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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to identify the influence of job demands on academicians' mental
health in selected public universities in Malaysia.

Findings: This study examined the effects of job demand on academics' mental health in
Malaysian public universities using the JD-R model. Given that employee happiness was
strongly correlated with mental health, it is crucial to pay a particular attention to how
job demands can lead to stressful life events and other detrimental outcomes

Research limitations/implications: This study may bring to the developing guidelines for
workload management, implementing mental health support programs, and creating a more
supportive work environment. The comparison across institutions can be done and may lead to
the interdisciplinary collaboration which can offer comprehensive insights and solutions.
However, some research implications and limitations associated with this study such as the
sampling bias, self-reported data, as this study is a cross-sectional design and Findings from a
specific study may not be fully generalizable to all academicians due to differences in
disciplines, institutions, and cultural contexts.
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Practical implications: Studying the influence of job demand on the mental health of
academicians has several practical implications, both for individuals working in academia and
for institutions and policymakers as it increased awareness and self-care among academicians,
allowing early intervention implementation, improving workplace policies, reducing stigma,
improving employee’s productivity, expansion of research in this topic, and many more. It can
lead to improved mental well-being, productivity, and the overall quality of education and
research in academia.

Originality/value: Focusing on public universities in Malaysia adds a unique contextual
dimension to the study. Malaysia has its own educational system, cultural factors, and
socioeconomic conditions that can influence job demands and mental health in distinct ways
compared to studies conducted in other countries. It can provide insights specific to the
Malaysian context, inform policy decisions, enhance the work environment, and ultimately
contribute to the well-being of both academicians and students in the Malaysian higher
education system.

Keywords: Job demands, mental health, online learning, academicians, sustainable
development goal

Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHOQO) (2022) defined mental health as "a state of
mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities,
learn well and work well, and contribute to their community"”. Mental health refers to a range
of experiences, from excellent mental health to mental disease. Positive mental health is more
than the absence of mental disease; it is the presence of congruent abilities, habits, and
capacities that allow an individual to effectively adapt to their surroundings (Nicholls et al.,
2022). The World Health Organisation projects an 18 million health professional shortage by
2030, primarily in low-and lower-middle-income nations. However, countries at all stages of
socioeconomic development encounter varied degrees of difficulty in their workforce
education, employment, deployment, retention, and performance (Sgvold et al., 2021). In
addition to the medical and economic ramifications, it is critical to examine the psychological
aspects and factors associated with mental health in the workplace (Giorgi et al., 2020). It has
been well proven that the work environment, work organization, and job-related behaviors may
all have an impact on workers' mental health and psychological well-being (Giorgi et al., 2020).

According to recent studies, mental health problems are on the rise in Malaysia,
particularly in the tertiary education sector (Chan et al, 2021; Halat, 2023; Idris et al, 2021;
Kinman and Johnson, 2019; Mohamed et al, 2021). Higher incidences of mental health
problems such as anxiety, stress, and depression among academicians have lately garnered
attention from researchers and scholars and have been recorded abroad. Mental health issues
are on the rise in the Asia Pacific region. Certain mental disorders and diseases are growing
increasingly widespread and severe, particularly in emerging countries such as Japan, Korea,
Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand (Ministry of Health, 2020). Academicians' exposure to
work stress is growing in both developed and developing nations. The role entails not just
teaching but also research, publications, consultancy, and administrative duties (Hashim and
Arma, 2016). The range of tasks and obligations assigned to public tertiary education staff
personnel has resulted in an imbalance of work and life interaction, which has harmed their
mental health (Panatik et al., 2022). Academicians are responsible for teaching and supervising
students, doing research, managing academic affairs, and participating in community service.
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Depression, anxiety, and stress were also found to be experienced by academicians at low and
moderate levels (Suhaimi & Nasrudin, 2018).

The government's goal is to focus mental health promotion and prevention on
adolescents and their parents to reduce mental health problems in Malaysia. This is in line with
the National Strategic Plan for Mental Health (2020-2025), which has four main sections and
eight strategies, including strengthening the mental health surveillance system and ensuring the
availability and accessibility of comprehensive and quality mental health care. As a result, by
identifying the factors impacting mental health among Malaysian academicians, this study will
supplement previous research and fill a gap in the literature. Job demand is frequently proven
to be a burden on employees' health, well-being, productivity, motivation, and job
performance. The goal of this study is to examine the influence of three identified job demands:
workload, role conflict, and work-life imbalance on mental health among academicians at
public universities in Malaysia, using the well-known theory of Job Demand-Resource Model,
which postulates a health impairment process and a motivational process.

Literature Review
Academicians’ Mental Health

Prior to the global expansion, there was awareness of the rising and more complicated
demands imposed on academicians. Wray and Kinman (2021), who have been tracking
demands on academic-related university staff for more than 15 years, discovered a gradual
increase to the point where it signals an "urgent need for action." According to research
conducted in Australia and New Zealand (Lee et al., 2021; Tham & Holland, 2018), more
education is associated with higher stress levels. Academicians are exposed to higher demands
(e.g., workload pressure, long working hours, and role stress), low resources (e.g., control and
support), and orientations towards the job (e.g., high involvement and overcommitment),
making the presenteeism rate among them increased (Kinman & Wray, 2022). Despite the
importance of the academic profession to higher education and its role as the backbone and
asset of any institution, a limited systematic assessment of burnout in university teaching
faculties has been identified (Henny et al., 2014).

Academicians in Malaysia have been the subject of several studies. Local data further
supported the severity of academician burnout, and current trends suggest that Malaysia's
research universities have a higher rate of burnout than private institutions (Shaiful et al.,
2018). The growth of academic achievement and the dissemination of optimal quality of life
depends on the academicians and students of academic institutions maintaining health in all
facets of life. Yet, the participation of Malaysian academics in teaching, consultation,
supervision, research, and publication activities is challenging (Che Nawi et al., 2016; Ismail
& Noor, 2016).

Moreover, academicians are currently under more pressure than ever as Malaysian
universities aspire to become top-tier research institutions, which makes them more susceptible
to burnout. In another study, the finding indicated that the prevalence of burnout was found to
be relatively higher among females than males and there was a significant statistical association
found between gender and burnout (Bottiani et al., 2019b). It is supported by other researchers
who highlighted that burnout has been identified as a grave public health issue in the tertiary
education industry. University academicians are struggling to engage in teaching, supervision,
research and publication, and many other tasks. The multi-sectoral comparison showed that
the education sector had the highest ratings for burnout and the incidence of occupational stress
(Kassim et al., 2020).
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Job Demand-Resources Theory

According to the JD-R theory, job demands, and job resources are the two components that
make up a job's characteristics, regardless of the occupation (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007,
Demerouti et al., 2001). Job demands reflect the elements of the job that demand effort from
people, such as work overload and role conflict, which are directly related to physical and/or
mental costs (Demerouti et al., 2001). According to the JD-R theory, job demands, and job
resources instigate two processes: a health impairment process and a motivational process
(Rodriguez-Mufioz et al., 2014). In the health impairment process, chronic job demands
exhaust employees' mental and physical resources and may lead to energy depletion (i.e., a
state of exhaustion) and health problems. In the motivational process, it is assumed that job
resources have motivational potential and lead to high work engagement, low cynicism, and
excellent performance. The job demands-resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017)
serves as the conceptual framework for this study since the model is suitable to explain how
the experiences of academicians are individually and collectively associated with well-being
outcomes. The JD-R hypothesis directly considers one of the well-being outcomes examined
here (mental health) as an indicator of employees’ well-being outcome (Bakker & Demerouti,
2017).

Workload and Mental Health

According to the literature, there is a strong connection between work overload and
mental health (Cohen-Fraade & Donahue, 2022). It was discovered that the percentage of
people in the teaching profession who have mental health issues is greater than that of the
general population (Cohen-Fraade & Donahue, 2022; Truzoli et al., 2021). According to earlier
studies, academicians' high levels of stress are mostly caused by their heavy workloads
(Macintyre et al., 2020). Academicians are given heavy workloads and ever more
administrative obligations, with or without additional compensation, according to research by
Pace et al. (2021). The researchers emphasized that, in modern higher education institutions,
professors' mental health is a significant risk factor for occupational stress.

Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis Development

Mental Health :

_____________________

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

Based on the previous considerations and the JD-R model assumptions, the following
hypothesis was formulated:
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H1:  Workload has a significant influence on academics’ mental health.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the effects of job demand on academicians' mental health in
Malaysian public universities using the JD-R model. Given that employee happiness was
strongly correlated with mental health, it is crucial to pay particular attention to how
job demands can lead to stressful life events and other detrimental outcomes. Academicians
frequently handle a variety of duties, including teaching, research, and service, which can lead
to a high workload. All these elements may result in a high workload and lengthy workweeks,
which may negatively impact one's ability to manage work and personal life. When a person is
asked to execute numerous roles that have various performance criteria or demand various
behaviors, role conflict results. Therefore, organizations must first look at the factors that affect
academicians' mental health if they hope to implement effective initiatives to stop this
occurrence.

However, the local educational authorities can use the findings of this study's follow-
up research to improve and expand their current programs. If the proposed predictions are
correct, the empirical evidence demonstrating the JD-R model’s applicability as a new mental
health-specific diagnosis would be strengthened, giving academicians greater assurance in
identifying and treating mental health issues that can hurt the academician’s career. Despite
these issues, the study’s depth advances the body of knowledge on academicians’ mental health
and its contributing factors. Therefore, further studies are warranted to investigate the influence
of job demands on employees' mental health in education sectors as it is important for
individuals, society, and national development.
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