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Babeş-Bolyai University, Romania
Damiano Girardi,
University of Padua, Italy

*CORRESPONDENCE

Klára Kovács
kovacs.klara@arts.unideb.hu

RECEIVED 23 October 2023
ACCEPTED 11 December 2023
PUBLISHED 05 January 2024

CITATION

Kovács K, Dobay B, Halasi S, Pinczés T and
Tódor I (2024) Demands, resources
and institutional factors in the work
of academic staff in Central and Eastern
Europe: results of a qualitative research
among university teachers in five countries.
Front. Educ. 8:1326515.
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1326515

COPYRIGHT

© 2024 Kovács, Dobay, Halasi, Pinczés and
Tódor. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The
use, distribution or reproduction in other
forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are
credited and that the original publication in
this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

Demands, resources and
institutional factors in the work
of academic staff in Central and
Eastern Europe: results of a
qualitative research among
university teachers in five
countries
Klára Kovács1*, Beáta Dobay2,3, Szabolcs Halasi4,5,
Tamás Pinczés6 and Imre Tódor7

1MTA-DE-Parent-Teacher Cooperation Research Group, Faculty of Humanities, Institute of Educational
Sciences and Cultural Management, University of Debrecen, Debrecen, Hungary, 2Department of
Kindergarten and Teacher Training, J. Selye University, Komarno, Slovakia, 3Institute of Arts and Sports
Sciences, Benedek Elek Faculty of Pedagogy, University of Sopron, Sopron, Hungary, 4Hungarian
Language Teacher Training Faculty, University of Novi Sad, Subotica, Serbia, 5Faculty of Pedagogy, Gál
Ferenc University, Szarvas, Hungary, 6Department of Physical Education and Sport, Ferenc Kölcsey
Teacher Training Institute, Debrecen Reformed Theological University, Debrecen, Hungary, 7Teacher
Training Institute, Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania, Miercurea Ciuc, Romania

Introduction: The increased stress, pressure, and organizational change draw

attention to the importance of doing research on workplace stress and

resources, as well as other sources of stress among university teachers. Based

on the job demands-resources theory (JD-R theory) this paper investigates the

workplace factors affecting the health and wellbeing of Central and Eastern

European (CEE) academics. A further question is, what are the institutional

factors that (could) improve or worsen their wellbeing, as well as how they are

able to cope with the stress on an individual level.

Methods: For the analyses, seven focus group interviews were conducted with

academics from nine higher education institutions in Hungary, Slovakia, Ukraine,

Romania, and Serbia (N = 41).

Results: According to our results of the focus group interviews the most

important workplace difficulties, challenges, and resources are related to

teaching roles, interpersonal relationships, support by the management, and

infrastructural conditions.

Discussion: Institutions can contribute to the wellbeing and health of the

academics primarily by offering free or at least discounted participation in

sports, cultural and leisure events, as well as mental health counseling, but

it is important for these not to be self-serving (the colleagues from the
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university should not participate in the programs to make up for the missing

audiences of the otherwise overfunded organizations of the institution) and

haphazard: without a targeted health strategy, these are not sufficiently effective.

KEYWORDS

academics, job demands-resources (JD-R) theory, Central and Eastern Europe (CEE),
higher education institutions (HEI), focus group interview

1 Introduction

The situation of higher education as a workplace as well as
that of the academics has changed significantly in recent decades.
Expansion, diversity and the knowledge society brought dramatic
changes in the lives of higher education institutions, including
academics, after World War II (Aarrevaara et al., 2021). Earlier,
compared to working in other fields, teaching at a university
was considered to be a relatively stress-free, flexible, autonomous,
and socially recognized profession. Teachers and colleagues were
protected from many sources of workplace stress, such as
uncertainty, work-related ambiguity, or low job control, but today
this is no longer the typical case. The expectations (or needs) related
to these roles and activities put strong pressure on the teachers, they
are serious sources of stress that have a negative impact on their
health, wellbeing (Bell et al., 2012; Kinman, 2014; Papp et al., 2021;
Szigeti and Kovács, 2022). Thanks to various reforms in higher
education (see Bologna Process in Europe, strong government-
driven policies in the East-Asian territories, etc.), the position of
teachers has also changed significantly. While they had been the
key actors in higher education institutions, external stakeholders
started to occupy important leadership positions in the institutions.
Although teachers continued to enjoy freedom in their teaching
and research, institutional management and external stakeholders
increasingly monitored and controlled their performance. This
change, and working in this new environment, has been associated
with decreased job satisfaction and increased stress among teachers
in many countries (Aarrevaara et al., 2021). Similar changes have
taken place in recent years in several CEE countries, with Ukraine
and Romania developing specific performance evaluation systems
to assess the work of teachers, while in Hungary, all but five
universities have been converted to private (foundation) status,
with a share of teachers’ salaries determined by the results of a newly
developed performance evaluation system (Pimenta et al., 2021).

In our study, we examine the workplace factors affecting the
health and wellbeing of Central and Eastern European academics.
Our main question is what difficulties, stressors the university
teachers of the region have to deal with during their work, and
what are the resources that contribute to their wellbeing and
may also contribute to offset negative consequences related to
stress. A further question is, what are the institutional factors
that (could) improve or worsen their wellbeing, as well as how
they are able to cope with the stress caused by the workplace
on an individual level. The job demands-resources theory (JD-
R theory) was used as a theoretical background to examine this
issue. The JD-R theory is a theoretical framework that helps
to explain and understand the relationship between workplace
characteristics and employee performance and wellbeing. The

theory is a revised form of the JD-R model, supplemented with
personal resources. It classifies the workplace characteristics into
two categories that are negatively correlated: (negative) work
requirements and work-related resources which have a direct
impact on the employee’s stress level, motivation, health problems,
and numerous organizational outcomes. Job-demands, such as
high workload, lack of support, limiting efficiency, different
teacher roles, pressure on publication and grants, etc., exhaust the
employee’s physical and psychological resources and drain their
energy, cause additional fatigue, negatively affecting their wellbeing
and performance, leading to emotional exhaustion and burnout.
Workplace resources are the characteristics of the workplace that
are necessary to achieve the work goals set, contribute to work
enjoyment, motivation, and engagement (Bakker and Demerouti,
2014). Work resources contribute to the personal development and
learning of the employee as intrinsic motivation and to achieving
goals at an institutional level as extrinsic motivation (Han et al.,
2020). Work requirements are inversely related to commitment
to work. A high level of work requirements can lead to chronic
stress, fatigue, and emotional exhaustion, which can reduce the
commitment to work, and through this, job satisfaction (Johnson
et al., 2005). One of the most important resources is social support,
which is negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion and
burnout among trainers (too), and contributes to job satisfaction
and organizational commitment (Vigoda-Gadot and Talmud,
2010; Salami, 2011). Overall, academics who have more access
to workplace resources (such as a supportive institution and
colleagues) and resources needed for teaching are much more
enthusiastic, engaged, and enjoy their work (Han et al., 2020).

Earlier research primarily took a psychological approach and
examined psychological stress sources and resources, and showed
their correlation with regard to work performance, workplace
and psychological wellbeing, or even burnout (Moueleu Ngalagou
et al., 2019; Han et al., 2020; Alqarni, 2021; Lei, 2022). But in
our exploratory research, based on the JD-R theory difficulties and
resources related to the work of the teachers were examined from
a higher education research perspective and using a qualitative
method (focus group interviews). Previous empirical works that
utilized this theory applied the correlations of stress and resources
primarily for different aspects of wellbeing. As the first step of
our study, the sources of job-stress and the job-resources were
identified utilizing the experiences of the teachers in the region
under investigation, which influences their wellbeing according
their perceptions. Related to the JD-R theory, the interviews also
asked how academics cope with workplace stress on an individual
level and how their higher education institution contributes or can
contribute to this.
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The validity of the JD-R theory and workplace stressors has
been extensively studied among educators worldwide (see Kinman
et al., 2006; Bell et al., 2012; Aziz and Quraishi, 2017; Han et al.,
2020; Iyaji et al., 2020; Alqarni, 2021; Fetherston et al., 2021), but
these have primarily addressed stress and resources in the context of
wellbeing, job efficiency, satisfaction, etc., rather than institutional
and individual opportunities and factors for coping with them.
In these papers, there is little evidence of how university teachers
cope with workplace stress at an individual level, or how their
institution contributes to coping with workplace stress. Also, an
important uniqueness of our research is that, in contrast to the most
commonly used questionnaire survey and multivariate models, it
is not investigated workplace stressors among teachers based on
given options but rather inductively identify them by drawing on
everyday individual experiences, perceptions and opinions, taking
into account local specificities, and then compare them with JD-
R theory and previous research findings. The reason for this is
that the quantitative research mentioned above has been carried
out in other countries with different economic, cultural and social
situations and educational characteristics and is therefore not
necessarily valid for the CEE context under study. In order to be
able to investigate these relationships deductively in a large sample
survey, it important to identify the experiences of job demands
and resources among educators in the countries under study by
exploring them at the individual level.

Going beyond theory, it was not only explored the perceived
work-related stressors and resources among teachers at an
individual level but also it was looked for possible solutions,
good practices and opportunities that can help university staff at
an institutional and individual level to cope effectively with the
challenges they face in the workplace. Thus, our research has also
explored how the HEIs under study can and do contribute to
overcoming stress and thus increasing employees’ job satisfaction,
effectiveness and wellbeing. In addition to the institutional
level, it was looked at individual-level solutions, including the
individual-level activities that can help reduce workplace stress and
provide a basis for designing and implementing institutional-level
programmes to enhance employee engagement and wellbeing. The
wellbeing and health of the teachers is important not only from
a personal perspective, but also from an organizational point of
view, that is, when it comes to the institutions. Higher education
is a labor-intensive industry that relies heavily on the skills and
goodwill of the employees in order to ensure quality. The increased
stress level of the employees can also lead to the institution not
being able to function properly, because if its employees do not feel
well, are too tired, listless, and undermotivated, it negatively affects
the operation of the whole university/college as an organization
(Bell et al., 2012; ChaaCha and Oosthuysen, 2023).

The geographical area (CEE) can be considered a novelty, as
it is a region that contains several countries that have similar
cultural roots and historical antecedents and are in a similar
social-economic situation but at the same time, they have many
peculiarities (Pusztai and Márkus, 2019). This topic has not yet
been studied using this method in this region. Although a similar
research has been conducted among young researchers in Hungary
not long ago, it is not the same population as that of the
teachers. The applied method is suitable for getting to know the
characteristics and challenges of teaching work in the countries
and institutions examined in a close-up, valid way, over a broad

basis, based on the opinions and experiences of those affected,
laying the foundation for further quantitative research that reveal
correlations.

In the next part of our study, we will review the most important
international research on higher education and academics’
situation over the past two decades. We will also discuss the
findings on workplace stress sources and resources in academics’
work, which greatly influence their wellbeing, job satisfaction,
commitment, and different work outcomes. The next chapter will
present the research’s methodological background, followed by the
most important results, discussion, and conclusions.

2 Workplace stress and resources in
higher education

Several international comparative studies have looked at
academia in recent decades. In the project of Changing Academic
Profession in 2006, a study of academics in 19 countries worldwide
was carried out, which did not include CEE countries. However, the
European continuation of the research, “The Academic Profession
in Europe-Responses to Societal Challenges” (EUROAC), included
Poland and Romania from the region in 2007 to 2011. The
comparative studies have reached similar conclusions: although
the academic profession is subject to increasing expectations and
pressures, these expectations are not a constraint on how academics
perceive their situation and how they act. Of course, they have to
respond to these challenges, but they have room for maneuver in
how they interpret them and how they react (Höhle and Ulrich,
2013). The most important (negative) predictor of job satisfaction
was administrative processes in almost all countries (Bentley et al.,
2013). As a continuation of Changing Academic Profession 2006
(CAP), the Academic Profession in the Knowledge-Based Society
(APIKS) research was carried out between 2019 and 2021 in 18
countries (CEE countries were not included), with two objectives
defined by the editors in the synthesis volume: (1) Providing
a conceptual overview about the knowledge society/economy
and the role of higher education, and (2) a conceptual analysis
about 18 higher education systems changing and developing in it
(Aarrevaara et al., 2021). The volume presents the main findings
of the research on a country-by-country basis. However, one of its
main messages is that although the academic profession appears
similar in many respects in the countries studied when examined
in depth, there are very large differences even when answering a
simple question such as who is considered a researcher in a given
country (Jung et al., 2021).

Numerous studies over the world have examined the
background factors affecting the wellbeing and especially the
psychological health of the teachers, the sources of workplace stress
that impair their wellbeing, or the predictors and protective factors
that contribute to higher (psychological) wellbeing (Bentley et al.,
2013). Low stress levels and good health are important predictors
of high wellbeing (Johnson et al., 2005; Alqarni, 2021), but the
relationships between these factors can also be examined in reverse:
wellbeing (e.g., job satisfaction) may also predict health over time
(e.g., sickness absences) (Hoogendoorn et al., 2002).

A portion of the sources of stress are related to workplace
requirements (long working hours, time pressure, working
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conditions, inadequate facilities and students’ misbehavior,
administrative burdens, providing academic and mentoring
support, carrying out and fulfilling tasks required for quality
assurance, pressure for grants and publications, managing a
large number of e-mails, etc.) (Kinman et al., 2006; Salami, 2011;
Alqarni, 2021), another portion to the factors limiting efficiency
(ineffective management, the lack of administrative and technical
support, poor communication, rushed work pace, frequent
interruption of work, conflicting roles and limited opportunities to
prepare for teaching, research, and professional development), and
other problems (such as lack of respect, harassment, interpersonal
conflicts, or job insecurity) (Iyaji et al., 2020). The high workload
also significantly affects the health of the academics, which is
related to and can be manifested in symptoms of depression,
aggressiveness, impatience, rejection, and procrastination (Iyaji
et al., 2020). Lack of management support refers to the situation
when there is a lack of feedback, encouragement, and support when
the work is emotionally taxing. It is also a very important source
of stress if the colleagues do not support each other emotionally
(Vigoda-Gadot and Talmud, 2010; Salami, 2011). The clarification
of the roles is also a significant factor: this includes the clarification
of individual roles and responsibilities in accordance with the goals
of the institute and the whole institution. When an employee’s
role within an institution is not clear, it can lead to high levels of
ambiguity, insecurity, depression, rejection, and job dissatisfaction
(Kinman, 2014; Iyaji et al., 2020). The final source of stress is
change, that is, when there is no consultation with the colleagues
about the changes that take place in the life of the institution,
especially about how the changes that occur will be implemented
in practice (Kinman, 2014).

In relation to teaching and research work, sources of
stress can be identified as the growing number of students,
the increased attention to quality education and research,
international and domestic competition for resources and
technological developments, as well as the ever rapidly changing
technology, increasing workplace requirements on part of the
higher education sector that provides high quality services and
products. Research conducted among Australian and British
academics and Saudi Arabian language teachers have overall
identified extensive working hours, the large amount of work-
related thoughts, inactivity and the difficulty of reconciling
work and private life as the most important factors that affect
psychological and physical wellbeing (Bell et al., 2012; Kinman,
2014; Alqarni, 2021; Fetherston et al., 2021).

Based on the above, the aim of our research is to examine the
sources of stress (job demands) and resources that characterize
the work of university teachers in five CEE countries and the
effects of stress sources and resources on their health, wellbeing
and effectiveness. Another question is how teachers cope with
their workplace and how their institution can or could contribute
to reducing stress. Due to the exploratory, qualitative nature of
our survey, the teachers were deliberately not asked specifically
about the job demands and resources that were tested in the JD-R
theory previously, as presented in the literature review above. The
interviews were conducted in general terms, asking academics what
causes them stress and difficulties in their work and what kind of
sources of pleasure can be found that make them enjoy their work.
In the responses and experiences received, we sought to identify the
factors described above and other unique factors by comparing the

situation of CEE academics with colleagues who teach in different
higher education institutions worldwide.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data and procedure

In our research, a qualitative method, focus group interviews
was used, to reveal the job demands and resources, and the coping
mechanisms affecting the wellbeing and health of Central and
Eastern European university teachers. For the analyses, seven focus
group interviews were conducted with academics from nine higher
education institutions in five countries, online in 2022. In the first
phase of the research, the members of the research team explored
the literature related to their research topic in relation to academics,
and then compiled and finalized the interview schedule. This was
followed by the organization of focus groups in Hungary and
the recruitment of moderators in the cross-border institutions.
After the training of the moderators, the criteria for selecting
the interviewees were defined and, based on these criteria, the
selected subjects were invited. This was followed by technical
organization of the interviews. Once recorded, the interviews were
transcribed and the written material was manually coded and
analyzed using JD-R theory.

When selecting the interviewees, it was aimed to obtain as
heterogeneous a sample as possible in terms of faculties, disciplines,
gender and age/position/professional experience. On this basis,
interviewees were invited from each faculty by institution, taking
into account the above criteria. It was sought to ensure that
the interviewees did not include educational researchers who, as
experts in the field and subject matter, would have provided biased
responses. In each institution, it was assisted in the organization
and preparation of the interview by a person who was a teacher at
the institution, who was familiar with its structure and who had
an appropriate network of contacts to be able to recruit enough
interviewees to share their thoughts about their workplace.

Before selecting the interviewees, the moderators were briefed
on the purpose of the research, the questions, the interview outline,
and the sample selection criteria, and then the interviewers started
to visit the interviewees. Once the subjects agreed, a convenient
time was arranged for an interview of about 2 h. The interviews
were conducted on a Zoom interface and recorded. Before the
interviews began, the research ethics were explained, the subjects
were assured of their anonymity, and verbal permission was
sought from each of them individually to record and use audio
material for analysis. All participants agreed to participate; thus, all
interviewees’ responses could be recorded and used for analysis.

The length of the interview material is about 8 h, which
was transcribed into a total of 168 pages of written text. The
interview outline broadly examined the work and situation of the
teachers along the following dimensions: introduction, dimensions
of teaching effectiveness, challenges of higher education pedagogy,
the impact of teaching work on wellbeing and health, institutional
culture, leisure time and cultural consumption, experiences and
attitudes toward disabled students, religiosity, language and ethnic
diversity in higher education, the role of the institution in
preserving and developing the health of the academics.
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During the analysis, deductive and inductive coding was used:
the difficulties and resources related to work in connection with
the JD-R theory (deductive) were examined, and it was looked
for other sources of stress and supporting factors inductively.
Deductive coding was applied a priori using a code grid based
on the literature, followed by data-driven generation of additional
codes through further subdivision of text segments into subunits
due to the semi-structured nature of the interview. Based on the
answers, a type analysis was performed to typify the difficulties
and resources, and a thematic analysis was performed regarding
the coping strategies used to overcome stress, sports and other
activities related to health behaviors, institutional contributions,
and expectations. The codes are: (1) work-related difficulty, stress,
and (2) resources; (3) individual protective factor, coping strategy;
(4) institutional supporting factor and (5) expectations, that could
promote the wellbeing of academics.

3.2 Participants

The number of participants in the focus group interviews was
between four and eight from the following institutions (41 people
in total): University of Debrecen (UD), Reformed Theological
University of Debrecen (RTUD), University of Nyíregyháza
(UNY) (Hungary); Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania
(branch Miercurea Ciuc, SAPI, Romania), Partium Christian
University (PCU, Romania); Ferenc Rákóczi II. Transcarpathian
Hungarian Institute (THU, Ukraine), J. Selye University (JSU,
Slovakia), University of Novi Sad (UNS), Subotica Tech–College
of Applied Sciences (STCAS) (Serbia). The Hungarian universities
are institutions from the North-Eastern region of the country,
where the proportion of disadvantaged students is overrepresented
compared to other regions, so the academics have to deal with
special challenges. From the other countries, the higher education
institutions of the Hungarian minority were picked, so the teachers
and students are also in a special situation, due to being members
of a minority. The interviewees were selected in such a way as
to obtain heterogeneous groups according to gender, age, and
position, as well as field of study (faculty). In terms of position,
there were participants from all levels, from Ph.D. students who
are part-time teachers to full professors, several interviewees
also holding senior positions (department head, institute head,
doctoral program president, dean, assistant dean, assistant rector).
Based on the age known, the youngest respondent was 31 and
the oldest was 65. 18 men and 23 women participated in the
interviews (Supplementary Appendix 1).

4 Results

4.1 Job demands and resources in
teaching work in CEE

In the first part of the examination, the job demands and
resources were discovered. These were compared to the previously
identified factors by testing JD-R theory. Based on the analysis
of the focus group interviews, five main issues, areas were able
to be isolated that appear to be sources of stress or resources in

the teaching work, and affect the wellbeing of the teaching staff.
These are: 1. teaching tasks, roles, 2. workload, 3. interpersonal
relationships, 4. the lack of management, and 5. the infrastructural
environment. The reliability of the coding is confirmed by the
fact that Kocsis and Hrabéczy (2023) identified the same codes in
their analysis of the teachers’ work in the interviews conducted in
Hungary. All the five areas contain sources of stress (job-demands)
and resources (Table 1).

The tasks of the academics include teaching, research,
application for grants, attracting external financial resources,
cooperating with actors in the economy in research and
development projects, and organizational tasks. Difficulties that
came up with regards to teaching include that it is undervalued
compared to research performance, even though it takes a
lot of work and energy to prepare, be up to date in the
course material, to organize the classes, and pass on practical,
but always professional knowledge. However, student feedback
is not always adequate in this regard, especially during the
time of COVID-19, when there was no personal contact.
Hence instructors got feedback neither from the students nor
from the institution in general about how well they were
able to deliver the study material to the students. Hungarian
institutions of higher education do have a mostly voluntary
feedback system, as well as a completely informal website
(markmyprofessor), where the work of a given instructor can
be evaluated anonymously. However, these are not necessarily
objective, as students are influenced by the difficulty and
importance of the course material, and of course the grade received.
This way, the measurement of the quality of education itself can
also be problematic.

A further problem is that even if someone is an excellent
lecturer and teaches interesting, diverse, and popular classes, this
performance is still not equivalent with success in publication.
Irrespective of the country, there is a very strong pressure
on the academics to write studies with an impact factor,
while the possibilities vary by the discipline to a large extent,
very large differences can be witnessed (the technical and
medical fields are at an advantage, while for example, the
humanities, especially linguists doing research on the native
language, are at a significant disadvantage). As the following
interviewee put it,

“I think—and I’ve been in the field for thirty years—that in
reality, at the university it has officially never really mattered
how good of a teacher someone was. It obviously mattered
in terms of work relationships and recognition, but otherwise,
people are evaluated based on scientometrics. . . I never felt that
it mattered whether one is a good teacher or bad teacher” (male,
UD Faculty of Engineering).

In addition to these two roles, there is the continuous
expectation to attract external resources. In this regard, the
problems are differentiated when it comes to the particular
fields: in humanities and social science, the problem is the
scarcity of opportunities and obtainable resources, in the technical,
technological, and IT fields, the challenge is meeting the
expectations of the partners. Concerning the differences between
the countries, it could be seen that in the institutions in Slovakia and
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TABLE 1 Work-related stress and resources based on focus group interviews with academics. Source: own research.

Areas, challenges of
the teacher’s work

Sub-dimensions Difficulties, sources of stress Resources

Roles, tasks of the academics Teaching Teaching a subject out of their expertise, activity
aiming at convergence/education; uninterested,
under-motivated students, increasing number of
international students, the undervaluation of
teaching compared to academic performance,
difficulty of measurement, lack of feedback

Successful students (in research and
professionally), positive feedback from
students

Research Writing studies with impact factor, in the case of
success, even more expectations

Immersion in one’s own research topic, in
a challenging professional question,
experiencing flow, mental refreshment

Grants, attracting financial
resources, international and other
collaborations with other fields
(economy, industry) or
institutions of secondary
education

Specificities of each discipline in research funding,
continuous expectations set by the industry

Success in recruitment, economically and
socially useful developments, joint
research

Organization, administration Administrative burdens, documentation Creative organizational work, educational
organization

Workload Roles Reconciling and balancing the various roles and
achieving an appropriate level of performance,
completing tasks by the deadline, roles that should
not be part of the teaching work, work fatigue
related to a role

Special roles that contribute to the
reduction of dropout and to adaptation to
market needs, participation in
international projects

Amount of tasks Too much work/no work, teaching beside doctoral
studies, periodic differences in workload, burnout,
pressure to perform, tight deadlines

Work outside of working hours Work and requests from the institution in the
evening, at night, on weekends

Flexible working hours

Reconciliation of work and private
life

Overlap of work and private life, work takes time
away from private life

Interpersonal relationships Joint work Interpersonal conflicts with colleagues, managers,
promotion of individual interests instead of
cooperation, unequal division of labor between the
colleagues

Collaborations and joint successes with
academics from other disciplines
(inside/outside of the institution,
internationally), recognition of colleagues
when achieving professional success, good
team spirit

Informal gatherings Personal contact (during online education), lack of
informal gatherings

social life, informal conversations

Support from management Recognition from the
management of the institution

Lack of recognition, lack of financial
remuneration, inconsistent methods of
measurement when awarding recognition, the
relegation of human respect into the background,
setting even higher expectations after recognition

Material recognition or any symbolic form
of recognition or appreciation

Trust Trust and confidence on part of the head
of the institute, colleagues, regarding the
completion of tasks

Transparency The tasks and expectations related to work are
unclear, uncertainty, lack of communication, lack
of accountability

Familiar institutional strategy

Changes New circumstances associated with the change in
leadership, meeting expectations, unpredictability

Stable institutional values, predictability

Infrastructural environment IT tools Outdated digital tools, weak wireless network Modern devices available in sufficient
number, well-functioning internet

Infrastructure Lack of suitable rooms, equipment, living spaces Homely, comfortable, friendly
environment, sporting opportunities
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Romania, administrative obligations are a heavy burden, while at
certain Hungarian faculties, the increasing number of international
students represents a challenge, primarily due to language issues
and cultural differences. In the case of the Hungarian institutions
outside of Hungary, the additional administrative burdens also
arise from the necessity to comply with special requirements arising
from the minority status.

The most difficult is the completion of tasks on a deadline,
as well as compliance with the professional and institutional
requirements. This is especially true if the teacher is at the
beginning of their career, and in addition to their work, they also
have to fulfill the conditions required to obtain their doctoral
degree, while they have little experience with teaching students. It
is also a difficulty that burdens are distributed unevenly throughout
the semester, and often among colleagues, which is closely related
to the next problem area, interpersonal relationships. Another
problem is that certain tasks (usually teaching work) prove to
be too much by themselves, so there is not enough time and
energy for other areas (e.g., research that could form the basis
of publications).

“Today’s university teacher has to be almost Superman. In
addition to all kinds of impact factors and work for Chilean
journals, you have to be a very good teacher, calm and attentive
in class. In addition, you have to be able to lead projects, you
must be a psychologist, finances are often entrusted to the project
manager, everything that needs to be covered, costs, papers,
documentation” (male, UND Faculty of Agriculture).

The variety of roles can be accompanied by significant
workload, an increase in evening and weekend working hours,
difficulties in reconciliation with private life, the reduction of time
spent with the family, thus conflicts in personal life. Referring
back to interpersonal relationships, the biggest psychological and
mental difficulty is if the burdens are distributed unevenly, and they
continuously fall on the colleague who is successful in any field of
the work of the academic, thus being recognized by the institution.
As stated by the next two interviewees,

“There is a saying in Hungarian, that the horse that draws better
is the one that is beaten, and I think this kind of thing can
be felt at every department. Meaning that if someone’s work
capacity is over the average, then they get 80% of the tasks,
and the remaining 20 percent gets distributed among the other
colleagues” (female, SAPI, Teacher Training Institute).

Our interviewees referred to several factors of management
support, emphasizing the importance of transparency, recognition,
and control. A large-scale change took place in Hungarian higher
education in 2021, when the vast majority of higher education
institutions (with the exception of 6) became institutions held
by private foundations.1 The significant salary increase was also

1 The government transferred the administrative rights to public trust
funds with a public interest mission, with the participation of the members
of the administration. The government argued in favor of the model change
with more money, more independence, flexible operational options, and
salary increase for the teachers.

realized at the University of Debrecen and the University of
Nyíregyháza, in addition to which a performance evaluation system
has also been developed until December 2022: here academics
needed to list and quantify every activity related to teaching,
research, and organizational tasks that they have completed in
the past 4 years. If they reach the minimal requirement, they
can keep their current salary, if not, then a so-called variable
salary will be established as half of their salary, and they will
receive the amount over the fixed salary (50%) in proportion
to their performance. The functionality and efficiency of the
evaluation system, as well as the acceptability of the wages
calculated on this basis, will be revealed in February 2023.
A similar system of evaluation was introduced earlier in other
countries (Romania, Ukraine). Although it was stated that the new
system of evaluation finally measures the work and performance
of the academics unambiguously, it is not done ad hoc (e.g.,
recognition), but at the same time, some also pointed out that
it affects collegial relationships negatively due to the competitive,
performance-oriented approach, and human respect is pushed
to the background.

“And then it also follows from this, the phenomenon, that the
community of academics started to get individualized a little bit,
and. . . well, maybe at first they started to see each other, the
teachers, as adversaries, but after a while I feel that they see each
other even as enemies, and informally it might seem like they
are happy for each other’s successes, but under a little bit beneath
the surface I feel that some kind of professional envy has begun”
(male, University of Nyíregyháza, Institute of Music).

The final challenge related to work as a university teacher is the
infrastructural environment. It makes work very difficult if there
are no suitable classrooms, technical equipment for teaching, and
especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of a
private sphere for the teachers came to the forefront, where they can
teach an online or even hybrid classes without being disturbed, with
appropriate digital devices. The most important sources of stress
are summarized in the following word cloud (Figure 1). In line with
the above, the figure also draws attention to interpersonal conflicts,
excessive and uneven workloads and the difficulties of the various
teaching roles. In the latter case, problems include multiple roles
and the need to perform evenly and at a high level in these roles, the
underestimation of teaching in relation to research performance,
and roles that should not be part of teaching. The difficulty of
maintaining a good work-life balance is also a particular challenge.

In the five areas of the work of an academic presented above,
in addition to the difficulties and challenges, it can also be managed
to identify important resources. In case of the last, infrastructural
conditions, it has a positive effect on the academics if the work
environment is homely, intimate, friendly, where they can retreat
to and serves their comfort (there is a kitchen, or a place where
they can chat, have a coffee with the colleagues, etc.). The most
important resource are teacher and student success, academic
and professional achievements. A research, development result, a
high-ranking article, international cooperation, and especially the
positive feedback of students, and the development of a special
mentoring, or experiencing the success together, can be reason for
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FIGURE 1

Wordcloud of job demands among university teachers in CEE (Source: own research).

FIGURE 2

Wordcloud of job resources among university teachers in CEE (Source: own research).

very important satisfaction, renewal, and joy. This is the case even
if this cannot be measured, as can be read in the following quote:

“. . . that the student comes up and says thank you or writes an
e-mail at the end of the semester. And I don’t know, but I think
this can often compensate for a lot of things, especially in a period
that almost leads to a burnout., I also think that the problem with
this system is that we try to quantify something that really can’t
be quantified.” (female, UD Faculty of Humanities)

If one manages to reconcile the various roles of the teacher
and have enough time for research work, immerse in their own
research, experience the flow while writing their own publication,
and the related professional successes (publications, conference
presentations) help get out of the everyday grind and provide the
opportunity to recharge. In terms of the diversity of teaching roles,
the most valuable resource is the ability to perform in all roles
at an appropriate level and to have one or more roles, which the
teacher can fulfill in. It was mentioned as an important advantage
of teaching work that although the workload is large and diverse,
the working hours are flexible, so the academics have freedom and
can decide the activities beyond the classes that need to be taught.
It is worth noting here that one of the interviewees evaluated as
an important resource not just that the schedule is flexible, but
that they also receive the support for this from the head of the
institute in the form of trust: they do not have to sit in the office
all day, as the head of the institute knows that they will do required
tasks regardless. Another interviewee also mentioned trust. In her
interpretation, she is entrusted by leaders with the responsibility

of organizing joint, enjoyable programs for students and teachers.
These have a very important community-building role and create
a very intimate relationship with lecturers and students. Trust was
identified as a new resource; it is not included in the JD-R theory.

In addition to achieving success, it is just as important that
these elicit the appreciation and respect of the leadership of the
institute and the colleagues, if they can be happy about these
results together, and perhaps it is an even bigger resource if this is
achieved jointly, or as part of an international cooperation, perhaps
with colleagues from different institutes or with industrial players.
Related to international relations, it is important to note how much
face-to-face meetings mean after online teaching: people can meet,
talk, see, feel each other, especially in Ukraine, where because of
the war, the period of distance learning was extended, and constant
tension, insecurity, fear became part of everyday life (Table 1).
This clearly shows the prominent role of interpersonal relationships
(with colleagues, students), the joy of teaching and working with
students, students’ and own success, and the positive feedback from
leaders, colleagues, and students as the Figure 2 shows.

4.2 Coping and recovery strategies
against workplace difficulties and stress

JD-R theory is an enhanced version of the JD-R model, and the
key difference between the two is that the theory also examines
the coping strategies, which can help individuals to cope with
stress caused by the job demands. In our research, it was also
examined the individual methods that interviewees use to cope with
difficulties and stress in the workplace, and to attempt to maintain
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their health and wellbeing. The most frequently mentioned form of
health behavior was playing sports and regular physical activity (13
people), and three people mentioned spending their leisure time
with active recreation (excursions, hiking). Significant differences
can be observed between the institutions (countries) examined;
among the subjects in Ukraine, no one mentioned physical
activity or sports, while when it comes of gender, there was an
equal proportion of active teachers. Taking vitamins, regularly
participating in screenings, avoiding harmful addictions, and an
enough rest (sleep) were noted in connection with behavior
that protects health. Passive free-time activities, such as reading,
watching movies, listening to music were also mentioned, as well
as social and communal activities (self-improvement groups, choir,
church community).

The next important protective factor is the family (mentioned
by 5 people): the quality time spent with them gives strength,
opportunity for renewal, exit from the daily grind, the wellbeing
of the family can be a source of wellbeing for the individual as
well, therefore it is a source of great difficulty and exhausting
for academics if they fail to preserve the balance of work and
private life. This was especially apparent during the time of COVID,
when the time spent with the family and work completely collided
physically as well. Two female interviewees mentioned that taking
care of the family, i.e., housework, provides refreshment after
periods of work:

“I am truly at peace with myself when I have patience for the
recipe book. Because I usually cook the daily, usual routine from
my head, and based on what’s in the fridge. But when I see
that Jamie Oliver winking from the shelf, it’s really like I don’t
have a deadline. And then this is also a kind of self-realization,
that I had time to think a little beyond the daily routine, in a
context different from the university” (female, SAPI Miercurea
Ciuc Faculty, Teacher Training Institute).

The last type of stress-relieving techniques is spirituality,
turning inward, experiencing the inner silence, defining and
observing the boundary between work and life outside of work, in
order to preserve mental and spiritual balance.

4.3 The role of the institution in reducing
the workplace stress of academics

Going beyond the JD-R theory and previous research on
this topic, one of the novelties of our study was not only to
explore individual coping strategies, but also to investigate what
factors at the institutional level help teachers to reduce workplace
stress, and thus how higher education institutions contribute or
can contribute to teachers’ health, wellbeing and work outcomes.
Thus, as the final step of our research, it was examined how the
institutions can contribute to the wellbeing of the academics, and
the reduction of sources of stress in the workplace. In this regard,
it can be differentiated between two areas: the contribution of
the institutions, and the expectations of the academics. When it
comes to institutional contributions, the respondents mentioned
the adequate infrastructure on the one hand, and on the other
hand, sports opportunities, the use of sports infrastructure, as well

as communal sports programs, the purpose of which is to build
community not only with the colleagues, but also with students, in
addition to promoting a health-conscious lifestyle. The importance
of interpersonal relationships as a resource was already noted, these
programs help colleagues within an institution to form a good team
that can motivate each other, cooperate effectively, as the following
interview excerpt also points out:

“I used to look down on everyone, who is running. Or is doing
any sports. . . Then I got into an environment, at the Faculty
of Public Health, where everyone pays more attention to their
health. And I started doing sports, I started running. When the
big university tells me to do it, I am not sure that I would pay
attention. But when my colleague, with whom I am otherwise in
daily contact, starts whispering in my ear, . . . but three months
later I start asking them what kind of running shoes I should buy.
Such small communities have an amazing, formative power, and
can probably also form a very good protective shell for our mental
health.” (male, UD Faculty of Public Health)

These sporting opportunities were mainly mentioned by the
interviewees from Hungary, Slovakia, and Ukraine. Mental health
and psychological counseling at the University of Debrecen and the
college in Transcarpathia make an important contribution to the
preservation of mental and psychological wellbeing.

The expectations are primarily related to support by the
management. The lack of support from administrative staff was not
mentioned. But as it was noted above, primarily in the Romanian
and Serbian institutions, the interviewees highlighted the need
for transparent, unambiguous requirements and expectations from
the management, as well as continuous feedback and control,
so that there would consequences, if someone does not fulfill
their obligations. Decisive leadership is also important, defining
the institutional values and the development of a strategy, where
the academics should also be involved. The teachers at Serbian
institutions would require an increase in salary, the Slovakian
teachers would require the reduction of administrative burdens,
and they miss community-building programs in the institutions
where there are none, or where they were stopped.

5 Discussion

In our study, sources of work-related stress and resources
affecting the health and wellbeing of Central and Eastern
European university academics were examined based on the
JD-R theory. Similarly to research conducted among university
teachers in Britain, Australia (Kinman et al., 2006; Bell et al.,
2012; Fetherston et al., 2021), Pakistan (Aziz and Quraishi, 2017),
Saudi Arabia (Alqarni, 2021), China (Han et al., 2020) and Nigeria
(Iyaji et al., 2020), the most important workplace difficulties,
challenges, and resources are related to teaching roles, interpersonal
relationships, support by the management, and infrastructural
conditions. In accordance with the results of research conducted
by Kinman (2014) and Fetherston et al. (2021) among British and
Australian researchers, the reconciliation of the different roles
(teacher, researcher, administrator, mentor etc.) is the greatest
source of stress. An important finding of our research is that,
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although the interviewees were not asked specifically about the
prevalence, importance and role of these stressors and resources
in their work, they were only asked in general terms to describe
what causes them stress, difficulty and pleasure in their work.
Yet the responses identified the same factors that were previously
examined during the testing of JD-R theory. The different teaching
roles in each country were mentioned as difficulties to reconcile
them or even the undervaluation of the teaching role in relation
to the researcher’s performance. Thus, we did not find differences
between countries but rather between disciplines. In STEM fields,
particularly in cases where there is a need to collaborate with
industrial companies, there are more roles to play. In contrast
in some humanities fields (e.g., linguistics), the expected high
publication pressure is a major burden, as it is difficult to get into
IF journals due to the peculiarities of the Hungarian language. As
a result, securing external funding, which typically comes from
grants, is considerably more restrictive. The importance of support
from management, a clear and unambiguous institutional strategy
and goals, and transparent expectations were highlighted mainly
by Serbian and Romanian academics. The lack of infrastructural
conditions was also mentioned as a source of stress, mainly by
teachers from Romanian and Hungarian institutions, while the
administrative burdens by the Slovakian interviewees.

One of the most important differences between previous
research and our study is the appearance of the issue of trust, which
was not encountered in research introduced previously utilizing
the JD-R model or theory. It was mentioned by two interviewees
from a Hungarian and a Slovakian HEIs. An important finding
is that mistrust as a source of stress was not formulated, but
trust as a resource is an important support factor in the work
of teachers. Trust is an important element of Putnam’s concept
of social capital (Putnam, 2015). It is the basis for the effective
functioning of communities, and if well-functioning interpersonal
relationships characterize the work of teachers, they are considered
primary capital and resources that can contribute to job satisfaction
(Agneessens and Wittek, 2008). In our research, our interviewees
considered both forms of trust (institutional and interpersonal)
to play a prominent role. Interpersonal relationships were found
to be part of everyday life in the form of joint research, the
management of proposals, the achievement of successes, informal
conversations and coffee breaks, and when these are characterized
by mistrust, they are a very serious source of stress in the work
of the teachers, which they find difficult to cope with. According
to the interviewees, there are two areas that could break trust.
The first one stems from interpersonal conflicts like disagreements
arising from unequal division of labor, communication gaps,
etc. The other potential source is the performance-based pay
resulting from competition for university ranking in several
countries (Romania, Ukraine, Hungary), which negatively affects
these two areas of social capital, institutional and interpersonal
trust, by generating competition between academics, increasing
mistrust, suspicion, envy, and individualizing work, performance
and success. It also creates difficulties in terms of interpersonal
relationships if the micro-communities at work that are important
to the individual are loosened or possibly broken up, e.g., among
others, due to the distancing caused by the COVID epidemic,
and now the war in Ukraine. All this can have a negative impact
on workers’ wellbeing as it was emphasizing some interviewees
from Ukraine. Previous research has shown that institutional and

interpersonal trust are important predictors of subjective wellbeing
(Jovanović, 2016), with the latter being negatively related to job
stress, burn out and positively contributing to job satisfaction
and organizational commitment (Vigoda-Gadot and Talmud, 2010;
Guinot et al., 2014).

The issue of institutional trust is closely linked to management
support as a resource. A positive aspect of the work of the teachers
was the mutual trust between the management and the teacher,
the fact that they do not necessarily have to be present in the
institution from morning to night, that they are not under constant
supervision, and yet they believe in each other that everyone is
doing their job honestly. Therefore, the teaching job has a high
degree of flexibility, which is a great advantage compared to other
jobs. However, the lack of management support greatly reduces
trust in the institution and is a major source of stress. Based on
their results, Kinman (2014) and Alqarni (2021) highlighted the
importance of clear, transparent, clearly defined tasks, expectations,
institutional strategy, as well as encouragement and recognition
from the institutions, furthermore, the involvement of academics
in changes in the life of the institution. All of these factors fall
within the scope of management support, and mentioned by our
interviewees.

The most important resources are also strongly linked to
interpersonal relationships and trust concerning the difficulties
mentioned above and coping with them. Such resources include
working together and achieving success with gifted or even
with less talented students (teacher-student relationship), working
together and achieving success in applications and academic
research, informal and friendly conversations, relationships and
leisure activities with colleagues (teacher-teacher relationship),
and trust from immediate superiors and colleagues (supervisor-
subordinate relationship). Furthermore, previous research has
shown since the beginning of the last century that these well-
functioning, mutually trusting workplace micro-communities
contribute more to job satisfaction and employee wellbeing
than technical conditions (Agneessens and Wittek, 2008). The
role of interpersonal relationships as resource was mentioned
by Hungarian, Romanian and Ukrainian academics. Also, when
examining the role of the institution beyond the formal, top-
down, institution-run organizations and programs (mental health
services, sports, recreational activities, etc.), the interviewees’
primary expectation and effective help in coping with workplace
stress was the assistance of these informal micro-communities.
Mental health services, sports, and recreational activities are mainly
available in institutions in Hungary, Slovakia and Ukraine and
represent an important institutional contribution to the mental
health of teachers.

Related to the JD-R Theory, the tools were examined that
teachers use at the individual level to cope with workplace stress
and challenges. They deal with the workplace stress by playing
sports, physical activity and quality, active time spent with the
family in order to preserve their health and wellbeing. At the
same time, in accordance with earlier studies (Kinman, 2014; Koen
et al., 2018; Iyaji et al., 2020), the vast majority of subjects do not
play sports or perform regular physical activity (only 13 people
do), however, regular physical activity and active recreational
activities have a primary role in health prevention and an important
contribution to wellbeing and quality of life (Lengyel et al., 2019;
Devita and Müller, 2020; Kinczel and Müller, 2023). There are
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also significant differences between countries in terms of sport and
physical activity. While more respondents in Hungary and Slovakia
mentioned sports, and more respondents in Romania and Slovakia
mentioned recreational physical activities such as walking, hiking,
and climbing as stress-relieving activities due to the environmental
conditions, there were no respondents in Ukraine who mentioned
physical activities. Several studies draw attention to the unhealthy
lifestyle of university teachers, employees (inactivity, unhealthy
diet, high stress, etc.) which also leads to loss of life among them in
many cases (Iyaji et al., 2020). Still, only a few studies deal with the
physical activity of the academics, the problem of inactivity, while
compared to the average population, they are more likely to be
familiar with physical activity’s importance and its beneficial effects
on various dimensions of health, especially those who work and do
research on this field. But this knowledge is not always followed by
the activity (Kwiecień-Jaguś et al., 2021).

The results of our study suggest practical implications at
institutional and micro-community levels that can contribute
to reducing workplace stress and thereby increase the physical,
mental and psychological health, wellbeing, job satisfaction, work
engagement and efficacy of academics. At the institutional level,
the most important requirement is the formulation of a clear,
unambiguous institutional strategy, goals and expectations for
teachers, and a transparent performance evaluation system. It
would also be important to provide free or at least discounted sports
and recreation programmes, facilities and counseling services
from the side of the institution to help teachers cope effectively
with everyday stress. At the micro level, it is very important to
support and encourage small community initiatives (at the level
of institutes, departments) that are team- or community-building,
strengthening interpersonal relationships, cooperation and trust.

Our research has limitations due to its exploratory nature. Since
the interviews were conducted primarily in the minority Hungarian
institutions of higher education in non-Hungarian countries, we
could not learn about the opinions and experiences of the majority
Hungarian teachers. Being qualitative research, the reliability of the
results is limited. Due to the small number of items and scope
limitations, it was not possible to make comparisons by gender,
age/grade and discipline. We intend to carry out these comparative
analyses in our next questionnaire survey.

6 Conclusion

In our study, a qualitative method was used to investigate the
job demands and resources of CEE academics in relation to the JD-
R theory. Due to the exploratory nature of the research, the stress
and resources mentioned by the academics were compared with
the factors previously identified in the testing of the JD-R theory.
It can be concluded that, for the most part, teachers in the region
mentioned the same stressors and resources as those found in the
previous literature. However, at the same time, the issue of trust was
identified as a new resource, which represents access to previously
known job resources. Contributing to previous researches on this
topic, it was examined and identified how HEIs at institutional level
can contribute to reducing workplace stress for lecturers.

The most important message of our study is that the
institutional environment is key to both the effective work

and wellbeing of the academics. This requires well-functioning
technology and suitable infrastructure (PCE), financial
remuneration independent of external grants for existential
security. Meanwhile, it is even more important to define
predictable, transparent institutional goals, strategy, and jointly
agreed values, to create a predictable and controlled system of
evaluation and rewards, which do not change according to the
whims of the current leadership or with the change of leadership
(in Serbia and Romania). For this reason, constant and effective
communication between the leadership and the smaller subunits
is very important: the challenges that need to be dealt with every
day and must be known, unambiguous, and clear for both parties,
and expectations must be set toward each other. Although a stable,
predictable system of evaluation already exists in several countries
(Romania, Ukraine), and compliance with it is another source of
stress, but it has only been introduced into the operation of the
institutions examined in Hungary during the recent changes in
higher education. Thus, its effectiveness is not yet known, but at
the same time it promotes predictability and transparency, which
go hand in hand with the differentiation of wages. This could result
in a kind of competitive situation within the teaching community,
which can negatively affect interpersonal relationships.

Among the resources related to work, a good community or
team within the faculty or with colleagues from other institutes
stands out, so it is extremely important for the management of
the institution to support these common, grassroots teambuilding
programs. In addition, institutions can contribute to the wellbeing
and health of the academics primarily by offering free or at least
discounted participation in sports, cultural and leisure events, as
well as mental health counseling, but it is important for these not
to be self-serving (the colleagues from the university should not
participate in the programs to make up for the missing audiences
of the otherwise overfunded organizations of the institution)
and haphazard: without a targeted health strategy, these are not
sufficiently effective.

Due to reasons of brevity, it has not the opportunity to
examine in detail the demographic and country differences
in teaching work and the institutional background. This will
examine the job demands and resources in the CEE countries
concerned, with a focus on differences between the countries and
exploring the connections with the wellbeing and performance of
academics. Additional research directions will involve examining
the background of stress and resources, as well as individual and
institutional factors that may compensate for the stress caused
by job demands. the next step of our research, it is planned to
make a comparison by conducting a questionnaire study on a
wide sample, supplemented by the lessons learned from the focus
group interviews.
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