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Abstract

The issue of psychological distress is a particular concern for many people, especially workers. However, this issue has not received the
attention it deserves. The aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between psychosocial work environment (job control and job
demand) and its role in predicting psychological distress (depression, anxiety and stress). A questionnaire survey approach was used as a
method of quantitative data collection involving 148 teachers from Kelantan, East Coast of Malaysia. The results revealed a significant
correlation between the psychosocial work environment and psychological distress. Multiple regression results also indicated that job
control and job demands explained 13%, F (2,145) = 5.37, p <0.01 and 14%, F (2,145) = 3.52, p <0.05 of the variance in teachers’ anxie-
ty and stress, respectively. The results are expected to contribute to the workers and organisations to identify risk potentials and protec-
tive factors as guidelines in developing a strategic plan to improve the health of workers.
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1. Introduction

Over the last four decades of the 20th century, the nature of work
has changed dramatically. These changes affect human psycholo-
gy, particularly in terms of psychological distress. Psychological
distress can cause serious health problems such as depression,
psychometric disease, anxiety, etc. (1). Furthermore, the problem
of psychological distress can affect the development of the organi-
zation that such as absenteeism (2), the intention to quit (3), lack
of involvement (4) and diminished job performance (5).

In this study, the researchers focused on the psychological distress
of workers in Malaysia. According to Barlow & Durand (6), psy-
chological distress is a general stress that is measured as a combi-
nation of depression and anxiety. Psychological distress is a com-
bination of depression and anxiety (7). Lazarus and Folkman (8)
claimed the stress increases when an individual is unable to accept
the burden of the environment.

This study investigates the psychosocial work environment and
psychological distress among workers. De Simone et al.(9) report-
ed that workers are facing a problem of physical and psychologi-
cal well-being. Although this is prominent in Western countries,
psychological distress is increasing in Asian countries. In Malay-
sia, the Malaysian National Health Morbidity Survey (NHMS)
(2015) reported that 29.2% of workers are suffering from mental
iliness due to psychological distress (10). This global issue has
had an adverse impact on organisational productivity and worker’s
health (1).

In the context of Malaysian worker culture, the issue of psycho-
logical distress poses a risk to the teaching profession, as a total of
45.8% high school teachers in Malaysia (UKM Medical Centre,
2013) (530 teachers) suffer from a mental disorder (11). This has
led some to encourage teachers to withdraw from the teaching
profession to change the work environment (12).

In accordance with Malaysia’s national development, teachers are
burdened with the tasks of School-Based Assessment (PBS), using
electronic systems, and having to cope with an unfriendly work
environment that suffers from, disciplinary and social problems
and lack of management support (10, 13-15). These circumstances
disrupt a teacher’s health.

Karasek (16) clarified that psychosocial work environment (job
demand and job control) is a predictor of individual psychological
distress. Based on the Job Demand-Control model, psychological
distress occurs mainly when job demand and job control are high
(active job) (16). Van and Spruyt (17) suggested that constructs
like job demand and job control should be used as predictors to
explain the differences in jobs and assist in understanding the
mechanisms that affect psychological distress. Jain et al. (18) also
pointed out that psychosocial risk can threaten workers’ mental
health and well-being.

Although the study of the psychological distress issue has been
studied extensively (19-21), the psychosocial work environment is
still unclear and inconsistent. This is because the work environ-
ment is constantly changing according to developments (22). This
study is carried out in Malaysia to identify the level of psycholog-
ical distress of teachers caused by a psychosocial work environ-
ment.

The findings of this study are expected to foster awareness to all
school stakeholders to identify and assess the causes of the prob-
lems faced by teachers in terms of psychological distress. In addi-
tion, all parties concerned will become more sensitive to the issue
and can develop strategies to reduce the psychological distress
faced by teachers.

Copyright © 2018 Authors. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Psychosocial Work Environment

Siegrist & Marmot (23) define the psychosocial work environment
as the opportunities given to an individual to meet the needs of
well-being, productivity and positive self-thoughts. According to
Karasek (16), a psychosocial work environment involves job de-
mand and job control.

According to Karasek (16), job demand refers to the workload and
priorities given time pressure and role conflicts. Bakker &
Demerouti (24) defined “physical, psychological, social, or organ-
izational aspects of the job that require sustained physical and/or
psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort or skills and are
therefore associated with certain physiological and/or psychologi-
cal costs. While, job control refers to the worker’s ability to con-
trol the work activities (16). Willemse et al. (25) said that job con-
trol could be linked to the workers’ wellness which can help them
set goals and motivate personal development.

2.2 Psychological Distress

Psychological distress is defined as a psychological reaction to an
unpleasant situation and the dangers of working pressure (26). It
also refers to a mental state which combines feelings of depression
and anxiety (7, 27-30) and may involve anxiety (31) and/or de-
pression (32).

According to Morrison (33), depression is the reduction of the
normal mood. It disturbs daily life and normal functioning (34).
Zunker (35) says that anxiety produces physical and psychological
reactions and unpleasant things. While French et al. (36) stipulate
that the actual stress is due to the compatibility between the skills
and capabilities of workers’ job requirements and situations in the
workplace. Workers who do not have proper qualifications will
suffer tremendous stress at work (37).

In a stressful working condition, depression, anxiety and stress
have been recognised as important outcome measures. Many stud-
ies have looked at the association between psychological work
exposure and these psychological symptoms (38).

2.3 Psychosocial Work Environment and Psychological
Distress

lennaco et al. (39) found that high job demand can lead to depres-
sion. Meanwhile, low job control is not related to workers’ depres-
sion. Heavy industry workers are unable to manage the psycholog-
ical exposure such as changes in the work environment causing
workers to quit. Boschman et al.(40) also found that supervisors in
construction were more depressed than construction workers. This
is because the supervisor contractor has high working demands
associated with an excessive work time of 44 to 70 hours a week,
but they have good work control.

In Asian studies, Kitaoka-Higashiguchiet al.(41) showed that fac-
tory managers experience higher depression due to increased job
demand. In addition, Yakub & Sidik (21) found that job stress and
anxiety prevailing among crane operators when psychological
demand increases and job control decreases. They are facing se-
vere anxiety (90.4%) and depression (49.2%). Two-thirds of them
do not suffer from stress (69.6%). Crane operators with job control
and high job demand easily experience high job strain (56.9%).
Previous studies indicated that there is a positive relationship be-
tween psychosocial work environment with psychological distress.
When job demands and job control increase, depression, anxiety
and stress also increase.

2.4 Job Demand-Control Model
The Job Demand-Control Model was introduced by Karasek (16).

Based on the Job Demand-Control Model (16), there are three
types of work comprising active work (high demand/high control),

passive work (low demand/low control) and low stress (low de-
mand/high control). This model suggests that low job stress was
associated with better health. While active and passive working
conditions associated with a risk of poor health (42).

Job Demand-Control Model (16) has been widely used in worker
health psychology research that is associated with the health and
worker’s welfare since the 1980s (43). This model identifies two
aspects of the work environment which is job demand and job
control. Based on the hypothesis of strain, the Job Demand-
Control (JDC) comprises four categories of stress; high job strain,
low job strain, active job and passive job (44).

High job demand and low job control showed high job strain. Low
job strain occurs when a worker has low job demand and high job
control. Active job occurs when there is a combination of high job
demand and high job control. While passive job occurs when job
demand and job control are low. High job strains are risk factors
to those with poor physical and psychological well-being (44).

As a conclusion, this theory can explain that workers suffering
high job demand and low job control will have a negative impact
on their health and wellness.

2.5 Research Hypotheses

H1: There is a significant difference in levels of psychological
distress according to gender.

H2: There is a significant difference in levels of psychological
distress according to marital status.

H3: There is a significant correlation between psychosocial work
environment and teachers’ psychological distress (depression,
anxiety & stress)

H4: Job demand and job control significantly predict depression,
anxiety and stress.

3. Methodology

This quantitative study uses a survey approach to obtain infor-
mation relating to the factors of psychological distress among
teachers in Terengganu.

3.1 Participants and Procedure

Using random sampling, a total of 148 respondents participated in
the study comprising 27 (18%) male and 121 (82%) female teach-
ers. Overall respondents aged around 20 to 55 years with an aver-
age age of 45 years. The majority of respondents are married (n =
140, 94.6%), while four respondents (2.7%) are single and four
respondents (2.7%) separated. A total of 13 respondents (8.8%)
had no children and the rest have one (n = 15, 10.1%), two (n =
10, 6.8%), three (n = 19, 12.8%), four (n = 38, 25.7 %) and a max-
imum of five and above (n = 53, 35.8%). For the analysis of years
of work experience, the majority (n = 117, 79.1%) have been serv-
ing 11 years and above, four respondents (2.7%) between 3-5
years, 12 respondents (8.1%) between 6-8 years and 13 (8.8%)
between 9-10 years.

Table 1: Demographic Profile

Demographic Profile Frequency (N) Percentage (%)
Gender
Male 27 18
Female 121 82
Age
20-25 2 1.4
26-30 5 3.4
31-35 15 10.1
36-40 24 16.2
41-45 38 25.7
46-50 33 22.3
51-55 27 18.2
56 > 4 2.7
Marital Status
Married 140 94.6
Single 4 2.7
Widow 4 2.7
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Number of Children Table 2: T-Test Results Comparing Males and Females’ Levels of
No 13 8.8 Anxiety
1 15 10.1 Gender n Mean t df Sig
2 10 6.8 Anxi Male 27 2.06 -.882 146 | .376
3 19 128 nxiety Female | 121 | 2.4
4 38 257 “The mean difference is significant at values 0.05
5> 53 35.8
Work Experience Table 3: T-Test Results Comparing Males and Females® Levels of Stress
<2 2 14 Gender n Mean t df | Sig
35 4 2.7 Male | 27 | 230 | -371 | 146 | .711
6-8 12 8.1 Stress Female 1 537
9-10 13 88 “The mean difference is signifi.cant at values 0.05
11> 117 79.1 '

3.2 Instrument

3.2.1 Job Content Questionnaire (JCQ) Scale

The Job Content Questionnaire (JCQ) (45) contains 14 items of
the Malay version which was translated by Ibrahim (46). This
questionnaire measures the psychosocial work environment of job
demand and job control. Examples of JCQ item is “I am free of
conflicting demands from others” (job demand) and “My job al-
lows me to make my own decision” (job control). This scale uses
a scale of four points Likert scale, 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disa-
gree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. The index reliability scale in
the pilot study is 0.65 (job demands) and 0.79 (job control).

3.2.2 Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS) Scale

Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS) (Lovibond & Lov-
ibond, 1995) is a measurement of depression, anxiety and stress.
This study uses a 21 item of the Malay version which has been
translated by Musa et al. (47). Examples of items DASS is “I
could not seem to experience any positive feeling at all” (depres-
sion), “I was aware of dryness of my mouth” (anxiety), and “I
found it hard to wind down” (stress). This scale uses of four points
Likert scale, 0 = never, 1 = slight, 2 = sometimes, 3 = very often.
The index reliability scale in the pilot study is 0.89 (depression),
0.88 (anxiety) and 0.93 (stress).

4. Results and Findings

The data was analysed using Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) version 20.0. Pearson correlation analysis was
used to determine the relationship between psychosocial work
environment with psychological distress. T-Test and Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) were conducted to investigate gender and
marital status differences in psychological distress. Meanwhile,
multiple regression analysis were performed, and regression anal-
ysis was used to identify predictive factors for psychological dis-
tress.

4.1 Levels of Psychological Distress According to Gen-
der.

Tables 1, 2 and 3 present the results of independent sample t-test
comparing the different levels of psychological distress (depres-
sion, anxiety and stress) by respondents. There were no statistical-
ly significant gender difference in depression (t (148) = -1.005, p
> 0.05), anxiety (t (148) = -0.882, p> 0.05) and stress (t(148) = -
0.371, p> 0.05). Therefore, the result rejected Hypothesis 1.

Table 1: T-Test Results Comparing Males and Females’ Levels of
Depression

The results showed that there were no differences between male
and female teachers for psychological distress. However, female
teachers showed a higher mean value for the level of psychologi-
cal distress. This is consistent with previous studies that female
workers were more prone to psychological symptoms than male
workers (48-50; 51). This is possibly due to caring for their fami-
lies and not being able to balance working life with the family
environment (50). Besides that, female workers get more work-
load (73%) than males worker (49).

In contrast, other studies have described higher levels of psycho-
logical distress (depression) among males as compared to females
(52-53). Nwimo & Onwunaka (54) found that male workers are
facing psychological distress (stress) due to emotional, physical,
social and mental health in the working environment. In such cas-
es, researchers claimed that males are not as efficient in coping
with stressful situations, nor do they have as much social support.
These researchers argued that the absence of any significant sex
differences in psychological distress levels may be attributed to
the characteristics of the participants as well as the fact that both
males and females may now face common stressors.

4.2 Levels of Psychological Distress According To Mari-
tal Status.

Tables 4, 5 and 6 present the ANOVA'’s findings. The results re-
vealed that there was no statistically significant difference be-
tween marital status on psychological distress (F (112.276=0.472,
p> 0.01; F (144.424=0.620, p> 0.05; F (149.122=0.636, p>0.05).
Divorced/widowed teachers (m=2.87) reported higher levels of
psychological distress compared to married teachers (m=2.38) and
single teachers (m=1.63). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was rejected.

Table 4: ANOVA Results Comparing Levels of Depression with Regards
to Marital Status

Sum of Mean .
Squares i Square 3 Sig
Between Groups 1.093 3 .364 472 .702
Within Groups 111.183 144 772
Total 112.276 147

“The mean difference is significant at values 0.05

Table 5: ANOVA Results Comparing Levels of Anxiety with Regards to
Marital Status

Sum of Mean .
Squares o Square 3 Sig
Between Groups 1.841 3 . 614 .620 .603
Within Groups 142.583 144 .990
Total 144.424 147

“The mean difference is significant at values 0.05

Table 6: ANOVA Results Comparing Levels of Stress with Regards to
Marital Status

Gender n Mean t df Sig
Depression Male 27 187 -1.005 | 146 | .316
P Female 121 2.06

“The mean difference is significant at values 0.05

Sum of Mean .
Squares o Square 3 Sig
Between Groups 1.950 3 . 650 .636 .593
Within Groups 147.172 144 1.022
Total 149.122 147

“The mean difference is significant at values 0.05
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In terms of marital status difference in psychological distress,
divorced/widowed teachers (m=2.87) reported higher levels of
psychological distress compared to married teachers (m=2.38) and
single teachers (m=1.63). This result was consistent with previous
studies (55-57). Divorced individuals tend to be depressed because
they have no supporters and are lonelier 57). Talaei et al. (56) also
found higher depression levels in single/divorced as compared to
married individuals because they have no social network on which
one can depend. Divorce, separation, and loss of a spouse have
been identified as some of the most stressful and disruptive events
in the family life cycle because they were more likely to have both
employment and family caregiving roles compared to workers
with only an employment role (58)

In contrast, workers who were married had higher levels of life
satisfaction. Although being married may provide more support
and satisfaction it also comes with certain responsibilities which
could cause worries and stress during deployment (59). In addi-
tion, Manjula (60) stated that married workers are more stressed
when they lose control and find it difficult to make decisions.

4.3 Psychosocial Work Environment and Teachers’ Psy-
chological Distress

Table 7 shows the mean, standard deviation and correlations be-
tween variables including predictor variables job control and job
demand, as well as criterion variables (depression, anxiety and
stress). All were significant and correlated in the expected direc-
tion. Job control was significantly positively correlated with de-
pression (r = 0.32), anxiety (r = 0.49) and stress (r = 0.40). While,
job demand was significantly negative correlated with depression
(r = -0.52), anxiety (r = -0.24) and stress (r = -0.83). Thus, Hy-
pothesis 3 was accepted. Results indicated that respondents expe-
rienced higher stress (M=2.36) compared to depression (M=2.02)
and anxiety (M=2.21). Descriptive analysis and correlations be-
tween all variables are shown in Table 7.

Table 7: Means, Standard Deviation and Correlations Between Studied
Variable

variance in predicting depression, anxiety and stress as a whole
was 1%, F (147) = 1.68, p >0.05; 13%, F (147) = 5.37, p <0.01
and 14%, F (147) = 3.52, p <0.05. Thus, results partially supported
Hypothesis 4.

Table 8: Regression Analysis Predicting Psychological Distress
(Depression, Anxiety and Stress) from Psychosocial Work Environment.

Variable Standardised Coefficient
Depression | Anxiety | Stress
Control Variables
Gender 0.91 0.08 0.04
Marital Status -0.07 -0.06 -0.05
No. of Child -0.02 0.01 0.08
Predictor Variables
Job Control 0.07 -0.46* 0.42
Job Demand 0.05 0.08 -0.95*
R? 0.01 0.13 0.14
F Change 1.68 5.37** 3.52*
Df 147 147 147

Variable Mean | SP 1 2 B 4 5)
Job Control 5.72 | 0.61 .38** | .32*%* | .49%* | .00**
Job Demand | 4.97 | 0.82 | .38** -52%* | - 24%* | - 83**

Depression 2.03 | 0.87 | .32** | -.35** .80** | .83**

Anxiety 221 | 0.99 | .50** [ -.24** | .80** .82**

Stress 236 | 1.00 | .40** | -.83** | .82** | .82**

Notes: SD, standard deviation; N=148. All significant at ™ Correlation is
significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

The results and findings of this study are consistent with existing
literature which revealed that the work of teachers is stressful.
Yakub & Sidik (21) found that job stress and anxiety occur among
workers when job demand increases and job control decreases.
Further, conflict among workers is becoming worse leading to
increased stress. Job demand and job control were found to be
significantly related to depressive symptoms (61). Meanwhile,
Edimansyah et al. (38) stated that job control is not associated
with negative emotion.

However, the present study proves that some job aspects are more
stressful than others. The level and impact of stressful work-
related factors on the teaching profession have been revealed in
this study. Teachers experienced stress in different ways, and the
level of stress is associated with job demand and job control. As a
conclusion, the psychosocial work environment was significantly
correlated with psychological distress.

4.4 Job Demand and Job Control as a Predictor of De-
pression, Anxiety and Stress

Table 8 presents the results of regression analysis. Results of re-
gression analysis confirmed that psychosocial work environment
was a significant predictor of teachers’ psychological distress
(anxiety and stress). The regression model explained the total

Note: N = 148. *p <0.05; **p<0.01; ***p< 0.001

The main objective of the current study was to investigate the
prediction of psychosocial work environment on teachers’ psycho-
logical distress. Consistent with previous studies (e.g. Edimansyah
et al. (38); Boschman et al.(40); Johnston & Lee, (62); Yakub &
Sidik (21), respondents in the current study reported higher levels
of stress. Willemse et al. (25) stated that workers who have a high
workload are less satisfied with the work and felt more emotional.
Moreover, teachers are more stressed due to the overload task,
lack of interpersonal relationship, the nature of work not satisfied,
larger size class, low student discipline and poor examination
settings (63). Thus, Makhbul & Khairuddin (1) emphasised that
stress is a global issue that gives more impact on organisational
productivity and worker health. Besides that, in southern Ontario,
teachers’ anxiety occurs when they lack professional knowledge,
job security and workload associated with the students’ behaviour.
Although teachers can manage the classroom, in reality, they only
have some control over the student’s behaviour. Working condi-
tions also contribute to anxiety (64). Therefore, the previous study
had proven that job demand and job control predicting the workers
stress and anxiety.

In contrast, there is an inconsistent finding with the current study.
Chinese and Korean workers were found to have positive depres-
sive symptoms due to higher job demand (65-66). The reason for
the higher depressive symptom prevalence among workers was
speculated to be the different levels of occupational stress (67).
Ferguson et al. (64) showed that factors that lead to teachers suf-
fering from depression are caused by task overloads such as less
time for teaching and marking, low student motivation, attitude
towards work and the classroom environment.

As a conclusion, job demand and job control from psychosocial
work environment predicting teachers’ psychological distress
(anxiety and stress).

5. Conclusion

The findings of this study are expected to provide awareness
among all school stakeholders to identify and assess the causes of
the problems faced by teachers in terms of psychological stress. In
addition, all interested parties are set to become more sensitive
and will be better positioned to develop a strategy to reduce psy-
chological stress faced by teachers. Psychological distress is im-
portant from a health promotion/iliness prevention perspective
because of its links with risk behaviours and physical illness in
workers (68) and its propensity to precede more serious mental
health disorders (69-71). Psychological distress may be experi-
enced as physical symptoms (72), or manifest as symptoms asso-
ciated with anxiety, including impaired functioning, diminished
performance and lowered productivity (29, 73), increased mortali-
ty (74) and depression (75). As this is a cross-sectional study, the
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results may not be predictive of the longitudinal relationship be-
tween self-reported psychological distress and coping. A longitu-
dinal study should be conducted to examine the cause and effect
related to the psychosocial work environment, and psychological
distress would be beneficial. Moreover, it is important to assess
the factors that affect the psychological distress of such popula-

tions,

including teachers across all of Malaysia.
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