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Abstract

Stress among university staff may hinder academic success. However, a comprehensive investigation of its
contributing factors is still limited. Hence, this study aimed to determine the prevalence of stress among
university staff and identify contributing factors for stress among them. The staff who consented from a
selected university were assessed using validated questionnaires to measure the level of stress,
sociodemographic, personal, and job-related factors. A total of 276 staff (Mean £ SD age: 38.84 + 7.85
years, 44.2% males) participated in the study. There were 43(15.5%) staff who experienced stress, and the
remaining had no stress (233; 83.8%). Significant associated factors include campus location, work
responsibility, problem with client or student and feeling dissatisfied with superior. Multiple logistic
regressions indicated that campus location and work responsibility were significant predictors of stress.
Staff working in the urban campus have almost three times the odds of having stress. Having less
responsibility is a protective factor for stress. University authorities should provide a healthy work
environment, stress-relieving amenities, and counselling for stress management to ensure university staff
excel in both academia and wellbeing.
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Introduction

Stress among staff working in a university is hazardous, leading to burnout and mental
illness, which results in inefficient work performance, poor academic achievement and
reduced quality of life of both the staff and the students (Razali, Yung-An, Nazali, &
Nawawi, 2019a, 2019b). The lecturers function as the main backbone of the routine
academic tasks that ensure the students receive the highest academic achievement and
scholarly accomplishment. It is imperative to safeguard the wellbeing of university staff
so that their personal, physical and mental health are taken care of, apart from their
efficient academic performance. Hence, this study aims to improve the knowledge gap of
the issues of stress among university staff. This article examines the differences in the
level of stress between university staff working in urban and suburban campuses and
explores the contributing factors of stress among university staff including

sociodemographic factors, personal factors, family problems and job-related factors.

Literature Review

Stress is a complex condition that triggers a cascade of physiological, psychological, and
cognitive changes. While minimum stress serves as motivation to an individual to work
harder, prolonged, or severe stress (called distress) has harmful and damaging effects on
various aspects of life. George Engel (1971) in his paper, “Sudden and Rapid Death
During Psychological Stress: Folklore or Folkwisdom™ proposed the biopsychosocial
theory that the source of stress came from various aspects including biological (such as
physical illness and genetic condition), psychological aspect (such as emotional and
cognitive aspects) and social aspects (such as life events and work condition). Focusing
on the work environment, disruption in the dynamic of interaction between job demand,
control, and support may contribute to stress among workers (Karasek Jr, 1979; Karasek,
Triantis, & Chaudhry, 1982). In universities, while work demand is part of social aspects
that may contribute to overall stress among the staff, applying biopsychosocial theory to
the genesis of stress, the roles of issues unrelated to work such as personal problems,
family issues, and the environment cannot be disregarded.

Several studies have reported high levels of stress among staff working in
universities (Charlier & Williams, 2011; Tai, Ng, & Lim, 2019). While causes of stress
are multifactorial, prolonged stress among university staff can lead to multiple

consequences physically, mentally, and socially. Stress leads to hypertension,
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cardiovascular disease, musculoskeletal pain, and various other chronic diseases (Tai et
al., 2019). Stress may lead to burnout, which can diminish job satisfaction and work
performance (Khalid, Ali, & Mohamed Makhbul, 2019). For academicians, stress could
reduce interaction between lecturers and students, impaired learning motivation and
minimized lecturers' effectiveness in meeting learning objectives, which could lead to
obstacles in achieving excellence in academia (Khalid et al., 2019). Stress can also create
a dysfunctional dynamic in the relationship between lecturers and students, and
precipitates mental and physical illness, as well as the overall quality of teaching and
learning activities. Several studies have highlighted the presence of mental illness among
university staff. In Malaysia, recent studies investigating depression among university
staff indicated about 15% to 28% of their studied participants may have depression
(Fasoro, 2018; Razali et al., 2019a). Apart from depression, anxiety disorder has also been
documented to commonly occur among university staff (Khalilzadeh, Khalkhali, &
Yavarian, 2005; Loveday, 2018; Razali et al., 2019b). While academicians play the key
roles providing services in universities, the function of the administrative counterpart is
crucial to ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of the services in an academic institution
and the organization. Hence, investigating and addressing stress among them is equally
important.

Experts and professionals are continuously debating on the quality of living in
urban, suburban and rural areas (Flynn, McDonald, D’Alonzo, Tam, & Wiebe, 2018;
Khayat et al., 2017; Zuberi, Ivemark, & Ptashnick, 2018). Urban areas may be better in
terms of commercials activities, modern amenities, efficient transportation and facilities
for education and health services. On the other hand, rural and suburban areas may
provide a healthier environment with less pollution, spacious living areas, less hectic
work environment and more quality time with family (Charlier & Williams, 2011; Harder,
2010; Shahijan, Rezaei, & Preece, 2016). In terms of the university setting, several studies
have indicated the benefits and disadvantages of working in a different campus
environment. Together with personal and job factors, work environment plays a
significant role in the genesis of stress in universities. Urban, suburban and rural
campuses may provide different levels of job demand and control, levels of work
resources and facilities, an opportunity for internationalization, exposure to socio-cultural
diversities and community engagement (Charlier & Williams, 2011; Harder, 2010;

Shahijan et al., 2016). Furthermore, in order to ensure excellence in academia while
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reducing stress and optimizing the quality of life of staff, structural inequalities between
different campus locations in universities have to be minimized (Naylor & Mifsud, 2019).

University is not merely students and lecturers. It is an organization of various
levels and types of resources from students to lecturers; from clerk to chancellor, and
gardeners to librarians and many others. Many researchers often focused on academic
staff when researching stress in the university (Fasoro, 2018; January et al., 2018; Watts
& Robertson, 2011). Similarly, in Malaysia, several local researchers have investigated
stress among staff in universities; however, most have focused mainly on academicians
without investigating the non-academic, administrative, and support staff. Moreover,
little is known regarding the contributions of personal, family matters, and environment
on stress among them (Ahsan, Abdullah, Fie, & Alam, 2009; A. Ismail, Yao, & Yunus,
2009; Noordin & Jusoff, 2009; Tai et al., 2019). Specifically, no study has investigated
whether the campus location could be a contributing factor to stress or not. Hence, the
main objective of this study was to determine the prevalence and level of stress among
university staff working at the suburban and urban campuses. We also aimed to identify
the associations between stress and the possible contributing factors for stress 1)
sociodemographic background (gender, age, marital status, education and total household
income), i1) personal factors (physical illness, personal problem and family problem) and,
1i1) job factors (campus location, job category, duration of current service, history of work
promotion, level of work responsibility, presence of a problem with client/students,
feeling of dissatisfied with superior, conflict with a workmate and inadequate workplace
facilities). Finally, we aimed to determine the predictors for stress among the university's

staff.

Methods and Material

Study Design

This was a cross-sectional study that investigated the associations between stress and the
possible contributing factors for stress, including sociodemographic, personal and job
factors, including the location of the campus of the participants.

Sample Size and Sampling Strategy

The staff of a selected university from different campus settings, urban campuses, and

suburban campuses were selected to participate in the study. The sample size was
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calculated using the single proportion formula with 5% precision and a 95% confidence
interval. The population (N) of the studied university was about 17,706 staff who provide
services for 160,000 students. The proportion (P) was estimated based on a study by
Mukosolu, Ibrahim, Rampal, and Ibrahim (2015), which showed that 21.8% of staff in
one of the universities in Malaysia had stress. The calculated required sample size was
255. By taking into consideration an additional 10% of participant refusal and non-
eligibility rates, this study aimed to approach 280 participants. Below is the formula of
the sample size calculation (Daniel, 1999): n = N*X / (X + N — 1), where, X = Za/22
-*p*(1-p) / MOE?, Zo/2 is the critical value of the normal distribution at a/2 (e.g. for a
confidence level of 95%, a is 0.05, and the critical value is 1.96) and MOE is the margin

of error.

Recruitment Process

Data were gathered during a series of health screenings for cardiovascular and chronic
diseases which were carried out in the selected campuses in urban and suburban campuses
of the university. Staff who came for the screening were given study information sheets.
Those who fulfilled the selection criteria and gave informed consent were enrolled in the

study. They were given questionnaires to fill in at the end of the health screening process.

Selection Criteria

We included only participants aged 21 years old and above, able to speak in Bahasa
Malaysia or English, working as full-time staff in the university, and able to give inform
consent for the participation. Those who were pursuing studies and working part-time

were excluded from participation.

Data Sources and Measurement Tools

The term ‘urban’ campus follows the definition of an urban area by population and
housing census provided by the Department of Statistics Malaysia (2019). Potential
participants who gave written informed consent were assessed using self-report Pro-
forma questionnaires to measure their sociodemographic factors (gender, age, marital
status, educational level, level of income), personal factors (personal problem, physical
illness, and family problem and job-related factors (campus setting, job category, duration

of service, work promotion, work responsibility, problem with clients or students, level

89



Salmi R., Mohd Izwan M.N., Nurul Azreen H. & Hapizah Mohd N. 23-24(2021)

of satisfaction with the superior, conflict with the workmate and condition of work

facilities).

The level of stress was measured using the stress subscales of the English or the
Bahasa Malaysia Version of Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scale (BM-DASS-21 item). We
considered “no stress” when the participants were scored as normal and having mild stress
according to the questionnaire and “stress" when they had moderate (cutoff score 19-25),
severe (cutoff score 26-33), and extremely severe stress (cutoff score >34). In the stress
subscales, seven questions had been translated from the original English version
including, “ I found it hard to wind down”, “I found it difficult to work up the initiative
to do things”, “I felt that I was using a lot of nervous energy”, “I found myself getting
agitated”, “I found it difficult to relax”, “I was intolerant of anything that kept me from
getting on with what [ was doing”, and “I felt that I was rather touchy”. The BM-DASS-
21 is a self-report questionnaire that has good internal reliabilities with Cronbach's alpha

of 0.79 for Stress subscale (Musa, Fadzil, & Zain, 2007). It has been used in many studies
of academic staff in this country (Mukhtar & Oei, 2011; Noor & Ismail, 2016).

Statistical Analysis

The data in this study were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) version 25.0 (IBM). Variables were described as mean + standard deviation (+SD)
for continuous data and number (n) and percentage (%) for dichotomous or nominal data.
The factors associated with stress were analyzed by simple logistic regression (SLogR)
followed by multiple logistic regression (MLogR) as the data consisted of categorical
variables. The sociodemographic factors (gender, age, marital status, educational level,
level of income), personal factors (personal problem, physical illness, and family problem
and job-related factors (campus setting, job category, duration of service, work
promotion, work responsibility, the problem with clients or students, level of satisfaction
with the superior, conflict with the workmate and condition of work facilities) were the
independent variables entered into the SLogR. Variables with a p-value of less than 0.05
from the SLogR were then included in the MLogR analysis. Model fitness was checked
using the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness of fit test. Confounders were adjusted;

interactions, multicollinearity, and assumptions were also checked.
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Ethical Consideration

This study has been approved by the research committee of our faculty and the
Institutional Ethics Committee of the studied university; reference number 600-IRMI-
5/1/6-REC/398/18. Only participants who gave informed consent participated in the
study. All participants who were found to have very severe stress during the interview

were offered a referral to see a counsellor for further management of their stress.

Results

Background of Participants

A total of 280 staff of a selected university were approached; however, four refused to
participate. Hence, only 276 staff participated in the study. Table 1 presents
sociodemographic background information of the study participants. They were mostly
female (154; 55.8%), aged less than 45 years (224; 81.1%) and married (228; 82.6%).
About two-thirds (196; 71%) of the participants had at least tertiary education, and the
majority (194; 70.3%) had a total household income of more than RM5000 per month.
About one-third of the participants were working at the suburban campus (102; 37.0%)
and the remaining working at the urban campuses (174; 63.0%). About two-thirds of them
were support staff of general workers (180; 65.2%), and others were among the higher
job tier (96; 34.8%).

Table 1

Sociodemographic background of the participants

Sociodemographic background n (%)
Gender

o Male 122 (44.2)
. Female 154 (55.8)
Age

. <45 years 224 (81.2)
o >45 years 51(18.8)
Marital Status

. Single/Divorced/Widow 48(17.4)

. Married 228(82.6)
Education

. Primary & Secondary 80(29.0)

. Tertiary 196(71.0)
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Total Household Income

. <RMS5000 22 (8.0)

J >RM5000 194 (92.0)
Campus Location

. Suburban 102 (37.0)
. Urban 174 (63.0)
Job category

. Premier, professional & management 96 (34.8)
. Support & general workers 180(65.2)

Stress and Campus Location

Of the total 276 participants, 43(15.5%) were experiencing stress (moderate, severe, and
extremely severe stress), and the remaining 233(83.8%) had no stress (normal and mild
stress). Figure 1 below shows the different levels of stress between staff in urban and

suburban campuses of the university.

Figure 1

Percentages of different levels of stress in relation to campus locations.

. Urban campus

Percentage

Suburban campus
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Level of Stress

Stress and the Possible Contributing Factors

Table 2 shows the differences between staff with stress and no stress. There was no

difference in terms of sociodemographic and personal factors between staff who were
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stressed and those who had no stress. Job factors which were significantly different
between staff who were stressed and those who had no stress include; 1) campus location
((*=7.363, df= 1, p=0.007), work responsibility (y>=10.440, df=1, p=0.001), ii) problem
with client or student (y>=5.192, df=1, p=0.023), and iii) feeling dissatisfied with superior
((*=8.166, df =1, p=0.004). Simple logistic regressions also indicated that work
responsibility, the problem with client or student, and feeling dissatisfied with superior

as statistically significant.
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Table 2

Differences between staff with stress and no stress

No Stress Stress No Stress Stress
Characteristics Va P-value Characteristics Va P-value
(n=233) (n=43) (n=233) (n=43)
Sociodemography Job Factors
Gender Campus Location
Male 106(45.5%) 16(37.2%) 1.010 0.315 Suburban 94(40.3%) 8(18.6%) 7.363 0.007*
Female 127(54.5%) 27(62.8%) Urban 139(59.7%)  35(81.4%)
Age Job category
Premier,
<45 years 193(82.8%) 31(72.1%) 2.957  0.091 professional 83(35.6%) 13(30.2%)  2.360 0.124
management
Support & general
>45 years 39(17.2%) 12(27.59%) 150(64.4%) 30(69.8%)
workers
Duration
Marital Status
current service
Single/Divorce/
. 41(20.8%)  7(16.3%) 0.024 0.878 <10 years 161(69.1%) 29(67.4%)  0.046 0.859
Widow
Married 192(79.2%) 36(83.7%) >10 years 72(30.9%) 14(32.5%)
Education Work promotion
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Primary &
65(81.0%) 15(19.0%) 0.944  0.331
Secondary
Tertiary 168(85.7%) 28(14.3%)
Total Household
Income
<RM5000 6(27.9%) 16(37.2%) 1.372  0.242
>RM5000 167(72.1%)  27(62.8%)
Personal Factors
Physical Illness
Yes 7(22.7%) 11(25.6%) 0.164 0.686
No 180(77.3%) 32(74.4%)
Personal problem
Yes 57(22.7%) 11(25.6%) 0.024 0.876
No 176(77.3%) 32(74.4%)
Family problem
Yes 28(12.0%) 7(16.3%) 0.595 0.440

Yes

No

Work
responsibility
High

Low
Problem
students
Yes

No
Dissatisfied
superior
Yes

No

Conflict
workmate
Yes

No

with

with

with

147(63.1%)

86(36.9%)

177(76.0%)
56(24.0%)

148(63.5%)
85(36.5%)

136(58.4%)
97(41.6%)

64(27.5%)
169(72.5%)

26(60.5%)

17(39.5%)

42(97.7%)
1(2.3%)

35(81.4%)
8(18.6%)

35(81.4%)
8(18.6%)

9(20.9%)
34(79.1%)

0.107

10.440

8.166

0.798

0.798

0.744

0.001**

0.023*

0.004**

0.372
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Inadequate
No 205(88.0%) 36(83.7%) workplace
facilities
Yes 190(81.5%) 38(88.4%)  2.416 0.120
No 43(18.5%)  5(11.6%)

Note: *p<0.05; y*= Pearson Chi-Squared Test.
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Predictors for Stress

Table 3 shows the factors contributing to stress. In keeping with the Chi-Squared test, the
simple logistic regression (SlogR) indicates that significant possible contributing factors
were campus setting, work responsibility, the problem with client or student, and feeling
dissatisfied with superior. We included all the significant dependent variables (p<0.05)
in SlogR to develop a model for stress using multiple logistic regressions (MlogR). The
strongest predictor for stress was campus location [AOR=2.669; p=0.021; 95%CI=1.162-
6.129]; staff who worked in the urban campus had about 2.67 odds of becoming stressed
compared to those working in suburban campus. Work responsibility was also another
significant predictor; however, the odds were very low and less than 1 indicating less
work responsibility was a protective factor [AOR=0.106; p=0.03; 95%CI=0.014-0.802].
The model was significant indicated by the Omnibus Test (¥*=25.936, df=4, p=0.000);
Nagelkerke R? Square equals to 0.155; Cox & Snell R? equals to 0.090, and Hosmer &
Lemeshow equal to 0.339.
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Table 3

Factors contributing to stress

Simple logistic regression Multiple logistic regression
Predictors

B OR P-value 95%CI AdjB  AdjOR P-value 95% CI
Campus setting 1.085 2.959 0.009 1.314 6.660 0.982 2.669 0.021 1.162 6.129
Work responsibility -2.587  0.110 0.075 0.010 0.559 -2.245  0.106 0.030 0.014 0.802
Problem with client/students -0.921  0.398 0.026 0.177 0.897 -0.245  0.783 0.691 0.234 2.620
Dissatisfied with superior -1.357  -1.138  0.006 0.142 0.721 -0.760  0.467 0.216 0.140 1.561

Note: Omnibus Test (y*=25.936, df=4, p=0.000); Nagelkerke R? =0.155; Cox & Snell R?=0.090; Hosmer & Lemeshow = 0.339; Specificity =
100%. Percentage correct = 84.4%
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Discussion

This study found that campus location was the main contributing factor for stress among
the selected university staff. In contrast to staff in the urban campus, a larger proportion
of which had tertiary education, earned more and occupied a more high-tier job, we found
that staff working on the suburban campus were less likely to complain of personal
problems and to feel stressed. While the success of some universities relies on the
financial resources (Song, 2019), this study highlights that job status and income, which
reflect the pecuniary gain, may not always provide a benefit or positive outcome. Our
study contradicted the popular belief and findings which suggested financial status
(income, job status and length of services) correlated with job satisfaction (Azizah,
Rozainee, Nada, & Norhafizah, 2016; Damij, Levnaji¢, Skrt, & Suklan, 2015; Mustapha,
2013). Similarly, in the United Kingdom, a study of fourteen universities in that country
indicated that financial status or high salary alone might not ensure staff are free from
stress. However, the concerted factors including work-life balance, work relationships,
job security, resources, and communication with authorities, did contribute to stress
(Tytherleigh, Jacobs, Webb, Ricketts, & Cooper, 2007). Perhaps, living in a suburban
environment that permitted the right work-life balance, despite having low income and a
low job position allowed the staff in this study to manage work responsibility and personal
matter effectively. It seems that pecuniary gain is not the main agenda of staff living in
suburban campuses.

In the present study, we also observed that factors related to job demand, including
high work responsibility, problem with the student, and feeling dissatisfied with superior,
contribute to stress. Our study supported findings of earlier local research emphasizing
the importance of job demand as one of the contributors for stress among staff in
university (Ismail, Rahman, & Abidin, 2014; Mukosolu et al., 2015). Elsewhere, other
studies have also highlighted the problematic relationships with students as one of the
causes of stress among university lecturers (Eagan et al., 2014; Kinman, 1998). The
challenges might occur due to the growing number of students in most universities which
causes stress to lecturers to give individual attention (Thorsen, 1996). Apart from that,
students have become more diverse in terms of performance and background and have
higher expectations from staff, which require more time and skills to deal with them

(Gillespie et al., 2001). Other sources of conflict could be due to grading policies
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(Gmelch, 1993) and the negative attitude of the students who missed classes and failed to
submit assignments (Knepp, 2012).

Furthermore, dissatisfaction with superior has also been shown to contribute to
stress. These findings were also supported by other studies (Van Thanh, 2016; Winefield
et al., 2003). The staffs became frustrated due to poor leadership and management at both
departmental and senior levels. These issues included a lack of consultation and staff
input, a lack of transparency in management, organizational change, and poor
communication between members in the organization. In contrast, support from
coworkers and management, recognition and achievement, high morale, and flexible
working conditions were essential moderators which helped staff to cope with work-
related stress (Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua, & Stough, 2001).

Interestingly, we found no significant contribution to the stress of the participants
from factors related to job control (such as job tier and promotion). In other words, lack
of power did not contribute to staff stress that much in our studied university. Our findings
did not support the results of other local studies by Manaf et al. (2016) and Razali et al.
(2019b), which suggested that low decision latitude is one of the crucial predictors for the
complication of severe stress, i.e. anxiety and depression among the participants in their
study. By taking all our findings into account, our study supported only part of the popular
theory on job stress (Karasek Jr, 1979; Karasek et al., 1982). According to Tai et al.
(2019), additional factors that contribute to stress among educators should be taken into
consideration, such as career development, psychological skills (such as coping skills,

emotional intelligence, self-concept), and interpersonal relationships.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study highlights a rarely studied factor, which is campus location, as a contributing
factor for stress among university staff. Apart from that, other important factors
associated with stress are related to job demands such as high work responsibility,
problem with student, and feeling dissatisfied with superior. It is crucial for administrators
in universities to identify these factors and then plan appropriate stress interventions for
staff. Providing amenities for stress management, leisure activities, green environment
and counselling for the staff (particularly in urban campuses) should be part of the
intervention and strategy of university management aside from academic achievement.

This is to prevent severe implications of stress, which may result in deterioration of
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physical and psychological health followed by poor job performance, eventually affecting
student outcomes. Nonetheless, the results of this study must be interpreted with several
considerations in mind. First, this study was conducted predominantly among the Malay
staff of a selected university, which does not accurately represent the diversity of settings
of universities in Malaysia. Second, this study was a cross-sectional study that evaluated
stress at one time, which could not reflect stress that often occurs longitudinally. We are
also aware that the number of staff working in suburban and urban areas was
disproportionate and not stratified according to the actual ratio of staff working on these
campuses. It is recommended that future research includes a better distribution of staff
and more extensive prospective study to determine the causes of stress among the
university staff. Further research, for example, using the qualitative approach is required
to explore this topic in more detail. Lastly, we recognize the contribution of other theories
related to stress (such as response-based stress theory, general adaptation theory,
transactional model of stress and many others) and the duration of stress could determine
its severity and factors contributing to it. Hence, we would like to suggest a more robust,

comprehensive and prospective study that could examine these matters.
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