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Psychology of working theory (PWT) and psychology of working framework (PWF) offered a psychological view of decent work. The present study examined the associations among personality traits, decent work and Occupational Fatigue Exhaustion Recovery Scale (OFER). Two hundred and thirty four participants filled out the Big Five Questionnaire, the Italian version of the Decent Work Scale, and the Italian version of the OFER Scale. Hierarchical regressions showed that decent work explained incremental variance beyond personality traits with respect to OFER both considering total score and its three dimensions (chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, persistent fatigue). The present study underlined the value of decent work in relation to occupational fatigue beyond the contributions of personality, in particular in relation to the dimensions of Adequate compensation and Free time and rest for less occupational fatigue (both as total and as dimensions).
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INTRODUCTION

Occupational fatigue is a global challenge. It is estimated that 35% of employees in the EU (Eurofound, 2017) and 38% in the USA (Ricci et al., 2007) are affected by fatigue associated with work. Similar issues exist in Eastern countries (Yun et al., 2008; Guo et al., 2017; Kachi et al., 2020) and developing countries (Sabir and Isha, 2016; Krishnamurthy et al., 2017; Choobineh et al., 2018). The consequences of occupational fatigue are highly relevant, affecting employees' psychological and physical health (Rose et al., 2017; Lock et al., 2018), absenteeism from work (Sagherian et al., 2019), organizational productivity (Reynolds et al., 2004; Rosekind et al., 2010), and safety concerns (Techera et al., 2016).

There is consensus among scholars that occupational fatigue is more detrimental when it becomes chronic (Roy-Byrne et al., 2002; Dansie et al., 2012; Kuehn, 2018; Zhang et al., 2019). On the basis of the literature, fatigue and stress seem reciprocally associated; the development of one can predict the insurgence of the other, with recovery acting positively in reducing both (e.g., Winwood et al., 2005, 2006; Doerr et al., 2015; Blustein et al., 2016). According to this principle, Winwood et al. (2005, 2006) provided an extensively used (e.g., Somantri et al., 2020; Rutledge et al., 2021) and comprehensive classification of occupational fatigue, distinguishing between acute fatigue, chronic fatigue, and persistent fatigue (Winwood et al., 2005, 2006).

Acute fatigue is an adaptive transient state of energy depletion resulting from workload (Winwood et al., 2005, 2006). Chronic fatigue is a long-term maladaptation to work due to a high level of stress without adequate recovery (Winwood et al., 2005, 2006). Persistent fatigue deals with the absence of optimal intershift recovery that, in turn, facilitates the insurgence of chronic fatigue (Winwood et al., 2005, 2006).

Recent studies have suggested that occupational fatigue may be explained by personality traits (Saksvik-Lehouillier et al., 2012; Vassend et al., 2018; Sørengaard et al., 2019). Personality is a stable pattern of individual characteristics that shape cognition, emotions, behavior, and motivation (Costa and McCrae, 1992) and may influence fatigue in terms of personal vulnerability (Costa et al., 2000). The majority of personality studies have focused on the five-factor model, which advances five facets of personality: extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability (or its opposite, neuroticism), and openness to experience (Costa and McCrae, 1992, 1995). Previous results have shown that neuroticism is positively associated with fatigue (De Vries and Van Heck, 2002; Calderwood and Ackerman, 2011; Vassend et al., 2018; Sørengaard et al., 2019) and chronic fatigue (Deary and Chalder, 2010; Poeschla et al., 2013; Valero et al., 2013). Furthermore, individuals with high neuroticism feel exhausted more frequently and report more severe fatigue than those with lower neuroticism (Kangas and Montgomery, 2011). Similarly, emotional stability has been found to be negatively associated with fatigue, and findings have shown that lower levels of this trait have a negative impact on fatigue (Kitamura et al., 2013). Previous results have also indicated that conscientiousness has a positive relationship with fatigue (De Vries and Van Heck, 2002; Besharat et al., 2011; Calderwood and Ackerman, 2011; Sørengaard et al., 2019) and exhaustion (Alarcon et al., 2009). However, in a recent study by Sørengaard et al. (2019), conscientiousness did not predict fatigue. Most studies have shown that extraversion is negatively related to fatigue and that workers with higher extraversion tend to feel lower fatigue and chronic fatigue than individuals with low extraversion (De Vries and Van Heck, 2002; Nater et al., 2010; Besharat et al., 2011; Poeschla et al., 2013). Concerning openness, (Nater et al., 2010) compared individuals with chronic fatigue and healthy subjects and found no differences in this latter trait. Similarly, Besharat et al. (2011) reported no association between openness and fatigue in individuals with chronic fatigue. Prior studies have shown that emotional stability and extraversion make a greater contribution to fatigue than does openness (e.g., De Vries and Van Heck, 2002; Calderwood and Ackerman, 2011; Vassend et al., 2018).

The recently developed psychology of working theory (Blustein, 2013; Duffy et al., 2016; Blustein et al., 2018, 2019; PWT), which began as the psychology of working framework (PWF; Blustein, 2006), includes a social justice perspective (Blustein et al., 2018, 2019), in relation to the contemporary work scenario (Autin et al., 2020; Blustein et al., 2020). The aim of the PWT is to enhance social inclusion by supporting decent work for every person (Guichard, 2009; Peiró and Tetrick, 2011; Di Fabio and Blustein, 2016; Blustein et al., 2018; Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019; Duffy et al., 2020). PWT researchers have presented a psychological view of decent work based on the existing standards developed by the International Labor Organization (International Labour Organization, 2015). In this framework, decent work comprises characteristics related to the psychological perspective of employees' quality of work-life (Duffy et al., 2017). Decent work describes a set of five job characteristics: (1) physically and psychologically safe working conditions, (2) adequate compensation, (3) sufficient rest and free time, (4) organizational values that complement family and social values, and (5) reasonable access to healthcare (Duffy et al., 2016, 2017). The fulfillment of these characteristics fits the definition of decent work (Duffy et al., 2017). According to the PWT framework, employees can become more exhausted when they work long hours, lack healthcare coverage, and experience physically and psychologically insecure working conditions (Duffy et al., 2021).

Several studies have examined decent work characteristics in relation to occupational fatigue. According to the job demands-resources (JDR) model, indecent work (i.e., physically and psychologically unsafe work, as well as prolonged physical and psychological engagement) contributes to stress, thereby leading to burnout, of which fatigue is a component (Bakker and de Vries, 2021). Other results have highlighted the relationship between physically and psychologically unsafe work and occupational fatigue (Preckel et al., 2005; Bakker et al., 2008) and stress-related disorders (Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2010; Jung et al., 2020). Likewise, several studies have shown that individuals working in jobs characterized by long working hours with a low frequency of breaks (e.g., Tucker, 2003; Williamson and Friswell, 2013) or insufficient recovery between shifts are more likely to suffer fatigue (Åkerstedt et al., 2002; Thorsteinsson and Brown, 2009; Williamson and Friswell, 2013). Other literature has identified a connection between inadequate compensation (i.e., low salary and extra shifts without compensation) and high occupational stress conditions (Glazer and Gyurak, 2008; Zbryrad, 2009; Liu and Onwuegbuzie, 2012) and burnout (Keinan and Malach-Pines, 2007). There is no evidence of a relationship between organizational values complementing family and social values and occupational fatigue. However, several results have stressed that work–family conflict could derive from work demands intruding into daily family life (Nomaguchi, 2009; Crain et al., 2014; Reichl et al., 2014; Hanif Abdul et al., 2016) could be associated with fatigue (Reichl et al., 2014). Access to healthcare is another critical element of decent work associated with occupational fatigue (Duffy et al., 2021). Employees who underutilize preventive care services seem to suffer more from chronic fatigue and medical-related pathologies (Lerman et al., 2012; Richter et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2019, 2021).

Two studies directly examined the relationship between decent work and occupational fatigue (Duffy et al., 2017; Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019) and found that decent work dimensions were negatively correlated with occupational fatigue. Specifically, sufficient rest and free time had the highest correlation (Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019) and may play a central role in the connection between decent work and occupational fatigue (Duffy et al., 2017). Furthermore, PWT researchers have proposed that workers with decent jobs suffer less occupational fatigue and have healthier conditions (Duffy et al., 2021). Consequently, it seems critical to investigate which characteristics of decent work are related to occupational fatigue, taking into account relevant individual features, such as personality traits.

To our knowledge, no research has thus far studied occupational fatigue, personality traits, and decent work relationships. In particular, no data are available on the specific contribution of decent work beyond personality traits in relation to occupational fatigue. Thus, this research aimed to study the specific contribution of dimensions of decent work (i.e., safe working conditions, access to healthcare, adequate compensation, free time and rest, and complementary values) beyond personality traits (extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, openness) in relation to occupational fatigue variables (total occupational fatigue, chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, and persistent fatigue).

According to the previous literature framework, we advance the following hypotheses:

H1. Emotional stability and extraversion are negatively associated with chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, persistent fatigue, and total occupational fatigue.

H2. Conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness are not associated with chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, persistent fatigue, or total occupational fatigue.

H3. Decent work is negatively associated with chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, persistent fatigue, and total occupational fatigue.

H4. Sufficient rest and free time contribute prominently to lower levels of occupational fatigue (i.e., negative and statistically significant associations with chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, persistent fatigue, and total occupational fatigue).



METHODS


Participants

The participants in this research were 234 Italian workers belonging to different public and private organizations of Tuscany (females = 57%, males = 43%; mean age = 45.05 years, SD = 11.75). Participants were predominantly white Italian regular workers recruited in a voluntary manner from the organizations, which gave their permission for workers to participate in this study.



Measures
 
Occupational Fatigue Exhaustion Recovery Scale—Italian Version

The Occupational Fatigue Exhaustion Recovery (OFER) scale (Winwood et al., 2005, 2006; Italian version: Di Fabio, 2018) is a 15-item self-administered questionnaire measuring occupational fatigue over the last few months, using a Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

The questionnaire encompasses a total score and three subscales: acute fatigue (OFER-AF) (sample item: “I usually feel exhausted when I get home from work”), chronic fatigue (OFER-CF) (sample item: “I often dread waking up to another day of my work”), and recovery/persistent fatigue (OFER-IR) (sample item: “I rarely recover my strength fully between work periods”). The OFER offers two interpretations of scores on the OFER-IR subscale: recovery (i.e., effective recovery between shifts), in which negative items are recoded, and persistent fatigue (i.e., lack of recovery between shifts), in which positive items are recoded. In this study, we consider persistent fatigue scores. The OFER subscales have been shown to have Cronbach's alpha coefficients between 0.83 and 0.89 (Winwood et al., 2006). The Italian version of the OFER (Di Fabio, 2018) has adequate psychometric properties in line with the original scale. In this research, the reliability coefficients were 0.95 for total score, 0.87 for OFER-AF, 0.83 for OFER-CF, and 0.73 for OFER-IR.



Big Five Questionnaire

The five-factor personality traits (extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, openness) were detected through the Big Five Questionnaire (BFQ; Caprara et al., 1993), which comprises 132 items ranked on a Likert scale from 1 (absolutely false) to 5 (absolutely true). The questionnaire showed excellent reliability (Cronbach's alpha coefficients between 0.73 and 0.90). In the current study, the reliability coefficients in were 0.76 (extraversion), 0.80 (agreeableness), 0.84 (conscientiousness), 0.90 (emotional stability), and 0.75 (openness).

Examples of items are: “If necessary, I don't mind helping a stranger” (Agreeableness); “It is easy for me to talk to strangers” (Extraversion); “I am always informed about what is going on in the world” (Openness); “I take care of things, even the smallest details” (Conscientiousness); “I do not usually over-react, even in the presence of strong emotions”(Emotional Stability).



Decent Work Scale—Italian Version

The Decent Work Scale (DWS Duffy et al., 2017; Italian version: Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019) is a self-report tool designed to assess decent work. It includes 15 items ranked on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) with five dimensions: safe working conditions (sample item: “I feel emotionally safe interacting with people at work”), access to healthcare (sample item: “I get good healthcare benefits from my job”), adequate compensation (sample item: “I am not properly paid for my work”), free time and rest (sample item: “I do not have enough time for non-work activities”), and complementary values (sample item: “The values of my organization match my family values”). The Italian version adapted the dimension of access to healthcare considering the Italian context (Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019). The original scale showed good reliability (Cronbach's coefficients between 0.79 and 0.97) (Duffy et al., 2017). The psychometric properties of the Italian version of the DWS are in line with the original version (Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019). In the current study, the reliability coefficients were 0.83 (safe working conditions), 0.95 (access to healthcare), 0.84 (adequate compensation), 0.74 (free time and rest), and 0.90 (complementary values).



Procedure

Participation was anonymous, and confidentiality was guaranteed. Data collection consisted of the OFER scale, the BFQ, and the DWS. General information regarding the purposes of the research was conveyed to the participants beforehand. The research was carried out according to Italian privacy and informed consent norms, and the procedure was in line with ethical standards approved by the Ethics Committee of the Integrated Psychodynamic Psychotherapy Institute (IPPI).



Data Analysis

The variables were checked for normality (asymmetry and kurtosis), and values in the range of ±1 were considered adequate (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2012). The values of the 14 variables in the present study did not exceed these thresholds. Pearson correlations were then calculated for the study variables. Descriptive statistics were reported as means with standard deviation. Subsequently, four hierarchical linear regressions were run in relation to occupational fatigue. The first three hierarchical regressions each used one of the OFER subscales (i.e., chronic fatigue [OFER-CF], acute fatigue [OFER-AF], persistent fatigue [OFER-IR]) as dependent variables. The last hierarchical regression used the OFER total score as a dependent variable. The five BFQ dimensions were entered in Step 1. Then, the five DWS dimensions were added in Step 2. To control for the influence of multicollinearity, the variance inflation factor (VIF) for every independent variable was analyzed. Values lower than 2 were considered adequate. Each study variable had a value lower than 2. Statistical analysis was performed with IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 21). Significance levels were established at p < 0.05 (two-tailed).





RESULTS

Table 1 shows the zero-order Pearson correlation of the study variables. Extraversion and emotional stability showed statistically significant and negative correlations with all OFER subscales and total score (Table 1). Conscientiousness showed statistically significant and negative correlations with OFER-CF, OFER-IR, and total score, but not with OFER-AF (Table 1). Agreeableness and openness did not show statistically significant correlations with the OFER subscales or total score (Table 1).


Table 1. Zero order pearson correlation.
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Table 2 presents the results of the hierarchical linear regressions between the OFER dimensions, the BFQ personality traits, and the DWS. The BFQ personality traits in Step 1 accounted for 13% of the variance in relation to OFER-AF, 16% in relation to OFER-CF, 14% in relation to OFER-IR, and 18% in relation to the OFER total score. In Step 1, the BFQ variables extraversion and emotional stability were found to be statistically significant and negatively associated with all three OFER subscales and the total score and remained statistically significant in Step 2 (confirming H1). In contrast, the BFQ variables of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness were not associated with the OFER dimensions in Steps 1 or 2 (confirming H2). In Step 2, the five DWS subscales were entered and explained 20% of the additional variance in relation to OFER-AF, 12% in relation to OFER-CF, 20% in relation to OFER-IR, and 21% in relation to OFER total score. The individual DWS subscales were also found to be statistically significant. The DWS dimension of free time and rest emerged as statistically significant and negatively associated with OFER-AF, OFER-CF, OFER-IR, and OFER total score (confirming H3). Furthermore, the DWS dimension of safe working conditions was found to be statistically significant and negatively associated with OFER-AF, OFER-CF, OFER-IR, and OFER total score (confirming H4). Lastly, negative associations were found between the DWS dimension of adequate compensation and OFER-AF, OFER-CF, OFER-IR, and OFER total score, as well as between the DWS dimension of access to healthcare and OFER-IR.


Table 2. Hierarchical regression between Occupational Fatigue Exhaustion Recovery dimensions, Big Five Questionnaire, and Decent Work.
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DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate the specific contribution of decent work characteristics beyond personality traits with respect to occupational fatigue.

The personality traits of extraversion and emotional stability were found to be negative and statistically significantly correlated with all the OFER subscales and the total score. This finding is consistent with the literature (De Vries and Van Heck, 2002; Nater et al., 2010; Kitamura et al., 2013; Poeschla et al., 2013). Emotional stability and extraversion were also statistically significantly associated with lower occupational fatigue in terms of chronic fatigue, acute fatigue, persistent fatigue, and total occupational fatigue (supporting H1). These results confirm the findings of previous literature (De Vries and Van Heck, 2002; Calderwood and Ackerman, 2011; Kitamura et al., 2013; Vassend et al., 2018). In contrast, even though conscientiousness was negatively correlated with OFER-CF, OFER-IR, and OFER total score, this trait was not associated with occupational fatigue in any dimensions. These results are consistent with the findings of Sørengaard et al. (2019). Similarly, openness and agreeableness were not associated with any occupational fatigue dimensions (supporting H2). This finding is in line with prior research that found these personality traits not to be associated with fatigue (Sørengaard et al., 2019) or chronic fatigue (Nater et al., 2010). Furthermore, as expected, the relationships between personality traits and occupational fatigue were consistent for all the dimensions of occupational fatigue (i.e., acute, persistent, chronic, and total) since personality is a stable trait (Costa et al., 2000).

When decent work characteristics were entered into the hierarchical regression models, they were found to be statistically significantly associated with acute, persistent, chronic, and total occupational fatigue (supporting H3). These results are in line with those of Duffy et al. (2021), who observed a direct and negative association between decent work and work-related fatigue.

Sufficient rest and free time were statistically significantly associated with all dimensions of occupational fatigue (supporting H4). This is consistent with Winwood et al. (2005, 2006), who posit that occupational fatigue is strongly associated with employees' ability to have time and rest outside of work. Thus, sufficient rest and free time may allow workers to balance between adaptive fatigue states and recovery from them, maintaining low levels of persistent fatigue that does not progress to a chronic form.

Unexpectedly, adequate compensation was found to be negatively associated with all dimensions of occupational fatigue. This could be explained by the fact that working conditions and the need for survival and power (i.e., essential resources for survival and adaptive levels of control over the needed resources) include adequate compensation (Blustein et al., 2019). Receiving sufficient wages could be related to lower levels of occupational risk, reducing the effects of acute fatigue (Duffy et al., 2019). Further, adequate economic means could satisfy the need for survival and power, enabling more suitable family and social interactions and a higher quality of life, thus facilitating recovery from fatigue during shifts.

Lastly, access to healthcare was found to have a negative association with persistent fatigue only. This finding might be explained by the fact that adequate access to healthcare can sustain employers in maintaining an adequate work–recovery balance (e.g., maintaining sleep hygiene or preventing the primitive response of illness behavior).



LIMITATIONS

The present study has some limitations. First, being a cross-sectional study, it is not possible to analyze changes over time or to establish causality. This is a very key limitation. Future research should investigate which decent work subscales predict occupational fatigue over time by applying longitudinal study designs or ecological momentary assessments. Second, our study enrolled Italian workers. Thus, the results are not generalizable to other countries. Specifically, the Italian context is characterized by low wages and weak wage dynamics that affect many work activities (Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019). This could potentially affect our results, which highlighted adequate compensation as a decent work characteristic associated with occupational fatigue. In addition, regular workers in Italy are protected by rights concerning workplace safety and healthcare (Di Fabio and Kenny, 2019). Furthermore, it is true for our sample that is limited to a single Italian region (i.e., Tuscany) that has an advanced welfare state with a public healthcare system (e.g., Cervia, 2012). Thus, this could also have affected our results, which showed no association between safe working conditions and occupational fatigue. Third, no precarious workers or immigrant workers were enrolled. Future studies are, therefore, necessary to widen the results to these populations, which are characterized by higher levels of marginalization and worse working conditions (Blustein et al., 2018). Fourth, the sample size is small. However, it is sufficient to calculate hierarchical regressions (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2012), and results allow us to provide the first detailed information on the contribution of decent work on personality traits. Fifth, the study enrolled workers from public and private organizations of Tuscany. Future studies could expand our results by comparing different subsamples of workers. For example, considering different types of organizational roles and the years of employment. In fact, severe occupational fatigue and exhaustion were found relatively stable for organizational insiders but slightly dynamic for organizational newcomers and internal job changers (Dunford et al., 2012).



CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, despite the above-mentioned limitations, our study suggests that decent work is associated with lower occupational fatigue (i.e., acute, chronic, persistent, and total score). Sufficient free time and rest, as well as adequate compensation, showed prominent associations with occupational fatigue. Further, the contribution of the factors embodied in decent work beyond personality traits suggests that decent work could help employees to achieve an optimal work–recovery balance, thereby protecting them from all forms of occupational fatigue. The results could also open future perspectives for interventions in relation to decent work for healthy organizations promoting aspects of organizational justice (not only distributive justice but also procedural justice, interpersonal justice, informational justice) (Colquitt et al., 2001), and policies to guarantee adequate free time and rest for workers to reduce occupational fatigue.
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