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Abstract

Occupational stress has become a major concern for both employees and employers globally. Stress leads to a loss of interest among workers as well as un-

productive and valueless outputs if not managed well. The education sector is one work setting dominated by stress. This comparative cross-sectional study

aimed to determine the levels of depression, anxiety, and stress among academicians as well as their work-related stressors and coping strategies between

a selected public university in Malaysia and a private university in Indonesia. A total of 82 academicians from universities in Malaysia and 52 from Indonesia

were recruited using convenience sampling. Data was collected using a validated self-reported questionnaire via Google Forms. The prevalence of depression,

anxiety, and stress among Malaysian academicians was 19.5%, 29.5%, and 12.2%, respectively. In contrast, the prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress

among Indonesian academicians was 15.7%, 33.3%, and 9.8%. Career development, research, teaching, and interpersonal relationships significantly con-

tributed to stress at both universities (p-value<0.05). Participants from both universities reported using active coping, planning, venting, self-distraction,

positive reframing, acceptance, and religion as coping strategies. In conclusion, determining depression, anxiety, and stress prevalence; major work-related

stressors; and coping strategies are essential to maintaining the safety, health, and well-being of academicians, which eventually can encourage university

administrations to provide support in enhancing their quality of life.
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Introduction
Stress poses a serious risk factor to the worker’s

physic al and mental condition, as well as an organiza-
tion’s well-being.1 Approximately 12.5 million working
days were lost in the United Kingdom in 2016 and 2017
due to stress, depression, or anxiety.2 The 2015 National
Health Morbidity Survey (NHMS) findings reported that
the prevalence of adult mental illnesses in Malaysia had
risen two-fold over the past two decades to 29.2%.3

Furthermore, in 2019, the NHMS found that about half
a million people had experienced depression.4 Depress -
ion is the most common mental condition affecting
adults, and it frequently coexists with anxiety and stress. 

Most public academics see their work as stressful or
extremely stressful.5 In Malaysia, public academics also
face a high-stress level due to changes in the tertiary edu -
cation sector. For example, five research universities in
Malaysia compete for a better rank internationally to be
the country’s top universities. This condition indirectly
pushes academic staff to speed up their performance to

reach this goal.6 Academics in these fields are expected
to keep up with the pace of change and significantly con-
tribute knowledge to solving human problems. In
Malaysia, several studies have identified the prevalence
of stress as 22.1% among academicians at public univer-
sities and 40% at private universities.6-7 Although an-
other study involving 609 academicians from four public
universities in Malaysia reported low-stress scores, these
results showed that stress is significant among academic -
ians.8

In Indonesia, higher education is dominated by pri-
vate institutions. Due to a lack of space in public institu-
tions, private universities nationwide serve more than 4.5
million students enrolled in higher education.9 The in-
crease in the number of students enrolled in university
may lead to increased workloads for academic staff. In
addition to those activities, the government also demands
that academicians be involved in high-pressure work
activ ities.10

The data collection period for this study took place
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during the initial stage of the COVID-19 pandemic from
February 2020 until June 2020, when the Movement
Control Order (MCO) had just started. The Malaysian
Government and its Ministry of Health (MOH)
implement ed the MCO on 18 March 2020 to manage dis-
ease spread and minimize COVID-19 mortalities. The
Indonesian Government implemented a similar decree on
16 March 2020. Public institutions, including higher ed-
ucation institutions and schools, were urged to close due
to COVID-19 to allow students to implement social dis-
tancing policies.11 However, the rapid adaptation period
to the new norm, which necessitated teaching online,
seemed impossible to switch seamlessly overnight, which
could have influenced mental health. 

A study conducted among teachers during the
COVID-19 pandemic found that the percentages of res -
pondents with mild, moderate, severe, and very severe
stress accounted for 12.8%, 12%, 5.3%, and 2.5%, res -
pect ively.12 Furthermore, a study conducted among 70
medical university academicians reported a higher preva-
lence of depression (32.9%), anxiety (42.8%), and stress
(40.0%) during COVID-19.7 Another study conducted
among academicians during the work-from-home period
of the COVID-19 pandemic reported that a lecturer’s
stress level is positively correlated with time manage-
ment, distractions, social isolation, focus, and techno -
logy.13 Thus, it is important to determine the depression,
anxiety, and stress level among Malaysian and Indonesian
academicians as well as identify the work-related factors
and coping strategies to improve their safety, health, and
well-being.

Method
This study was a comparative cross-sectional study

design, utilizing a convenience sampling method. Study
participants were recruited among the academicians at
two selected universities on the east coast of Malaysia
and Jakarta, Indonesia, respectively. The target popula-
tion at both universities was selected within the following
inclusion and exclusion criteria: (i) academicians who
were working for more than 6 months; (ii) aged 18 years
and above; (iii) excluding those who were on sabbatical,
maternity, study, sick leave, and on leave for more than
three months (throughout the study).

This study used an adapted questionnaire piloted
among lecturers at Universiti Malaysia Terengganu,
Malaysia.14 The questions were asked in English among
Malaysian academicians. However, the questionnaire was
back-to-back translated into Indonesian and underwent
face validity to ensure suitability and comprehensibility
among Indonesian academicians. The pre-tested and self-
administered questionnaires consisted of 64 questions di-
vided into four sections. Section A consisted of sociode-
mographic factors, and Section B consisted of work-re-

lated factors. In this section, the Stress Sources
Questionnaire (SSQ) developed by Archibong and col-
leagues was utilized,16 and permission has been obtained
from the authors.

The SSQ was used to assess the extent of stress in
four work-related domains: interpersonal relationships,
career development, research, and teaching. Each domain
contained five items. The items were measured on a 4-
point Likert scale ranging from “extremely stressful” to
“not stressful”.15 Section C examined the psychosocial
characteristics of the respondents, which consisted of
twenty-one questions on depression, anxiety, and stress
(DASS). The items were measured on a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from “almost always” to “never”.16 Section
D assessed the coping skills of respondents. The ques-
tions in this section were adapted from the Brief Coping
Orientation to Problems Experienced (COPE) question-
naire.17

Data was collected after ethical approval was ob-
tained. A list of academicians’ names, emails, and depart-
ments was obtained from the Administrative Depart -
ment, Registrar, and Dean’s office of both universities.
All academic staff were invited via email to partici pate in
the study and were given a week to consider. Then, an in-
vitation letter, a set of questionnaires, a consent form, an
information sheet created via Google Forms, and a copy
of the permission letter to conduct this study were sent
through email and WhatsApp. The questionnaires were
able to be completed within 10 minutes. Google Forms
was chosen as a platform due to the enforcement of the
MCO and the distance learning implementation during
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic.

Statistical analysis was conducted using software for
advanced statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics were
used to illustrate the demographic profile of the
academic ians and coping strategies. A Mann–Whitney
test was used to compare the stress scores between the
academic ians in both universities. Spearman’s
Correlation test was used to correlate the stress score and
score of work-related factors among the academicians. 

Results
Table 1 shows the sociodemographic data of respond -

ents from Malaysia and Indonesia universities. Out of 82
respondents at a university in Malaysia, the majority were
female (58.5%), married (91.5%), and had master’s de-
grees (54.9%) as their highest education level, followed
by a Ph.D. (39%). The respondents were mostly lecturers
or senior lecturers (58.5%), and 42.7% held manage-
ment posts at a university in Malaysia.

Similarly, out of the 51 respondents at a university in
Indonesia, the majority were females (62.7%), married
(86.3%), and had a master's degree (88.2%) as their
highest education level, while 11.8% had a doctoral de-
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gree Regarding positions, more than half of the respond -
ents were lecturers or senior lecturers (68.6%). Add -
ition ally, only 29 (56.9%) respondents held management
posts at a university in Indonesia

The prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress was
higher among Malaysian academicians than among
Indonesian. Among the Malaysian academicians, the
highest prevalence was anxiety (29.3%), followed by de-
pression at 19.5% and stress at 12.2%. A similar trend

was reported among the Indonesian academicians: the
prevalence of anxiety was highest (33.3%), followed by
depression (15.7%), then stress (9.8%). 

Table 2 shows the median differences in depression,
anxiety, and stress scores between university in Malaysia
and Indonesia. The depression score was significantly
higher among Malaysian academicians (median score of
4, IQR = 2-8) compared to Indonesian (median score of
2, IQR = 0–6), p-value = 0.046.
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Table 1. Academicians’ Sociodemographic Information

                                                                                                                                      Frequency (%)

Variable                                 Category

                                                                                                                 Malaysia (n = 82)        Indonesia (n = 51)

Sex                                         Male                                                                 34 (41.5)                        19 (37.3)
                                              Female                                                              48 (58.5)                        32 (62.7)
Age (years)                             20-29                                                                    2 (2.4)                            3 (5.9)
                                              30-39                                                                24 (29.3)                        14 (27.5)
                                              40-49                                                                42 (51.2)                        18 (35.3)
                                              50-59                                                                14 (17.1)                        12 (23.5)
                                              60-69                                                                              -                            3 (5.9)
                                              70-79                                                                              -                            1 (2.0)
Ethnic group                          Malay                                                                79 (96.3)                                      -
                                              Indian                                                                   1 (1.2)                                      -
                                              Sundanese                                                                      -                        14 (27.5)
                                              Bataknese                                                                       -                            1 (2.0)
                                              Javanese                                                                          -                        21 (41.2)
                                              Makassar                                                                        -                            1 (2.0)
                                              Others                                                                  2 (2.4)                                      -
Highest education                  Bachelor                                                               5 (6.1)                                      -
                                              Master’s                                                            45 (54.9)                        45 (88.2)
                                              Doctoral                                                           32 (39.0)                        14 (27.5)
Marital status                         Single                                                                   7 (8.5)                            4 (7.8)
                                              Married                                                            75 (91.5)                        44 (86.3)
                                              Widowed                                                                        -                            1 (2.0)
                                              Divorced                                                                        -                            2 (3.9)
Working period (years)          1-9                                                                    34 (41.5)                        28 (54.9)
                                              10-19                                                                38 (46.3)                        12 (23.5)
                                              20-29                                                                  9 (11.0)                        11 (21.6)
                                              30-39                                                                    1 (1.2)                                      -
Position                                  Temporary/Contract staff                                     6 (7.3)                                       
                                              Permanent staff                                                76 (92.7)                                       
                                              Home-based lecturer                                                      -                        18 (35.3)
                                              Staff                                                                               -                      10 (19.6)
                                              Lecturer with structural department                              -                        23 (45.1)
Designation                            Lecturer                                                            11 (13.4)                                      -
                                              Lecturer/Senior Lecturer                                  48 (58.5)                                      -
                                              Associate Professor                                           18 (22.0)                        16 (31.4)
                                              Professor                                                              5 (6.1)                        35 (68.6)
                                              Hold administration post                                                                                       
                                              No                                                                    47 (57.3)                       22 (43.1)
                                              Yes                                                                   35 (42.7)                       29 (56.9)
Monthly household income    RM 4,001–6,000                                                  2 (2.4)                                      -
                                              RM 6,001–8,000                                              10 (12.2)                                      -
                                              RM 8,001–10,000                                            12 (14.6)                                      -
                                              RM 10,001–13,000                                      16 (19.5)                                      -
                                              >RM 13,000                                                    44 (51.2)                                      -
                                              <IDR 3,5 million                                                            -                        11 (21.6)
                                              IDR 3,6–5 million                                                         -                        20 (39.2)
                                              IDR 5,1–8 million                                                         -                        10 (19.6)
                                              IDR 8,1–10 million                                                       -                            3 (5.9)
                                              IDR 10,1–15 million                                                      -                            4 (7.8)
                                              >IDR 15 million                                                             -                            3 (5.9)

Rusli, et al. Occupational Stress among Academicians between Two Selected Universities in Malaysia and Indonesia During the COVID-19 Pandemic



Table 3 shows the correlation between stress scores
and the score of work-related factors at both universities.
In Malaysia, the findings showed that all work-related
factors had a significant linear relationship with stress
(p-value<0.05) except for career development (r = 0.185,
p-value = 0.096). In Indonesia, all work-related factors
had a significant linear relationship with stress (p-va -
lue<0.05). As the previous section's findings showed no
significant difference in stress scores between both uni-
versities academicians, the descending correlation trends
for both populations were interpersonal relationship >

teaching > research > career development.
Table 4 shows the coping strategies among respond -

ents. This study found that the most used coping strateg -
ies at both universities were active coping, planning,
venting, positive reframing, acceptance, and religion.
However, humor was used only among Indonesian
academic ians as a medium to combat stress. 

Discussion
Malaysian academicians had multiple roles besides

being educators, including supervisors, researchers, and
administrative workers, while simultaneously carrying
out non-academic matters regarding their families and
personal lives. Similarly, the Indonesian legislation con-
cerning higher education, teachers, lecturers, and the na-
tional education system has clearly stated the roles and
responsibilities of academicians at universities in
Indonesia.18-20 That no significant differences were
found in this study for both anxiety and stress scores be-
tween academicians of both universities may be due to
the similarities in working relationships, job demands,
organizational factors, and individual coping strategies.
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Table 2. Median Different of Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scores between 

              Malaysian and Indonesian Academicians

                                              Median (IQR)

Variable                                                                           Z statistic      p-valuea

                                   Malaysia           Indonesia

Depression score             4 (2-8)               2 (0-6)              -1.999           0.046*
Anxiety score                   4 (2-8)               4 (0-8)              -0.227            0.820
Stress score                  10 (4-14)             8 (4-14)              -0.112            0.911

Notes: Statistical test – Mann-Whitney test, *significant difference at p-
value<0.05

Table 3. Correlation between Stress Score and Score of Work-Related Factors

                                                                                                               Stress Score

Variable

                                                                    Malaysia (n = 82)        Indonesia (n = 51)          Total (n = 133) 

Career development                  r                           0.185                            0.413                               0.259
                                                 p-value                 0.096                         0.003*                             0.003*
Research                                   r                           0.283                            0.424                               0.320
                                                 p-value               0.010*                         0.002*                             0.001*
Teaching                                   r                           0.418                            0.515                               0.451
                                                 p-value                0.001*                          0.001*                             0.001*
Interpersonal relationship         r                           0.373                            0.596                               0.456
                                                 p-value               0.001*                          0.001*                             0.001*

Notes: *Statistical test- Spearman's Correlation test, *Significant difference at p-value<0.05

Table 4. Coping Strategies among Academicians

                                                                                                                            Frequency (%)

Coping Strategy                              Category

                                                                                                              Malaysia                  Indonesia

Problem focused                              Active coping                                 77 (93.9)                   49 (96.1)
                                                        Use of instrumental support           58 (70.7)                   46 (90.2)
                                                        Planning                                         78 (95.1)                   49 (96.1)
Dysfunctional coping strategy          Self-distraction                               74 (90.2)                   49 (96.1)
                                                        Denial                                            40 (48.8)                   23 (45.1)
                                                        Substance use                                              -                       3 (5.9)
                                                        Behavioral disengagement              36 (43.9)                   18 (35.3)
                                                        Venting                                          67 (81.7)                   43 (84.3)
                                                        Self-blame                                      54 (65.9)                   49 (96.1)
Emotion-focused                              Emotional support                         53 (64.6)                   45 (88.2)
                                                        Positive reframing                          79 (96.3)                   50 (98.0)
                                                        Acceptance                                     78 (95.1)                   49 (96.1)
                                                        Humor                                           47 (57.3)                   42 (82.4)
                                                        Religion                                          77 (93.9)                   50 (98.0)
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Moreover, academicians at public or private institutions
may experience similar anxiety in the workplace that may
be influenced by the fear or dread of the higher manage-
ment, colleagues, or an inconducive working environ-
ment. It is well known that work-related stress is a major
cause of occupational ill health, poor productivity, and
human error.21

The academicians at both universities in this study ex-
perienced stress arising from career development, fol-
lowed by research, teaching, and interpersonal relation-
ships. Regarding career development, the academicians
would work under increasing pressure to meet the ex-
pectation to publish high-quality research in reputable
journals to be promoted.22-23 However, even though they
publish many papers, they might not yet be promoted
due to the complexity of the promotion process. Another
major stress component in career development was en-
countering obstacles in sourcing funds to further studies
to the highest qualification (doctoral degree), which may
result in delayed career development. Hence, the govern-
ment needs to allocate adequate funds for academicians
to further their studies and expand their profession to a
higher position. 

The second most stressful source of stress at both uni-
versities in this study was the research aspect, with a sig-
nificant correlation, p-value<0.05. In order to produce
good-quality publications, academicians need to secure
research grants. Moreover, the cost to obtain up-to-date
materials, support daily operations, and purchase appro-
priate equipment for the research study are very high.
Such situations are applicable to a research university
and to academicians in private universities who are en-
couraged not only to teach, but also to produce research
outputs per the university management structure. Fur -
ther more, during the COVID-19 pandemic, academic -
ians working from home could not perform laboratory
work due to the MCO. 

Similarly, for both universities, a significant correlat -
ion was observed between teaching and stress scores per-
taining to course content development. The academicians
did not have enough time to develop the subject module
before teaching.24 Moreover, due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, traditional face-to-face teaching and learning
switched to online learning, and academicians were re-
quired to work from home. The global crisis undoubtedly
impacted their educator duties, as they faced the chal-
lenge of ensuring that no student fell behind while ad-
dressing their own personal duties, family matters, and
dread surrounding COVID-19.13

The most stressful indices arising from interpersonal
relationships were students, non-teaching staff, and col-
leagues. An increased number of students leads to an in-
creased workload for educators. Previous studies claim
that unfavorable student-to-lecturer ratios, student-relat-

ed issues, and interpersonal matters have significantly
contributed to stress among academic staff.23,25 Poor
inter personal relationships with non-teaching staff, such
as the administrative and laboratory staff may also be a
major occupational stressor for academic staff. This may
be attributed to poor social support that creates interper-
sonal conflict and affects academicians’ performance, as
seen in delays in work completion and poor mental
health. However, a previous study claims that interper-
sonal relationships with non-teaching staff were the least
stressful and considered normal in human relations.15

This study found that the most used coping strategies
at both universities were active coping, planning, venting,
positive reframing, acceptance, and religion. This finding
was supported by previous studies claiming that the most
important stress-coping strategy was positive reinterpre-
tation and growth, turning to religion, planning, active
coping, acceptance, and venting emotions.26-30 Active
coping and planning are known as problem-focused cop-
ing strategies as they find alternative ways to eliminate
the stressful situation. The relaxation technique coping
strategies such as prayer, recreational activities, and ex-
ercise were employed to reduce stress.31 These activities
give a sense of detachment from daily pressures and en-
hance the performance of academicians in their careers.
These coping strategies align with academicians' cultural
approaches and ethical beliefs in increasing their mental
resilience.

According to the Indonesian Law No. 14 of 2003, the
Indonesian legislation shall protect the safety and health
of teachers and lecturers.20 Similarly, the object of the
Malaysian Occupational Safety and Health Act (1994) is
to secure the safety, health, and welfare of persons at
work, whereby the term health refers to a state of com-
plete physical, mental, and social well-being.32 Although
there are no specific guidelines on mental health in the
workplace, the awareness of such public health issues is
increasing, especially post-COVID-19. Malaysia’s MOH
published a Community Mental Health Centre MEN-
TARI MOH Implementation Guideline in 2020 following
the Mental Health Act [Act 615] and Regulation.33

Universities may collaborate with Mentari to create part-
nerships in promoting mental service provision and com-
munity empowerment.

Conclusion
This study shows that the most work-related stressor

experienced by academicians at both universities is career
development, followed by research, teaching, and inter-
personal relationships. The findings of this study help
academicians be more aware of the sources of stress to
manage stress and prevent mental health problems. This
information is essential for policy decision-makers, future
researchers, and authorities to take the initiative in main -
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tain ing academicians' safety, health, and welfare. These
findings should also encourage university management
to provide support to enhance academicians’ quality of
life by developing stress management seminars, cultivat-
ing a supportive work environment, and providing more
research funding.
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