational commitment of employees at higher education 

institutions in South Africa. Thirdly. information is needed on the general well-being of 

employees at higher education institutions and how their well-being is affected by 

occupational stressors Cjoh demands and job resources). distress and eustress. In addition, the 

influence of these factors on ill health and commitment needs to be investigated. 

The following research questions emerge from the above problem statement: 

Can a model of work-related well-being for employees at a South African university 

of technology be tested? 

Are background variables such as employment category, gender, marital status. 

language. age, education level and years of service at the institution valid predictors 

of differences in levels of wellness of employees at a university of technology? 

Is occupational stress related to organisational commitment and physical and 

psychological ill health of employees at a university of technology'? 

Are the instruments used to assess work-related well-being of employees at a 

university of technology in South Africa valid and reliable? 

Can a comprehensive structural model of work-related wellness of employees at a 

university of technology in South Africa be developed to determine the effect of job 

demands and (lack of) job resources on distress, eustress, work wellness. ill health and 

commitment? 

Does dispositional optimism of employees at a university of technology moderate the 

relationship between distress and eustress on the one hand, and i l l  health and 

commitment on the other hand? 

Consequently, answers to the above-mentioned research problems will contribute to 

industrial psychology as a science in the following ways: 



A reliable and valid model explaining work-related well-being and comprising both 

energy and identification dimensions \ h i l l  exist for employees at a university of 

technology in South Africa. 

Information regarding the effects of stress and occupational stress on commitment and 

i l l  health of employees at a university of technology in South Africa will be available. 

Information will be available on employee wellness at a South African university of 

technology. focusing specifically on the relationship between occupational stress (job 

demands and job resources), distress, eustress, i l l  health and organisational 

commitment. 

Information regarding the moderating affects of dispositional optimism on general 

employee wellness, job demands. organisational commitment and ill health will be 

available to employees at a university of technology. 

A comprehensive structural model for wellness of employees at a university of 

technology (consisting of job demands. job resources, distress, eustress. commitment 

and i l l  health) will exist. This model could be used to predict wellness of staff and 

serve as a guideline for the development of wellness programmes for employees at 

universities of technology in South Africa. 

1.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

1.2.1 General objective 

The general objective of this research is to assess the work wellness of staff at a university of 

technology in South Africa, and to understand the relationships between factors contributing 

to the experience of distresslbumout and eustressiengagement and how these relate to 

employees' levels of commitment and ill health. 

To these ends. the following specific objectives are formulated: 

1.2.2 Specific objectives 

To test a model of work-related well-being for employees at a South African 

university of technology. 



To investigate the relationship between background variables such as employment 

category, gender, marital status. language. age. education level, and years of service at 

the institution. and work related well-being of employees at a university of 

technology. 

To investigate the relationship between occupational stressors and employees' levels 

of commitment and ill health at a university of technology. 

To assess the validity and internal consistency of instruments measuring specific 

constructs included in a model of work-related well-being for employees at a 

university of technology. 

To develop and test a comprehensive structural model of work-related well-being and 

thereby determine the effect of job demands and (lack of) job resources on distress. 

eustress, work wellness, i l l  health and commitment of employees at a university of 

technology. 

To investigate whether dispositional optimism of employees at a university of 

technology moderates the relationship between distress and eustress on the one hand: 

and ill health and commitment on the other hand. 

1.3 RESEARCH METHOD 

The research method for each of the three articles submitted for the purposes of this thesis 

consists of a brief literature review and an empirical study. In each article. the literature 

revieis focuses on the conceptualisation of relevant terminology and constructs, and lists 

pre~ious research findings relevant to the topic under discussion. In the following part. 

relevant aspects of the empirical studies conducted in this thesis are discussed. 

1.3.1 Research design 

A survey design is used to achieve the research objectives. The specific design is the cross- 

sectional design, whereby a sample is drawn from a population at one point in time 

(Shaughnessy & Zechmeistrr. 1997). Information collected is used to describe the population 

at that point in time and is appropriate for studying various groups at different stages of 

de\ elopment (Bums & Grove, 1993). This design can also be used to assess interrelationships 

among \nriables within a population. According to Shaughnessy and Zechmeister (l997), this 



design is ideally suited to the descriptive and predictive functions associated with correlation 

research. 

Structural equation modelling is used to address the problems associated with the cross- 

sectional design (Byrne, 2001). Structural equation modelling is employed to test structural 

models of distress, burnout, eustress. work engagement. occupational stressors, commitment. 

i l l  health and optimism. As such, structural equation modelling is a statistical methodology 

that takes a confirmatory (i.e. hypothesis-testing) approach to the analysis of a structural 

theory bearing on some phenomenon (Byrne, 2001). The term "structural equation 

modelling" (SEM) or covariance analysis conveys two important aspects of the procedure. 

Firstly. the causal processes under study are represented by a series of structural (i.e. 

regression) equations. and secondly. these structural relations can be pictorially represented 

or modelled to enable a clear conceptualisation of the theory under study. 

1.3.2 Participants 

The study population consisted of support staff (N=l 084) and academic staff (N=529) of a 

higher education institution in South Africa. All available staff was included in the survey. In 

total. 1 613 questionnaires were distributed across six campuses, of which 353 were 

completed and returned. This included responses from 132 academic and 221 support staff 

members. The total response rate was 21.88% (37,4% for academic staff and 62,6% for 

support stafo. 

Females constituted 63.3% of the participants, while males constituted 36.7%. The majority 

of the participants (65.8%) were married. Different language groups were included in the 

study. A total of 69,9% of the participants Lvere .Afrikaans speaking, 12% English speaking 

and 18,1% were speaking other indigenous languages. 

The age distribution pointed to a reasonably young workforce with only 15.4% older than 50 

years. In total. 22.8% of the population obtained a Master's (or related) qualification andlor a 

higher qualification. 60.5% of the participants had been in service at the institution for 6+ 

years. 40,2% reported to have had no opportunity to be promoted during their years of 

service. 80,7% of the respondents indicated that they do not smoke, and 66.9% admitted to 

drinking alcohol. 



1.3.3 Measuring instruments 

The questionnaire used in the empirical study consisted of five measuring instruments and a 

biographical questionnaire. The instruments are the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General 

Survey (MBI-GS) (Maslach et al., 1996). the Cognitive Weariness Scale (CWS) (Van Horn. 

Taris. Schaufeli. & Schreurs. 2004); the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli 

et al.. 2001); the ASSET Organizational Stress Screening Tool (Cartwright & Cooper, 2002): 

the Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R) (Scheier et al., 1994): the Job Demands- 

Resources Scale (JDRS) (Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006a). The extensive biographical 

questionnaire enabled con~parisons between different subgroups. 

The hfirsluch Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS) (Maslach et a]., 1996) is used to 

measure burnout. The MBI-GS consists of 16 items and has three subscales. namely 

exhaustion (Ex) (five items; e.g. "1 feel used up at the end of the workdayp)> cynicism (Cy) 

(five items; e.g. "I have become less enthusiastic about my work"), and professional efficacy 

(PE) (six items: e.g. "In my opinion. I am good at my job"). These three components of the 

burnout construct are conceptualised in broader terms relating to the job and not just to the 

personal relationships that may be part of the job (h.iaslach st al., 2001). Together the 

subscales of the MBI-GS provide a three-dimensional perspective on burnout. High scores on 

exhaustion and cynicism and low scores on professional efficacy are indicative of burnout. 

The items of the MBI-GS are phrased as statements about personal feelings and attitudes, 

which is self-scored on a seven-point frequency scale. ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (everjl 

duy). Internal consistencies found by Leiter and Schaufeli (1996) and Schaufeli, Van 

Diederendonck. and Van Gorp (1996) range from 0.73 (cynicism) to 0.91 (exhaustion). In 

four South African samples, alpha coefficients ranging from 0.69-0.89 were reported 

(Kruger. Veldman. Rothmam. & Jackson. 2002: Rothmann & Jansen van Vuuren. 2002; 

Rothmann & Malan. 2002: Storm & Rothmann, 2003). 

The Cognitive Il>trrine.c.c Scale (CWS) was developed by Van Horn et al. (2004) to measure 

cognitive well-being. Initially this scale consisted of seven items, but they recommended that 

Item 7 be dropped in the general six-item version due to high internal consistency of Items 3 

and 7. The scale refers to the capacity to take up new information and loss of concentration at 

work, for instance, "I have trouble concentrating". It was scored on a seven-point frequency 





modelling. satisfactory fit with the original model was obtained, after five of the ASSET 

dimensions (resources and communication. job characteristics, work relationships, 

commitment. and health) had been respecified by correlating errors. Reliability analysis 

revealed that all the dimensions were sufficiently internally consistent. 

The Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R) (Scheier et al., 1994) is a 10-item measure 

developed to assess dispositional optimism. Six items contribute to the optimism score and 

four items are fillers. The original Life Orientation Test (Scheier & Carver, 1985), which 

hypothesised a two-factor structure of optimism, namely optimism and pessimism, was 

questioned (Harju & Bolen, 1998). Follow-up analysis has demonstrated a one-factor 

structure, indicating that the LOT-R measures a continuum of high, average and low 

optimism/pessimism (Scheier et al.. 1994). The LOT-R measures optimism/pessimism on a 

five-point Likert scale, ranging from 5 (I strongly agree) to 1 (I strongly disagree). The LOT- 

R was found to have adequate internal consistency with a Cronbach's alpha of 0,78, and 

excellent convergent and discriminant validity (Scheier et al., 1994). Based on a sample of 

204 college students, Harju and Bolen (1998) obtained a Cronbach alpha coefficient of O,75. 

The Job Demands-Job Resources Scale (JDRS) (Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006a) measures 

job demands and job resources of staff of higher education institutions. The JDRS consists of 

48 items. The questions are rated on a four-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). 

The dimensions of the JDRS include pace and amount of work. mental load, emotional load, 

work variety. opportunities to learn. work independence. relationships with colleagues, 

relationship with immediate supervisor. ambiguities of work. information, communications, 

participation, contact possibilities. remuneration and career possibilities. In a study conducted 

with (A' = 595) academics from six South African universities, the authors extracted four 

factors through principal factor analysis with Varimax rotation. The four factors were 

labelled organisational support, growth opportunities and advancement, overload and job 

insecurity. Second-order principal component analysis led to the extraction of organisational 

support, growth opportunities, and advancement into one factor labelled job resources, while 

overload formed the next factor labelled job demands. Job security loaded negatively on both 

factors and was subsequently excluded (Barkhuizen & Rothmann. 2006a). 

A biographical questionnaire is used to gather information about the demographic 

characteristics of the population, including geographical location (e.g. campus), gender, 



marital status, language. level of qualification, various aspects of job-associated 

characteristics and certain social behaviours. 

1.3.4 Data analysis 

The statistical analysis is carried out with the help of the SPSS program (SPSS Inc., 2003) 

and the Amos program (Byme, 2001). SPSS is used to carry out statistical analysis regarding 

reliability, validity. construct equivalence and predictive bias of the measuring instruments, 

descriptive statistics, analysis of variance, correlation coefficients and canonical analysis. The 

Amos program is used to carry out structural equation modelling. 

The data-analysis process will proceed as follows: 

To test the factorial validity of the measuring instruments, structural equation modelling 

(SEM) methods are initially used with the maximum likelihood method of the AMOS 

program (Arbuckle, 1997). SEM is a statistical nlethodology that takes a confimlatory or 

hypothesis-testing approach to the analysis of a structural theory bearing on a specific 

phenomenon (Byme, 2001, p. 3). However. when model-fit with the data is computed, an 

exploratory factor analysis approach is taken in the post-hoe analysis of the data. 

Hypothesised relationships are tested empirically for goodness of fit with the sample data. 

The Goodness of Fit Index (GFI). Adjusted Goodness of Fit lndex (AGFI), Normed Fit Index 

(NFI), and Comparative Fit lndex (CFI) all represent indices of fit and/or variance with the 

hypothesised model. It usually varies between 0 and 1. and a result of 0,90 or above indicates 

a good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Joreskog & Sorbom. 1993). The Tucker-Lewis lndex 

(TLI) by Tucker & Lewis (1973) measures co-variat~on explained by the model that was 

specifically developed to assess factor models. For these fit indices, it is generally accepted 

that a value of less than 0,90 indicates that the fit of the model can be improved (Hoyle, 

1995). Browne and Cudeck (1993) suggest using the Root Mean S q ~ ~ a r e  Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) and the 90% confidence interval of the RMSEA that estimate the 

overall amount of error. The RMSEA point estimate should be 0,05 or less and the upper 

limit ofthe confidence interval should not exceed 0.08. 



Descriptive statistics (e.g.. means, standard deviations. skewness and kurtosis) are used to 

analyse the data. Cronbach alpha coefficients are used to assess the reliability (i.e. internal 

consistency) of the measuring instruments (Clark & Watson. 1995). Coefficient alpha 

contains important information regarding the proportion of variance of the items of a scale in 

tenns of the total variance explained by that particular scale. Explanatory Factor Analysis is 

used to determine the components responsible for the total variance. Principal Component 

Analysis with a direct oblimin rotation is used to explore the second-order factor structure of 

the measuring instruments. 

Where applicable. multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) is used to investigate the 

significance of differences between factors. It then compares this data with various 

biographical characteristics of the sample. MANOVA tests whether mean differences among 

groups on a combination of dependant variables are likely to have occurred by chance 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). In MANOVA, a new dependent variable that maximises group 

differences is created from the set of dependent variables. One-way analysis is then 

performed on the newly created dependent variable. Wilks' Lambda is used to test the 

significance of the effects. Wilks' Lambda is a likelihood ratio statistic that tests the 

likelihood of the data under the assumption of equal population mean vectors for all groups 

against the likelihood under the assumption the population mean vectors are identical to those 

of the sample mean Xectors for the different groups. When an effect is significant in 

MANOVA, ANOVA is used to discover which dependent variables are affected. Because 

multiple ANOVAs are used, a Bonferroni-type adjustment is made for inflated Type I error. 

Tukey tests are done to indicate which groups differed significantly when ANOVAs are done. 

In some cases standard multiple regression analyses are carried out to assess the contribution 

of the independent uriables (e.g. occupational stressors) to dependent variables (e.g. 

commitment and ill health). According to Tabachnick and Fidell (2001). the correlation 

between an independent variable and a dependent variable reflects variance shared with the 

dependent variable. 



1.3.5 Research procedure 

In 2003, the research unit "WorkWell" at the North-West University obtained permission and 

support from SAUVCA (South African Universities Vice-chancellors Association) to 

conduct research on Occuputional Stress, Burnout and Engagement ofAcademics in Higher 

Ed~rcrriioii 1n.c.titutions in Souih Africu. Following this development, a request to conduct part 

of this research at a South African university of technology was accepted by the North-West 

University. 

A proposal made to the Vice-Chancellor and Deputy Vice-Chancellor of the university 

concerned along with provisional approval was subsequently forwarded to the Central 

Research Committee (CRC) of the university for consideration. Information provided to the 

CRC included the endorsement letter from SAUVCA, the research proposal and the full 

questionnaire to be used in the empirical study. The CRC and its ethical subcommittee 

approved the proposed research. Written confirmation from the chairperson of the CRC 

prompted the research to proceed. 

Following this, relevant line managers and the representative trade union were targeted to 

assist with the distribution of questionnaires as well as motivating staff to participate in the 

research. The questionnaire was accompanied by a set of instructions to participants, 

including assurance of anonymity and confidentiality. The Human Resources department of 

the university assisted by providing information on staff numbers at different locations for 

distribution purposes. Anonymit of participants \vas ensured by using unmarked 

questionnaires. After a specified period, the completed questionnaires were returned 

whereupon they were sent for data capturing. A letter of appreciation for participating in the 

research was sent to all staff. Following this, statistical analysis was conducted. 

1.1 CHAPTER DIVISION 

The chapters of this thesis are divided as follows: 

In Chapter 2. a model of work-related well-being for employees at a university of technology 

is investigated. Chapter 3 focuses on occupational stress and its influence on organisational 

commitment and ill health of employees at a university of technology. Chapter 4 proposes 



and tests a comprehensive model of employees' work-related well-being at a university of 

technology. Chapter 5 presents the conclusion, shortcomings and recommendations related to 

this study. 

1.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter discussed the background to this study and the problem statement. This was 

followed by a broad contextualisation of the study in terms of relevant theoretical concepts 

whereupon the general and specific research objectives were explained. Following this, the 

research method including the research design. participants. measuring instruments. method 

of data analysis and research procedure used in this research were explained. The chapter 

concludes with a brief overview of the chapters presented in this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 1 



A MODEL OF WORK-RELATED WELL-BEING FOR EMPLOYEES AT A 

UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 

ABSTRACT 

The objectives of this study were to test a model of work-related well-being and to 

investigate the relationship between background variables on the one hand and work- 

related well-being on the other hand. A survey design was used. In total, the sample 

(N=353) consisted of academic ( ~ 1 3 2 )  and support staff (n=221). The measurement 

banery consisted of the Maslach Burnout Inventory - General Survey, the Cognitive 

Weariness Scale, the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale and a biographical questionnaire. 

The results confinned a four-factor structure of burnout. A two-factor structure of work 

engagement consisting of two internally consistent factors, namely vigour and 

dedication, was confirmed. Principal component analysis indicated that work-related 

well-being consists of a dual bipolar structure namely Engagement (Vigour? Dedication. 

Professional Eff~cacy) and Burnout (Exhaustion. Cynicism, Cognitive Weariness). It was 

found that language was the only reliable background variable to predict differences in 

levels of burnout and engagement between subgroups. 

OPSOMMING 

Die doelstellings van hierdie studie was om 'n model van werkverwante welstand te 

toets, en om ondersoek in te stel na die verwantskap tussen agtergrondveranderlikes aan 

die een kant. en werkverwante welstand aan die ander kant. 'n Opname-ontwerp is 

gebruik. Die totalr steekproef ( N = 3 5 3 )  het uit akademiese ( ~ 1 3 2 )  en ondersteunings- 

dienste personeel (r7=?21) bcstaan. Die metingsbattery het uit die Maslach 

Uitbrandingsvraelys - Algemene Opname, die Kognitiewe Vermoeidheidsvrael>s, die 

Utrecht Werkbegeesteringskaal en 'n biografiese vraelys bestaan. Die resultate het 'n 

vierfaktormodel van uitbranding bevestig. 'n Tweef'aktorstruktuur van werkbegeestering. 

bestaande uit  twee interne konsekwente faktore genaamd energie en toewyding, is ook 

bevestig. Faktoranalise het aangedui dat affektiewe welstand uit 'n hveeledige bipol@re 

struktuur bestaan, naarnlik Wrrkbegeestering (Energie, Toewyding, Professionele 

Doeltreffendheid) en Uitbranding (Uitputting. Sinisme: Kognitiewe Vermoeidheid). Daar 

is bevind dat t ad  die enigste betroubare agtergrond\.eranderlike was om verskille in 

vlakke van uitbranding en begeestering tussen subgroepe te voorspel. 



Modern business is highly competitive. demanding and expensive, and as a result, 

organisations. management and en~ployees are under constant pressure to achieve higher 

targets (Brunt. 2000). Organisations in all parts of the world are downsizing, outsourcing and 

restructuring. leaving workers feeling stressed, unsure, insecurel undervalued and alienated. 

Constant pressure to achieve more with fewer staff in nearly every industry leads employees 

to experience exhaustion both mentally and physically (Wise, 2001). Moreover. the general 

lack of skilled workers for vacant positions causes increased workloads for existing 

enlployees. 

These changes in the world of work also impact on higher education institutions that have to 

adapt unremittingly in order to survive (Gilbert, 2000). During the past two decades, higher 

education institutions from all over the globe have been confronted with a series of complex 

changes, challenging their mandates. traditional practices, authority and organisational 

structures (Doyle & Hind. 1998: Hugo. 1998: Nixon, Marks, Rowland, & Walker, 2001). A 

global phenomenon in the changing landscape of higher education institutions is the 

expansion from elite systems to institutions of mass student numbers (Gilbert. 2000; Kistan, 

1999: Kraak. 2000). Other consequences include lifelong learning (Wallace LC Ipson, 1992), 

adult leaming (Kraak. 2000). intemet-based education and training (Gilbert. 2000), formation 

of strategic alliances on international level (Rowley, 2000), new trends in teaching and 

learning (Kistan. 1999: Kraak, 2000). changes in the market place (Blackmore. 2001; Brownl 

1999: Gilbert, 2000; Kistan, 1999; Lomas, 1997; Robertson, 1998; Rowley, 2000). the 

growth of alternative systems of education and new demands and needs of society (Kistan, 

1999). These changes will have a direct impact on the way employees at higher education 

institutions experience their work. Zhno and Guo (2002) cautioned that to become more 

competitive in the globalised world, more educated and better trained workforces are 

required. 

In South Africa, higher education institutions can make an important contribution to the 

reconstruction and developn~ent of' society (Marais. Grobbelaar. & Potgieter, 1997) and 

redress of the apartheid legacy (Cross. Mungadi, & Rouhani, 2002: Diamini. 1995; Hugo, 

1998). There is however growing evidence that higher education institutions no longer 

provide the low-stress environment they once did (Gillespie. Walsh, Winefield, Dua, & 

Stough, 2001 ; Winefield, Gillespie, Stough. Dua. & Hapuararchchi. 2002; Winefield & 

Jarrett. 2001). Higher education institutions face an overload of demands but are equipped 



with an undersupply of response capabilities. especially concerning finances (Viljoen & 

Rothmann, 2002). At the same time, the realities of globalisation are forcing structural 

changes and adjustments on higher education institutions to create a new organisational 

reality that has second-order effects in its human impact (Du Toit, 2000; Quick, Nelson, & 

Quick. 2001). 

At an institutional level this boils doun to the introduction of policies and mechanisms aimed 

at redress on different levels and huge demands in terms of access to education (Kraak, 

2000). According to Davis (1996), the main characteristic of a higher education institution as 

a work organisation is its two distinct social structures: (1 ) academic staff engaged in 

teaching and research, and (2) non-academic administrative and support staff. The two 

constituencies rarely share similar jobs and supervisory structures. and this gives rise to 

\arious significant problems and concerns of employees. 

The above-mentioned changes present major complications for academic staff. Not only is 

the multiplicity of roles (e.g. teacher. researcher, counsellor. adviser. facilitator, colleague. 

marketer. tutor, writer, manager) increasing, but academics are also required to make 

paradigm shifts. adopt new policies and practices, and approach their professional endeavours 

in new and innovative ways (Fisher, 1994; Fourie, 1999; Fourie & Alt, 2000; Gmelch. 

Lovrich, & Wilke, 1984). According to Fisher (1994), academics are frequently expected to 

perform a number of these roles simultaneously. On the one hand. such supplementary tasks 

may be considered a healthy diversification of one's job. On the other hand. the toll on 

academics as result of these added responsibilities. tighter controls and diminishing resources 

may well be an important cause of an extreme and specific job-related strain, commonly 

labelled as burnout (Cooper. Dewe. & 0 '  Driscoll, 2001: Mintz, 1999). 

According to Maslach. Schaufeli, and Leiter (2001) and Maslach and Jackson (1986). 

burnout is a long-term stress reaction that occurs particularly among professionals who do 

"people work" of some kind. Academic staff in higher education institutions is likely 

candidates for burnout hecause of their relationships with large numbers of students, staff and 

administration (Blix, Cruise, Mitchell, & Blix. 1994; Byme. 1991; Seiler & Pearson. 1984). 

The intense level of personal, emotional contact that characterises these kinds of relationships 

can be quite stressful, since it is expected of professionals to be selfless and put the needs of 

others first. and do whatever it takes to help the client or the learner (Maslach. 1998). 



In recent literature and research support staff at higher education institutions has been largely 

overlooked when the issues of quality service, stress and burnout have come under scrutiny 

(Pitman, 2000). Reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, research is normally done by academic 

staff focused on the areas that concern them most and secondly, institutions focus on teaching 

and research with the administrative tasks only facilitating these aims. Banata and Kuh (1998. 

p. 31) have drawn attention to this oversight and state: ".4 faculty cannot by itself accomplish 

the higher education institution's objectives for a student's intellectual and personal 

development: it needs the cooperation of others who work with students where students 

spend the majority of their time." 

Support staff plays an important role in the creation and development of knowledge and 

innovation in a higher education institution (Gillespie et al., 3-001). The term "support staff' 

is used in this study to refer to all the non-academic staff employed within the higher 

education institution, including staff in academic support, administrative support. library and 

technical areas. Support staff \vithin higher education institutions experience different 

problems (Smewing &I Cox. 1998). For example. it appears as if many of the pressures on 

academic and senior support staff are passed on to secretarial and administrative employees. 

This in turn merely increases their duties and creates a situation where they have to prov~de 

support to more and more people. This gives rise to problems with regard to their control of 

workflow, deadlines and conflicting pressures. In addition, they are required to use new 

technology, sometimes without adequate training. and often in circumstances where the 

people they support do not understand the complexities of the tasks involved. 

Higher education institutions execute their plans and reach their objectives primarily through 

the individual and collective efforts of their academic and support staff. Against this 

backdrop. staff burnout and engagement and how this relates to their affective and cognitive 

tzell-being warrant further investigation. 

Work-related well-being 

Maslach (1982. 1993). Maslach. Jackson. and Leiter (1996) and Maslach et al. (2001) 

describe burnout as a syndrome consisting of three dimensions, namely feelings of emotional 

exhaustion. depersonalisation (cynicism) and reduced personal accomplishment. Emotional 

exhaustion. the individual stress dimension of burnout, refers to feelings of depleted physical 



and emotional resources and prompts actions in the individual to distance himlherself 

emotionally and cognitively from hislher work, presumably as a way to cope with work 

overload. The interpersonal context dimension is represented by depersonalisation, which 

entails negative, callous and cynical attitudes or excessively detached responses to the 

recipients of service and care. reducing the recipient to an impersonal object. These two 

dimensions are generally considered to be the core symptoms of burnout (Demerouti, Bakker, 

Nachreiner. & Schaufeli, 2001). The third dimension. lack of personal accomplishment 

(professional efficacy), is not regarded as a core characteristic of burnout. Maslach and 

Schaufeli (1993) noted that burnout is an individual stress experience embedded in the 

context of complex social relationships. The research focus on burnout has shifted from a 

crisis in one's relationship with people at work (depersonalisation) to indifferent or distant 

attitudes towards one's relationship with work in general (cynicism) (Maslach et al., 1996). 

Burnout, as an indicator of di.rrrc.s~ (Bourbonnais, Comeau, Vezina. & Dion, 1998), is a 

negative work-related psychological state that is primarily characterised by mental 

exhaustion. Distress is defined as a negative psychological response to a stressor. as indicated 

by the presence of negative psychological states (Nelson & Simmons: 2003). 

Cognitive weariness was devised as an analogue to Maslach's (1993) emotional exhaustion 

concept and can be considered as an extension of the burnout concept. I t  refers to the lack of 

capacity to take up new infonnation and loss of concentration at work. Whereas the concept 

of emotional exhaustion taps feelings of work-related fatigue (thus reflecting the tiredness- 

vigour dimension of affect), cognitive weariness specifically reflects employees' cognitive 

functioning, especially the degree to which workers are able to take up new information and 

able to concentrate on their work (Van Horn: Taris: Schaufeli. & Schreurs, 2004). Empirical 

research has shown that (affective) well-being on the one hand and indicators of cognitive 

functioning (e.g. "the number of minor everyday errors people make") (Broadbent. Cooper. 

FitzGerald, & Parkes. 1982) and self-reports about one's ability to concentrate and decision- 

making skills (Goldberg. 1972; Wissing & Van Eeden, 2002) on the other are correlated. As 

cognitive functioning is relevant for many of today's jobs (e.g. 56% of the European workers 

reports that they must solve complex tasks) (Merllie & Paoli, 2001), it was decided that this 

dimension deserved an additional place in the model of burnout (Schaufeli, 2003). 

A ma.jor part of the research on burnout has focused on identifying its antecedents and 

outcomes (Lee & Ashforth. 1996; Schaufeli & Buunk, 2002). Only in recent years ha\e 



burnout researchers started to pay attention to the conceptual opposite of burnout, namely 

work engagement (Maslach et al., 2001; Schaufeli. Salanova, Gonzales-Roma, & Bakker, 

2002). 

Schaufeli et al. (2002) define engagement as a positive. fulfilling. work-related mental state 

characterised by vigour, dedication, and absorption. Rather than a momentary and specific 

state. engagement refers to a more persistent and pervasive affective-cognitive state that is 

not focused on any particular object, event. individual or behaviour. Engagement consists of 

three dimensions (Schaufeli et al.. 2002). namely vigour, dedication and absorption. Vigour is 

characterised by high levels of energy and mental resilience while working, the willingness to 

invest effort in one's work, not being easily fatigued. and persistence even in the face of 

difficulties. Dedication is characterised by deriving a sense of significance from one's work, 

feeling enthusiastic and proud about one's job, and feeling inspired and challenged by it. 

Absorption is characterised by being totally and happily immersed in one's work and having 

difficulties detaching oneself from it. When absorbed in one's work, time passes quickly and 

one forgets everything else that is around. Gzgugernenr, as an indicator of eu.s/r.e.v.v 

(Bourbonnais et al., 1998). is identified as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 

that is characterised hy vigour, dedication and absorption. Eustress can also be described as 

desirable and associated with positive effects of an antecedent response (Selye. 1976). 

Following Selye's conception of eustress, Quick, Quick, Nelson and Hurrell (1997) identified 

eustress as essentially good health and high performance. Nelson and Simmons (2003) 

conceptualised eustress as a positive psychological response to a stressor> as indicated by the 

presence of positive psychological states. 

Research on the engagement concept has taken two different but related paths. Maslach and 

Leiter (1997. p. 23) rephrased burnout as "an erosion of engagement with the job". Therefore. 

they also assess engagement by the opposite pattern of scores on the three Maslach Burnout 

Inventory (MBI) dimensions - low scores on exhaustion and cynicism. and high scores on 

efficacy are indicative of engagement. Schaufeli and his colleagues partly agree with Maslach 

and Leiter's (1997) description, but take a different perspective and define and operationalise 

engagement in its own right. Schaufeli et al. (2002) consider burnout and engagement to be 

opposite concepts that should be measured independently with different instruments. 



According to Schaufeli et al. (2002). vigour (exhaustion) and dedication (cynicism) are two 

dimensions of engagement and logically related to burnout. Vigour refers to the activation 

dimension of well-being. while dedication refers to identification with work. Although 

absorption and professional efficacy seem to be less related than the above dimensions, both 

dimensions might also be regarded as components of engagement. Schaufeli and Bahker 

(2004) found that burnout and engagement are negatively related, sharing between 10% and 

25% of their kariance. In turn, Storm (2002) found a canonical correlation of 0.5 1 between 

burnout and engagement. A moderately negative correlation (r = -0,42) was found between 

cynicism and dedication. Vigour correlated negatively with exhaustion (u = -0.28). 

Two prototypes of employee well-being can be distinguished. Both are part of a more 

comprehensive taxonomy constituted by the two independent dimensions of identification 

and activation (energy) (Watson & Tellegen. 1985). Energy ranges from exhaustion to 

vigour. while identification ranges from cynicism to dedication. Theoretically, vigour is 

conceived as the opposite of emotional exhaustion. and dedication is conceived as the 

opposite of cynicism (Maslach & Leiter. 1997; Schaufeli et al., 2002). From this point of 

view, vigour items and exhaustion items measure a single underlying bipolar dimension, and. 

consequently, they should be scalable on a single underlying bipolar dimension. The same 

applies to the other pair of opposite constructs: dedication items and cynicism items should 

be scalable on a single underlying bipolar dimension as well. These underlying bipolar 

dimensions have been labelled energy and identification respectively (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 

According to this framework, burnout is characterised by a combination of exhaustion (low 

energy) and cynicism (low identification), whereas engagement is characterised by vigour 

(high energ!) and dedication (high identification). This framework forms the basis for 

understanding cognitive and affective well-being at work encompassing burnout and 

engagement. 

The consequences of burnout are potentially serious and of individual and organisational 

concern. with ramifications for general well-being. job performance, absenteeism and staff 

turnover (Kilfedder, Power. & \'ells. 2001). According to Levert, Lucas, and Ortlepp (2000), 

burned out workers show a lack of commitment and are less capable of providing adequate 

services, especially along dimensions of decision-making and initiating involvement with 

clients. Burned out workers are also sometimes too depleted to give of themselves in a 

creative, cooperative fashion (Sammut, 1997). 



Background variables 

It seems that there is ambiguity in research findings as far as the relationship between burnout 

and particular background variables. such as gender. age, years of experience, academic rank. 

language and qualifications are concerned (Van Horn. 2002; Byme. 1991; Coetzee & 

Rothmann. 2004). Consequently, these background variables are also considered in the 

present study. 

According to Byrne (1991), investigations of gender differences in educator burnout have 

yielded inconsistent findings. He reported that previous studies (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; 

Anderson & Iwanicki. 1984) found significantly greater feelings of reduced personal 

accomplishment for females than for males, whereas other (Maslach & Jackson, 1985; 

Schwab & Iwanicki, 1982) reported no significant differences. In all cases, the levels of 

exhaustion, mental distance, and professional efficacy did not differ between the gender 

groups. 

Age appears to be a prominent background variable with respect to the emotional exhaustion 

component of burnout. Previous studies found that significant burnout differences exist 

between age categories. According to Barkhuizen. Rothmann, and Tytherleigh (7004). 

academics between the ages of 60-69 experienced significantly lower levels of exhaustion 

compared to their colleagues between the ages of 70-29. 30-39 and 40-49 respectively. These 

results partially support earlier findings of Byrne (1991) and Jackson. Bamett, Stajich, and 

Murphy (1993) suggesting that academics between the ages of 20-39 are more likely to feel 

exhausted than academics aged 50 years and older. 

Literature is quite consistent in reporting no significant effect of marital status on the 

incidence of burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1981. 1985: Schwab & Iwanicki. 1982). 

Barkhuizen et al. (2004) found the same tendency regarding academic rank and 

qualifications. 

Research by Anderson and Iwanicki (1984) and Schwab and Iwanicki (1982) found no 

support for the notion that years on the job would be an important variable in terms of 

burnout. In contrast, Coetzee and Rothmann (2005) found that employees with more than 10 



years experience at an institution experienced significantly higher levels of Exhaustion, 

Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness. 

Objectives 

The objectives of this study were to test a model of work-related well-being and to 

investigate the relationship between background variables on the one hand and work-related 

well-being on the other hand. 

The following hypotheses are set for the purposes of this study: 

Burnout (as measured by the MBI-GS and Cognitive Weariness Scale) is a four-factor 

construct. 

Work engagement (as measured b!. the UWES) is a three-dimensional construct and 

shows high internal consistency. 

Burnout dimensions (exhaustion and cynicism) and engagement dimensions (vigour 

and dedication) are related to two distinct dimensions. namely distress and eustress. 

Background variables like language. age. education level and gender will predict 

differences in levels of burnout in different groups. 

METHOD 

Research design 

A survey design targeting all permanent employees of the higher education institution was 

used. 

Participants 

The study population consisted of support (N=1084) and academic staff (N=529) of a higher 

education institution in South Africa. A total of 1 613 questionnaires were distributed across 

six campuses. All available staff was included in the survey. A total of 353 completed 

questionnaires were received back. This included responses from 132 academic and 221 

support staff members. This gives a total response rate of 21.88% (37,4% for academic staff 

and 62,6% for support staff). 



Females constituted 63,3% and males 36.7% of the participants. The majority of the 

participants (65,8%) were married. Different language groups were included in the study. A 

total of 69,9% of the participants were Afrikaans speaking, 12% English speaking and 18,1% 

were speaking other indigenous languages. 

'The age distribution pointed to a reasonably young workforce with only 15,4% older than 50 

years. In total, 22.8% of the population obtained a Master's (or related) qualification and/or a 

higher qualification. 60.5% of the participants had been in service at the institution for 6+ 

years. 40.7% reported to have had no opportunity to be promoted during their years of 

service. 80.7% of the respondents indicated that they don't smoke, and 66.9% admitted to 

drinking alcohol. The characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1 .  



Table 1 

Characteristics of  participant.^ 

1-anguapc 

Age distribution 

Education 

item Categon Frequency Percentage 

Employmmt calcgon Acadernlc 132 37.4 

Suppan 22 1 62.6 

Gender Frmalc 22 I 63.3 

hlale 128 36.7 

Marital status Single 61 17.4 

En~aeedlin relationship 20 5.7 

hlarned 231 65.8 

D~vorcrd 32 9.1 

Widowlrr 7 2.0 

Afrtlaanr 244 69.9 

Engllih 42 12.0 

Other 43 18.1 

20 - 30 73 21.7 

31 -40 118 . 2c . . 0 

41 - 50 94 27.9 

5 l +  52 15.4 

Grade 12 or lower 9 1 26.2 

3 year qualificatton 75 21.6 

4 year qualification 102 29.J 

Masters 63 18.2 

Doctoral 16 4.b 

Years of senicc 0 - 2 years 51 15.4 

3 - 5 years 80 24.1 

6 I O y c a r i  109 32.8 

l l >ears T 92 27 7 

Opponunlly for promouon now I15 40.2 

I 120 42.0 

2 1  5 l 17.7 

Smoke Yes 67 IV 

No 28 1 80.7 

Drmk alcohol Yes 232 66.9 

No 115 33.1 

Measurement battery 

The following measuring instruments were used in the empirical study: 

The Muslach Burnout Inventory - General Survej~ (MBI-GS) (Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & 

Jackson. 1996) was used to measure burnout. The MBI-GS consists of 16 items and has three 

subscales: Exhaustion (five items), Cynicism (five items) and Professional Efficacy (six 

items). Internal consistencies (Cronbach coefficient alphas) reported by Schaufeli et al. 



(1996) varied from 0.87 to 0.89 for Exhaustion. 0.73 to 0.84 for Cynicism and 0,76 to 0,84 

for Professional Efficacy. Test-retest reliabilities after one year were 0,65 (Exhaustion), 0.60 

(Cynicism) and 0,67 (Professional Efficacy) (Schaufeli et al., 1996). All items were scored on 

a seven-point frequency rating scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (daily). Storm and Rothmann 

(2003) confirmed the three-factor structure of the MBI-GS in a sample of police members, 

recommending that Item 13 should be dropped from the questionnaire. The structural 

equivalence of the MBI-GS for different race groups was also confirmed. The following 

Cronbach alpha coefficients were obtained for the MBI-GS: Exhaustion: 0,88: Cynicism: 

0,79; Professional Efficacy: 0,78 (Stornl. 2002). Coetzee and Rothmann (2004) confirmed a 

four-factor structure for the MBI-GS in a study involving 372 academic and support 

employees at a higher education institution in South Africa. 

The Urrechr Ifirk Engagenien/ Scale (UWESJ (Schaufeli et al.. 2002) was used to measure 

the levels of engagement of participants. The UWES measures levels of engagement on a 17- 

item seven-point frequency rating scale, ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). Three 

dimensions can be distinguished, namely vigour, dedication and absorption. Engaged 

individuals are characterised by high levels of vigour and dedication. as well as by elevated 

levels of absorption. Steyn (2004) confirmed a one-factor model of work engagement in a 

South African study. Two other separate South African studies were found contirming a 

three-factor model of work engagement as measured by the UWES. In both these studies. one 

in the SA Police Service (Rothmann & Storm, 2003) and one in the SA Higher Education 

sector (Coetzee & Rothmann, 2005), acceptable Cronbach alpha coefficients of N.70. as 

proposed by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994). were found. 

The Cognitive Weariness Scale (C'IIIS) was developed by Van Horn et al. (2004) to measure 

cognitive well-being. Initially this scale consisted of seven items, but they recommended that, 

due to high internal consistency of Items 3 and 7, ltem 7 he dropped in the general six-item 

version. The scale refers to the capacity to take up new information and loss of concentration 

at work. for instance. "I have trouble concentrating". It was scored on a seven-point 

frequency scale with 0 (a.few times ci  year) to 6 (every day). Van Horn et al. (2004) reported 

a Cronbach alpha coefficient of 0,92. 

A biogrcrphicul quesiionnnire Lvas designed and used to gather information on various aspects 

of the population, e.g. gender, marital status. language. and education. 



Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was carried out with the help of the SPSS program (SPSS Inc.. 2003) 

and the Amos program (Byme. 3001). SPSS was used to carry out statistical analysis 

regarding reliability and validity of the measuring instruments, descriptive statistics, 

multivariate analysis of variance, and correlation coefficients. The Amos program Mas used 

to carry out structural equation modelling. 

To test the factorial validity of the MBI-GS, structural equation modelling (SEM) methods 

were initially used with the maximum likelihood method of the AMOS program (Arbuckle, 

1997). SEM is a statistical methodology that takes a confirmatory or hypothesis-testing 

approach to the analysis of a structural theory bearing on a specific phenomenon (Byme. 

3001, p. 3). However, when model-fit with the data is computed, an exploratory factor 

analysis approach is taken in the post-hoc analysis of the data. 

Hypothesised relationships are tested empirically for goodness of fit with the sample data. 

The Goodness of Fit lndex (GFI). Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI), Normed Fit lndes 

(NFI). and Comparative Fit Index (CFI) all represent indices of fit andlor variance with the 

hypothesised model. It usually varies between 0 and 1. and a result of 0,90 or above indicates 

a good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999: Jareskog & Sorbom, 1993). The Tucker-Lewis Index 

(TLI) (Tucker & Lewis, 1973) measures co-variation explained by the model that is 

specifically developed to assess factor models. For these fit indices. it is generally accepted 

that a value of less than 0,90 indicates that the fit of the model can be improved (Hoyle, 

1995). Browne and Cudeck (1993) suggest using the Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) and the 90% confidence interval of the RMSEA that estimates the 

overall amount of error. The RMSEA point estimate should be 0.05 or less and the upper 

limit of the confidence interval should not exceed 0.08. 

Descriptive statistics (e.g. means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis) were used to 

analyse the data. Cronhach alpha coefficients were used to assess the reliability (i.e. internal 

consistency) of the measuring instruments (Clark & Watson, 1995). Coefficient alpha 

contains important information regarding the proportion of variance of the items of a scale in 

terns of the total variance explained by that particular scale. Principal Component Analysis 



with a direct oblimin rotation was used to explore the second-order factor structure of the 

measuring instruments. 

Finally, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to investigate the 

significance of differences between burnout (exhaustion, cynicism. professional efficacy and 

cognitive weariness), engagement (vigour and dedication), and various biographical 

characteristics of the sample. MANOVA tests whether mean differences among groups on a 

combination of dependant variables are likely to have occurred by chance (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2001). In MANOVA a new dependent variable that maximises group differences is 

created from the set of dependent variables. One-way analysis is then performed on the newly 

created dependent variable. Wilks' Lambda was used to test the significance of the effects. 

Wilks' Lambda is a likelihood ratio statistic that tests the likelihood of the data under the 

assumption of equal population mean vectors for all groups against the likelihood under the 

assumption that the population mean vectors are identical to those of the sample mean vectors 

for the different groups. When an effect was significant in MANOVA. ANOVA was used to 

discover which dependent variables were affected. Because multiple ANOVAs were used. a 

Bonferroni-type adjustment was made for inflated Type 1 error. Tukey tests were done to 

indicate which groups differed significantly when ANOV.4s were done. 

RESULTS 

Structural equation modelling (SEM) methods, as implemented by AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997), 

were used to test the factorial models for the MBI-GS. Data analysis was conducted in two 

consecutive steps. Firstly. a quick overview of the model fit was done by looking at the 

overall 2 value. together with its degrees of freedom and probability value. Several 

goodness-of-fit statistics (GFI: AGFI, NFI. TLI, CFI and RMSEA) were used to globally 

assess the model fits. Secondly, given findings of a poor-fitting initially hypothesised model. 

exploratory analysis was done. Possible misspecifications. as suggested by the so-called 

modification indices. were looked for in order to fit a revised, re-specified model to the data. 



Hypothesised model 

The aim of this study was to verify an adapted model of burnout consisting of a four-factor 

model (as confirmed in research) with Cognitive Weariness as a fourth factor. Three default 

n~odels using the total population were tested: 

o A one-factor model of bumout including the Cognitive Weariness items. 

o Two three-factor models. The first three-factor model (3.1 Factor) consisted of 

Exhaustion (including the Cognitive Weariness items), Cynicism and Professional 

Efficacy. The second three-factor model (3.2 Factor) consisted of Weariness (including 

Exhaustion and Cognitive Weariness items as separate factors), Cynicism and 

Professional Efficacy. 

o A four-factor model of burnout (with Cognitive Weariness as fourth factor). 

Table 2 presents fit statistics for the different models. 

Table 2 

The Goodness-($jiir Sfa/isfics ,for the Hyporhesised 1- Fartor, 3.1- Fuctor & 3.2 -Focror 

MBI-GS h1odel.s 

Default \lode1 . i. . %'Id/ GFI AGFl NFI TLI CFl RMSEA 

~ o d c l  l ( I  factor) 1380,71 7.31 0.63 0.55 0.6 1 0.hO 0.64 0.13 

Model 2 (3 I factor) 839.32 4.5 1 0.74 (1.65 0.76 0 78 0.80 0.10 

Model 3 (3.2 facrarl 414.84 22h  0.90 0.87 0.88 0.92 0.93 0.06 

The first model tested. Model 1 ( I  factor), showed very poor overall fit as can be seen from 

the statistically significant 2 value of 1380.71 (dl  = 189; p = 0,OO). All the other fit indices 

confirmed an extremely poor fit kith the data. 

The second model tested, Model 2 (3.1 factor), consisted of 3 factors, namely Exhaustion 

(including the Cognitive Weariness items), Cynicism and Professional Efficacy. Although 

slightly better than Model 1. a rather poor overall fit was again obtained as indicated by the 

statistically significant X 2  value of 839,32 ( d f =  186; p = 0,OO). All the other fit indices 

confirmed a poor fit with the data. The third model tested. Model 3 (3.2 factor), consisted of 

Professional Efficacy, Cynicism and Weariness. The last factor consisted of the combined 



loadings of Exhaustion and Cognitive Weariness. A better. but still not satisfactory fit with 

the hypothesised four-factor model was obtained. This is reflected in the statistically 

significant X' value of 414.84 (df !f= 184.p = 0.00). All the other fit indices confirmed a poor 

fit with the data. 

Subsequently, a four-factor model (Model 1) was tested (See Table 3 below). The full 

hypothesised four-factor model (Exhaustion, Cynicism. Professional Efficacy, Cognitive 

Weariness) consisting of 2 1 items was tested. with Exhaustion and Cognitive Weariness as 

separate factors (instead of combined as in the three-factor model). The statistically 

significant X' value of 382.86 (c/f - 183; p = 0.00) revealed a reasonably good fit with the 

originally hypothesised four-factor model, and is substantially better than the 2 values of the 

I-factor. 3.1-factor and 3.2-factor models. The indices of GFI. IFI, TLI and CFI all above 

0.90 indicate a reasonably good fit between the hypothesised model and the data obtained. 

However, with the indices of NFI and RMSEA respectively at 0.89 and 0.06, modification 

indices (MI) were examined to identify possible areas of misfit. 

Table 3 

The Goodness-c!fifit Sfurisrics jar flip Hyporhrsised Four-Fucior MBI-GS Models 

Modrl 1' x'/d/ Gr l  AOFl NFI I'LL CFI RMSEA 

Model 1 (4 factor) 382.86 2.09 0.90 0.88 0.89 0.93 0.94 0.06 

Model 2 ( 4  taaor) 360.13 1.99 0.91 0.8'4 0.90 0.94 0,95 0.05 

Examination of the modification indices revealed that by paring error 14 and error 15 a better 

fit could be achieved. whilst influencing only one factor namely Cynicism. 

Post-hoc analysis 

Based on the regression weights and standardised residual co-variances, the four-factor model 

was re-estimated with error 14 and 15 paired. The final model of the MBI-GS structure 

(Model 4) was based on all 21 of the original items and included one correlated error between 

Errors 14 and 15. After testing each consequent model, based on the adjustments as 

described, the ;(? value and other indices seem to have improved compared to those of the 

original four-factor model. These results support Hypothesis I .  



The results of the final model. Model 2 (4 factor), are shown in Table 3. The X2 value 

improved after adjustment to 360.13 (df = 182; p = 0.00). The other fit statistics indicate, as 

in the first four-factor model, an acceptable fit also for the re-specified model. 

The descriptive statistics. alpha coefficients and correlations of the four factors of the MBI- 

GS and the two factors of the UWES are given in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Descriprive Staristics. AIpha Coefficients nnd Correlations of'the MBI-C;S. CWS and UW'ES 

Dimension Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis a 1 2 3 4 5 

I .  E~haustion II .82 7.29 0.46 -0.56 0.87 - - - - 

2. Cynicism 6.88 5.25 0.51 -0.59 0,72 0.56"+ - - - - 

3. Profh ional  ElXcac) 29.95 5.1 l -1.38 3.54 0.78 -0.17' -0.36' - - 

4. Cognitwe Wearmess 9.71 6.98 0.94 0 4 8  0.88 0.52'- O..CZ"- -0.43'- - - 

5 Vlgour 26.28 6.08 0.83 1.18 0.77 -0.41" -0.47'. 0.69"' -0.51"' - 

h Dedication 21.20 5.45 -1.25 140 0.88 -0.34'- -0.53'-' 0.72'-- -0.44'- 0.74"' 

* Stat~stically s~gmf icmt dlftercnces: p -: 0.01 

+Practically significant - r > 0.30 (medium eNec0 

++ Practically s~gnificanl - r > 0.50 (large eNcct) 

The results in Table 4 indicate that the scores on the four dimensions of the adapted model of 

burnout are normally distributed. From the a values it is evident that with regard to internal 

consistency. all dimensions of the MBI-GS demonstrate acceptable coefficient alphas above 

the 0,70 guideline provided by Nunnally and Bemstein (1994). The same seem to be true for 

the UWES with both Vigour and Dedication above 0.70. These results support in part 

Hypothesis 2. 

Vigour. Dedication and Professional Efficacy showed statistically significant correlations. 

These relationships were also practically significant (all large effects). Cognitive Weariness, 

Exhaustion and Cynicism also showed practically significant correlations. Between the 

UWES factors, Vigour and Dedication. a practically significant correlation (large effect) was 

found. 



As far as negative correlations in the data are concerned, there are practically significant 

negative correlations (medium effect) between the subscales of the UWES (Vigour and 

Dedication) and three of the MBI-GS subscales namely Exhaustion, Cynicism and Cognitive 

Weariness. One negative correlation (large effect) was found between Dedication and 

Cynicism. Negative correlations also exist between the UWES factors and Cognitive 

Weariness. Professional Efficacy correlates negatively with Exhaustion and Cynicism. 

Table 5 

Pattern Marrix.for the .UBI-GS, CFS and lJWES 

Component 
Dimension 

1 1 - 
1 .  Exhaustion 
2. Cynicism 
3. Professional Efficacy 

4. Cognitive Weariness 
5. Vigour 

6. Dedication 

Principle component analysis showed that 76,33% of total variance could be explained by 

two components with Eignvalues >1. The results in Table 5 show the loadings on the two 

components. From the results it is clear that Professional Efficacy. Vigour and Dedication 

correlate strongly with component I .  This component can be identified as a positive factor 

which can be labelled as Engagement or Eusrress. Component 2 is a negative factor and can 

be labelled as Burnout or DLrrre.ss. This component correlates strongly with the Exhaustion, 

Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness dimensions. Component 1 and 2 correlated significantly 

(-0,45). These results support Hypothesis 3. 

Differences between groups 

Nest. MANOVA was conducted to investigate the relationship between the perceived 

wellness of various groups identified in the sample including language, age, education level, 

years at institution. years in current job, campus and gender. Demographic characteristics 



were first analysed for statistical significance using Wilks' Lambda statistics. The results of 

these comparisons are reflected in Table 6. 

Table 6 

MANOVA with various Independent Variuhles 

Variable Value F D/ Enor <i P 'I! 

Language 0.9 1 2.61 I2 682 0.00' 0.04 

Age 0.96 0.77 18 Y X  0.74 - 

Education level 0.90 I 2 1  30 1346 2.06 - 

Years at lnrl~tution 0.95 1.02 18 903 1.31 - 
Year in currentjoh 0.92 1.52 I8  894 0.75 - 

Gender 0.98 0.97 6 312 4.47 - 

Statisticall? significant differences: p < 0.01 

Table 6 shows that the independent variable Language had a significant effect on the 

dependent variable wellness (Fljz 682) = 2.61; p < 0,01; r12 = 0,0391. Further tests of betwern- 

subjects effects revealed that three factors accounted for this effect, namely Exhaustion (F = 

6.95; p < 0.01; r12 = 0,04). Vigour (F = 4,52; p < 0,Ol: rl' = 0.025) and Dedication (F = 6,75; 

p < 0.01; i12 = 0,038). 

Tukey HSD tests revealed some correlations and differences in multiple comparisons 

between the Language categories ( I )  Afrikaans. (2) English and (3) Other languages. On the 

Exhaustion scale significant differences (p < 0.01) were detected when comparing Groups 1 

and 3. with Group 1 experiencing generally higher levels of Exhaustion than Group 3. The 

same tendency was discovered on the Dedication scale but in reverse, indicating that Group I 

exhib~rs less Dedication whilst Group j seems to be more dedicated. Less significant 

correlations exist on the Vigour scale withp values for both the groups being 0,02. No other 

statistically significant effects were caused by the other independent variables. These results 

partially support Hypothesis 4. 

DISCUSSION 

The objectives of this study were firstly to validate the use of the MBI-GS including the 

Cognitive Weariness scale and the UWES for staff in higher education institutions in South 

Africa. The second objective was to test a model of energy and identification at work and to 



investigate the relationship between background variables on the one hand and energy and 

identification with work on the other hand. The study confirmed a four-factor structure of 

burnout consisting of Exhaustion, Cynicism, Professional Efficacy. and Cognitive Weariness. 

A two-factor structure of work engagement consisting of Vigour and Dedication. as measured 

by the UWES, was also confirmed. Acceptable internal consistency in the UWES as measure 

of engagement was found. A negative correlation between the factors predicting burnout and 

those predicting engagement was evident. Lastly, language was the only reliable background 

variable found to predict differences in levels of burnout between subgroups. 

During the investigation it became clear that neither of the hypothesised one-factor or three- 

factor models exhibited sufficient fit to be adopted. The first four-factor model tested 

consisted of 21 items, including 15 items from the MBI-GS and six items from the Cognitive 

Weariness Scale. This excluded the original MBI-GS Item 13 eliminated from the instrument. 

It seems as if problems with Item 13 ("I just want to do my job and not be bothered") might 

be caused by the ambivalent nature of the item, as confirmed by previous research 

(Rothmann, Jackson. C1: Kruger, 2003: Rothmann & Jansen van Vuuren, 2002; Rothniann & 

Malan, 2002; Schutte, Toppinen, Kalimo, & Schaufeli. 2000). The model revealed sufficient 

fit. 

After examining modification indices it was decided to pare Errors 14 and 15 on the 

Cynicism factor. The paring improved the fit of the model substantially. The results obtained 

in this study using the structural equation modelling approach confirmed the hypothesised 

four-factor model for the adapted MBI-GS and Cognitive Weariness Scales including 

Exhaustion. Cynicism. Professional Efficacy and Cognitive Weariness as factors. This is only 

the second time a four-factor model is confirmed in South African research on burnout, and it 

supports the findings of Coetzee and Rothmann (2004). These findings support the adoption 

of Hypothesis 1. 

Investigations into the internal consistencies of both the MBI-GS and UWES revealed 

acceptable coefficient alphas in all six scales above 0,70. In ternls of the relationship between 

burnout and engagement, the following was found: The core dimensions of bumout, namely 

Exhaustion and Cynicism, correlate with Cognitive Weariness and presuppose that burnout is 

related to and will lead to a diminished capacity to concentrate and to deal with new 

information at work. Although the UWES factors of vigour and dedication showed high 



internal consistencies, structural equation modelling did not support the hypothesised three 

factor structure for engagement. This leads to only the partial adoption of Hypothesis 2 in so 

far as internal consistency of the scales. 

As can be expected there is a strong correlation between the UWES factors of Vigour and 

Dedication. These factors also correlate positively with Professional Efficacy. This indicates 

that if a person has energy and is dedicated, thus engaged. Professional Efficacy will be 

positively influenced. Furthermore. correlations in the burnout dimension were confirmed by 

strong correlations between Exhaustion. Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness. It is also clear 

that Engagement is negatively correlated with burnout from the strong negative correlations 

between Vigour. Dedication and Professional Efficacy and the burnout indicators of 

Exhaustion, Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness. 

From the results it seems that only the Language variable can be highlighted as a valid 

predictor for differences in levels of wellness. From the biographical data it became clear that 

the Afrikaans-speaking group (69,9%) in comparison with the Other languages group 

(IR.I%),  excluding English-speaking staff (12%). experienced more burnout as reflected in 

the elevated scores on Exhaustion and Dedication. The Other languages group exhibits lower 

levels of Exhaustion and higher levels of Dedication. This seems to support in part the 

findings of Coetzee and Rothmann (2004). except for the fact that the English-speaking group 

did not. as in the previous study. show elevated levels of burnout. This finding prompts the 

adoption of Hypothesis 4 in part, as only the Language variable, and none of the other 

variables. was found to be a valid predictor of levels of burnout and engagement 

Affective well-being at work would be characterised by high levels of Vigour (Energy) and 

Dedication (Identification). High scores on these dimensions would propose a syndrome of 

Engagement. On the opposite side of the matrix. high levels of Cynicism accompanied b j  

high levels of Exhaustion would propose a syndrome of Burnout. However, the findings in 

this study propose that the Afrikaans-speaking group suffer from higher levels of Exhaustion. 

accompanied b) lower levels of Dedication (Identification) than the camparatibe groups. 

These findings support the adoption of Hypothesis 3. 

With regard to differences attributable to language groups, international research findings 

indicate that no significant differences of burnout patterns and burnout levels could as yet be 



established (Enzmann, Schaufeli, & Girault, 1994; Schutte et al., 2000). Nationally, however, 

the study of Coetzee and Rothmann (2005) found practically significant differences in 

engagement levels of employees in different language groups. In part, this study supports the 

current findings. The difference. however. seems to be that higher levels of exhaustion. 

accompanied with lower levels of dedication, were found and seems to point to a syndrome 

of over-commitment on the part of the Afrikaans-speaking group. Although the current 

findings do not necessarily support a syndrome of burnout, it can be interpreted as the first 

step of burnout where exhaustion increases and dedication decreases. In other words, 

exhausted employees will be incapable of performing because of the loss of energy, coupled 

with a lack of dedication, which refers to a weak involvement in their work. 

The results of the Principal Component Analysis to explore the second-order factor structure 

of the MBI-GS, CWS and UWES indicated that the second-order factors underlie two distinct 

components. Component one consists of Professional Efficacy, Vigour and Dedication. This 

component can be identified as a positive factor, aptly labelled as "Engagement" or 

"Eustress". Eustress is referred to in the literature as experiences of pleasure. enjoyment, 

satisfaction, ecstasy or fulfilment that occur during some stress reactions (Selye & Tache. 

1979). Component two is a negative factor and can be labelled as "Burnout" or "Distress". 

This component correlates strongly with the Exhaustion. Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness 

dimensions. Literature refers to distress on the other hand as a state of discomforting tension. 

conflict or psychological pressure (Budzinski & Peffer, 1980). 

With reference to stress, distress and eustress. Lazarus ( 1  988) defined stress as a relationship 

between the person and the environment which is perceived by the person as taxing or 

esceeding hislher resources. He suggested that environmental events and individual 

characteristics combine to shape cognitive appraisals. Furthermore he noted that cognitive 

appraisals classify such events as either a challenge "eustress" or a threat "distress". The 

difference according to him lies in the perceived opportunity for positive mastery of a 

situation or in the actual or perceived potential of an event to cause harm. From this 

perspective, the study of burnout and engagement could benefit from the voluminous 

literature on stress, including distress, as well as contribute to the limited literature and 

understanding of the eustress concept. 



A better ~mderstanding of the above findings can be gained if one considers the change and 

transformation in the higher education sector in South Africa. These changes relate to issues 

of access to education, redress of the legacy of apartheid, reconstruction and development of 

society, diminishing financial resources and structural changes and adjustments in general. 

The above realities create an unpredictable and ever-changing environment for institutions to 

operate in. At institutional level this translates into challenges for both academic and support 

staff. They are required to make paradigm shifts. adopt new policies and practices and 

perform a number of roles simultaneously. 

Since 1994, the institution under study had experienced an increase in student numbers and 

accompanying change in the composition of the student population from predominantly white 

to predominantly black. This brought about changes in the student culture affecting teaching 

methods, language of instruction and workload. Considering that the largest part of the 

workforce participating in this study is Afrikaans speaking (69,9%) (and presumably white), 

adjusting to these changes in a relatively short period of time might have resulted in elevated 

levels of Exhaustion, Cynicism. reduced Professional Efficacy and Cognitive Weariness in 

comparison with the English-speaking (12,0%) and Other Languages ( I  8.1%) groups. 

For this higher education institution, but even more so for higher education institutions in 

South Africa in general. the consequences of burnout are potentially serious. It is of 

individual and institutional concern, with ramifications for staffs general well-being, job 

performance, absenteeism and staff turnover (Kilfedder et al., 2001). The elevated levels of 

burnout portrayed in this study could lead to one or more of the above outcomes. This in turn 

could influence the performance of the institution negatively, and bring about increased costs 

and poor institutional performance. as burned out workers show a lack of commitment and 

are less capable of providing adequate services, especially along dimensions of decision- 

making and initiating involvement with clients (Levert et al., 2000). This aspect is easily 

grasped considering the high levels of contact academic and support staff of higher education 

institutions has with clients. and the need of students (more often than not from 

disadvantaged backgrounds) for quality services as paying customers. 

The confirmation of a four-factor structure of burnout (Exhaustion. Cynicism, Professional 

Efficacy and Cognitive Weariness) as measured by the MBI-GS and Cognitive Weariness 

Scale could serve as a standard to assess levels of burnout of academic and support staff in 



higher education institutions in South Africa. Add on to this the promising internal 

consistency of the UWES subscales namely Vigour and Dedication. and an integrated model 

of affective well-being is at least in part a reality. The higher levels of burnout observed 

among the Afrikaans-speaking group at the institution is however a cumbersome aspect that 

warrants further investigation. 

A limitation of this study is its reliance solely on self-report measures. According to 

Schaufeli. Enzmann, and Girault (1993), the exclusive use of self-report measures in 

validation studies increases the likelihood that at least part of the shared variances between 

measures can be attributed to method variance. Another limitation is the size of the sample, 

which has significant limitations in terms of the generalisation of the findings to the total 

population. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

According to the results obtained in this study. the use of the MBI-GS combined with the 

Cognitive Weariness Scale is recommended to assess burnout in higher education institutions 

in South Africa. Based on this and previous studies. additional research is needed to further 

determine the reliability and validity of the four-factor model of bumout in other industries, 

as both studies to date have focused on the higher education sector in South Africa. 

The UWES seems to be a reliable measure of engagement in so far as the Vigour and 

Dedication subscales are concerned. However, the findings in this study do not support the 

original UWES three-factor structure findings of Schaufeli et al. (2002). It also did not 

confim~ later findings in South African studies conducted by Rothmann and Storm (2003) or 

Coetzee and Rothmam (2005). Further research is required to clarify the factor structure and 

establish the factorial validity of the UWES as measure of engagement. 

At the organisational level, the discrepancies found in levels of burnout between different 

language groups should be a cause of concern. This is especially relevant considering that the 

negatively affected group (experiencing diminished levels of Vigour and Dedication) seems 

to represent the majority of the sample, and supposedly then also of the total population. This 

phenomenon should be investigated further to detern~ine the full extent thereof, as well as the 



contributing factors. Following this, suitable interventions could be developed to assist 

employees suffering from increased levels of burnout. 
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ORGANISATIONAL COMMITMENT, ILL HEALTH AND OCCUPATIONAL 

STRESS OF EMPLOYEES AT A UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 

ABSTRACT 

The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship between occupational 

stress. organisational commitment and il l  health. A survey design was used. The sample 

(N=353) consisted of academic ( ~ 1 3 2 )  and support staff (11=221) at a universit) of 

technology. The Organizational Stress Screening Tool (ASSET) and a biographical 

questionnaire were administered. The results showed that different organisational 

stressors contributed significantly to i l l  health and low organisational commitment. Job 

security contributed to both physical and psychological i l l  health, whereas overload and 

job aspects contributed to psychological i l l  health. Control and resources contributed to 

organisational commitment. Individual commitment to the organisation was predicted by 

work-life balance, overload, control, job aspects and pay. 

OPSOMMING 

Die doelstelling van hierdie studie was om die verwantskap tussen beroepstres, 

organisasieverbondenheid en ongesondheid te ondersoek. 'n Opname-ontwerp is gebruik. 

Die steekproef (N=353) he1 bestaan uit akademiese (n=132) en ondersteuningsdienste 

personeel (n=221) by 'n universiteit van tegnologie. Die Organisasiestrespraderings- 

instrument (ASSET) en 'n biografiese vraelys is gebruik. Die resultate het getoon dat 

verskillende organisasiestressors hetekenisvol bygedra het tot ongesondheid m lae 

verbondenheid. Werksekuriteit het bygedra tot beide fisieke en psigologiese 

ongesondheid. tenvyl oorhelading en aspekte van die werk bygedra he1 tot psipologiese 

ongesondheid. Beheer en hulpbronne het bygedra tot lae organisasieverbondenheid. Lae 

individuele verbondenheid aan die organisasie is voorspel deur werkAewe balans, 

oorbelading, beheer, aspekte van die werk en salaris. 



The South African higher education system is presently undergoing a complex restructuring 

process involving the merger of higher education institutions. Consequences such as financial 

predicaments, increased demands, insecurity and rapid changes are unavoidable and causing 

increasing emotional turmoil and stress (Clarke & Koonce. 1995; Hellriegel. Slocurn, & 

Woodman, 2001; Mestry. 1999; Tennant, 2001). Seijts and O'Farrell (2003) note that poor 

staff morale, staff insecurities due to possible retrenchments, redundancies and redeployment 

usually accompany the merger of higher education institutions. 

The restructuring of higher education institutions is not a uniquely South African 

phenomenon. Universities and colleges of education have undergone restructuring in many 

other countries, such as Canada. Australia. Russia, China. the United States of America and 

Britain (Blackmore, 2002; Curri. 2002; Finkelstein, 2003; Gumport. 2000; Mok. 2003; Wood 

& Meek, 2002). Several reasons have been suggested why higher education institutions had 

no choice but to undergo a process of restructuring. namely governments' diminishing ability 

to subsidise education; restructuring of global capitalism and the emergence of neo-liberal 

macro-econon~ics (Kraak, 2004: Manicas. 1998; Mok, 2003: Woodard. 1997); technological 

advances that have increased the demand for distance teaching (Mok, 2003); and socio- 

political changes in countries that have triggered the restructuring of their go\:ernment 

institutions, including higher education (Finkelstein. 2003; Mok, 2003). 

In South Africa. the successful transition from the "current" to the "envisaged" new system is 

of extreme importance as it will determine to a large extent the future success of high level 

human resource development in the country. Khosa (1996) accentuates this statement in 

acknowdedging that stable and productive support systems in terms of higher education and 

training is of vital importance to any country in order to ensure sustainable economic, social 

and political reconstruction and development. 

Changes in higher education institutions affect staff in numerous ways as proven in a 1996 

survey of the academic profession, using data from 14 countries worldwide. Results from the 

survey show that significant changes have taken place in higher education (Altbach, 1996). 

Some of these changes include demands for greater accountability, value for money, 

efficiency and quality, and an increase in remote and autocratic management styles (AUT, 

1990). There has also been a gradual erosion in pay and job security and, with the abolition of 

tenure in the 1980s, an increasing number of staff have been appointed on fixed-term 



contracts. Moreover, these changes in conditions are now being reflected in levels of job 

satisfaction and commitment. For example, a recent study of levels of job satisfaction 

experienced by academics from Australia, Germany, Hong King, Israel. Mexico, Sweden and 

the UK revealed that fewer than 50% of British academics were generally satisfied with their 

jobs (Lacy & Sheehan, 1997). 

Apart from the kinds of stress related to academic work in other contexts, South African 

academics have had to face stresses associated with the radical transformation of the South 

African society and the demand that education itself become transformed while making a 

contribution to the wider transformation of society. Seldin (1991. p. 14) explains that "levels 

of stress of staff on campuses have risen appreciably in recent years and are likely to get 

worse". This is relevant for both academic and support staff who contributes to daily 

operations and success of a higher education institution. 

Research over the past 30 years have recognised and studied the phenomenon that stress at 

work is problematic if above acceptable levels are experienced. Initially a one-factor model 

was proposed to explain this phenomenon (Selye. 1975). Other theorists followed and 

proposed more detailed models of work stress, for example Karasek's (1979) two-factor 

model which illustrated the importance of control within the stressoristrain relationship and 

Cooper and Marshall's (1976) Model of Stress at Work. Over subsequent years work stress 

has become one of the most frequently researched areas among organisational psychologists 

(Barley & Knight. 1992). 

Occupational stress 

The term stress is derived from the Latin word -'ctuictus", which literally means "trghtly 

strung" (Van Wyk, 1998, p. 18). The literature offers various definitions of this phenomenon. 

Schafer (2000. p. 6) defines stress as "arousal of mind and body in response to demands made 

on them". Varca (1 999) defines stress as a gap between environmental demands and personal 

resources to meet those environmental demands. Anderson, Litzenberger, and Plecas (2002) 

define stress "as the response of an individual to the self-perceived imbalance between the 

demands of the situation presented, and the resources one has at one's disposal to respond 

successfully." All the above definitions reflect 011 the perceived relationship between 

demands on individuals and their ability to cope with those demands. In other words, the 



stressfulness of the situation will depend on people's assessment and perception of the 

difference between the demands of the situation and their ability to meet those demands. This 

correlation between stress and well-being is emphasised by Jamal (1999). 

Occuptr~ionul stres.s has the same typical characteristics, with the exception that it appears 

specifically within the parameters of the work environment. is caused by work-related factors 

and also has consequences for the work situation (Kyriacau, 2001, p. 28). It implies that a 

person cannot effectively handle work-related demands, such as work overload, role conflict 

in the workplace and poor working conditions. Mention is made of a "mismatch" between the 

demands made upon an individual and hislher ability to cope with them. 

The level of stress an individual experiences in his or her organisational context. and the 

extent to which adverse effects such as psychological and other strains occur. depend on how 

effectively he or she copes with stressful organisational situations (Bhagat, Ford, Driscoll, 

Frey. Babakus. & Mahanyele. 2001). Research on stress has indicated that people working in 

the helping projessions where they are dealing with people, especially educators, are 

particularly prone to stress (Kyriacau, 2001. p. 29). It is widely accepted that stress has a 

major influence on a professional person's performance and extensive research has been done 

in this regard, e.g. among educators. nurses and managers (Houghton, 2001, p. 706). The 

presence of stress at work is almost inevitable in many occupations. However, individual 

differences account for a wide range of reactions to stress; a task viewed as challenging by 

one person may produce high levels of anxiety in another. 

Conditions that tend to cause stress are called stressors (Newstrom & Davis. 2002). The term 

stressor(c.1 is used to refer to the demands made on a person (Jones & Bright, 2001), which 

act as a stimulus for evoking a response, such as emotions of anger, anxiety and stress (Van 

Wyk, 1998; Abouserie. 1996). An external stressor (e.g. one's job, family or friends) or an 

ittrernal stressor (e.g. ambition. competitiveness, and frustration) can activate stress. 

Although even a single stressor may cause major stress, usually stressors combine to put 

pressure on an employee in a variety of ways until stress develops (Newstrom & Davis, 

2002). 

One of the latest and most widely-accepted models to assess and explain the dynamics of 

occupational stress is the ASSET (An Organizational Stress Screening Tool) model, 



developed by Cartwright and Cooper (2002). The ASSET model is a measurement instrument 

based on a conceptual framework that measures an employee's potential exposure to stress 

with reference to a number of occupational stressors (See Figure 1). 

I \ Job Sccwcly 

Conrrul 

Resources wd Communmtmn ( and Bendits / \/ 

ILL-HEALTH 

ASPECTS OF T H E  JOB Phwca l  Hcrlth 

Figure 1. ASSET model of occupational stress, commitment and ill health 

According to the ASSET model by Cartwright and Cooper (2002), there are eight sources 

that contribute to the experience of occupational stress and levels of commitment, namely 

Work Relationships. N'ork-Lip Baluncc, Overload, Job Securiw, Control, Resources and 

Communication. Pay and Brr7qfit.s und Job Aspects. It is however evident from the literature 

that most of these stressors have a multi-dimensional nature and any one. or a combination 

thereof. can lead to the experience of stress. Newstrom and Davis (2002) further state that 

almost any job condition can cause stress. depending on the employee's reaction to the 

condition. 

Relationships with colleagues and/or superiors can be either positive (helping individuals 

cope with stress) or negative (creating stress). Studies found that strained work relation.rhipc 

and interpersonal conflict at work predicted physician-diagnosed psychiatric morbidity, 

mental instability and stress (neuroticism, hostility. life stress. low self-assurance) (Romanov, 

Appelberg, Honkasalo, & Koskenvuo, 1996). A work environment characterised by conflict 

in relationships or poor social support seems to predict the experience of stress. Conversely, 

good relationships at work can help individuals to cope with stress (Industrial Society, 2001). 



Balancing the demands of an occupation with family and personal life, namely ~ork-lifL' 

htrlance, is a complex and thoroughly researched phenomenon. Studies have identified the 

contribution of factors linked to family, social networks, and individual characteristics to the 

development of stress. It has been found that psychological distress is associated with marital 

status (Shirom, Westman, & Melamed, 1999), parental status (Pugliesi. 1999), strained 

relations with spouses, children. friends, and neighbours (Voydanoff & Donnelly, 1999), the 

economic situation of the household (McDonough, 2000). weak social support (Van der 

Doef, Maes, & Diekstra, 2000) and the need to balance work and family life (Grzywacz. 

2000; Voydanoff & Donnelly, 1999). With regard to social networks outside work, findings 

reveal that having a variety of sources of social support and actively participating in such 

networks tend to lower levels of distress (Bourbonnais, Comeau, & Vezina. 1999). 

The relationship between workload or overlorid and stress is well documented (Faragher. 

Cooper, & Cartwight, 2004). Some of the factors contributing to this ambivalent relationship 

are physical demands related to the environment and individual effort (Demerouti, Bakker, 

Nachreiner. & Schaufeli, 2000), psychological and emotional demands caused by workload. 

pace of work. conflicting requests: and role ambiguity (Demerouti et al., 2000: Van drr Doef 

et al., 2000). and irregular schedules and long hours (Bourbonnais et al., 1999; Spurgeon, 

Harrington: & Cooper, 1997). 

The potential for the development of stress associated withJob insecurity (the fear of losing 

one's job. changes in the workplace or redundancy) have been listed by various researchers 

(Bourbonnais et al.. 1999: McDonough. 2000). O'Driscoll and Cooper (1996) mention that 

the fear associated with the prospect of losing a job is one of the biggest sources of stress in 

employees. 

The amount of authority an individual has in making decisions regarding the way work is 

organised and performed refers to control. This is confirmed by De Jonge, Reuvers, 

Houtman, Bongers. and Kompier (2000) and Van der Doef et al. (2000) who add that control 

goes hand in hand with authority and levels of utilisation. Makin. Cooper. and Cox (2003) 

explain that individuals who perceive that they can control their environment are less likely to 

suffer stress than those who do not. Glass and McKnight (1996) found that the inability to 

exercise control in the workplace ("uncontrollability") contributes to negative psychological 



states especially when there is a discrepancy between career aspirations and occupational 

achievement, i.e. if there is career dissatisfaction. 

Employees need adequate resource7 (training. equipment) and effective comnrunicat~on in 

order to perform their jobs effectively. According to Daniels and Guppy (1994). open 

communication in organisations can decrease levels of stress experienced by employees but 

organisational communication will only be effective if it provides accurate information. 

thereby increasing the predictability of the working environment. A deficiency in these 

workplace stressors have been found to be associated with increased levels of stress 

(Pilkington, Mulholland, & Cowie, 2001: Industrial Society, 2001). Furthermore. poor 

communications was found to be the third highest rated stressor in the British Industrial 

Societ) report. In a study done by Tyherleigh (2003) it was found that work relationships, 

job security, resources and comtnunication caused the highest levels of strain for educators. 

Demerouti et al. (2000) and Tepper (1000) found that levels of stress experienced by 

employees are also related to monetary rewards (pay and bene3,firs). Shirom et al. (1999) 

broadened this view by explaining that there is also a link between levels of stress and 

performance pay. 

There are also a number ofjob aspects that frequently cause stress. When dealing with stress. 

it is important to accurately identify the stressors in the educator's job that may lead to stress; 

job dissatisfaction and low organisational commitment. Van Zyl and Buitendach (2004) 

highlighted a list of stressors in the education profession, including lack of fit between person 

and environment; classroom: supervision; time pressures; learner discipline; system of 

pron~otion; salary; lack of decision-making; role conflict; role ambiguity; role overload; role 

insufficiency; responsibility towards others; contact overload: attitudes of parents and 

community: frequent clashes with superiors; redundancy; retrenchments and cutbacks and 

educator strikes as such. Intrinsic factors identified in the study of Wevers and Steyn (2002) 

among educators were learner-oriented factors; achievement; acknowledgement and praise; 

positive work impact; autonomy; salaries; promotion: job security; fair treatment: 

professional respect; lack of support services; working hours; disciplinary problems; lack of 

community commitment. Johansson (1989) and Shirom et al. (1 999) also list repetitive work 

with little or no variety and change as a factor. 



According to Kinman (2001). research has demonstrated that stressors can have a wide- 

ranging negative impact on the individual. Strain refers to reactions to the conditions of stress 

(Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 1-003). and is observable at cognitive level (a decline in the 

quality of decision making. lower levels of creativity, impaired memory); behavioural level 

(absenteeism. poor time management, substance abuse, irritability); physical level 

(headaches. digestive disorders, cardiovascular disease); and psychological level (depression, 

anxiety. low self-esteem) (Kinman, 2001). 

Quick, Quick, Nelson, and Hurrell (1997) noted that while stress and strain are features of 

organisational life. these concepts tend to be ambiguously defined. Despite the ambiguity. 

stress and strain remain a matter of serious concem to medical and organisational 

professionals. The concem is for two reasons: one being economic, as mismanaged stress can 

be costly to organisations as it leads to lost productivity and increased health care costs; the 

other being humanitarian, as it is not desirable to overstress individuals. Leong, Furnham, and 

Cooper (1 996) stated that stress resulting from work is a major problem, both for individuals 

within an organisation and for organisations themselves. For this reason, it is argued that it is 

in the organisation's best interest to intervene and minimise the amount of stress that is 

caused by continuous organisational change in particular (Mach. Nelson, & Quick, 1998). 

Commitment 

According to the ASSET model, the effect of the above-mentioned sources of occupational 

stress is the commitment relationship between the organisation and the individual. 

Organisational commitment is defined as the employee's feelings of obligation to stay with 

the organisation: feelings resulting from the internalisation of normative pressures exerted on 

an individual prior to entry or following entry (Allen & Meyer. 1990). Mowday, Porter, and 

Steers (1982) define organisational commitment as the relative strength of an individual's 

identification with and involvement in a particular organisation. Organisational commitment 

is an individual's orientation towards the organisation in terms of loyalty, identification and 

involvement (Robbins. 1998). Organisational commitment is defined as the extent to which 

employees identify with their organisation and managerial goals (Chow, 1994: Kreitner & 

Kinicki, 1995). show a willingness to invest effort, participate in decision-making and 

intemalise organisational values (Chow, 1994). 



Commitment of the orgoni.rotion to the employee (orgunisarional commitment) refers to 

employees' expectations to be trusted and respected and feeling that it is worth "going the 

extra mile" for the organisation. Commitment ofthe employee to the organisation (individual 

commitment) on the other hand implies expectations of the organisation that its employees 

will do their job to the best of their ability and that they will be loyal and dedicated to the 

organisation (Cartwright & Cooper, 2002). 

According to Meyer and Allen (1991). organisational commitment can take three distinct 

forms. Firstly. affective commitment refers to identification with. involvement in, and 

emotional attachment to the organisation, in the sense that employees with strong affective 

commitment remain with the organisation because they want to do so. Secondly. continuance 

commitment refers to commitment based on en~ployees' recognition of the costs associated 

with leaving the organisation. Thus. employees with strong continuance commitment remain 

with the organisation because they have to do so, either because of low perceived alternatives 

or because of high personal sacrifice associated with leaving the organisation. Thirdly, 

normative commitment refers to commitment based on a sense of obligation to the 

organisation. Those with strong normative commitment remain with the organisation becaue 

they feel they ought to do so. It could be argued that employees with strong affective 

cominitment would be more willing to accept change, provided that such a change is not 

altering the basic values and goals of the organisation, and is seen as beneficial to the 

organisation, since organisational commitment reflects a belief in the values and goals of the 

organisation. 

Within the structure of the ASSET model. commitment measures an effect of stress, 

reflecting the non-economic reciprocal obligations which extend between employer and 

employee (Cartwright & Cooper, 1002). However, issues other than workplace stress may 

affect employees' level of commitment. For example, industrial action such as a threatened 

union strike may affect employees' commitment to their organisation. 

Despite the plethora of studies of organisational commitment and its nature. antecedents, 

consequences and collates, the construct remains ill-defined and ill-conceptualised (Suliman 

& Iles, 2000b). According to Suliman and Iles (2000a). the following are important aspects of 

organisational commitment: it improves employees' performance, i.e. committed employees 

are assumed to be motivated to work hard and put in more effort than less committed 



employees; it fosters better superior-subordinate relationships: it enhances organisational 

development, growth and survival; it improves the work environment; it negatively 

influences withdrawal behaviour. such as turnover, tardiness and absenteeism; and it has a 

positive impact on employees' readiness to innovate and create. Commitment is usually 

stronger among longer-term employees, those who have experienced personal success in the 

organisation. and those working within a committed employee group. Organisationally 

committed employees will usually have good attendance records, demonstrate a willing 

adherence to company policies. and have lower turnover rates (Newstrom & Davis, 2002). 

I11 health 

There is ample evidence that occupational stress has an impact on workers' mental and 

physical well-being (Kahn & Byosiere. 1992). According to Siu (2002) and Winefield, 

Gillispie, Stough, Dua, and Hapuararchchi (2002), there is significant evidence to suggest 

that chronic and high levels of occupational stress, left unchecked, be related to mental and 

physical well-being, job dissatisfaction, absenteeism, stress-related injuries, turnover, and 

intention to quit. They have shown significant correlations between higher levels of 

psychological strain and incidences of self-reported stress-related health symptoms, such as 

sleeping difficulties. headaches, viral and cold infections. Furthermore, these symptoms 

significantly associate with stress-related medical conditions reported by staff members, such 

as migraines. hypertension and coronary heart disease. Other possible psychological 

problems include burnout, alcohol abuse, unexplained physical symptoms, absenteeism, 

chronic fatigue and accidents. sick building syndrome and repetitive strain injury (Hothopf & 

Wesseley, 1997). Lu (1999) estimates that occupational stress causes half of absenteeism, 

40% of turnover and 5% of total lost productivity. 

Psychological health refers to clinical symptoms indicative of stress-induced mental ill-health 

(e.g. constant tiredness and irritability). while physical healfh refrrs to physical symptoms 

often associated with stress (e.g. insomnidsleep loss and headaches.) If untreated, 

psychological distress can cause more serious reversible health problems (psychosomatic 

illnesses, arterial hypertension, severe depression. alcoholism), and over time, it can also lead 

to irreversible damage (permanent disability, premature deaths, suicide, cardiovascular and 

neuropsychiatric diseases). Overall, the presence of psychological distress is a sign that 

something is going wrong in the individual psychic (Marchand, Demers, Durand, & Simard, 



2003). The ASSET model (Cartwright & Cooper, 2002) considers poor employee health to be 

a potential indicator of excessive workplace pressure and hence of experienced stress. 

However, poor health is not necessarily a direct consequence of wodplace stress. Individuals 

may be unwell because of an organic susceptibility to illness or due to leading an unhealthy 

lifestlle. In addition. stress-related illnesses may be caused by the existence of stressors 

outside the workplace such as the break-up of a relationship or a recent bereavement. 

It seems that stress and related health problems result in great costs within the organisational 

context. In this regard. Everley and Fieldman (1991. p. 6) state: "This relentless upward spiral 

of health benefit costs is taking its toll throughout industry. Each year corporations are forced 

to allocate a large share of their operating expenses just to provide employee health benefits, 

result~ng in higher consumer prices or lower profits, or both." The direct costs of stress and 

the resulting poor performance manifest in a number of ways. Numerous research studies 

(Carstens, 1989; Ivancevich & Mattheson 1996; Jacobs, 2001; Quick, Murphy. & Hurrel, 

1992) have shown that individuals experiencing stress make errors, are absent from work 

more often, must be replaced more frequently, are involved in work accidents, strikes as well 

as work slowdowns. In this regard, Pillay and Claase-Schutte (2003) mentions that South 

Africa loses billions of rand each year as result of diminished productivity. absenteeism. 

medical fees and high emplolee turnover. 

Indirect costs include the question of the cost of lost opportunities. Researchers (Schaufeli, 

Maslach, & Marek. 1993) demonstrated that stressed employees are less creative. less 

effective decision-makers and inadequate communicators. Other indirect costs due to high 

stress can include a lack of confidence in management and colleagues, poor labour relations. 

and low morale. 

Objectives 

The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship between perceived 

organisational stressors and staffs levels of commitment and health. 

The following hypotheses can be formulated from the above discussion: 

HI: Occupational stressors predict physical and psychological i l l  health of staff. 

HZ: Occupational stressors predict low organisational and individual commitment of staff. 



METHOD 

Research design 

A survey design targeting all permanent employees of the higher education institution was 

used. 

Participants 

The study population consisted of support staff (N=1084) and academic staff (N=529) of a 

higher education institution in South Africa. A total of 1 613 questionnaires were distributed 

across 6 campuses. All available staff was included in the survey. A total of 353 

questionnaires were completed and returned. This included responses from 132 academic and 

221 support staff members. The total response rate was 21,88% (37.4% for academic staff 

and 62.6% for support staff). 

Females constituted 63.3% and males 36,7% of the participants. The majority of the 

participants (65.8%) nerr  married. Different language groups were included in the study. A 

total of 69.9% of the participants were Afrikaans speaking, 12% were English speaking and 

18.1% were speaking other indigenous languages. 

The age distribution pointed to a reasonably young workforce with only 15,4% older than 50 

>ears. In total, 22.8% of the population obtained a Master's (or related) qualification and/or a 

higher qualification. 60,5% of the participants had been in service at the institution for 6+ 

years. 40.2% reported to have had no opportunit) to be promoted during their years of 

service. 80,796 of the respondents indicated that the) don't smoke. and 66,9% admitted to 

drinking alcohol. The characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1. 



Table 1 

Item Categor) Frequent) Percentage 

Empla)nlmt category Academic 132 37 4 

suppon 221 62.6 

Gender Eemale 22 I 63.3 

Malc 128 36.7 

Marital status Slnglr 61 17.4 

Engagedim relat~anshnp 20 5.7 

Manled 231 65.8 

Language 

Age distribution 

Education 

Dtborcrd 

Wido\\/er 

Afrikaans 

Enghsh 

Other 

20-30 

31-40 

11 -50 

51+ 

Grade 12 or lower 

3 year qualification 

.1 year qualificatm 

Master's 

Doctoral 

Years o fs r r \ iw  0 - 2 years 

3 - 5 years 

6 l0)ear i  

Opponunlty for promotion none 

I 

2+ 

Srnokc Yes 

N O  

Drmk alcohol Yes 

No 

Measurement battery 

The following measuring instruments were used in the empirical study: 

An Orgunizational Sfress Screening Tool (ASSET) developed by Cartwight and Cooper 

(2002) as a screening tool to help organisations assess the risk of occupational stress in their 

workforce. was used in this study. It measures potential exposure to stress in respect of a 

range of common workplace stressors. It also provides important information on current 



levels of physical health. psychological well-being and organisational commitment. The 

ASSET is divided into three questionnaires. The first questionnaire (37 items) measures the 

individual's perception of his or her job while the second questionnaire (nine items) measures 

the individual's attitude to his or her organisation. Both these were scored on a six-point scale 

with 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The third questionnaire (19 items) focuses on 

the individual's health and was scored on a four-point scale with 1 (never) to 4 (often). 

The ASSET has an established set of norms from a database of responses from 20 000 

workers in public and private sector organisations in the United Kingdom. It presents scores 

in sten (standardised ten) format. A sten is a standardised score based on a scale of 1 to 10. 

with a mean of 5,5 and a standard deviation of 2. The sten system enables meaningful 

comparison to the norm group. Most people (68%) score betheen sten 3 and sten 8. Scores 

that fall further from the mean (either in the high or the low direction) are considered more 

extreme. About 16% score at the low end. and another 16% score at the high end. Validity is 

still to be completed (Cartwright & Cooper, 2002). 

Reliability is based on the Guttman split-half coefficient. All but two factors returned 

coefficients in excess of 0,70, ranging from 0,60 to 0,91 (Cartwright & Cooper. 2002). 

Johnson and Cooper (20031 found that the psychological well-being subscale has good 

convergent validity w ~ t h  an existing measure of psychiatric disorders, the General Health 

Questionnaire (GHQ - 12) (Goldberg & Williams. 1988). Tj-therleigh (2003) used the 

ASSET as an outcome measure of job satisfaction in a nationwide study of occupational 

stress levels in 14 English higher education institutions. Cronbach alphas were determined for 

each of the questions of the five ASSET subscales. The values ranged frorn 0,64 to 0.94. 

which showed good reliability. 

Several hypothesised models of the ASSET subscalrs of health and commitment were tested, 

using structural equation modelling as implemented by AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997). The two- 

factor post-hoc model of commitment. consisting of organisational and individual 

commitment, was found to fit the data adequately. With regard to the health subscale, the 

second two-factor model tested, consisting of physical and psychological health, was found to 

fit the data adequately. 



A biographical q~resliontzuire was designed and used to gather information on various aspects 

of the population, e.g. gender. marital status, language, and education. 

Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was carried out with the help of the SPSS program (SPSS Inc.. 2003) 

and the Amos program (Byme. 2001). Descriptive statistics (e.g. means. standard deviations, 

skewness and kurtosis) were used to analyse the data. Cronbach alpha coefficients were used 

to assess the reliability (i.e. internal consistency) of the measuring instruments (Clark & 

Watson, 1995). Coefficient alpha contains important information regarding the proportion of 

variance of the items of a scale in terms of the total variance explained by that particular 

scale. 

Standard multiple regression analysis was carried out to assess the contribution of the 

independent variables (Work Relations, Work-Life Balance. Overload, Job Security, Control, 

Resources, Job Aspects and Pay) to dependent variables (Physical 111 Health, Psychological 

111 Health, Organisational Commitment and Individual Commitment). According to 

Tabachnick and Fidell (2001), the correlation between an independent variable and a 

dependent variable reflects variance shared with the dependent variable. 

RESULTS 

The descriptive statistics, alpha coefficients and correlations of the factors of the ASSET 

subscales. namely Organisational Stressors (Work Relations, Work-Life Balance, Overload, 

Joh Security, Control, Resources. Job Aspects and Pay), Health (Physical and Ps~chological) 

and Organisational Commitment (Commitment of the Individual to the Organisation and 

Commitment of the Organisation to the Individual) are given in Table 2. 
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From the results in Table 2 it is clear that there is acceptable internal consistency in the 

ASSET dimensions of Work Relations, Work-Life Balance. Overload and Control, as well as 

the Physical and Psychological Health dimensions, and Organisational and Individual 

Commitment. All these dimensions demonstrate acceptable Cronbach alpha coefficients 

above the 0.70 guideline provided by Nunnally and Bemstein (1994). The other three 

dimensions, namely Job Security, Resources and Job Aspects display alphas below the 0,70 

guideline. 

Table 2 shows that the sten scores of Job Insecurity and Control were higher than the mean of 

5,5. Physical and Psychological i l l  health were also higher than the mean, while individual 

commitment was somewhat lower than the mean. 

Practically significant (positive. medium effect) correlations exist between psychological ill 

health and all the occupational stressors, except work-life balance and pay. No practically 

significant correlations were found between any of the occupational stressors and physical 

health. Physical and psychological health show a positive correlation (practically significant. 

large effect). 

As far as commitment is concerned, negative correlations were found with all the 

occupational stressors. Organisational commitment showed practically significant (negatike. 

medium effect) correlations with all the occupational stressors, except work-life balance and 

pay (negative, statistically significant). and control (negative, large effect). Individual 

commitment showed (negative, practically significant) correlations with work relations, 

control, resources and job aspects. Finally. organisational commitment shows a practically 

significant (negative. medium effect) correlation with psychological health. 

In order to determine uhether organisational stressors predict physical and psychological ill 

health as well as organisational and individual commitment, a series of standard multiple 

regression analyses were conducted. The results of the multiple regression analysis with 

occupational stressors (as measured by the ASSET) and physical and psychological ill health 

as dependent variables are reflected in Table 3. 



'Table 3 

Stund(rr.d Multiple Regression Analysis with Physical and Psychological Ill Health a.s 

Dependent Vuriahlrs 

Physical 111 hcalth 

(Constant) 

Work Relatmns 

Work-Life Balance 

Overload 

Job Sccunt) 

Control 

Resources 

Job Aspects 

PO? 
P,ychologlcal i l l  hcalth 

(Constant) 

Work Relations 

Work-Life Balance 

Overload 

Job SCCUIII) 

Control 

Resources 

Job ASPCC~S 

Table 3 shows that 15% of the variance in physical ill health is explained by the occupational 

stressors. It is clear that job security was the only statistically significant predictor (j~ < 0.05). 

Therefore. stress because of (a lack of) job security contribute statistically significantly to 

lower levels of physical ill health. Table 3 also shows that 26% of the variance in 

psychological ill health is predicted by the occupational stressors. Stress because of overload, 

job security and job aspects are statistically significant predictors of individuals' 

psychological ill health. These results support Hypothesis 1. 

The results of the standard multiple regression analysis with organisational and individual 

commitment as dependent variables are reflected in Table 4. 



Table 4 

Standard Muitiple Regression Anulysis with Organisationul and Individual Commitment as 

Dependent Variables 

Dependent Vanable Uniiandardised Standardwed I P t R R .1H' 
Coefficwltr Coefticients 

Llrganisatlonal 
Cornrnltrnent (Constant) 

Work Relahons 

Work-Life Balance 

Overload 

Job Secimty 

Control 

Resources 

Job Aspeca 

Pay 

Work-Llfe Balance 

Overload 

Job Securtt) 

Canlroi 

Reiourcer 
Job Aspects 

Pay 

Table 4 shows that 31% of the variance in organisational commitment to the individual is 

explained by occupational stressors. It is clear that control and resources were the only 

statistically significant predictors @ < 0.05). Therefore, stress because of a lack of control in 

a job: as well as stress because of a lack of resources contributes statistically significantly to 

lower levels of perceived commitment of the organisational to the individual. These results 

support Hypothesis 2. 

Table 4 also shows that 22% of the variance in individual commitment to the organisation is 

predicted by occupational stress. Work-life halance. overload, control and job characteristics 

are statistically significant predictors of low individual commitment to the organisation. 



DISCUSSION 

The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship between perceived 

organisational stressors and the levels of commitment and health of staff of a university of 

technology. The results showed that job insecurity and control (lack of autonomy) were the 

most significant stressors in the total organisation. From the results obtained in this study it 

can be concluded that an array of occupational stressors are related to the staffs 

psychological ill health and organisational and individual commitment. Furthermore, it was 

found that staff members' experiences of specific occupational stressors led to lower levels of 

organisational and individual commitment as well as to higher levels of physical and 

psychological ill health. 

The results of this study should not be seen in isolation but should be interpreted against the 

background of the current higher education system in South Africa. The current restructuring 

of the higher education sector with consequences such as financial predicaments for 

institutions, increased demands for access accompanied with growing student numbers, 

insecurity about the future ~Tinstitutions and subsequently staffs job security as well as rapid 

changes in various spheres of the institutions are creating emotional turmoil and stress for 

academic and support staff (Clarke & Koonce, 1995: Hellriegel et al., 2001; Mestry. 1999: 

Teunant. 2001). Apart from executing their normal duties (which in itself can lead to the 

experience of stress') staff has also been confronted with stresses assnciated with the 

transformation of the broader South African society as a whole. Seldin (1991) also mentions 

that this situation is bound to continue. and that staff of higher education institutions in South 

Africa will in future be confronted with increasing levels of stress. 

As lar as the psychological ill health of staff at the institution under study is concerned, all 

the occupational stressors except pay and work-life balance seem to be related. This confirms 

findings by Kahn and Byosiere (1992) that high levels of occupational stress, if left 

unchecked. could lead to psychological ill health. Hothopf and Wesseley (1 997) also explain 

that psychological ill health could manifest as burnout, alcohol abuse, unexplained physical 

symptoms, absenteeism, chronic fatigue and increased accidents at work. The work 

relationships and accompanying social support experienced by staff of this university, aspects 

of the job (e.g time pressures, learner discipline, system of promotion, rolc overload), lack of 

autonomy. overload. and lack of resources seem to be the major stressors related to 



psychological ill health. This can be better understood if one considers the history and 

changes the institution have gone through over the past few years. with unprecedented growth 

in student numbers without a proportional increase in staff. Furthermore, the changes at 

institutional level from a technikon to a university of teclmology have had a direct impact on 

the nature of the work itself. 

As far as work relationships are concerned. the geographical distribution of the different 

campuses needs consideration. Staff from various campuses has to lecture the same material, 

administer tests on the same date and time and co-ordinate academic activities in order to 

ensure equality in the quality of teaching and learning across campuses. The communication 

that accompanies this co-ordination of activities is normally done by telephone or e-mail with 

very limited opportunities to communicate face to face. This in itself could explain why 

interpersonal relationships between colleagues and managers are sometimes strained and 

contribute to the experience of stress. 

With reference to aspects of the job, the increased student numbers. cultural differences 

between a predominantly white staff and predominantly black student corps, as well as low 

pass rates of students from predominantly disadvantaged backgrounds could be seen as 

contributing factors. The change from a technikon to a university also brought a different 

focus to the institution with subsequent pressure on staff to not only lecture but also to engage 

more intensively in research and community service. Also. the fact that the name has changed 

to "university" in itself places the institution in the domain of traditional universities. most of 

which have a competitive advantage. at least in some areas. 

The control aspect that has been identified could be linked to the formal and sometimes rigid 

type of management system in the institution. Although necessary to ensure quality and 

legitimacy of qualifications. this could be a negative aspect as far as the staff is concerned. 

The lack of resources also needs mentioning. In this regard there are huge discrepancies 

between infrastructure and available resources between campuses. This is as result of the 

history in the institution and whilst not always reasonable. it can be expected that staff \bill 

compare the different campuses in terms of available resources within the institution. These 

perceived discrepancies between available resources could lead to the experience of stress as 

all staff is expected to perform on the same level. 



The relationship bebveen occupational stress and physical ill health seems to be slightly less 

clear. Only limited relationships could be established in this study between the occupational 

stressors and physical ill health. Of importance. however, is to note that there is ample 

evidence in the literature that psychological ill health leads to physical ill health (Siu. 2002; 

Winefield et a]., 2002). In this regard, the significant relationship shown in this study between 

physical and psychological ill health confirms this notion. but could also be a precursor of the 

development of future physical ill health problems in staff of the university. This aspect 

should be a cause for concern as stress-related health problems that might develop in future 

could lead to increased health benefit costs to the institution (Everley & Fieldman, 1991), as 

well as to staff. Furthermore, it has been shown that individuals who experience stress make 

errors more often, are absent from hark more often and need to be replaced more ofien 

(Carstens, 1989: Jacobs, 2001; Quick et at.. 1992). all of n h d l  could lead to increased 

expenditure for the institution. 

The results also indicate a negative relationship between the various occupational stressors 

and organisational commitment. This implies that the presence of some or all of these 

occupational stressors will erode the organisational commitment relationship. It can thus he 

expected that the experience of these occupational stressors will negatively affect staffs 

identification with and involvement in the orgnnisation and its goals, as well as their 

willingness to participate in organisational activities and decision-making (Allen & Meyer. 

1990: Robbins, 1998; Chow. 1994). Work relations, the availability of resources, and the 

amount of autonomy that staff has are aspects that seem to be especially relevant to the levels 

of stress they experience. In this regard the aspects mentioned earlier as well as the formal 

type of management system with accompanying "red tape" and "lack of delegation" of 

authority could be contributing factors. Individual commitment on the other hand is 

significantly negatively related to a group of more specific occupational stressors already 

discussed. namely work relations, control, resources and aspects of the job. 

Multiple regression analysis showed that 34% of the variance in organisational commitment 

of staff at this university is predicted by the occupational stressors. It further revealed that 

control and resources were the only statistically signilkant predictors of organisational 

commitment. This implies that staff of this institution will exhibit lower levels of 

organisational commitment (i.e. feel that the organisation is not committed to them) when 

rhey experience stress as result of lacking autonomy and if they lack the necessary resources 



to execute their duties. As far as individual commitment is concerned, similar analysis 

indicate that 22% of the variance in individual commitment is predicted by occupational 

stressors. The stressors of work-life balance, overload, control, job aspects and pay were the 

only statistically significant predictors of individual commitment. From these results it is 

evident that staff will show lower levels of individual commitment (the extent to which they 

feel committed to the organisation) when they experience stress as result of balancing the 

demands of their work and personal lives, an unreasonable high workload. lacking autonomy 

in the workplace, job-specific aspects (i.e. time pressures. learner discipline, system of 

promotion, role overload etc.), and the remuneration they receive. 

In relation to physical ill health, multiple regression analysis showed that 15% of the variance 

in physical ill health is predicted by occupational stressors. Job security was found to be the 

only statistically significant ( p  < 0:05) stressor. This indicates that staff will experience 

higher levels of physical illness as result of the stress associated with losing one's job, 

changes in the workplace or redundancy. Similar analysis of the psychological health 

dimension showed that 26% of the variance in psychological ill health was predicted by the 

overload. job security and job aspects stressors. This implies that staff of this institution will 

experience higher levels of psychological ill health as result of stress associated with high 

workload: the prospect of being unemployed and job-specific aspects. Based on the above 

findings both Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 is adopted. 

A limitation of this study is its reliance solely on self-report measures. According to 

Schaufeli. Enzmann, and Girault (1993). the exclusive use of self-report measures in 

\didation studies increases the likelihood that at least part of the shared variances between 

measures can be attributed to method variance. Another limitation is the size of the sample, 

which has significant limitations in terms of the generalisation of the findings to the total 

population. 

RECOMMENDATlONS 

According to the results obtained in this study, the use of the ASSET is recommended to 

assess the levels of stress, organisational commitment and health of staff in higher education 

institutions in South Africa. This is another step towards the validation of the ASSET as an 

organisational stress screening tool. Based on this and previous studies, it is recommended 



that further reliability and validity research be undertaken in other higher education 

institutions in South Africa. This could lead to the establishment of sector-specific norms and 

could also provide a basis for comparison within the sector. 

Staffs cognitive appraisal of occupational stressors and the resultant effect it has on their 

levels of commitment as well as health is a reason for concern in South African higher 

education. It is recommended that the ASSET be used to identify institution-specific 

occupational stressors and that interventions be developed to address these stressors at the 

individual and institutional level. At the institutional level. interventions should be targeted at 

eliminating. reducing or changing the perceived stressors. These could include facilitating 

positive work relationships, job redesign to ensure that staff has equitable but manageable 

workloads. delegation of authority. providing adequate resources and communication as well 

as ensuring that the reward system is equitable and fair. On the individual level, interventions 

should aim to assist employees to dcvclop skills in dealing with stress more effectively, 

finding a balance between work and private life demands. and continuous development of 

staff in order to ensure that they remain competitive in an ever-changing world of work. 

Other interventions could include the development of coping strategies especially with regard 

to dealing with change and transformation. as well as encouraging individuals to engage in 

physical activity and healthy lifestyles. 

AUTHOR'S NOTE 

The material described in this article is based upon work supported by the National Research 
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A COMPREHENSIVE MODEL OF WORK-RELATED WELL-BEING 

OF EMPLOYEES AT A UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 

ABSTRACT 

The objectives o f  this study were to a) assess the reliability and validit) o f  measuring 

instruments for a model o f  work-related well-being, b) test a comprehensive model o f  

work-related well-being. and c) investigate whether dispositional optimism moderates 

the relationship between distress!eustress, and healthicommitment. A survey design was 

used. The sample (N=353) consisted o f  academic (n=132) and support staff ( ~ 2 2 1 )  at a 

university o f  technology. The measurement instruments used are the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory - General Survey, the Cognitive Weariness Scale, the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale, a Health Questionnaire, the Organisational Commitment 

Questio~maire, the Life Orientation Test - Revised, the Job Demands-Resources Scale 

and a biographical questionnaire. Results showed job demands lead to distress, which 

leads to ill health. Job resources contributed to work wellness, which led to 

organisational commitment. Dispositional optimism has a moderating effect on the 

relationships between variahles in the model o f  work wellness. 

OPSOMMING 

Die doelstellings van hierdie studie was om a) die betroubaarheid en geldigheid van 

meetiustrumente vir 'n model van werkverwante welstand te bepaal, b) 'n omvattende 

model van werkverwante welstand te toets, en c) te bepaal o f  disposisionele optimisme 

die venvantskap tussen stresleustres en gesondheiditoewyding temper. 'n Opname- 

ontwerp i s  gebruik. Die steekproef (jV=353) het bestaan uit akademiese (17-132) en 

ondersteuningsdienste personeel ( ~ 2 2 1 )  by 'n universiteit van tegnologie. Die 

metingsinstrumente wat gebruik is, i s  die Maslach Uitbrandingsvraelys - Algemene 

Opname, die Kognitiewe Vermoeidheidvraelys. die Utrecht Werkbegeesteringskaal, ' n  

Gesondheidsvraelys. die Organisasietoe\b>dingsvraelys, die Lewensorientasietoets - 

hersiene \veerga\\e. die Werkeise-werkhulpbronneskaal en 'n biografiese vraelys. 

Resultate het aangetoon dat werkseise tot uitputting lei, wat tot swak gesondheid lei. 

Werkhulpbronne het tot werkverwante welstand bsedra, wat weer tot organisasie- 

verbondenheid gelei het. Disposisionele optimisme het 'n matigende effek op die 

verhoudinge tussen veranderlikes in  die model van werkvenvantwe welstand. 



Significant democratic changes that have taken place in South Africa since 1994 have led to 

the reintegration of the country into the international community. This. together with 

globalisation has brought about unprecedented changes in all spheres of society (Boughey, 

2004). As a result, the South African higher education system has also undergone a structured 

transformation process. which led to some major changes to the system. Consequently, issues 

surrounding the burnout of staff have received growing attention. This is not surprising when 

one considers the changes prompted by the National Plan on Higher Education. The White 

Paper of 1997 (DOE, 2001, p. 9) reflects a move towards development rather than equity. 

This document prioritises three key aspects of the transformation of "higher education in a 

knowledge-driven world.  

Firstly, South African human resources development should contribute to social, economic, 

cultural and intellectual life in a rapidly changing society. Secondly, the provision of high- 

level skills training in order to develop professionals and knowledge workers with globally 

equivalent skills. nho are also socially responsible and conscious of their role in contributing 

to national development and social transformation. Finally. it promotes the view that the 

production, acquisition and application of new knowledge in a growing economy are 

dependent on continuous technological improvement and innovation. These imperatives 

should be driven bq the training capacity of higher education. as well as the needs of industry 

and social reconstruction (DOE. 1997, p. 1-1 2). 

This agenda will drive higher education institutions for the near future. The effectiveness and 

health of employees of higher education institutions play a vital role in achieving these 

objectives and delivering quality service (the measuring tool used in the evaluation of higher 

education institutions). According to Boshoff and Arnolds (1995), most employers agree that 

the effectiveness and success of their organisations depends on the effective utilisation of 

their human resources. Employees' levels of wellness (and specifically the absence of 

burnout) are an important indicator of the effectiveness of an organisation (Kreitner & 

Kinicki, 1998). 

According to Myers, Sweeny, and Witmer (2000, p. 252) "Wellness is a way of life oriented 

toward optimal health and well-being in which body, mind and spirit are integrated by the 

individual to live more fully within the human and natural community. Ideally it is the 

optimum state of health and well-being that each individual is capable of achieving." 



Wellness involves a lifestyle with an integrated pattern of living focused on several 

dimensions, i.e. emotional, intellectual, career, environmental, physical, spiritual and social 

(MacGuire & Snow, 1994; Robbins, Powers, & Burgess, 1999). 

There are a number of specific organisational factors that contribute to burnout, and thus 

negatively to general wellness. These factors include role demands (Cordes & Dougherty. 

1993), autonomy (Lemkau, Purdy. Rafferty, & Rudisill. 1988; Varga, Urdaniz, & Canti, 

1996), work overload (Graham & Ramirez, 1997), need for recognition and career 

development (Pines & Aronson. 1988), role conflict and role ambiguity (Miller, Ellis, Zook, 

& Lyles, 1990), and insufficient social support (co-worker, supervisory and peer support) 

(Carroll & White, 1982; Farber, 1983; Iverson, Olekalns, & Erwin, 1998; Ratcliff, 1988; 

Rogers. 1987). According to Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998), work-related attitudes and high 

(unrealistic) expectations are also related to burnout. The cost of burned out employees is 

high, both for employees and for organisations, because these employees do the bare 

minimum instead of performing to the best of their ability (Maslach, 2001). 

Notwithstanding the above, staff of higher education institutions seem to be enthusiastic 

about their work and manage to obtain a significant degree of satisfaction and challenge from 

their jobs (Kinman, 2001). In this regard. Cooper, Dewe, and O'Driscoll (2001) mention that 

one person's stress (distress) can indeed be another's excitement or energizer (eustress). 

Therefore, it is assumed that staff might also exhibit positive psychological responses to 

stressors (Nelson & Simmons, 2003) or work engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

In a recent study by Viljoen and Rothmann (2006) a factor analysis was carried out on the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory - General Survey (MBI-GS) combined with the Cognitive 

Weariness Scale (CWS) and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) to explore the 

second-order factor structure of these instruments. The results indicated that the second-order 

factor of these instruments underlie two distinct components. Component one consisted of 

Vigour, Dedication and Professional Efficacy. This component was identified as a positive 

factor, aptly labelled "Engagement" or "Eustress". Component two was a negative factor and 

was labelled "Burnout" or "Distress". This component consisted of Exhaustion, Cynicism 

and Cognitive Weariness. For the purposes of this study, burnout is regarded as an indicator 

of distress and work engugement as an indicator of eustress. 



A review of the literature revealed that one previous study (Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006) 

has tested a structural model of wellness of staff in South African higher education 

institutions. The findings showed that job demands contributed to burnout, while job 

resources contributed to work wellness. Burnout mediated the relationship between job 

demands and ill health whereas work wellness mediated the relationship between job 

resources and organisational commitment. Work wellness contributed to life satisfaction, 

while dispositional optimism had both main and interaction effects on ill health and life 

satisfaction. 

In the current study, a comprehensive structural model of work-related well-being of staff in 

a South African university of technology will be tested. The model encompasses the 

following dimensions: distress (exhaustion, cynicism, cognitive weariness. and reduced 

professional efficacy), eustress (vigour, dedication, and increased professional efficacy), 

situational causes (i.e. job demands and job resources), and the outcomes of commitment 

(individual and organisational) and health (physical and psychological well-being). 

Therefore. this research is highly relevant as the findings can be used to plan and implement 

appropriate interventions, which could in turn lead to improved health and morale of staff; 

enhanced management of occupational stress factors; reduction in stress-related 

sicknesslabsence; reduction in staff turnover and reduction in costs. 

Distress and eustress 

Eustress has been described in the literature as experiences of pleasure, enjoyment. 

satisfaction. ecstasy or fulfilment that occur during some stress reactions (Selye & Tache, 

1979). Distress. on the other hand, is described as a state of discomforting tension, conflict or 

psychological pressure (Budzinski & Peffer. 1980). With reference to stress. distress and 

eustress. Lazarus (1988) defined stress as a relationship betxveen the person and the 

environment x~hich is perceived by the person as taxing or exceeding hislher resources. He 

suggested that en\ironmental events and individual characteristics combine to shape 

cognitive appraisals. Furthennore, he noted that cognitive appraisals classify such events as 

either a challenge "eustress" or a threat "distress". He states that the difference between the 

two lies in the perceived opportunity for positive mastery of a situation or in the actual or 

perceived potential of an event to cause harm. 



Burnout. as an indicator of distress (Bourbonnais, Comeau. Vezina. & Dion, 1998). is a 

negative work-related psychological state that is primarily characterised by mental exhaustion 

and has received tremendous research attention during the past 25 years (Schaufeli, 2003; 

Shirom. 1993). Burnout is the result of long-term involvement in demanding situations and a 

reaction to chronic occupational stress. Distress. in the same sense, refers to baleful effects of 

stress with long-term negative impacts (Selye, 1974). Burnout is characterised by exhaustion 

(i.e. the draining of emotional resources), cynicism (i.e. a negative, callous, and cynical 

attitude to one's job) and lack of professional efficacy (i.e. the tendency to evaluate one's 

work negatively) (Maslach. 1982. 1993: Maslach. Jackson, & Leiter. 1996; Maslach. 

Schaufeli. & Leiter, 2001). Exhaus~ion and cynicism are considered the core dimensions of 

burnout (Green. Walkey. & Taylor, 1991). Reduced efficacy was added as a constituting 

element of burnout after it emerged as a third factor from a factor-analysis of a preliminary 

version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach, 1993). Cognitive weariness was 

devised as an analogue to Maslach's (1993) emotional exhaustion concept and can be 

considered as an extension of the burnout concept. It refers to the lack of capacity to take up 

new information and loss of concentration at work. 

According to Levert. Lucas. and Ortlepp (2000), burnout can be regarded as the end result of 

consistently unmediated or unsuccessful attempts at mediating stressors in the environment 

on the part of the individual. The distress concept takes burnout a step further by also 

explaining the body's negative physical and psychological reactions to stress. This is of 

particular importance considering the ample evidence in literature that occupational stress has 

an impact on workers' mental and physical well-being and if left unchecked, it can cause 

mental and physical (un)well-being. job dissatisfaction, absentee~sm. stress-related injuries, 

increased staff turnover and intention to quit (Kahn & Byosiere. 1992; Siu, 2002: W~nefield, 

Gillispie. Stough. Dua, & Hapuararchchi, 2002). 

A major part of the research on burnout has focused on identifying its antecedents and 

outcomes (Lee &: Ashforth. 1996; Schaufeli & Buunk: 2003). In recent years, the emerging 

"positive paradigm" in Occupational Health Psychology has prompted burnout researchers to 

pay more attention to the conceptual opposite of burnout. namely work engagement 

(Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter. 2001; Schaufeli, 2003; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Koma, 

& Bakker, 2002). 



Engagement, as an indicator of eustress (Bourbonnais et al., 1998), is described as a positive, 

fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterised by vigour, dedication and 

absorption. It is not a momentary and specific state, but a more persistent and pervasive 

affective-cognitive state which is not focused on a particular object, event, individual or 

behaviour (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Vigour is characterised by high levels of energy and 

mental resilience while working. as well as a willingness to exert effort and to persist even 

through difficult times. Dedication is characterised by a sense of significance in one's work, 

feeling enthusiastic, inspired and proud, and by viewing it as a challenge. Absorption comes 

close to the concept of "flow" - an optimal state of experience where focused attention, a 

clear mind, unison of body and mind, effortless concentration, complete control, loss of self- 

consciousness, distortion of time and intrinsic enjoyment are experienced (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990). Vigour and dedication are considered the core dimensions of engagement, and 

absorption was later added as a relevant aspect of engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

Although documented, eustress as phenomenon has, much like engagement, not enjoyed the 

same attention in research as the concept of distress. Understanding eustress and its 

relationship with well-being in general, but also presumably with good health (as opposite of 

distress outcomes), could assist in expanding the engagement concept 

Engagement can be distinguished, though not divorced, from burnout or distress in terms of 

its structure and operationalisation. Engagement is theoretically viewed as the opposite end of 

the continuum from burnout, which cannot be effectively measured by the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory (MBI). Therefore, the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 

2002) was designed to measure the concept of engagement. Given the fact that burnout and 

engagement are indicators of wellness of employees at work, Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 

suggested a possible combination of these two concepts in a model of well-being. 

Based on a theoretical analysis, two underlying dimensions of work-related well-being have 

been identified: (1) activation (energy), ranging from exhaustion to vigour, and (2) 

identification, ranging from cynicism to dedication (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Watson & 

Tellegen, 1985). Theoretically. vigour is conceived as the opposite of emotional exhaustion, 

and dedication is conceived as the opposite of cynicism (Maslach & Leiter, 1997; Schaufeli 

et al., 2002). From this point of view, vigour items and exhaustion items measure a single 

underlying bipolar dimension and, consequently, they should be scalable on a single 

underlying bipolar dimension. The same applies to the other pair of opposite constructs; 



dedication items and cynicism items should also be scalable on a single underlying bipolar 

dimension. These underlying bipolar dimensions have been labelled energy and identification 

respectively (Schaufeli et a]., 2002). In light of the above, it can be reasoned that eustress 

includes the positive energy dimension (vigour) and the positive identification dimension 

(dedication), but also increased professional efficacy. Distress includes the negative energy 

dimension (exhaustion), the negative identification dimension (cynicism) and cognitive 

weariness. 

Job demands and job resources 

Job demands refer to those aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental effort 

and are therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs (Demerouti, 

Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). These include frequent changes from exciting 

activities to boredom, lack of personal time, being assigned more responsibility, having to 

deal with crisis situations, too much supervision, deadlines, having to make critical decisions 

as well as organisational transformation. 

Job resources refer to those aspects of the job that may be functional in achieving work goals, 

reducing job demands and the associated physiological and psychological costs. and 

stimulating personal growth and development (Demerouti et a]., 2001). A lack of job 

resources includes understaffing with subsequent increases in individual workload. 

negligence by co-workers, lack of recognition for work well done, lack of supervisor support, 

inadequate or poor quality equipment, and lacking opportunities for advancement. 

Leiter (1993) proposed a process model of burnout that assumes that job demands and 

resources are positioned to be differentially associated with the three dimensions of burnout, 

namely exhaustion, cynicism and professional efficacy. Lee and Ashforth (1996), Leiter 

(1991, 1993), and Taris, Schreurs, and Schaufeli (1999) found that job demands are more 

strongly related to exhaustion, while job resources are more strongly related to cynicism and 

professional efficacy. Long (1993), Peeters and Le Blanc (2001) and Schaufeli and Enzmann 

(1998) found that exhaustion is significantly and most strongly associated with job demands. 

Cynicism and professional efficacy were strongly associated with job resources, but not more 

so than exhaustion. 



Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) found that burnout is predicted mainly by job demands and a 

lack ofjob resources, and that it is related to health problems as well as to tumover intention. 

Engagement, on the other hand, is predicted exclusively by available job resources. Results 

further indicated that burnout mediates the relationship between job demands and health 

problems, whereas engagement mediates the relationship between job resources and tumover 

intention. 

Jackson, Rothmann, and Van de Vijver (2006) reported that job demands and a lack of job 

resources, applied within the South African context, contributed to burnout, whereas job 

resources predicted work engagement. Furthermore, burnout mediated the relationship 

between job demands and ill health, whilst work engagement mediated the relationship 

between job resources and organisational commitment. Coetzer and Rothmann (2004) and 

Barkhuizen and Rothmann (2006) found that job demands and a lack of resources increased 

the levels of burnout, while the availability of resources increased the levels of engagement. 

Organisational commitment 

Bauer and Green (1998) and Mowday, Porter, and Steers (1982) defined organisational 

commitment as the relative strength of an individual's identification with and involvement in, 

or psychological attachment to, a particular organisation. Meyer and Allen (1997) view this 

identification as a psychological bond between employees and their employing organisations. 

According to Allen and Meyer (1990). there are three components of organisational 

commitment, namely affective, continuous and normative. The affective component of 

organisational commitment refers to the employee's emotional attachment to, identification 

with, and involvement in the organisation. The continuance component refers to the 

commitment based on the costs that the employee associates with leaving the organisation. 

The normative component refers to the employee's feeling of obligation to remain with the 

organisation. 

Various researchers (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Mowday et al., 1982) reported that job 

satisfaction, motivation and performance relate positively to organisational commitment and 

negatively with absenteeism and turnover. It also seems that organisational commitment 

declines in the face of burnout, whilst engagement is a useful indicator of commitment 



(Leiter & Maslach, 1988). Maslach (2001) further proposes that although the concepts of 

organisational commitment and engagement are related, they are not the same. Organisational 

commitment focuses on the relationship between the individual and the organisation, whereas 

engagement is more concerned with the work itself. 

111 health 

No discussion on well-being will be complete without referring to health. Health can be 

defined as complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of 

disease. To reach a state of complete physical and psychological well-being, an individual or 

group must be able to identify and to realise aspirations, to satisfy needs, and to change or 

cope with the environment. Health is a positive concept emphasising social and personal 

resources, but it goes beyond healthy lifestyles to a state of well-being. Health is created and 

lived by people within the settings of their everyday life where they learn, work, play and 

love (WHO, 2000). 

The fact that distress is not healthy is well established. Research has concluded that stress can 

precipitate physiological changes in metabolism, increased heart rate, headaches and heart 

attacks, although the precise nature of the relationship remains unclear (Savery & Luks, 

2001). According to Quick. Quick, Nelson, and Hurrell (1997, p. 77), "Heart attack, stroke, 

cancer, peptic ulcer, asthma, diabetes, hypertension, headache, hack pain, and arthritis are 

among the many diseases and symptoms that have been found to be caused or worsened by 

stressful events". Steffy and Jones (1990) note that job-related stress can cause job-related 

dissatisfaction which, in itself, is the single most obvious psychological effect of stress such 

as tension, anxiety, depression, aggression, irritability, confusion, boredom and 

procrastination. Recent evidence suggests that distress is associated with increased reports of 

medical symptoms and health-damaging behaviour in men (Simmons & Nelson, 2001). With 

regard to the detrimental effects of stress on the physical and psychological ill health of 

academics, Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua, and Stough, (2001) found that three quarters of 

the respondents in their study suffered from physical health effects such as headaches and 

migraines, sleep disorders, back and neck pain, constant muscle pain, and weight loss or gain. 

Not surprisingly, there is less evidence concerning the relationship between eustress and 

health. In examining the notion of eustress, Edwards and Cooper (1998) engaged in an 



extensive review of the research in this area and suggested that eustress could improve health 

either directly through hormonal and biochemical changes, or indirectly by facilitating coping 

mechanisms for "distress". 

While eustress and distress responses are directly linked to stressors. not all aspects of the 

stress process reflect actual response to the stressor. Other states associated with stress, such 

as well-being, illness, or fatigue, are more appropriately viewed as products or effects of the 

stress response (Simmons & Nelson, 2001). 

Optimism 

Optimism and pessimism seem to be unavoidable kinds of judgments of the future, which we 

all display and act upon. Individuals who have global expectations that good things will be 

plentiful in the future and bad things scarce, are said to possess dispositional optimism 

(Scheier & Carver. 1992). According to a literature review by Peterson (2000), there are 

benefits of optimism and constant drawbacks of pessimism. Optimism has been linked to 

positive mood and good moral, to perseverance and effective problem solving, to academic, 

athletic, military, occupational, and political success, to popularity, to good health, and even 

to long life and freedom from trauma. Pessimism, in contrast, seems to foreshadow 

depression, passivity, failure, social estrangement, morbidity, and mortality (Peterson, Maier, 

& Seligman, 1993; Scheier & Carver, 1992; Weinstein & Klein, 1996). 

A positive life orientation is believed to be beneficial to health, as highly optimistic 

individuals appear to attract supportive social relationships, use adaptive coping strategies, 

and have different health habits than pessimists. who tend to give up and turn away in 

stressful situations (Brissette. Scheier, & Carver, 2002; Scheier & Carver, 1992; Smith & 

Williams, 1992). There is also increasing evidence that dispositional optimism and pessimism 

have contrasting effects on physical and psychological well-being and adjustment (Peterson 

& Bossio, 2001; Scheier & Carver, 1992). Research findings reveal that that pessimists, in 

contrast with optimists. experience aspects of life in a positive and healthy manner. This 

include fewer positive (Raikkonen. Matthews, Flory. Owens, & Gump, 1999; Scheier, 

Carver, & Bridges, 1994) and more negative affective states, and in particular, higher levels 

of depressive symptoms (Bromberger & Matthews. 1996; Chang, 1998; Chang & Farrehi, 

2001; Vickers & Vogeltanz, 2000), and lower levels of life satisfaction and more physical 



symptoms (Chang. 1998; Chang & Farrehi, 2001). Furthermore, pessimists more often 

experience interpersonal interactions as conflictual (Raikkonen et al., 1999). When faced with 

stress, optimists tend to use problem-focused modes of coping (Brissette et al., 2002; 

Fontaine. Manstead, & Wagner, 1993) and seek social support (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; 

Fry, 1995), whereas pessimists use denial, distance themselves from the problem, and 

disengage from the goal and social relationships (Brissette et al., 2002; Carver, Lehman, & 

Antoni, 2003). 

Optimism, as a positive outcome expectancy, has been identified as an important factor in 

physical health, especially for people experiencing stress (Cassidy, 2000). Optimism has also 

been shown to be a powerful personal variable related to outcomes in organisational settings 

(Riolli & Savicki, 2003). These authors found that low levels of optimism have affected both 

exhaustion and depersonalisation. When optimists confront adversity, they expect to have 

positive outcomes (which result in a mix of feelings that is relatively positive). Pessimists, on 

the other hand, expect negative outcomes (which should yield a greater tendency to negative 

feelings) (Carver & Scheier, 2002). Optimism thus confers a resistance to the development of 

depressive symptoms and it contributes to an individual's subjective well-being. 

Objectives 

The objectives of this study were a) to assess the validity and internal consistency of 

instruments measuring constructs included in the model of work related well-being, b) to test 

a comprehensive structural model of work related well-being for staff at a university of 

technology, and c) to investigate whether dispositional optimism moderates the relationship 

between distress and eustress on the one hand, and health and commitment on the other hand. 

The above discussion leads to the following hypotheses: 

HI: Job demands and (lack of) job resources predict distress, which predicts ill health. 

HZ: Job resources predict eustress, which positively affect commitment. 

H3: Dispositional optimism has main and moderate effects on ill health and commitment. 



METHOD 

Research design 

A survey design targeting all permanent employees of the higher education institution was 

used. 

Participants 

The study population consisted of support (N=l 084) and academic staff (N=529) of a higher 

education institution in South Africa. All available staff was included in the survey. In total, 1 

613 questionnaires were distributed across six campuses, of which 353 were completed and 

returned. This included responses from 132 academic and 221 support staff members. This 

gives a total response rate of 21,88% (37,4% for academic staff and 62,6% for support staff). 

Females constituted 63,3% of the participants, while males constituted 36,7%. The majority 

of the participants (65,8%) were married. Different language groups were included in the 

study. A total of 69,9% of the participants were Afrikaans speaking, 12% English speaking 

and 18,1% were speaking other indigenous languages. 

The age distribution pointed to a reasonably young workforce with only 15,4% older than 50 

years. In total, 22,8% of the population obtained a Master's (or related) qualification andlor a 

higher qualification. 60,5% of the participants had been in service at the institution for 6+ 

years. 40,2% reported to have had no opportunity to be promoted during their years of 

service. 80,7% of the respondents indicated that they do not smoke, and 66,9% admitted to 

drinking alcohol. The characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1. 



Table 1 

Characteristics of Participants 

Item Category Frequency Percentage 

Employment category Academic 132 37,4 

Suppan 221 62,6 

Gender Female 221 63,3 

Male 128 36,7 

Language 

Age distribution 

Education 

Marital status Single 

Engagedhn relationship 

M-ed 

Divorced 

Wldaw/Widower 

Afrikaans 

English 

Other 

20-30  

31-40 

41 5 0  

511 

Grade I2 or lower 

3 year qualification 

4 year qualification 

Masters 

Doctoral 

Years of service 0 - 2 years 

3 - 5 years 

6 - loyears  

I l years + 

Opponllnity for promalion none 

I 

2+ 

Smoke Yes 

No 

Drink alcohol Yes 

NO 

Measurement battery 

The following measuring instruments were used in the empirical study: 

The Maslach Burnour Inventory - General Survey (MBI-GS) (Schaufeli, Leiter. Maslach, & 

Jackson, 1996) was used to measure burnout. The MBI-GS consists of 16 items and has three 

subscales, namely Exhaustion (five items), Cynicism (five items) and Professional Efficacy 

(six items). Internal consistencies (Cronbach coefficient alphas) reported by Schaufeli et al. 

(1996) varied from 0,87 to 0,89 for Exhaustion. 0,73 to 0,84 for Cynicism and 0,76 to 0,84 



for Professional Efficacy. Test-retest reliabilities after one year were 0,65 (Exhaustion), 0,60 

(Cynicism) and 0,67 (Professional Efficacy) (Schaufeli et al., 1996). All items were scored on 

a seven-point frequency rating scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (daily). Storm and Rothmann 

(2003) confirmed the three-factor structure of the MBI-GS in a sample of police members, 

recommending that Item 13 be dropped from the questionnaire. The structural equivalence of 

the MBI-GS for different race groups was also confirmed. The following Cronbach alpha 

coefficients were obtained for the MBI-GS: Exhaustion: 0,88; Cynicism: 0,79; Professional 

Efficacy: 0,78 (Storm, 2002). Coetzee and Rothmann (2004) confirmed a four-factor 

structure for the MBI-GS in a study involving 372 academic and support employees at a 

higher education institution in South Africa. 

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli et al., 2002) was used to measure 

the levels of engagement of participants. The UWES measures levels of engagement on a 17- 

item seven-point frequency rating scale, ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). Three 

dimensions can be distinguished. namely Vigour, Dedication and Absorption. Only two of 

the subscales of the UWES were used for purposes of this study, namely Vigour and 

Dedication. Engaged individuals are characterised by high levels of vigour and dedication, as 

well as by elevated levels of absorption. Steyn (2004) confirmed a one-factor model of work 

engagement in a South African study. A three-factor model of work engagement as measured 

by the UWES was confirmed in two other South African studies, one in the SA Police 

Service (Rothmann & Storm, 2003), and the other in the SA Higher Education sector 

(Coetzee & Rothmann. 2005). In both these studies, acceptable Cronbach alpha coefficients 

of >O,7O, as proposed by N u M ~ ~  and Bernstein (1994), were found. 

The Health subscale of the ASSET (An Organizational Stress Screening Tool), developed by 

Cartwright and Cooper (2002). was used to assess participants' level of health. The Health 

subscale comprises 19 items scored on a four-point scale with 1 (never) to 4 (often) and is 

arranged on two subscales, namely Physical health and Psychological well-being. All items 

on the Physical health subscale relate to physical symptoms of stress. Items on the 

Psychological well-being subscale point to symptoms of stress-induced mental ill health. 

Johnson and Cooper (2003) found good convergent validity between the Psychological well- 

being subscale and the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), which is an existing 

measure of psychiatric disorders (Goldberg & Williams, 1988). 



The Commitment subscale of the ASSET (An Organizational Stress Screening Tool), 

developed by Cartwright and Cooper (2002), was used to assess participants' level of 

commitment. The Commitment subscale consists of nine items scored on a six-point scale 

with 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). It is arranged on two subscales, namely 

Organisational commitment and Individual commitment. Cronbach alpha coefficients of 0,83 

for Organisational commitment and 0,77 for Individual commitment have been reported 

(Faragher, Cooper, & Cartwright, 2004). 

The Life Orientation Test -Revised (LOT-R), a 10-item measure, was developed by Scheier 

et al. (1994) to measure dispositional optimism. Six items contribute to the optimism score 

and four items are fillers. The original Life Orientation Test (Scheier & Carver, 1985), which 

hypothesised a two-factor structure of optimism (i.e. optimism and pessimism) was 

questioned (Harju & Bolen, 1998). Follow-up analysis has demonstrated a one-factor 

structure, indicating that the LOT-R measures a continuum of high, average and low 

optimisdpessimism (Scheier et al., 1994). The LOT-R measures optimisd pessimism on a 

five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (I strongly disagree) to 5 (I strongly agree). The LOT- 

R was found to have adequate internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha = 0,78), and excellent 

convergent and discriminant validity (Scheier et al.. 1994). Based on a sample of 204 college 

students, Harju and Bolen (1998) obtained a Cronbach alpha coefficient of O,75. 

The Job Demands - Resources Scale (JDRS) was developed by Barkhuizen and Rothmann 

(2006) to measure job demands and job resources of staff in higher education institutions. 

The JDRS consists of 48 items. The questions are rated on a four-point scale ranging from 1 

(never) to 4 (always). The dimensions of the JDRS include pace and amount of work, mental 

load, emotional load. work variety, opportunities to learn, work independence, relationships 

with colleagues, relationship with immediate supervisor, ambiguities of work, information, 

communications, participation, contact possibilities, remuneration and career possibilities. In 

a study conducted with academics from six South African universities, the authors extracted 

four factors through principal factor analysis with Varimax rotation. The four factors were 

labelled Organisational Support, Growth Opportunities and Advancement, Overload and Job 

Insecurity. 

A biographical questionnaire was designed and used to gather information on various aspects 

of the population, e.g. gender, marital status, language, and education. 



Statistical analysis 

The statistical analysis was carried out with the help of the SPSS program (SPSS Inc., 2003) 

and the Amos program (Byrne, 2001). The SPSS program was used to carry out statistical 

analysis regarding reliability, validity, construct equivalence and predictive bias of the 

measuring instruments, descriptive statistics, multivariate analysis of variance, and 

correlation coefficients. The Amos program (Arbuckle, 1997) was used to test a structural 

model of work-related well-being. 

Hypothesised relationships were tested empirically for goodness of fit with the sample data. 

The Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI), Normed Fit Index 

(NFI), and Comparative Fit Index (CFI), all represent indices of fit andlor variance with the 

hypothesised model. It usually varies between 0 and 1, and a result of 0,90 or above indicates 

a good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Joreskog & Sorbom, 1993). The Tucker-Lewis Index 

(TLI) (Tucker & Lewis, 1973) measures co-variation explained by the model that has been 

specifically developed to assess factor models. For these fit indices, it is generally accepted 

that a value of less than 0,90 indicates that the fit of the model can be improved (Hoyle, 

1995). Browne and Cudeck (1993) suggest using the Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) and the 90% confidence interval of the RMSEA that estimate the 

overall amount of error. The RMSEA point estimate should be 0,05 or less and the upper 

limit of the confidence interval should not exceed 0.08. 

Descriptive statistics (e.g. means, standard deviations, skewness and kurtosis) were used to 

analyse the data. Cronbach alpha coefficients were used to assess the reliability (i.e. internal 

consistency) of the measuring instruments (Clark & Watson, 1995). Principal Component 

Analysis with a direct oblimin rotation was used to explore the second-order factor structure 

of the measuring instruments. The significance of differences in distress, eustress, health and 

commitment between low and high optimism groups was established by means of 

MANOVA. Structural equation modelling (SEM) methods as implemented by AMOS 

(Arbuckle, 1997) were used. In the first step, multigroup structural models, which distinguish 

between individuals scoring low and high on optimism, were constructed and tested. In the 

second step, the structural paths between job demands and resources on the one hand, and 

burnout and work engagement on the other hand were constrained equal across groups, and 



then tested. The statistic and degrees of freedom provide the basis for comparison with the 

initial multigroup model in which no equality constraints were imposed. 

RESULTS 

Construct validity of the measuring instruments 

Distress and eustress. A simple component analysis was conducted on six dimensions of 

distress and eustress (exhaustion, cynicism, professional efficacy, cognitive weariness, 

vigour, and dedication). Two related components which explained 76,33% of the total 

variance were extracted. Next, a principal component analysis with a direct oblimin rotation 

was conducted on these dimensions. The results showed that professional efficacy (0,98), 

vigour (0,80) and dedication (0,85) constituted the first component (labelled Eustress). The 

second component (labelled Distress) comprised exhaustion (0,96), cynicism (0.75) and 

cognitive weariness (0,67). 

Ill health. Two hypothesised structural models were tested for the health questionnaire using 

structural equation modelling as implemented by AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997). The second two- 

factor model tested, consisting of physical and psychological health, was found to fit the data 

adequately as indicated by the following fit indices: x2 = 310,31; ( x 2  ldf= 103,p = 0.00); GFI 

= 0,90; NFI = 0,89; TLI = 0,91; CFI = 0,92 and RMSEA = 0,07. 

Commitment. A simple principal component analysis that was carried out on the nine items of 

the organisational commitment subscale of the ASSET resulted in two components being 

extracted. This explained 63,36% of the total variance. The components were labelled 

Organisational Commitment and Individual Commitment. The item loadings on the 

organisational commitment component varied from 0,71 to 0,92, and on the individual 

commitment component from 0,36 to 0,86. The correlation between the components was 

0,42. 

Optimism. Two hypothesised structural models were also tested for the Life Orientation Test 

- Revised (LOT-R) using structural equation modelling as implemented by AMOS 

(Arbuckle, 1997). The second model tested, a two-factor model consisting of pessimism and 



optimism, was found to fit the data adequately as indicated by the following fit indices: X2 = 

34,08; (X2 ldf = 4.26, p = 0,OO); GFI = 0.97; NFI = 0.92; TLI = 0,88: CFI = 0,93 and RMSEA 

= 0,lO. 

Job Demands - Resources Scale (JDRS). Factor analysis conducted on the JDRS indicated 

that the communalities between factors were reasonably high, ranging from 0,46 to 0,92. Item 

3 "Do you find that you do not have enough work?", Item 10 "In your work. do you 

repeatedly have to do the same things?" and Item 32 were left out of the final analysis. Items 

3 and 10 were left out on statistical grounds. 

Inspection of the scree plot indicated the existence of five factors. A principal component 

analysis carried out on the 48 items of JDRS revealed five factors that could be extracted, 

which explained 51,10% of the total variance. Factors were identified if the loading on the 

factor is > 0,30. The first factor (labelled Overload) included the items relating to pace and 

amount of work. emotional demands and quantitative demands. The second factor (labelled 

Organisational Support) included items relating to relationship with the supervisor, role 

clarity, information, communication, participation in the decision-making process and 

opportunities for contact with others. The third factor (labelled Social Support) included 

items relating to the social relationships and contact with colleagues. The fourth factor 

(labelled Job Insecurip) included items relating to security about keeping one's job in the 

future. The fifth factor (labelled Advancement) included items relating to variety in the job, 

learning opportunities, job autonomy and independence, remuneration and promotion 

opportunities (See Table 2 below). 



Table 2 

Factor Analysis with Rotated Component Matrix for the Job Demands - Resources Scale 

D o  you have to remember many things in your workq 
Are you confrancd in your work with things that affect you penonally? 
Do you have contact with dif icult learnerslstudents or parents in your 
work? 

(JDRS) 

capacities? 
Do you have enough variety i n  your work? 
Does your job offer you apponunities for personal grouzh and 
develoomcnt? 

Nr Item 

Du yuu have freedom in carrymg out your work activities? 
Do you have influence in the planning o f  your wnrk activities? 
Can you oartici~atc in the decision about when a m e x  o f w o k  must be 

Component 

1 l 2 1 3 1 4 1 5  

. .  . 
completed? 
Can you count on your colleagues when you come across diflicultier in 
your work? 
If necessary, can you ask your colleagues for help? 
Do you gel on well with your colleagues7 
Can you count on your supervisor when you come across dif iwlt ies in 
your work? 
Do vou eel on well with "our ruoerviror? 

1 Do vou have too much work to do? -0.04 -0.21 -0.15 0,65 0.08 

not your raponsibility? 
Do YOU know ennctly wha your direst supervisor thinks afyour 
performance? 
Do vou receive suff~cient information on the oumoseofvour work? 

your work! 
Arc you kepr adequately up to date abouf imponant issues within your 
depmen~facultyltechnikon? 
Is it clear to you whom you should address within the 
deomenUfaculW/technikon for s~ecif ic oroblems? 

decisions? 
Do you have contact with colleagues as pan o f  your work? 
Can you haven chat with colleagues during warkmg hours? 
Do you find that you have enough contact with colleagues during 
working hours? 
Do you need lo be more secure that you will still be working in one 
year's limcn 
Do you need to be more secure that you will keep your current job in the 
next year? 
Do you need to be more secure that next year you wil l  keep the m e  
Cuwtiun level as currently'! 
Do you think Ulat your technikan pays gond salaries? 
Can you live comfortably an your pay? 
Do you think you are paid enough for the work that you do7 
Does your job offer y w  the posstbility to progress financially'' 
Daes vaur tcchnikon eive vou o~wnunit ies to follow lramine courses? . . 

48 Does ;ourjob give y& th; opportunity to be promoted? - 0134 -0.06 0,62 -0.06 -0,W 
* ltem loaded if >O,3O 



Subsequently, these five factors of the JDRS were subjected to a second-order principal 

component analysis. Table 3 below shows the two extracted components with eigenvalues 

larger than unity, which explained 73.30% of the variance. The components were labelled 

Job Demands with one factor (loading = 0,98) and Job Resources with three factors loading 

on it, namely organisational support (OM), social support (0,81) and advancement (0,69). 

The correlation between the components was 0,42. Job security loaded negatively on both 

factors and was therefore not included in the subsequent analyses. 

Table 3 

Factor Analysis and Rotated Principle Component Matrix for the Job Demands - Resources 

Scale (JDRS) 

Component 
Dimension 

I 2 

I .  Job Demands -0,Ol 0 9 8  

2. Organisational Support 0,88 0,05 

3. Social Support 0,81 0,09 

4. Advancement 0,69 -0,21 

Descriptive statistics 

The descriptive statistics and alpha coefficients of the MBI-GS, CWS. UWES, the Health 

subscales. Commitment subscales. LOT-R and JDRS are presented in Table 4. 



Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics, Alpha Coeficients and Correlations ofrhe MBI-C;S, CWS, UWES, Health and Commitment Subscales, LOT-R and JDRS 

2 c,nciem 

3 Professwnd Eficac) 

I Cognitive Wearmess 

5 W p w  

6 Dedicalmn 

7 Job Demands 

8 Organiralmnel Suppon 

9 Social suppnn 

10 Advancement 

I1 Job lneec~rity 

12. Optnn~rm (Total) 

13. Phyrlcal Ill Health 

14. Pryclmlogical Ill Heallll 

I 5  Orgamsational Cammttmenl 

10 Indiadual Commitment 

Statistically scgnificnnt -0 < 0.01 

+ Practically significant- r > 0.30 (medium effect) 

++Practically significant - r > 0.50 (large effsct) 



Table 4 reveals that acceptable alpha coefficients. ranging from 0,72 to 0,93, were obtained 

for the different scales. This is in line with the guideline provided by Nunnally and Bernstein 

(1994). From the a values, it is evident that with regard to internal consistency, all 

dimensions of the MBI-GS, UWES, ASSET and JDRS are acceptable. 

Demands (medium effect). Exhaustion, Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness show practically 

significant (medium effect) negative correlations with Organisational Support, Social Support 

and Advancement. The distress factors of Cynicism and Cognitive Weariness correlate 

practically significantly with Psychological Ill Health (medium effect). Exhaustion correlates 

practically significantly with Physical and Psychological I11 Health (large effect). 

Social Support and Organisational Support correlate practically significantly with Vigour 

(medium and large effects respectively), Dedication (medium and large effects respectively) 

and Professional Efficacy (both medium effects). Dedication correlate practically 

significantly with Organisational Commitment (large effect). Vigour, Dedication and 

Professional Efficacy also correlate practically significantly with Organisational and 

lndividual Commitment (all medium effects). Optimism shows no practically significant 

correlation with any of the factors investigated in this study. The results pertaining to 

optimism provide support for the rejection of Hypothesis 3. 

Structural model of work wellness 

Next. the main and interaction effects of low and high optimism groups on burnout (distress), 

engagement (eustress), job demands and job resources, health and commitment were tested. 

In order to prepare thc data for the analyscs of main and interaction effects, the sample was 

The distress factor of Exhaustion shows a practically significant correlation with Job 

divided into two groups consisting of dispositional optimism scores lower than the 5oth 

percentile and scores higher than the Soth percentile. The results showed that there was not a 

statistically significant effect of dispositional optimism on the combined dependent variable 

consisting of burnout, work engagement, ill health, and organisational commitmcnt, and life 

satisfaction (F (5,347) = 1 . 4 0 ; ~  > 0,OS; Wilks' Lambda = 0,98). No main effect of dispositional 

optimism on the variables was found. 
1 



Five of the six dimensions (distress, eustress, health, commitment, and job resources) were 

covered by at least two scales. For each of the five dimensions a latent variable was specified 

on which the corresponding scales loaded, separating random measurement crror from true 

score variance. Only one indicator was found for job demands (overload), meaning that in 

this case there was a one-to-one correspondence between the manifested variable (scale) and 

the underlying latent dimension. Usually no distinction is made in such a case between 

random error variance and true score variance, so that the correlations among the one- 

indicator latent variable and another latent variable may be biased (Little. Cunningham, 

Shahar, & Widaman, 2002). This problem was overcome by means of a procedure proposed 

by Bagozzi and Heatherton (1994). First, a one-factor model was fitted for all items 

belonging to this scale. Second, separate indicators were formed by selecting items on the 

basis of their loadings, alternating items with high and low loadings. Thus, three parcels of 

items were created for job demands. 

A model including the hypothesised relationships was tested in a path model (correlations are 

given in Table 4). The latent variables included "Distress" (consisting of three observed 

variables, namely Exhaustion, Cynicism, and Cognitive Weariness). "Eustress" (consisting of 

two observed variables, namely Vigour and Dedication), Job Resources (consisting of three 

observed variables, namely Organisational Support, Social Support and Advancement), Job 

Demands (Overload 1: Overload 2 and Overload 3). Health (consisting of two observed 

variables Physical Ill Health and Psychological I11 Health), and Commitment (consisting of 

two observed variables, namely Organisational Commitment and Individual Commitment). 

Next, the hypothesised structural model (unconstrained) for low and high optimism groups 

was tested. using structural equation modelling as implemented by AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997). 

The first hypothesis stated that job demands (overload) and a lack of job resources lead to 

distress (burnout), which results in ill health, while job resources lead to eustress (work 

engagement), which results in organisational commitment. However, a relatively strong 

correlation was found between Distress and Eustress. Therefore. in line with the procedure 

followed by Jackson et al. (2006), it was decided to model the covariance between Distress 

and Eustress by adding a latent variable (called Work Wellness). Results indicated that the 

model fitted the data adequately: x2 = 349,59; X2 idf = 12,83; GFI = 0,88; CFI = 0,93; IF1 = 

0.93 and RMSEA = 0,06. The final model is given in Figure 1. 
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Figure I. A maximum likelihood estimate for the unconstrained model of work wellness, N = 

353 (standardised solution) 

As can be seen in Figure 1, the path from Job Demands to Distress (Exhaustion, Cynicism 

and Cognitive Weariness) is positive. Distress mediates the relationship between Job 

Demands and I11 Health. This means that employees who experience high workloads are 

likely to develop high levels of distress, which, in turn, may lead to health problems. The path 

from Job Resources to Work Wellness (i.e. low distress and high eustress) is significant but 

negative. This means that the unavailability of job resources decreases the employee's work 

wellness (a second-order factor consisting of low distress and high eustress). Work wellness 

mediates the relationship between Job Resources and Organisational Commitment. 

In the unconstrained model (see Figure I), job resources predicted 65% of the variance in 

work wellness in the high optimism group. Furthermore, work wellness predicted 67% of the 

variance in distress and 53% of the variance in commitment. while distress predicted 60% of 

the variance in health in the high optimism group. In the low optimism group, job resources 

predicted 44% of the variance in work wellness. Furthermore, work wellness predicted 73% 

of the variance in distress and 57% of the variance in organisational commitment, while 



distress predicted 45% of the variance in health. These results provide support for Hypothesis 

1 and Hypothesis 2. 

To test for possible interaction effects between dispositional optimism on the one hand, and 

burnout, work wellness. ill health, and organisational commitment were constrained equal for 

the low and high optimism groups (see Table 5). 

Table 5 

Moderating Ejficts of Dispositional Optimism on Work Wellness 

Model 

Unconstrained 34959 168 0.00 

Measurement weights (Model 1) 368,44 177 0,OO 

Structural weights (Model 2) 372,63 182 0,OO 

Firstly, the measurements weigths were constrained equal for the two groups (model 1). 

Model 1 was statistically significantly different from the unconstrained model = 18,85; 

Adf = 9; p < 0,Ol). Secondly, the structural weights were also constrained equal for the two 

groups (model 2). Model 2 was statistically significantly different from model 1 = 4.19; 

Adf = 5; p < 0,Ol). Therefore, although dispositional optimism did not have a main effect on 

the variables in the model, it had moderating effects on the relationships. 

DISCUSSION 

The objective of this study was to test a comprehensive structural model of work-related 

well-being for staff at a university of technology, and to investigate whether dispositional 

optimism moderates the relationship between distress and eustress on the one hand, and 

health and commitment on the other hand. The results showed that job demands contributed 

to distress (exhaustion, cynicism and cognitive weariness), while job resources 

(organisational support, social support and advancement) contributed to work wellness (low 

distress and high eustress). This supports recent findings of a South African study by 

Barkhuizen and Rothmann (2006). Work wellness mediated the relationship between (lack 

of) job resources and distress. Distress mediated the relationship between job demands and 

health. Work wellness mediated the relationship between job resources and eustress as well 

as commitment. 



With regard to the organisational causes of distress and eustress, two main factors, namely 

job demands and job resources, were extracted by using factor analysis. Job demands 

included overload (i.e. having too much work to do, working under time pressure and 

emotional demands). Job resources included three categories namely organisational support, 

social support and advancement. Organisational support included aspects relating to 

relationship with supervisor, role clarity. information, communication, participation in the 

decision-making process and opportunities for contact with others. Social Support included 

aspects relating to social relationships and social contact with others. Advancement included 

aspects such as variety in the job, learning opportunities, job autonomy and independence, 

remuneration and career opportunities. These factors also correspond with the two factors 

distinguished by Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998). 

Correlations were found between one of the distress factors (exhaustion) and job demands. 

All the distress factors, including cognitive weariness, showed a positive correlation with 

psychological well-being, while only exhaustion correlated with physical health. It was also 

found that job resource factors, including organisational support and social support, correlate 

positively with the eustress dimension (vigour and dedication). On the distress dimension, 

only the exhaustion and cognitive weariness factors showed a negative correlation with 

optimism. The organisational commitment and individual commitment factors were 

negatively associated with all three the distress dimensions (exhaustion, cynicism and 

cognitive weariness). In the university under study, distress of staff seems to be linked to a 

lack of job resources and increased job demands. This can be ascribed to three factors, 

namely the merger process the university has undergone, the increased student numbers and 

the change in the nature of the institution from a technikon to a university of technology with 

all the accompanying demands. 

Interestingly, no practically or statistically significant correlations were found between the 

optimism factor and any of the other factors in this study. Optimism showed a negative 

correlation with four factors: exhaustion and cynicism (two of the factors in the distress 

dimension), job demands and social support (one of the factors in the job resources 

dimension). However, none of these were either practically or statistically significant. The 

assumption can therefore be made that optimism will slightly moderate the effects of an 

increase in job demands and lack of social support as well as levels of exhaustion and 

cynicism. This is contrary to the findings of a study conducted by Barkhuizen and Rothmann 



(2006) in higher education institutions in South Africa where it was found that dispositional 

optimism has a main effect on life satisfaction, ill health and organisational commitment. 

Furthennore, no practically significant correlation was found between optimism and ill health 

or either of the commitment dimensions. These findings prompt the rejection of Hypothesis 

3. 

The structural model that was designed for the purpose of this study showed that job demands 

(overload) had a direct impact on distress. The results confirmed the general notion that 

distress is a response to overload (Maslach et al., 2001). Distress further mediated the 

relationship between job demands and ill health. This means that the staff members who 

experience high levels of workload are likely to develop high levels of distress, which in turn 

leads to health problems (Kahill, 1988; Lee & Ashforth, 1990). It seems that excessive job 

demands will lead to increased levels of distress and eventually ill health of staff. This should 

be a serious concern for this institution, given the devastating impact it could have on the 

physical health and psychological well-being of its staff (Daniels & Guppy. 1994. This is a 

cumbersome aspect considering the costs associated with ill health e.g. absence from work, 

health benefit costs, increased staff turnover and diminished productivity. These findings 

support the adoption of Hypothesis 1. 

The structural analysis also showed that job resources have a direct impact on work wellness 

(high distress and low eustress). This seem to indicate that a lack of job resources, including 

resources needed for growth and advancement and organisational support, will lead to 

increased levels of distress among staff, including higher levels of exhaustion, cynicism and 

cognitive weariness. With a combination of these factors, and supporting both the 

Conservation of Resources theory (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993) and Job Demands-Resources 

model (Demerouti et al., 2001), it could be argued that staff in this institution are likely to 

become victims of distress whenever there is an increase in job demands without any 

corresponding increase in job resources. In so far as this university is concerned, the recent 

increased student to lecturer ratio, academic pressures related to a multi-campus institution, 

and matters related to the merger process, have increased the demands on staff considerably. 

The above factors combined with a continuous lack of financial resourses leads to higher 

levels of distress. With these findings the adoption of Hypothesis 2 is supported. 



On the other hand, the availability of resources (organisational support, social support and 

advancement) will promote work wellness, which will positively influence eustress and levels 

of commitment in the institution. The structural model showed that work wellness (low 

distress, high eustress) mediated the relationship between job resources and organisational 

commitment. Thus, in line with the COBE model (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), it can be 

argued that the availability of job resources will lead to higher eustress of staff at this 

institution, which in turn can enhance their levels of commitment to the institution (Roberts 

& Davenport, 2002). It can be argued that the availability of resources will result in lower 

levels of distress, which will lead to higher levels of organisational commitment (Leiter & 

Maslach, 1988). The fact that increased job resources leads to increased eustress and 

organisational commitment is an aspect to be considered by the university concerned as well 

as the Department of Education in South Africa. If universities, like the one under study, are 

resourced adequately it could have a positive impact on eustress, good health and ultimately 

organisational commitment of staff. 

This study used dispositional optimism as a possible moderator of the effects of job demands 

and job resources on work-related well-being. Results indicated that dispositional optimism 

impacted on the measurement model as well as the structural relationships between variables. 

This means that the relationships between the variables differed depending on the levels (high 

versus low) of dispositional optimism. 

The findings in this study is of importance because South African higher education 

institutions have a very important duty to contribute to democracy, growth, and development 

of the economy by developing high level human resources. The consequences of academic 

and support staff that are experiencing high levels of distress and ill health can be devastating 

to individual institutions, the sector. as well as the economy as a whole. From this 

perspective, it is imperative that adequate resourcing of higher education institutions be 

placed high on the agenda of government. 

A limitation of this study is its reliance solely on self-report measures. According to 

Schaufeli. Enzmann, and Girault (1993), the exclusive use of self-report measures in 

validation studies increases the likelihood that at least part of the shared variances between 

measures can be attributed to method variance. Another limitation is the size of the sample, 



which has significant limitations in terms of the generalisation of the findings to the total 

population. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The findings of this study suggest that the staff of this university of technology are 

experiencing high levels of distress and that their experiences are linked to an increase in job 

demands without a corresponding increase in job resources. There is adequate proof in the 

literature that staffs health and general well-being will suffer as a result. Taking into 

consideration the importance of stable and productive higher education institutions (Khosa, 

1996) and the fact that it will determine to a large extent the future success of the high-level 

human resource development in South Africa, this aspect should receive due attention. 

Therefore, it is recommended that interventions should be developed to increase job 

resources and address overload in the form of job demands. This will create institutions 

where staff can grow and be productive and will ultimately lead to improved eustress and 

general well-being. 

The first step in addressing any problem in an organisation is the acknowledgement of its 

existence and the understanding of its nature. It is recommended that in this specific 

university, the existence of the distress phenomenon, its etiology. development, outcomes and 

possible implications for the staff and ultimately for the institution, be brought to the 

attention of the senior management. It is of importance to remember that the effectiveness 

and success of an organisation depends on the effective utilisation of its human resources 

(Boshoff & Amolds, 1995) and that. according to Kreitner and Kinicki (1998), employees' 

wellness is one indicator of such effectiveness. 

Secondly, the extent of the problem needs to be quantified. In order to achieve this, the 

findings of this study as well as data and information from organisational sources (e.g. 

information from the employee assistance program, statistics on absenteeism, accidents and 

injuries at work, staff turnover figures, medical aid scheme statistics, etc.) can be 

investigated. Following this, appropriate interventions aimed at both the individual and 

organisational level can be developed and implemented. At the individual level, skills 

development should focus on developing staff to deal effectively with stress, change and 

transformation, as well as assisting staff to find and maintain a balance between work and 



private life (work-life balance) and follow healthy lifestyles. Furthermore, interventions can 

be implemented to prevent employees who are already showing signs of stress from getting 

ill. Examples of this would include developing skills such as cognitive restructuring, time 

management and conflict resolution techniques. At the organisational level, interventions 

aimed at increasing job resources can contribute to enhance employees' general wellness and 

lead to higher levels of work engagement and organisational commitment. In this context, 

specific interventions should be directed at facilitating positive work relationships, providing 

adequate job resources and communication as well as addressing identified job demands that 

lead to distress. 

Future research into the work wellness of staff at higher education institutions in South Africa 

should aim to include larger samples as well as multiple institutions. The wellness concept 

also warrants further investigation, specifically in terms of understanding its relationship with 

eustress and the effcct of this relationship on organisational commitment. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this chapter, conclusions are drawn regarding the specific objectives of this study. The 

limitations of the research are discussed, followed by recommendations for the institution and 

suggestions for future research. 

5.1 CONCLUSIONS 

The general objective of this research was to assess the work-wellness of staff at a university 

of technology in South Africa, and to understand the relationships between factors 

contributing to the experience of distress/bumout and eustresslengagement and how these 

relate to employees' levels of commitment and ill health. To thesc ends, six specific 

objectives were formulated. 

The jirst objective of this study was to test a model of work-related well-being for employees 

of a South African university of technology. 

Investigations related to this objective yielded some positive results. The results obtained by 

means of structural equation modelling confirmed the hypothesised four-factor structure of 

the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS), the Cognitive Weariness Scale 

(CWS) and the subscales of exhaustion, cynicism, professional efficacy and cognitive 

weariness. This is only the second time a four-factor model is confirmed in South African 

research on burnout and this supports the findings of Coetzee and Rothmann (2004). This is 

also in linc with international findings (Van Horn, Taris. Schaufeli. & Schreus, 2004). Based 

on both empirical and conceptual grounds, the MBI-GS Item 13 ("1 just want to do my job 

and not be bothered") was eliminated from the data. The first four-factor model tested thus 

consisted of 21 items, including 15 items from the MBI-GS and six items from the CWS. 

The omission of Item 13 might be caused by the ambivalent nature of the item, as confirmed 

by previous research (Rothmann, Jackson. & Kruger. 2003; Rothmann & Jansen van Vuuren, 

2002; Rothlnann & Malan, 2002; Schutte, Toppinen. Kalimo. & Schaufeli, 2000). Post-hoc 

analysis revealed that paring Errors 14 and 15 on the cynicism factor further improved the fit 



of the model. It was also found that the core dimensions of burnout, namely exhaustion and 

cynicism, correlate with cognitive weariness and presuppose that burnout is related to and 

will lead to a diminished capacity to concentrate and deal with new information at work. The 

negative correlation that was found between professional efficacy and the burnout 

dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism and cognitive weariness confirmed the four-dimensional 

construct of burnout. 

A two-factor structure of work engagement was confirmed by means of structural equation 

modelling. This is contrary to other reported research findings (Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, 

Salanova, & Bakker, 2002: Schaufeli, Salanova. Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002; Naude & 

Rothmann, 2003; Coetzee & Rothmann, 2004) which all confirmed a three-factor structure of 

the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES). 

In terms of the relationship between burnout and engagement, a strong correlation was found 

between the UWES factors of vigour and dedication. These factors also correlate positively 

with professional efficacy. The core dimensions of burnout, namely exhaustion and cynicism, 

as measured by the MBI-GS correlated with cognitive weariness and a negative correlation 

was found between the factors predicting humour and those predicting engagement. 

The results of the Principal Component Analysis to explore the second-order factor structure 

of the MBI-GS, CWS and UWES indicated that the second-order factors underlie two distinct 

components. Component one consists of professional efficacy, vigour and dedication. This 

component can be identified as a positive factor, aptly labelled "engagement" or "eustress". 

Component two is a negative factor and was labelled "burnout" or "distress". This component 

correlated strongly with the exhaustion, cynicism and cognitive weariness dimensions. 

Work-related well-being would thus be characterised by high levels of vigour (energy) and 

dedication (identification). High scores on these dimensions would propose a syndrome of 

eustress or engagement. On the opposite side of the matrix, high levels of cynicism 

accompanied by high levels of exhaustion would propose a syndrome of distress or burnout. 

With this conclusion, objective one is achieved. 

The second objective was to investigate thc relationship between background variables such 

as employment category, gender, marital status, languagc, age, education level and years of 



service at the institution, and work-related well-being of employees at a university of 

technology. 

The results showed that only language could be highlighted as a valid predictor for 

differences in levels of wellness. It was found that the Afrikaans-speaking group (69,9%) in 

comparison with the Other languages group (18,1%), excluding English-speaking staff 

(12%), experience more burnout as reflected in the elevated scores on exhaustion and 

dedication. The Other languages group exhibited lower levels of exhaustion and higher levels 

of dedication. This seems to support in part the national findings of Coetzee and Rothmann 

(2004), except that higher levels of exhaustion, accompanied with lower levels of dedication 

were found. This results seems to point to a syndrome of over-commitment on the part of the 

Afrikaans-speaking group. These findings contradict other international findings (Enzmann, 

Schaufeli, & Girault, 1994: Schutte et al., 2000) that significant differences of burnout 

patterns and burnout levels havc not yet been established on the basis of the language 

variahle. With these findings, objective two is achieved 

The third objectivr was to investigate the relationship between occupational stressors and 

employees' levels of commitn~ent and ill health at a university of technology. 

As far as the relationship between occupational stressors and organisational commitment is 

concerned, the results indicate a negative relationship between all the occupational stressors 

and organisational commitment. Furthermore, it seems that work relations, the availability of 

resources and the amount of autonomy that staff has, are especially relevant to the levels of 

stress they experience. Multiple regression analysis also showed that 34% of the variance in 

organisational commitment of staff at this university was predicted by the occupational 

stressors. It further revealed that control and resources were the only statistically significant 

predictors of organisational commitment. 

Individual commitment, on the other hand, was significantly negatively related to a group of 

more specific occupational stressors, namely work relations, control, resources and aspects of 

the job. Multiple regression analysis on this dimension indicated that 22% of the variance in 

individual commitment was predicted by occupational stressors. The stressors of work-life 

balance, overload, control, job aspects and pay were the only statistically significant 

predictors of individual commitment. 



In relation to psychological ill health, all the occupational stressors except pay and work-life 

balance seem to be related. This confirms findings by Kahn and Byosiere (1992) that high 

levels of occupational stress, left unchecked, can lead to psychological ill health. The work 

relationships and accompanying social support experienced by staff of this university, aspects 

of the job (e.g. time pressures, learner discipline, system of promotion. role overload), lack of 

autonomy. overload and lack of resources seem to be the major stressors related to their 

psychological ill health. Multiple regression analysis of the psychological health dimension 

showed that a variance of 26% in psychological ill health was predicted by the overload, job 

security and job aspects stressors. 

The relationship between occupational stress and physical ill health seems to be a little more 

unclear. Only limited relationships could be established in this study between the 

occupational stressors and physical ill health. However, it is important to note that there is 

ample evidence in the literature that psychological ill health leads to physical ill health (Siu, 

2002: Winefield, Gillispie, Stough, Dua, & Hapuararchchi, 2002). In this regard, the 

significant relationship shown in this study between physical and psychological ill health 

confirms this notion, but could also be a precursor of the development of future physical ill 

health problems Cor staff at the university. Furthermore, multiple regression analys~s 

conducted on the physical ill health dimens~on revealed that 15% of the variance in physical 

ill health is predicted by occupational stressors. Job security was found to be the only 

statistically significant strcssor. With this finding, objective three is achieved. 

The fourth objective was to asscss the validity and internal consistency of instruments 

measuring specific constructs included in a model of work related well-being for employees 

at a university of technology. 

Reliability analysis of the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS) (Schaufeli. 

Salanova, et a]., 2002) and the Cognitive Weariness Scale (CWS) (Van Horn et al., 2004) 

confirmed sufficient internal consistency of all the MBI-GS subscales, namely exhaustion, 

cynicism, professional efficacy as well as that of the cognitive weariness scale. All subscales 

showed alpha coefficients above the 0,70 guideline provided by Nunnally and Bernstein 

(1994). This seems to be an  improvement on previous findings by Storm and Rothmann 

(2003), Rothmann et al. (2003) and Coetzee and Rothmann (2004). Reliability and construct 

validity of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) showed acceptable internal 



consistency in the subscales of vigour and dedication and both were above the 0,70 guideline. 

The reliability findings for the vigour and dedication subscales are in line with previous 

findings by Schaufeli, Martinez et al. (2002), Schaufeli, Salanova, et al. (2002) and Coetzee 

and Rothmann (2004). 

Analysis conducted on the six dimensions of distress and eustress (exhaustion, cynicism. 

professional efficacy, cognitive weariness. vigour and dedication) indicated that wellness 

consists of two distinct parts. The first part, consisting of professional efficacy, vigour and 

dedication, was labelled Eustress. The second part, labelled Disbess, comprised the factors of 

exhaustion, cynicism and cognitive weariness. Eustress can be regarded as experiences of 

pleasure, enjoyment, satisfaction, ecstasy or fulfilment that occur during some stress 

reactions, whereas distress implies a state of discomforting tension, conflict or psychological 

pressure. This further implics that wellness is a dualistic construct and that 

eustresslengagement will be indicated by low distress and high eustress, whilst 

distress/bumout will be indicated by high distress and low eustress. 

The physical ill health and psychological ill health dimensions of the Organizational Stress 

Screening Tool (ASSET) both demonstrate acceptable internal consistency. Two 

hypothesised structural models were tested for the health questionnaire using structural 

equation modelling. It was found that the health construct comprises two components rather 

than one. The components are physical (ill) health and psychological (ill) health. Physical 

(ill) health refers to physical symptoms often associated with stress (e.g. insomnidsleep loss 

and headaches.) Psychological (ill) health on the other hand is clinical symptoms indicative 

of stress-induced mental ill health (e.g. constant tiredness and irritability). If untreated. 

psychological dlstress can cause more serious reversible health problems (psychosomatic 

illnesses, arterial hypertension, severe depression, alcoholism), and over time. it can lead to 

irreversible damage (permanent disability. premature deaths, suicide, cardiovascular and 

neuropsychiatric disrases). Poor employee health can be seen as a potential indicator of 

excessive workplace pressure and hence of high stress levels in employees. 

The organisational commitment and individual commitment dimensions of the ASSET also 

both demonstrated acceptable internal consistencies. The results confirmed two dimensions 

of organisational commitment. namely organisational comn~itment and individual 

commitment. Organisational commitment refers to employees' expcctations to be trusted and 



respected and feeling that it is worth "going the extra mile" for the organisation. It is related 

to their feelings of loyalty and obligation to stay with the organisation, identification with and 

involvement in a particular organisation, willingness to invest effort, participate in decision- 

making processes and intemalise organisational values. Individual commitment on the other 

hand implies expectations of the organisation that its employees will do their job to the best 

of their ability and that they will be loyal and dedicated to the organisation. 

The Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R) (Scheier. Carver, & Bridges, 1994) measures 

dispositional optimism and displayed a Cronbach alpha coefficient slightly below the 0,70 

guideline of Nunally and Bemstein (1994). This result, however, compares poorly to that 

obtained by Scheier et al. (1994) and Haju  and Bolen (1998). Two hypothesised structural 

models were also tested for thc LOT-R by using structural equation modelling as 

implemented by AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997). It was found that dispositional optimism consists 

of two components, namely pessimism and optimism that represent judgements about the 

future, which we all display and act upon Individuals who have global expectations that good 

things will be plentiful in the future and bad things scarce, are said to possess dispositional 

optimism. Optimism has been linked to positive mood and good moral, to perseverance and 

effective problem-solving skills, to academic, athletic, military, occupational, and political 

success, to popularity. to good health, and even to long life and freedom from trauma. 

Pessim~sm, in contrast. seems to foreshadow depression, passivity, failure, social 

estrangement, morbidity, and mortality. 

The Job Demands-Resources Scale (JDRS) (Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006) measures the 

effect of job demands and job resources on staff at higher education institutions. Factor 

analysis conducted on the JDRS indicated that the communalities between factors were 

reasonably high. Item 3 "Do you find that you do not have enough work?". Item 10 "In your 

work. do you repeatedly have to do the same thingb?" and Item 32 were left out of the final 

analysis Items 3 and 10 were omitted on statistical grounds. 

Inspection of the scree plot indicated the existence of five factors. A principal component 

analysis revealed five factors, which explained 51,10% of the total variance. The factors were 

labelled overload, organisational support, social support, job insecurip and advancement. 

Second-order principal component analysis showed two components which explained 

73!30% of the variance. The components were labelled Job Demands with one factor and Job 



Resources with three factors contributing to it namely organisational support, social support 

and advancement. Job security loaded negatively on job resources and job demands and was 

therefore not included in the subsequent analyses. 

Job demands refer to those aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental effort 

and are therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs. These include 

frequent changes from exciting activities to boredom, lack of personal time, being assigned 

more responsibility, having to deal with crisis situations, too much supervision, deadlines, 

having to make critical decisions as well as organisational transformation. Job resources refer 

to those aspects of the job that may be functional in achieving work goals, reducing job 

demands and the associated physiological and psychological costs, and stimulating personal 

growth and development. A lack of job resources includes understaffing with subsequent 

increases in individual workload, negligence by co-workers, lack of recognition for work well 

done, lack of supervisor support, inadequate or poor quality equipment, and lacking 

opportunities for advancement. 

Internal consistency of the four extracted scales was high with acceptable Cronbach alphas 

well above the 0.70 guideline for job demands, organisational support, social support and 

advancement. 

Based on these results, it is concluded that the instruments used to measure specific 

constructs included in a model of work related well-being are reliable and valid. With this 

finding. thefourth objective is achieved. 

The fifth objective planned to develop and test a comprehensive structural model of work- 

related well-being and thereby determine the effect of job demands and (lack of) job 

resources on distress, eustress. work wellness, ill health and commitment of employees at a 

university of technology. 

Development of the model entailed testing of main and interaction effects of low and high 

optimism groups in a path model on the specified dimensions of burnout (distress), 

engagement (eustress), job demands and job resources, health and commitment. The latent 

variables included "distress" (consisting of three observed variables, namely exhaustion, 

cynicism, and cognitive weariness), "eustress" (consisting of two observed variables, namely 



vigour and dedication), job resources (consisting of three observed variables. namely 

organisational support, social support and advancement), job demands (overload 1, overload 

2 and overload 3). health (consisting of two observed variables, namely physical ill health 

and psychological ill health), and commitment (consisting of two observed variables, namely 

organisational commitment and individual commitment). 

Structural equation modelling as implemented by AMOS (Arhuckle, 1997) was used to test 

the hypothesised structural model. Testing of the unconstrained model revealed that the path 

from job demands to distress (exhaustion, cynicism and cognitive weariness) is positive. 

Distress mediates the relationship between job demands and ill health. The path from job 

resources to work wellness (i.e. low distress and high eustress) is significant but negative. and 

work wellness mediates the relationship between job resources and organisational 

commitment. Furthermore, job resources predicted 65% of the variance in work wellness, 

while work wellness predicted 67% of the variance in distress and 53% of the variance in 

commitment. Distress predicted 60% of the variance in health in the high optimism group. In 

the low optimism group, job resources predicted 44% of the variance in work wellness, while 

work wcllncss predicted 73% of the variance in distress, and 57% of the variance in 

commitment. Distress predicted 45% of the variance in health. 

In summary, the structural model thus showed that job demands (overload) had a direct 

impact on distress. It confirmed the general notion that distress is a response to overload 

(Maslach. Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Distress further mediated the relationship between job 

demands and ill health. This implies that the staff members who experience high levels of 

workload are likely to develop high levels of distress, which in turn leads to health problems 

(Kahill, 1988: Lee & Ashforth, 1990). It seems that excessive job demands will lead to 

increased levels of distress and eventually ill health of staff. Furthennorr, the model also 

showed that job resources have a direct impact on ~ o r k  wellness (high distress and low 

eustress). This seem to indicate that a lack of job resources, including resources needed for 

growth and advancement and organisational support, will lead to staff experiencing increased 

levels of distress, including higher levels of exhaustion, cynicism and cognitive weariness. 

With a combination of these factors, and supporting both the Conservation of Resources 

theory (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993) and the Job Demands-Resources model (Demerouti, 

Bakker, Nachreiner, 8r Schaufeli, 2001), it could be argued that staff of this institution are 



likely to become victims of distress whenever there is an increase in job demands without any 

corresponding increase in job resources. 

On the other hand, the availability of resources (organisational support, social support and 

advancement) will promote work wellness that will have a positive effect on eustress and 

employees levels of commitment to the institution. The structural model showed that work 

wellness (low distress. high eustress) mediated the relationship between job resources and 

organisational commitment. Thus, in line with the COBE model (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), 

it can be argued that the availability of job resources will lead to higher eustress of staff at 

this institution, which in turn can enhance their levels of commitment towards the institution 

(Roberts & Davenport, 2002). It can be argued that the availability of resources will result in 

lower levels of distress, which will lead to higher levels of organisational commitment (Lciter 

& Maslach, 1988). With these conclusions, thefifrh objective is achieved. 

The sixth objective intended to investigate whether dispositional optimism of employees at a 

university of technology moderates the relationship between distress and eustress on the one 

hand, and ill health and commitment on the other hand. 

No practically significant correlations were found between the optimism factor and any of the 

other factors in this study. Optimism showed a negative correlation with four factors: 

exhaustion and cynicism (two of the factors in the distress dimension), job demands and 

social support (one of the factors in the job resources dimension). However, none of these 

were either practically or statistically significant. The assumption can therefore be made that 

optimism will slightly moderate the effects of an increase in job demands and lack of social 

support as well as levels of exhaustion and cynicism. In the model of work wellness 

dispositional optimism only bad a moderating effect on the relationships between variables. 

This is contrary to the findings of Barkhuizen and Rothrnann (2006). In this study, which was 

also conducted in the higher education sector in South Africa, it was found that dispositional 

optimism has a main effect on life satisfaction, ill health and organisational commitment. 

Furthermore, no practically significant correlation was found between optimism and ill health 

or either of the commitment dimensions. This finding completes objective six.  



5.2 LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH 

Firstly, the use of a cross-sectional design in the present research constitutes a limitation. As 

a result. despite the use of advanced statistical techniques such as structural equation 

modelling. no causal inferences could be made with regard to the relationships bctween the 

constructs used in the research. At best, these relationships could only be analysed and 

described, not established. Therefore, the identification of relationships in the present study 

serves only to establish certain patterns consistent with previous theoretical research 

regarding the chronological relationships of the different variables studied. Strictly speaking, 

the reference to causal relationships, as suggested in the present study, would be incorrect. It 

is therefore possible that the independent variables in the present study could be classified as 

symptoms of burnout, work engagement and occupational stress, rather than their 

antecedents. However, longitudinal research seems to point to the fact that certain job 

characteristics such as job demands and (lack of) job resources seem to demonstrate mainly a 

causal relationship in health outcomes with the associated outcomes appearing only after the 

appraisal process of the situation (Schaufeli & Buunk, 2002). Consequently, future 

longitudinal and quasi-experimental designs are required - not only to validate hypothesised 

causal relationships between antecedents and possible consequences of constructs such as 

distressibumout and eustress/engagement, but also to expand our knowledge in terms of the 

inclusion of other variables in the study of human well-being. 

A second limitation of the present research was the sample size. Although questionnaires 

were distributed to the total population. the response ratc of 21,88% (37,4% for academic 

staff and 62,6% for administrative and support staff) might limit the generalisation of 

findings to the total population. One of the reasons for the low response might be "the time o f  

the year" (late in the second semester) that the study was conducted. At that time of the year 

academics normally face an increased workload because of final preparations for 

examinations. an increase in subject-related enquiries from students, compilation of 

examination papers and final evaluations. Despite several calls made at institutional level, the 

response rate did not increase significantly. The support staff on the other hand had a 

significantly higher response rate. This could probably be linked to a decreased workload 

during the specific time of the year or might also be indicative of the willingness of staff in 

that category to participate. Nevertheless, it is proposed that limitations of this nature be 

combated by the utilisation of a stratified randomised sampling method where adequate 



subgroup representation in the sample could be ensured, thereby significantly increasing the 

likelihood of describing the characteristics of a valid subsample of the total population. In 

this way, more accurate and meaningful inferences could be made with regard to the 

characteristics of the total population. Future studies should also consider expanding samples 

to include staff from more than one higher education institution in South Africa. This would 

enable researchers to establish a more comprehensive industry-specific wellness profile, 

especially during the current period of rapid transformation of higher education in South 

Africa. Lastly, consideration as to the time of the year to conduct a future study of this nature 

might also prove to bc beneficial. 

A third limitation of the current research is its reliance solely on self-report measures. 

Schaufeli, Enzmann, and Girault (1993) note that this approach is often associated with so- 

called "method variance". This implies that the exclusive use of self-report measures in 

validation studies increase the likelihood that at least part of the shared variances between 

measures may be attributed to method variance. However, a review of self-report measures 

regarding perceptions and affective reactions to jobs and work environments revealed little 

evidence of common method variance (Spector, 1987). Similarly, other researchers have 

demonstrated that even if interactions between the constructs are found, it poses no real threat 

with regard to the findings obtained (Dollard & Winefield, 1998; Wall, Jackson, Mullarkey, 

& Parker, 1996). 

A further complication is the unavailability of suitable alternative data gathering methods to 

supplement the use of self-report measures. Research should however aim to devclop 

objective means of measuring job characteristics, environmental aspects and the perceptions 

surrounding these aspects. In this regard, Dolan (1995) proposes that a multivariate approach 

be taken in the study of burnout and engagement by including numerous associated variables 

inherent to the job, the environment and the individual (e.g. individual traits). 

A further limitation of this study relates to confidentiality and anonymity. It is possible that 

some participants in this research did not entirely trust the confidentiality and anonymity 

statement set out in the covering letter that accompanied the questionnaires. The fact that a 

colleague of the same institution conducted the research could also have aggravated this 

matter. This may have had an influence on some of the results. 



5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.3.1 Recommendations for the institution 

Higher education institutions execute their plans and reach their objectives primarily through 

the individual and collective efforts of their human resource component. Employee wellness 

and eustresslengagement, or the lack thereof and specifically distress/burnout, are important 

aspects of an institutions' human resources component. Distress with accompanying burnout 

is a disease and has the inherent potential to have a detrimental effect on individuals and 

subsequently the institutions for which they work. Acknowledgement of its existence and 

understanding the phenomenon and its components and its opposite, namely 

eustress/engagement, is widely regarded as a first step in dealing with this complex issue. At 

institutional level, management should comprehend and facilitate understanding through 

concerted staff development interventions. As part of these interventions, information should 

be made available on wellness, eustress and engagement as well as the symptoms of distress 

and burnout and how this is related to general (un)well-being. More specifically, staff and 

managers should be empowered with the necessary skills to identify distress and burnout and 

its components of exhaustion. cynicism. and cognitive weariness in themselves and others 

with whom they work. 

The responsibility for advocating the existence of distress and burnout in an institution 

primarily rests with the human resources function. As professionals supporting line 

managers, they ought to have adequate knowledge and understanding of distress, burnout, 

eustress, and engagement and the effect thereof on work wellness in general. Suitable 

representative (including all stakeholders) forums for discussion of the topic should be the 

point of departure. The next step would be the development of policy for further discussion 

and formalisation of the institution's strategy in dealing with the phenomenon. 

In terms of interventions (individual and institutional) to combat distress and burnout, there 

are two key areas to address, namely knowledge and skills. Lee and Ashforth (1993) and 

Kompier and Kristensen (2001) recommend that interventions be planned and designed for 

the long term, focus on the root cause of burnout rather than the symptoms, and target the 

prevalence of occupational stress. distress and burnout. According to Schaufeli and Bakker 



(2004), the effectiveness of individual interventions will depend on the support of 

institutional-based interventions 

Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) mentioned self-monitoring, self-assessment, didactic stress 

management, promotion of a healthy lifestyle and relaxation techniques as appropriate 

interventions to address distress and burnout on the individual level. Furthermore, individual 

level interventions should facilitate alignment of individual and organisational objectives. If 

physical and psychological stressors are not addressed soon enough, it could have negative 

consequences for both the individual and the institution. At the institutional level, 

organisational development interventions such as job redesign, flexible work hours and goal 

setting could be implemented. Interventions aimed at influencing the values and culture of the 

institution could also prove to be beneficial. In this regard, Golembiewski, Hiles, and Daly 

(1 987) recommend organisatiunal development approaches where participatory consensus for 

change could be facilitated by means of the strengthening of social networks, problem 

confrontation and group approaches to problem solving. According to Karasek and Theorell 

(1990), this approach essentially reduces job demands and increases employee control over 

outcomes affecting their lives. As distress and burnout firstly manifest on the individual level, 

the institution should also consider incorporating psychological measurement instmments to 

assess the coping abilities of prospective employees in selection procedures. This could serve 

as valid predictors of an individual's ability to deal effectively with transformation and 

change. 

Transformation of higher education institutions is a reality and an absolute necessity to 

address various shortcomings in the system as well as the legacy of apartheid. However, the 

word transformation has become synonymous with negative experiences for staff such as 

restructuring of the workplace, changes in leadership, changing institutional cultures. redress 

and affirmative action (Viljoen & Rothmann, 2002). Management of the institution needs to 

take cognisancc of the insecurities staff has developed as result of these negative experiences. 

In effect, the psychological contracts of individuals are being changed. Furthermore, job- 

related work stressors such as job demands and (lack of) job resources (Schaufeli & 

Enmann, 1998) play a central role in the development of distress and burnout and associated 

health problems. These stressors include understaffing, increased workload, negligence by 

co-workers, lack of recognition, lacking supervisor support, inadequate or poor quality 

equipment and lacking opportunities for advancement. 



Management should consider interventions aimed at eliminatmg, reducing or altering these 

real and perceived stressors. These could include creating a supportive environment, 

participative management and decision-making practices, effective communication, equitablc 

and transparent resource distribution and implementing an equitable system of reward and 

recognition. Previous research proved that increasing the job resources (e.g. through 

participative management, increasing social support, and recognition structures) could lead to 

more custress and thus assist the development of work engagement. 

As much as distress, burnout, and its negative consequences need to be addressed, employee 

wellness, eustress and engagement will not necessarily follow as a result. Concerted efforts 

from the institution are required to facilitate the prevalence of eustress and engagement. In 

this regard, Roberts and Davenport (2002) list three areas to be targeted, namely career 

development, identification with the organisation and a rewarding work environment. Career 

development includes providing opportunities for employees' self-development and building 

their skills as well as advancement opportunities assisting staff to effectively manage their 

careers. Sharing in the financial success of the organisation, individual internalisation of 

organisational goals and participative decision-making processes will enhance identification 

with the organisation. Making work enjoyable and fun, delegation of authority to the group 

and individuals. recognition for achievements and innovation: and encouragement by 

supervisors could all contribute to improvement of the work environment. If one considers a 

state of eustress and (re)engagement to be the state of recovery from distress and burnout. In 

order to recover, Cherniss (1995) mentions that organisational support and support from 

colleagues and supervisors is essential. In addition, employees should be assisted in striking a 

balance between work, family and leisure to contribute to their recovery from distress and 

burnout. 

5.3.2 Recommendations for future research 

Notwithstanding the limitations already mentioned, this study might have important 

implications for hture research and practice in higher education as well as other industries. 

This study focused on higher education, which is regarded as one of the so-called human 

service professions. From the results obtained in this research, the use of the MBI-GS 

combined with the Cognitive Weariness Scale is recommended to assess the levels of distress 

and burnout experienced by staff of higher education institutions. This recommendation is 



supported by the findings of Coetzee and Rothmann (2004). Furthermore, this research could 

stimulate future research in a wide range of occupations (Schutte et al., 2000). It is 

perceivable that certain occupations will experience higher levels of distress and burnout than 

others, based on the job-related stressors of the occupation. In order to make a meaningful 

comparison between the different groups in the South African context, norms for different 

occupations. organisations and even industries could be established. Given the pace of 

transformation currently experienced in South African higher institutions. studies into the 

effects of transformation and change and the relationship with distress and burnout also 

warrants close scrutiny. 

Operationalisation of all the measures included in this study justifies further research. The 

recent inclusion of the Disengagement subscale of the Oldenberg Burnout Inventory (OLBI) 

in the existing scales of the MBI-GS enhanced its psychometric properties (Demerouti, 

Bakker, Vardakou, & Kantas, 2002). Criticism has also been levelled at the predominant use 

of negatively phrased items and the inclusion of positively phrased items is suggested. 

The distinction between burnout and other clinical conditions is currently still problematic 

since burnout is not classified in the DSM-IV. The establishment of a clinical profile with 

validated cut-off points would make such a distinction possible. To address this shortcoming, 

Schaufeli, Bakker, Hoogduin, Schaap, and Kladler (2001) have proposed the use of the ICD- 

10 diagnostic label of neurasthenia with the additive criteria of work-relatedness. 

Neurasthenia is characterised by distress symptoms such as sleep disturbance, inability to 

relax, emotional and physical exhaustion, initability and tension headaches, and cognitive 

impairment. These cognitive symptoms typically occur when one feels exhausted. The 

inclusion of the Cognitive Weariness Scale (Van Horn et al., 2004) was done to supplement 

the burnout concept with the cognitive weariness phenomenon. The positive results obtained 

in this study and research by Coetzee and Rothmann (2004), have hopehlly now established 

the inclusion of this scale in future burnout research. The inclusion of job-related stressors 

such as job demands and (lack of) job resources in the present research yielded some positive 

results. These factors also warrant further investigation. 

In relation to eustress and work engagement. the conceptualisation and operationalisation of 

the construct and its available measures are important. Current problems experienced when 

administering the UWES, e.g. item phrasing, generation of positive response sets and 



comprehensibility by different language groups should be addressed. In the current study, an 

attempt was made in at least partially addressing some of these problems. The items of the 

MBI-GS, UWES and CWS were combined into one questionnaire to minimise the effects of 

positive and negative phrasing. Based on the results of the present study and other studies 

such as Coetzee and Rothmann (2004), the use of the UWES. as measure of eustress and 

engagement, is thus recommended in higher education in South Africa. It is also proposed 

that more than one higher education institution be targeted in future research to increase the 

possibility of generalising the findings to the entire sector. Researchers contemplating future 

validation of the UWES are urged to utilise statistical programs that can yield a measure of 

multivariate normality. and provide appropriate estimation procedures. given findings of non- 

normal data. 

The ASSET as organisational stress screening tool also needs further operationalisation in the 

South African context. The validity established in the present study and the study by Coetzee 

and Rothmann (2004) is promising. The limitation of a one-institution study is relevant here 

and the recommendation is that future research includes more than one higher education 

institution in the sample. Randomised sampling could also contribute in this regard. Cooper, 

Dewe, and O'Driscoll (2001) promote a holistic approach to stress research. Given that the 

ASSET has been found to be a comprehensive instrument providing a multidimensional view 

to occupational stress. it seems to satisfy this requirement. 

As far as the Job Demands-Resources Scale (Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006) is concerned, it 

has proven itself a reliable measure that can be used in the identification of occupational 

stressors in this South African higher education institution. It is proposed that the scale be 

included in measurement batteries in future research into distress and burnout as well as 

eustress and engagement at higher education institutions in South Africa. Furthermore, it 

needs to be validated in other industries in the South African context and hopefully in future, 

also internationally. 

The multicultural setting in South Africa poses unique challenges to measurement and 

statistical analysis associated with studies such as this. Therefore, internal consistency, test- 

retest reliability and construct validity should be expanded to include equivalence and bias. 

Furthermore, sample size determines the levels of confidence in making generalisations and it 

is recommended that large, stratified, random samples should be considered as far as 



possible. To address the "1 1 official languages" phenomenon in South Africa, it might be 

necessary to translate the MBI-GS, CWS, UWES, ASSET, LOT-R and JDRS into other 

languages commonly used in South Africa. 

A major challenge remains the overemphasis on the negative (distress and burnout) rather 

than the positive pole (eustress and engagement) of wellness, as found in previous studies, 

and the legacy thereof. Full comprehension of the intricate interactions between distress and 

burnout, ill health, organisational commitment and job-related stressors is undeniable and 

should be pursued relentlessly. However, studies focusing on wellness, eustress and 

engagement, good health and commitment might facilitate the accumulation of knowledge in 

the opposite direction. The consequences of distress and burnout as well as eustress and 

engagement for institutions should also receive attention. In this regard, studies into the 

effects of distress and burnout and its opposite, eustress and engagement, on the 

psychological contract and organisational commitment could prove valuable. Furthermore, 

studies into the relationships between psychological strengths (e.g. locus of control, sense of 

coherence. hardiness, and dispositional optimism) and eustress/work engagement and 

whether it can be related to organisational outcomes such as taking sick leave, productivity. 

job satisfaction, quality of goods and services, staff retention and turnover, should be 

considered. 

As far as the comprehensive concept of employee wellness is concerned, the results of this 

study needs to be validated and the study duplicated within the higher education sector in 

South Africa. In future, attention needs to shift from determining the causes of 

distress/bumout and ill health to the development of suitable interventions to decrease levels 

of distressibumout whilst enhancing eustresslengagement. 
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