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Abstract

The field of higher education has grown rapidly throughout the last half-century, with student
enrollment outpacing the general population growth rate in recent years. This has placed
increased stress and demands upon university teaching professionals who have already been
identified by researchers as one of the most stressed occupational groups. This quantitative
study examined the predictors of mental health and quality of life among college and university
teaching professionals. Data was collected from 360 teaching professionals employed at four
higher education institutions in Thailand. Variables in this study included participants’ personal,
professional, financial, health characteristics, and self-esteem as well as mental health
conditions and quality of life. Multiple regression analyses revealed the following results: Gender,
years work as teaching professional, BMI, and self-esteem are significant predictors of
depression (adjusted /-?2=.33). Salary, savings, sleep, and self-esteem are significant predictors
of anxiety (adjusted /?2=.22). Years work as teaching professional, loans, and self-esteem are
significant predictors of stress (adjusted /-?2=.17). Years work as teaching professional, loan,
sleep, and self-esteem are significant predictors of overall quality of life (adjusted /?2=.48).
Preservation of university resources including teaching professionals is critical to ensuring the
successful growth and development of the higher education institutions. Recommendations for

improving quality of life and mental health outcomes for university teaching professionals include
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reducing pressure relating to research output, promoting self-esteem through mentorship and

supportive workplace relationships, and encouraging healthy daily habits.
Keywords: Depression, Anxiety, Stress, Quality of life, Self-esteem

What was Known
o There has been increasing job demands among higher education professionals.

L There has been increasing mental health issues among higher education professionals.

What’s New and Next
L Women and newer teaching professionals have higher levels of depression.
o Mentorship can help improve the mental health of college and university teaching

professionals.

Introduction

The field of higher education faces many challenges including rapidly increasing student
enrollment which outpaces general population growth1, as well as an increasing culture of
managerialism driven by institutional pressures to remain internationally competitivez. Within the
field of academia, individuals often feel that they must internalize and intellectualize their
emotions in order to maintain an image of professionalism and competences. Some researchers
have identified university teaching professional as one of the most stressed occupational
groups4. Overall, there are many threats to academic professionals’ mental health and overall

5
wellness .

Outside of academic institutions, mental health remains a serious issue. Mental,
neurological, and substance-use disorders are more prevalent than both cardiovascular disease
and cancer worldwides. Low-income countries especially struggle to ensure sufficient availability

: 6 .
of mental health professionals and treatments . Researchers, clinicians, and advocates have
agreed that universities should play a key role in dealing with the global mental health crisiss.
Thus, addressing the global mental health crisis requires that university and college
administrators, teaching professionals, and other stakeholders cooperate to improve global

mental health.
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Research discussing the stress and mental health of college and university teaching
professionals is limited; most existing research is also based in a Western context7. This is
problematic as many factors play a role in shaping discussions surrounding stress and mental
health. Within Asia alone, diverse cultural, religious, and economic factors, as well as different
levels of modernization affect the way in which mental health issues are addressede. The
education system and technology available in different regions of the world also varyg. Therefore,
further research examining the mental health and wellness of university and college teaching
professionals is needed. This study focuses on Thai college and university teaching

professionals in order to address this gap.
Academic Culture and Teaching in Higher Education

There seems to be consensus across various universities that occupational stress levels
in higher education are high and continuing to rise4’1o_11. Many factors which are identified as
stressors by researchers are unique to academic teaching careers, resulting in university
teaching staff experiencing some of the highest levels of burnout and stress across all
occupational groupsmo_11

Teaching careers are demanding for many reasons including the volume of work hours,
work pace, deadlines, time pressures, schedules, distractions, organization, and management of
time . In many countries, increased college and university enrollment has strained resources
and increased instructor-to-student ratiosg'13'16. At the same time, many institutions rely on

. . .5
teaching excellence and student outcome targets as a way to establish excellence and merit .

Additionally, teaching professionals must actively serve as researchers, especially since
many governments worldwide provide funding for higher education institutions based on
research publications and output17. This aspect of the career is most commonly cited as a
source of stress and anxiety among university and college teaching professionals gIobaIIy18.
Some studies of the experiences of university and college teaching professionals have revealed
a feeling of incompatibility between the roles of teacher and researcher2'19. This is because the
roles of teaching and researching compete with one another in terms of the time that must be
spent doing each activity. The two roles are also quite different in terms of the nature and

demands of the work.
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Studies of university and college teaching professionals across Asia reveal that they face
added pressure associated with the need to publish academic research. This is because many
universities rely on research productivity in order to help grow and maintain funding and prestige
for their institutions. Teaching professionals are therefore responsible for not only their own
performance but also for the performance of the institution as research helps generate
international recognition and incomez’g’zo_m. On an individual level, the performance of teaching
professionals is largely determined by their research outputszz. This results in a culture in which
researchers must publish or perish—-academics must publish their research because their jobs
depend on it, given that the rate of research publication is directly linked to contract renewal,
tenure, promotion, salary increment, and performance bonusg’zs_zs.

In Thailand and other countries where English is not the primary language, university and
college teaching professionals also struggle with an additional barrier when it comes to
publishing research. There is pressure to publish research in well-established journals in
Englishzs. Academics rely on publishing research not only for their own reputation as professors,
but also to improve the ranking, funding, and prestige of the institutions at which they are
employedzs. Still, the number of publications per academic staff in Thailand is low. Research
shows that college and university academic staff identify several worries including grammar
usage, appropriateness of word use, and weak English writing skills™. These challenges can
result in low performance and may contribute to added stress and anxiety for Thai university and

college professors.

The pressure to demonstrate merit in the area of academic research exists within the
context of increasing enrollments which have already strained the resources available at many
Asian universities and colleges. As the ratio of students to instructors increases, it is more likely
that university and college professionals will suffer more intense occupational stress and

. 9,16
increased workload ~ .

Finally, college and university teaching professionals globally must constantly adapt
within organizations where their roles are constantly evolving. Teaching professionals must
navigate institutional changes such as restructuring, mergers, and a lack of opportunities for
professional growth13. Time constraints and having limited time are also frequently mentioned as

. . . . . 12-14,26-28
stressors throughout global studies of college and university teaching professionals .
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Mental Health

Studies have found that academics derive much of their own sense of identity from their
work26. While this can seem beneficial, viewing one’s occupation in this way can lead academics
to take on more emotionally draining and challenging workzs. One researcher found that despite
the heavy and increasing workload, many academic professionals remain dedicated to the
success of their institution, and to their profession17. Feeling a moral obligation to one’s work can
be damaging to the mental health and overall well-being of teaching professionalszg.
Additionally, the nature of academic work requires teaching professionals to spend many hours
alone in their offices surrounded by computers, creating a very mentally and physically draining
environmentso. Studies have also found that physical inactivity is highly common among
university and college teaching professionalsﬂ. This can have many implications for their overall

mental health and wellness.

It is important to monitor the experience of stress and burnout among university and
college teaching professionals because burnout can lead to depression in both men and
women31. Several studies have also determined that academic staff such as teaching
professionals experience higher levels of burnout and psychological distress including
depression, anxiety, and burnout than non—academicianszo. Additionally, studies have found that

job satisfaction is lower among academic staff than non-academic staff19.

Within Thailand, several factors specific to the Thai cultural context influence university
and college teaching professionals’ experience of depression. Thailand recently recorded its
highest unemployment rate on record, with 3-5 million unemployed throughout the nationsz. This
has serious implications for mental health, as job loss has been identified as a significant risk
factor for depression in previous studiessz. Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that many
college and university teaching professionals feel that they are at constant threat of job and
income loss if they do not meet key performance indicators relating to teaching and
research2’9’20_21. Therefore, the relationship between job loss and depression, anxiety, and stress

is particularly concerning for this population.

Some studies have found that academic scholars may tend to intellectualize their
experience of physical and emotional distresss. This ultimately prevents them from directly

confronting their emotional pain. Despite this, emotional conditions such as depression, anxiety,
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and stress are often accompanied by many embodied experiences such as physical illness and

. 5 . iy . 33
fatigue . Self-esteem is a factor that has been found to have positive impact on mental health .
No previous study has specifically examined the impact of self-esteem on mental health of

college and university teaching professionals in Thailand.
Quality of Life among Teaching Professionals

Studies have found that academic teaching professoinals often feel unappreciated by
their organizations, and report that they do not earn enough money to Iive27. This affects their
overall satisfaction with their work and quality of life. Themes of being overworked are revealed
in many global studies on college and university teaching professionalm'so. This diminishes their
overall quality of life, as studies have found that full-time university professionals who hold dual
roles in both research and teaching report poorer well-being than their peers who did not hold
dual rolesm. It has also been indicated in previous studies that university and college teaching
professionals are reluctant to take time off from work, including sick leave, due to fear of falling
behind in work-related projects and demandsm. High workload and exhaustion may also prevent
university and college teaching professionals from having adequate time for resource
replenishment and recovery, ultimately resulting in increased difficulty recovering from stress,
and ultimately, burnoutzg. Occupational stress can also affect personal and family relationship331.
This phenomenon can be understood to be a negative downward spiral that contributes to poor

quality of life™".

Specifically in Thailand and other Asian countries, the higher education system has
needed to expand rapidly in recent years due to growing enrollment trends1. As a result,
ensuring job satisfaction to retain full-time teaching professionals is crucial at this time; this will
help improve organizational effectiveness and better serve the needs of students and society34.
Current research shows that although university and college teaching professionals are highly
respected and honored in Thai society, they are commonly dissatisfied with their salary,
supervision, working conditions, organization policy, and administration34_35. Addressing this is
necessary in order to ensure the continued retention and success of the higher education system
in Thailand.

|
Thai Journal of Public Health Vol. 54 No. 1 (Jan-Apr 2024) www.ph.mahidol.ac.th/thjph/



Factors Related to Mental Health RATANASIRIPONG ET AL.
|

Materials and Methods

Participants and Procedures

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.136 to determine the minimal
sample size required to test the hypotheses of this study. Results indicated that the required
sample size for this study to achieve 95% power with a medium effect size (0.15), and an alpha
of 0.05 was 129 for multiple regression analyses with four predictors. The obtained sample size

of 360 is more than adequate to test the study hypotheses.

The 360 participants for this study were recruited from four higher education institutions
in Thailand, including one large public university, one medium-sized private university, and two
small colleges. Participants must be at least 18 years old and teaching at one of the colleges or

universities during the recruitment period.

Paper-based survey was distributed to all teaching professionals at the four institutions.
Those who agreed to volunteer to be part of the study signed the informed consent form and
completed the anonymous survey that took approximately 20 minutes to complete. Each survey
included instruments on mental health and quality of life along with questions on participant
demographic, health, and financial information.

The average age of participants was 42 years old with average of 13 years working as
teaching professionals. Majority of participants are female (75.6%). Forty percent of participants
have monthly income between 30,001-45,000 Baht (approximately US$850-US$1,285). See

Table 1 for additional demographic, health, and financial information.
Measures

The Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21) was used to assess the mental
health among college and university teaching professionalss7. The 21-item scale has 3 subscales
(Depression, Anxiety, Stress) with 7 items each. Participants rate each item on a Likert scale from
0 (did not apply to me at all) to 3 (applied to me most of the time). Higher scores indicated more
symptoms. The DASS-21 has been used by other studies in Thailand™". The Cronbach’s alpha

for this study was .79 for depression, .77 for anxiety, and .84 for stress.

The 26-item WHO Quality of Life Scale-BREF (WHO-QOL-BREF) was used to assess the

total quality of life among teaching professionalssg. The total WHO-QOL-BREF score was
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calculated from the average of the transformed scores of the 4 subscales (physical health,
psychological, social relationship, environment). The WHO QOL-BREF has been used by other
studies in Thailand40.For this study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .93 for the 26-item total WHO-
QOL-BREF score.

The third instrument used for this study was the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE)41.

The 10-item RSE assessed the teaching professional’s level of self-esteem using Likert scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) for each item. Higher scores indicated higher
level of self-esteem. The RSE has been used by other studies in Thailand42. For this study, the
Cronbach’s alpha was .83 for the RSE. Demographic variables collected include age, gender,
monthly salary, savings and loans, sleep, weight, height, and number of years work as teaching

professional.

Table 1: Demographic, health and finance (n= 360)

Variables Frequency %
Gender

Females 272 75.6

Males 88 24.4
Salary (n = 357)

15,000-30,000B 128 35.9

30,001-45,000B 145 40.6

45,001-60,000B 49 13.7

60,001-75,000B 22 6.2

> 75,000B 13 3.4
Has monthly savings (n = 359)

Yes 244 68.0

No 115 32.0
Has loan (n = 359)

Yes 126 35.1

No 233 64.9

Mean (SD) Range

Age 42.1 (10.3) 23-85
Sleep hours/day 6.5(1.2) 3-14
BM/ 23.2(3.8) 16.6-40.8
Year work as teaching professional 13.0 (10.7) 0-59
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Results

The results of this study revealed varying levels of depression, anxiety, and stress among
Thai college and university professors, lecturers, and instructors. While a majority of participants
had normal level of depression, anxiety, and stress, 20.4% indicated mild to moderate level of
depression, 27.9% indicated mild to moderate level of anxiety, and 18.4% indicated mild to
moderate level of stress. Additionally, 3% of participants indicated severe or extremely severe
depression, 7.2% indicated severe or extremely severe anxiety, and 4.4% indicated severe or

extremely severe stress (see Table 2).

Table 2: Depression, Anxiety, Stress Levels among Teaching Professionals

Frequency %
Level of Depression (n = 358)
Normal 274 76.5
Mild 44 12.3
Moderate 29 8.1
Severe 8 2.2
Extremely Severe 3 0.8
Level of Anxiety (n = 358)
Normal 232 64.8
Mild 34 9.5
Moderate 66 18.4
Severe 13 3.6
Extremely Severe 13 3.6
Level of Stress (n = 358)
Normal 276 771
Mild 44 12.3
Moderate 22 6.1
Severe 13 3.6
Extremely Severe 3 0.8

Multiple regression analyses were used to identify predictors of mental health and quality
of life among participants. Results identified several predictors of mental health and quality of life
among Thai college and university professors, lecturers, and instructors. Self-esteem, BMI, years

of working, and gender are significant predictors of the depression (Fn’g = .34). The higher the self-
I —
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esteem, the lower the BMI, the more years working as teaching professional, and being male, the
lower the depression. Self-esteem, salary, sleep, and savings are significant predictors of the
anxiety (/-?2 = .23). The higher the self-esteem, the higher the salary, the higher the sleep hours
per day, and the ability to have savings, the lower the anxiety. Self-esteem, years of working, and
loan are significant predictors of sfress (/-?2 = .18). The higher the self-esteem, the more years
working as teaching professional, and the lack of loans, the lower the stress. Self-esteem, years
of working, sleep, and loan are significant predictors of the overall quality of life (Fn’g =.48). The
higher the self-esteem, the more years working as teaching professional, the higher the sleep

hours per day, and the lack of loans, the better the overall quality of life. See Table 3.

Table 3: Multiple regression analyses of variables predicting mental health and quality of life.

Adjusted
Variables A A F of B SE Beta t
Depression .34 .33 44917 (4, 346)
Self-Esteem -.35 .03 -.51 -11.49*
BMI 13 .03 .18 3.84**
Years work -.04 .01 -.14 -2.89*
Gender -.94 .30 -.14 -3.16**
Anxiety .23 .22 25.44** (4, 347)
Self-Esteem =27 .04 -.37 -7.68*
Salary -.33 .15 -1 -2.24*
Savings -.78 .32 -12 -2.42*
Sleep hours/day -.30 12 -12 -2.54*
Stress .18 A7 25.00"* (8, 348)
Self-Esteem -.31 .04 -.35 -7.00"*
Years work -.03 .02 -.10 -2.01*
Loan 1.07 .37 -.14 -2.86**
Quality of Life .48 .48 80.58"* (4, 345)
Self-Esteem 1.72 11 .63 15.73*
Years work a2 .04 12 2.94*
Loan -2.23 .93 -.09 -2.41*
Sleep hours/day 1.08 .39 11 2.76™

*p<.05 *p<.01 ™ p<.001
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Discussion

The results of this study identified several predictors of mental health and quality of life
among Thai college and university professors, lecturers, and instructors. First, gender, years of
work as a teaching professional, BMI, and self-esteem are significant predictors of depression.
Next, salary, savings, sleep, and self-esteem were identified as significant predictors of anxiety.
Additionally, years of work as a teaching professional, loans, and self-esteem are significant
predictors of stress. Finally, years of work as a teaching professional, loan, sleep, and self-
esteem are significant predictors of overall quality of life. It is also worth noting that self-esteem
was identified as a significant predictor for all measures of mental health and quality of life for

this study.

Overall, it is evident that Thai college and university teaching professionals experience a
significant degree of depression, anxiety, and health issues. The findings from this study are
consistent with previous studies which indicate that college and university teaching faculty are
among the most stressed occupations4’22. This is especially concerning because high stress can
lead to worsened physical and mental health outcomes, substance use, depression, and

. 22,27
anxiety

Thai society as a whole faces mental health challenges relating to stigma, as well as
economic issues and natural disasters which affect mental health nationally8'43. These issues
may intensify the occupational stress that college and university teaching professoinals already

face.

Previous research has identified many reasons why college and university teaching
professionals are one of the most stressed occupational groups worIdwide4. Role-related stress
and high workloads characterize careers in higher education teaching16’19'22'44. Other factors
include increasing enrollment which further strains teaching staff and institutional resources, as
well as institutional factors such as restructuring, merging, and unilateral decision changes

driven by the need to remain productive and globally competi’cive9’1e"16

The findings of this study resemble earlier findings by researchers who aimed to
understand the occupational stress and research productivity associated with university and
college teaching professionals. For example, one study which included faculty from nearly 400

institutions across the United States found that women are more likely to report stress relating to
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household responsibilitiesM. Several other studies show that younger, nontenured, female
. . . . . 26,28,35
faculty are at the highest risk for experiencing occupational stress . The results of the
current study affirm these prior findings, while also expanding upon existing knowledge. In this
study, female teaching professionals had higher levels of depression. Additionally, those who
had less years of work experience were found to have greater depression, stress, and lower

overall quality of life.

Another issue that was commonly discussed in studies on college and university teaching
professionals was the prevalence of research-related anxiety due to the relationship between
research publications and financial security15. Many studies report that the threat of job and
income loss for those who struggle with research is imminent, characterizing the publish or
perish culture which defines academic Workz,g,zo-m. In this study, financial security through the
possession of savings and higher salaries was observed to be a protective factor that led to
lower rates of anxiety among college and university teaching professionals. Furthermore, those

with loans had higher levels of stress and lower overall quality of life.

This study’s findings complement prior research showing how job performance relates to
job security and financial security. Because research publication is such an essential part of their
role, university and college teaching professionals who struggle to produce research may feel
their job and financial security are threatenedz'g'zo_m. Lower salary and lower job status have also

. . . . . , 44
been associated with higher stress in previous studies .

Within this research study, self-esteem was identified as a predictor for all outcomes
being studied—depression, anxiety, stress, and overall quality of life. This finding can be further
understood in the context of Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory; self-efficacy is concerned with
one’s own expectations of their own ability to exert control over their own Iife45. Although self-
efficacy and self-esteem are two separate concepts, many studies have shown these terms to
be quite similar and highly correlated46. For college and university teaching professionals, self-
efficacy is positively correlated with productivityzz. Perceived self-efficacy also affects the
teaching and the overall educational process of academic professionals”. The findings of this
study validate previous research articulating the importance of self-esteem and self-efficacy in

affecting teaching professionals’ personal well-being and professional performance.
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Recommendations

It is critical that academic institutions work to resolve issues relating to stress, anxiety,
depression, and the overall quality of life as well as promote self-esteem of university and college
teaching professionals. This will be challenging because of the mismatch between the demands
of academic work, and the needs of academic teaching professionals, such as more time and
decreased workload2’30. It is necessary to fundamentally transform academic culture and
institutional structures in order to effect change that will substantially improve the state of

teaching professionals’ mental health.

Evaluation measures are frequently cited as a source of stress for many college and
. . . . 2,48 . . . .
university teaching professionals = . Many college and university teaching professionals are
stressed because their salary, tenure, opportunities for promotion, and job stability are
: : : .. 2923-25 .-
contingent upon their production of research publications . It may be beneficial for
institutions to balance the role of research productivity in the overall evaluation measures to help

reduce the pressure.

Several researchers have found mentorship to improve the mental health and wellness of
college and university teaching professionaI327’49_51. Certain populations which are minoritized
within academia, such as women, would especially benefit from mentorship opportunities.
Women and minorities should also be recruited and hired more extensively in academia, to help
reduce the experiences of sexism and subtle discrimination they may face47.

Limitations for this study include the focus only on mental health a few potential predictor
variables and the sample from only four institutions. Further research on this issue is needed with
participants from more institutions. Academic researchers and teachers work tirelessly to study
and generate new knowledge about the world; meanwhile, they seldom take time to learn about

the state of their own professionza.

Conclusion

Prior research has identified university and college teaching professionals as one of the
most highly stressed occupational groups. This study found that self-esteem significantly
impacts the overall mental health and quality of life of university and college teaching
professionals. It is necessary to improve mental health and quality of life among this group

because prolonged occupational stress can lead to poor physical and mental health outcomes.
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Further research should focus on understanding the mental health and wellness of teaching
professionals across non-Western settings. Consideration should especially be given to diverse

populations including women, younger and emerging professionals, and international faculty.
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