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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the economic market and labor contexts worldwide.
Brazil has suffered one of the worst social and governmental managements of the COVID-19 crisis,
forcing workers and organizations to develop coping strategies. This environment can affect both
well-being and performance at work. Sustainable well-being at work refers to different patterns
of relationships between performance and well-being. It may include eudaimonic (e.g., Meaning
of Work—MOW) or hedonic (e.g., emotions) forms of well-being. This study tests the moderating
role of recovery from work stress in the relationship between flexibility i-deals and patterns of
sustainable well-being at work in Brazilian teleworkers. We relied on two studies to achieve this
objective. In Study 1, conducted during the pandemic’s first outbreak in Brazil (N = 386), recovery
experiences moderated the relationship between i-deals and clusters formed by performance and
MOW (eudaimonic happiness). In Study 2, conducted during the second outbreak (N = 281), we
identified relationships between clusters of emotions (hedonic happiness) and MOW (eudaimonic)
with performance. The results supported the idea that recovery experiences moderated the relation-
ship between i-deals and patterns of sustainable well-being at work differently. Our findings have
implications for Human Resource Management and teleworkers, especially for employee behaviors
to deal with stress.

Keywords: COVID-19; recovery from work stress; sustainable well-being at work; teleworkers;
idiosyncratic deals (i-deals); performance; coping strategies

1. Introduction

The 2021 outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has caused more than five million
deaths worldwide [1]. These are accompanied by a disruption of every aspect of life,
including economic and financial threats, job insecurity, and physical and mental health
challenges such as stress and anxiety. Governments have tried to reduce community
transmission using strong control policies [2]. More than 21,000,000 COVID-19 cases have
been confirmed in Brazil, making it the country with the third most confirmed COVID-19
cases [1]. More than 607,000 deaths have been reported, and the number is still growing.
Aside from COVID cases, Brazilians have experienced the pandemic harshly [3]. Stress
has impacted their well-being and performance differently [4], depending on their coping
abilities and how they deal with norms [5] and stress.

Amid this pandemic uncertainty in Brazil [6], organizations and teleworkers have
developed strategies to cope with the problems, attempting to enhance or preserve their
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labor and personal resources. Brazilians show low trust in institutions [7] and a collec-
tivist and loose [5,8,9] culture. Consequently, interpersonal relationships and individual
experiences are especially salient characteristics to predict individual outcomes [9]. Thus,
organizations and teleworkers have established idiosyncratic deals (i-deals), defined as
“special conditions of employment negotiated between an individual worker and his or
her employer” [10] (p. 7). In addition, teleworkers have developed personal strategies
for off-job recovery from work stress, engaging in activities that lead to psychological
detachment, relaxation, mastery, and control [11,12]. Cognitive, emotional, and physical
detachments after work are crucial predictors for employees’ health [13]. These special
conditions lead to increased well-being and performance [14,15].

The Happy-Productive Worker Thesis (HPWT) suggests that well-being and perfor-
mance are related, but other researchers have shown that well-being and performance
are not always aligned. This new proposition has been called Sustainable Well-Being at
Work (SWBW) [16], and it expands the study of the HPWT to cases where the former thesis
does not fit. The SWBW proposal includes four relationship patterns between well-being
and performance [17,18], creating four types of workers: (1) unhappy and unproductive,
(2) happy and unproductive, (3) unhappy and productive, and (4) happy and produc-
tive [16–18]. The SWBW states that the happy-productive group is the most sustainable for
the organization and the worker.

Previous studies have analyzed the relationship between i-deals and performance [19]
or well-being [20] without examining their synergic interactions or the SWBW patterns.
Additionally, recovery has been related to well-being [21] or performance [22], but the
synergy between well-being and performance and its moderating role were not considered.

Hence, we tested the moderating role of recovery from work stress in the relationship
between flexibility i-deals and patterns of SWBW in Brazilian teleworkers at two time points
during the COVID-19 pandemic, in 2020 and 2021. Moreover, we tested the SWBW patterns
in a previously ignored international sample, a Latin American population. This study
expands the existing body of knowledge regarding SWBW by providing new evidence of
the relationship between personal and labor resources and describing how this relationship
could promote sustainable well-being at work.

1.1. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis

Over the last 20 months, Brazilians have been highly distressed. As the Job Demands
and Control model [4,23] has described, low job control and a high psychological demand
create poorly motivated high-strain workers. Organizations and employees have tried
to diminish the lack of control, providing i-deals or developing strategies to experience
recovery to reduce the negative impact on personal and organizational outcomes. Combin-
ing organizational (i.e., i-deals) with personal (i.e., work stress recovery) strategies should
promote the sustainable pattern (happy-productive).

1.1.1. Sustainable Well-Being at Work (SWBW)

The global pandemic situation has been difficult; however, the situation in Brazil
has been far worse [5]. In this environment, organizations and teleworkers have aspired
to develop sustainable positive relations to maintain the synergy between well-being
and performance necessary for individual and organizational outputs that lead to high-
performance teleworkers.

The well-being and the performance of workers have long been studied in manage-
ment research and practice [24]. In summary, happy workers perform more efficiently
than non-happy workers [24,25]; this is called the Happy and Productive Worker Thesis
(HPWT). However, most studies have only published positive relations and neglected
negative or null relations [18]. The sustainable well-being at work (SWBW) thesis, proposed
by Peiró et al. [16], emerged from HPWT [25] and expanded it in several ways [16,26]. First,
it considers that the relationship between well-being and performance is more complex
than a linear relation. Second, this relation is perhaps measure-dependent. Well-being is



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 12522 3 of 23

measured mainly by hedonic well-being (e.g., happiness, positive emotions, job satisfac-
tion); however, other operationalizations can be used, for example, eudaimonic well-being
(e.g., Meaning of Work) [26]. Third, they suggest that both constructs are longitudinally
synergistic, which can have two interpretations: (1) well-being and job performance show
an enduring symbiosis, or (2) they are mutually reinforcing, contributing to an upward
spiral of well-being and performance.

The SWBW identified four patterns considering worker behaviors: happy-productive,
happy-unproductive, unhappy-productive, and unhappy-unproductive (Figure 1). Pre-
vious results under the pandemic context supported these four patterns [17,18]. Because
SWBW derives from HPWT, we will use happiness as a synonym of well-being. In addition,
we expect workers to fluctuate between those patterns over time. For instance, when a
PhD student is writing a paper, he or she will feel unhappy but productive for a period
until the paper is published, and he or she feels both happy and productive. The problem
arises when a misaligned pattern continues for a longer-term. In this sense, the happy and
productive pattern is considered more sustainable than the other patterns of well-being
at work.
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Figure 1. Sustainable well-being at work [16].

Besides identifying the four patterns, the SWBW showed that those patterns could be
estimated using different well-being (eudaimonic or hedonic) and performance operational-
izations [17,18]. The first pandemic outbreak differentiated those considered “essential”
workers from “the rest”. Therefore, this crisis exposed people to a fundamental question:
the Meaning of Work (MOW) [27]. MOW is defined as the amount of significance the work
has for an individual [28] and the extent to which workers perceive their work as relevant
and conducive to self-development. MOW is a future-oriented eudaimonic construct [26];
eudaimonic well-being or eudaimonic happiness refers to the “ideal in the sense of excel-
lence giving meaning and direction to life and is necessary to more fully understand the
relationship between happiness and productivity” [26] (p. 1).

In contrast to eudaimonic well-being, hedonic well-being could be defined as attaining
pleasure and avoiding pain [29]. This term has frequently been split into affective and
subjective well-being. Affective well-being has been operationalized as a broad construct
extending to the whole life (e.g., mental health) and as a medium-range construct referring
to a specific segment of life (e.g., job satisfaction [30]). However, subjective well-being refers
to people’s cognitive and emotional assessment of their lives (e.g., life satisfaction [31]).
Some research has related flexibility i-deals with hedonic happiness (see [14] as an example).

According to Gallup’s report [2], the eudaimonic and hedonic well-being dimensions
declined during the pandemic in Brazil, contrasting with other countries that improved their
well-being. The report reveals that flexible work schedules and supportive management
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have become even more critical (components of i-deals definitions) to teleworkers. Previous
research has shown that the time employees work from home is directly associated with
the time they spend contacting their supervisors [32] and developing i-deals [33]. Since the
pandemic crisis started in Brazil, many workers have reported work overload and rene-
gotiated previous conditions, e.g., [34], emphasizing the need for efficient communication
between managers and employees. Thus, flexibility i-deals seem to be a relevant driver for
employees that could improve sustainable patterns of well-being and performance at work.

1.1.2. Idiosyncratic Deals (I-Deals)

Maintaining organizations’ outputs in many sectors (e.g., energy, food, education)
is necessary to preserve life, public safety, and basic societal functioning. Brazilian orga-
nizations and employees developed individual conditions for teleworkers, attempting
to maintain their outputs via i-deals. These are voluntary agreements between the em-
ployer and the employee [10] that, according to a meta-analysis [35], benefit both. I-deals
also benefit organizations because they allow employees to obtain arrangements that can
motivate and accommodate their unique situations [20], thus increasing or maintaining
performance [19,36]. Although i-deals seem to contribute to productivity [33] and enhanced
client satisfaction [14], this relationship is only partially supported [19].

I-deals benefit the employee by reducing their emotional exhaustion and increasing
their performance, measured as client satisfaction [14]. In particular, i-deals benefit knowl-
edge employees because their performance depends on cognitive processes that can be
affected by negative emotions, which may be especially relevant in the stressful context of
COVID-19. I-deals enable employees to face role stress, workload, and work pressure [36].
They might also contribute to the development of positive affect [37]; for instance, empirical
research found that i-deals increased employee job satisfaction [38].

The three most common forms of i-deals are developmental, flexible, and workload
reduction [39]. For this work, we will focus on flexibility i-deals, which are related to the
work schedule. This type of i-deal is prevalent in organizations and has a strong potential
to influence employees [40]. Due to the fast-paced pandemic and the home invasion of their
job tasks, flexibility i-deals must be handled to help workers perform better in their work
and private lives [19] and to increase well-being. Flexibility i-deals are likely to provide a
better work-life balance, bringing more personal energies to their different roles [41]. The
flexibility i-deals provide workers with the opportunity to fit with their jobs, broaden their
action repertoires, become more focused, and support others [20]. On this basis, flexibility
i-deals could be considered a resource to cope with the stressful pandemic environment
in Brazil, helping to develop and maintain high levels of performance and well-being, in
other words, fostering sustainable well-being at work [42]. Supportive management and
job flexibility (e.g., flexible work schedules) have been important antecedents of well-being
during the pandemic [2]. Workers value how and when to work more than ever. There
is some evidence that flexibility i-deals have been established by some teleworkers in the
pandemic environment in Brazil [43].

I-deals represent the Human Resource Management system [36] that questions the
“one-size-fits-all” approach. The pandemic is a perfect motivation for managers to im-
plement them, considering the need for accommodation to regulate job content and con-
ditions [44]. Although flexibility i-deals present inconclusive results regarding perfor-
mance [36], the results came from a different context (German-individualistic [45], non-
pandemic with issues in work-family balance) that cannot be generalized. Flexibility i-deals
diminish stress (e.g., emotional exhaustion [14]) and improve well-being and performance
because teleworkers can manage their personal and job demands. Thus, flexibility i-deals
have the potential to improve SWBW during the Brazilian pandemic environment.

Hence, we hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). High levels of flexibility i-deals will be related to sustainable patterns of
well-being and performance.
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1.1.3. Recovery as a Worker Moderating Resource

Recovery from work is a process whereby individual functional systems aquired
during a stressful experience return to their pre-stressor levels [27]. During the pandemic
outbreak, having the opportunity to recover from work strain was a critical personal re-
source that could help employees be healthy and efficient [22]. Recovery as a psychological
construct has been operationalized [11] into four recovery experiences: psychological
detachment from work, relaxation, mastery, and control. Recovery is elicited by the reha-
bilitation process, a specific subjective experience in leisure time or sleeping [13]. It does
not refer to any specific strategy; each person will experience a different psychological
process through a specific strategy. Thus, psychological detachment-oriented activities
imply leaving one’s work behind in psychological terms (e.g., physical exercise or so-
cial relationships); the relaxation-oriented experiences are often associated with activities
aimed at relaxation (e.g., going for a walk or reading a book); mastery-oriented activities
support the recovery process by increasing new resources such as challenging and learning
opportunities in other domains aside from work (e.g., learning a new language); and
control-oriented activities are related to the ability to choose an action from a range of
options (e.g., choosing leisure experiences) [12,13]. Recovery could be conceptualized as the
opposite of the strain process [46]. Empirical research has shown that recovery experiences
diminish stress [47–49], increase well-being (e.g., [21]), and prevent burnout [50], except for
psychological detachment, which is related to higher stress and burnout [49]. Therefore,
recovery is sufficiently sustained to be considered a factor that reduces psychological and
physiological stress and increases performance indicators [12,47,48].

The reduction of well-being and performance can be described as a lack of individual
resources that may be reestablished during recovery [12,21]. In this line, Conservation of
Resources Theory (COR, [51]) assumed that people struggle to obtain, retain, and protect
their resources. Resources can be external entities such as objects or financial assets (i.e.,
houses, cars, clothes, food) or internal attributes such as personal characteristics or energies.
Stress threatens these internal resources and may consequently harm health and well-being.
The COR theory helped explain the relevance of recovery from stress in the Brazilian
pandemic context, just as it had in other contexts (e.g., [52,53]), because keeping personal
resources may moderate the relationship between labor resources (i-deals) and sustainable
patterns, catalyzing the relationship.

Thus, we hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). High levels of recovery experiences will moderate (by increasing) the relation-
ship between flexibility i-deals and sustainable patterns of well-being and performance at work.

Figure 2 shows the theoretical model used in our study.
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2. Study Context Overview

Brazil has hit a worldwide tragic milestone regarding confirmed cases of and deaths
from COVID-19 [54]. Some of the causes for this heartbreaking situation were the denialist
mentality of the government, because the highest political level was skeptical about the
gravity of the virus [6]; the lack of worldwide compulsory measures to avoid community
transmission; confusing positions among governments (see Figure 3); the low level of trust
(0.11) in public institutions [2]; a looser culture [5]; and income inequality that increases
the risk of death [55], among other things.
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Figure 3. Weekly confirmed COVID-19 deaths in Brazil [56]. S1 = Study 1; S2 = Study 2.

Faced with the Federal government’s denial, each Brazilian state adopted individual
programs to contain the pandemic. The dates of confinement, when applied, varied consid-
erably. The Federal District (FD), residence to most of this study’s survey respondents, was
one of the first to declare lockdown. The dates presented in Figure 3 are based on the FD
resolutions, which illustrate the period of each study, in the first and second COVID-19
outbreak in Brazil. Figure 4 presents the number of respondents per region.
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Moreover, the contextual effect [55] could also justify the number of Brazilian cases
and deaths during the pandemic and the extra stress on the population at all levels. Such
conditions deteriorate the quality of life in Brazil. Other indicators of workers’ well-being
also decreased from 2017 to 2020 [2], partly owing to the pandemic, but mainly due to job
retention and low support from the government.

Additionally, the privileged workers who remained in their jobs and became telework-
ers had to manage uncertainties regarding their jobs, tasks, health, and families’ health, so
they were also affected. As reported in the media, many people lost their jobs, and those
who remained had to handle isolation or work–family conflicts, sometimes in overcrowded
homes [2]. The high level of uncertainty in Brazil because of the government’s denial of
the pandemic [6] could have damaged mental health consequences [2,57].

According to COR theory [51,58], teleworkers could gain new resources, restore
threatened resources, or lose resources. On the one hand, having work demands and
facing stressful events leads to a stress spiral that may result in burnout, which has many
consequences for work outputs and health [59]. On the other hand, increasing internal
resources such as energy (physical exercise [60], self-efficacy employing experiences of
mastery and control [61], or positive mood [62]) will additionally help to restore threatened
resources [63]. This long-term perspective was the reason to conduct this research at the
two peak times of outbreak death cases in Brazil; we tested the same model in both.

Hereafter, we will present the design of the studies conducted in the first and second
outbreaks in Brazil. In the first outbreak, we measured only one type of well-being: the
eudaimonic well-being based on the moment’s zeitgeist. In the second outbreak, we
included a hedonic variable, inspired by the Gallup report [2] emotions.

3. Study 1: Examining the Moderating Role of Recovery in the Relationship between
I-Deals and Patterns of SWBW to Teleworkers in the First Brazilian Outbreak
3.1. Participants

The single inclusion criterion was to be teleworking due to pandemic containment
measures. An online, social networking, non-probabilistic snowball sampling process
recruited the sample because the study was conducted in the pandemic lockdown. Five-
hundred forty respondents answered the survey, but only those with a formal employment
relationship were retained. Thus, 386 employees were considered (47.7 fixed employees
and 52.3 public servants), 62.2% women. Regarding marital status, most participants
reported being married (61.4%) and 26.7% single. In terms of education level, 71.8% had
a Master’s degree or higher, and 26.7% had graduated. With the high level of education,
income was equally high, meaning that 55.2% earned more than 10 times the Brazilian
minimum salary (The Brazilian minimum salary is equivalent to approximately USD 190.0).
Concerning the occupational role, 49% indicated being subordinate, and 46.6% shared
roles, that is, they were both boss and subordinate. Only 4.4% of the respondents were
exclusively bosses.

Regarding experience in telework, 50.8% indicated that they had never worked re-
motely, and 39.4% said they “sometimes” worked remotely. Finally, we asked questions
to understand the household population density within the teleworking environment.
Respondents commonly shared a house with three other people (22.0%), lived with two
people (25.4%), or at least one more person (23.3%). Additionally, 57.8% had at least one
child living at home.

3.2. Measures and Data Collection

Eudaimonic Well-being. We used the adapted version of Work as Meaning Inventory
(WAMI); [64,65], a 10-item measure assessing: search for Greater Good Motivation (3 items;
e.g., “My work helps me make sense of the world around me”), Positive meaning (4 items;
e.g., “I have found a meaningful career”), and Contribution to meaning-making (3 items;
e.g., “I view my work as contributing to my personal growth”). The inventory (M = 4.02;
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SD = 1.14, Cronbach α = 0.95) was used to assess the overall Meaning of Work, and items
were rated from 1 (absolutely untrue) to 5 (absolutely true).

Performance. Performance was assessed via the Short Version of General Self-Assessment
Scale of Job Performance (SVSAJP) [66]. Originally developed in a Brazilian–Portuguese
version, it is a 10-item measure assessing Task and Context performance (e.g., “I take initiatives
to improve my results at work”). The scale (M = 4.18; SD = 0.82; Cronbach α = 0.92) was used to
assess general job performance. Items were rated from 1 (absolutely false) to 5 (absolutely true).

Flexibility I-deal. The HR flexibility i-deal was measured using a 4-item scale (HR
i-deal [67], adapted to Brazil [68], e.g., “I try to negotiate my job conditions with the
company”). The scale is a single factor (M = 3.39; SD = 1.21; Cronbach α = 0.79) rated from
1 (Never) to 5 (Always).

Recovery. The Recovery Experience Questionnaire [11], adapted to Brazil [69], is
composed of four types of recovery experience (psychological detachment, relaxation,
mastery, and control). Participants indicated on a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = always) the
extent to which each recovery experience described the psychological detachment (3-item;
M = 2.41; SD = 1.23; Cronbach α = 0.75, e.g., “I forget about work”), relaxation (3-item;
M = 3.16; SD = 1.22; Cronbach α = 0.88, e.g., “I do relaxing things”), mastery (3-item;
M = 3.70; SD = 1.12; Cronbach α = 0.86, e.g., “I learn new things”), and control (3-item;
M = 3.47; SD = 1.16; Cronbach α =.86, e.g., “ I decide my own schedule”).

We followed the international ethical recommendations for data collection (We fol-
lowed the general principles related to human research from the Helsink Declaration. Avail-
able online: https://www.wma.net/what-we-do/medical-ethics/declaration-of-helsinki/
(accessed on 23 November 2021)). The research objectives were initially explained, and
the respondents’ participation was completely voluntary. The respondents were free to
withdraw from the survey at any time if they thought it necessary. In the end, we provided
a contact to offer support in case the participant felt uncomfortable. Furthermore, we
guaranteed the anonymity of the responses and kept the information received confidential.
All data obtained were analyzed in aggregate form so individual responses could not
be identified.

3.3. Data Analysis
3.3.1. Preliminary Analysis

There were no missing data due to the data collection procedure. We performed
normality tests, and variables did not present any problems. The exception was the
performance scale, which showed negative skewness, typical for this self-report variable.
Before performing the cluster analysis, we conducted a reliability analysis, and all the
scales presented adequate rates; the cluster analysis was conducted using z-scores.

K-means cluster analysis. The sample was divided into clusters using the two-step
cluster analysis method with the support of the SnowCluster module developed in [70]
for the Jamovi Program (version 1.6). Step 1 of the two-step cluster method undertakes a
similar procedure to the k-means algorithm. Based on these results, the method carried out
a modified hierarchical agglomerative clustering procedure that sequentially combined
objects to form homogenous clusters. A visual inspection was performed with plots also
conducted in the Jamovi Program but with the Factor Extra package [71]. After analyzing
fit information and quality cluster indexes, the sample was classified into groups that
reflect different MOW and performance patterns.

3.3.2. Regression Analysis

We conducted multinomial logistic regression with the nnet package [72], where
the clusters identified were variable criteria. We consider the recovery experiences as
moderators in the relationship between i-deals and the clusters.

4. Study 1: Results

A four-cluster solution was identified. Table 1 depicts the size and centroids of each

https://www.wma.net/what-we-do/medical-ethics/declaration-of-helsinki/
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cluster, expressed in standardized scores. Cluster types reflect the relations considering the
centroids on the variables (Meaning of Work and Job Performance).

The sum of the synergic groups, happy-productive (38.34%) and unhappy-unproductive
(11.40%), aggregates around 50% of the sample. The sum of the antagonist groups, unhappy-
productive (18.13%) and happy-unproductive (32.12%), aggregates the other 50%. Figure 5
represents each cluster.

Table 1. Four-cluster solution, cluster standardized means and group-sizes, Meaning of Work and
Job Performance (Study 1; N = 386).

Cluster Type N
Centroids

Performance Meaning of
Work

1 Happy-productive 148 0.860 0.675
2 Unhappy-productive 70 0.225 −1.178
3 Unhappy-unproductive 44 −1.855 −1.385
4 Happy-unproductive 124 −0.496 0.351
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Figure 5. Plot of means across clusters between Job Performance and Meaning of Work. Cluster 1:
happy-productive; Cluster 2: Unhappy-productive; Cluster 3: Unhappy-unproductive; Cluster 4:
Happy-unproductive. (Study 1; N = 386) (r = 0.43; p < 0.001).

Figure 5 shows that the smaller cluster (N = 44) is also the one with the largest
dispersion. This cluster is the unhappy-unproductive (Cluster 3).

Table 2 describes the multinomial regression, before and with moderation variables.
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These results do not support H1.

Table 2. Regression coefficients of i-deal moderated by recovery on Meaning of Work and Job
Performance clusters (Study 1; N = 386).

Variable 2 (U-P) 4 (H-U) 3 (U-U)

Model 1

Flexibility i-deal 1.03 ** 0.35 0.50 +

Model 2
Flexibility i-deal * Detachment 0.26 *** 0.18 *** 0.15 **
Flexibility i-deal * Relaxation −0.07 −0.07 0.05

Flexibility i-deal * Mastery −0.43 *** −0.16 ** −0.16 ***
Flexibility i-deal * Control −0.30 *** −0.13 ** −0.15 ***

McFedder Model 1 = 0.04; Model 2 = 0.15; χ2 = 96.2; DF = 12; U-P = Unhappy-Productive; H-U = Happy-
Unproductive; U-U = Unhappy-Unproductive; + p < 0.1 * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

According to Model 1, the i-deal only directly predicts the unsustainable cluster (U-U),
but only in a marginally significant way. Significant results are also observed in the cluster
with a good perception of performance, but not in the antagonistic arrangement, i.e., low
perception of work meaning (U-P). However, the relation changes, moderated by recovery
experiences, supporting H2 (Figure 6).
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Regarding Detachment from work, we found that the more a person uses Detachment
and Flexibility i-deal, the more likely they were to be in the unsustainable well-being at
work clusters. Meanwhile, Relaxation experience does not moderate the relation. Mastery
and Control show similar results aligned with H2, which suggested that the higher the
Mastery or Control and Flexibility i-deal, the higher the probability of being in the happy-
productive cluster, so it is possible to affirm that H2 is partially supported.

The results particularly challenge the direct relation between Flexibility i-deals and
sustainable pattern. One possible explanation for this result is that, at the beginning of
the pandemic outbreak, when this data collection was conducted, employees who asked
for personal arrangements were the ones that were vulnerable and had personal issues.
Additionally, the operationalization used (MOW) was susceptible to the issues already
mentioned at that uncertain time.

Moreover, recovery moderates the relation between Flexibility i-deals and sustainable
patterns in different ways. When the employee experiences more psychological detachment,
at low levels of i-deals, the probability of being on the sustainable pattern increases.
However, Mastery and Control improve the relationship between Flexibility i-deals and
sustainable patterns, working as a catalytic; in other words, the combination between
Flexibility i-deals and Mastery or Control experiences improves the probability of being
in a happy and productive pattern. Psychological detachment was already described as
a paradoxical variable [12]; the more one needs to detach from work, the less one is able
to do it. In this sense, when the worker needs to make i-deals, he or she feels as though
they are in debt and cannot detach properly. Another possible explanation is that when a
person experienced more psychological detachment and recovered sufficiently, he or she
could change the low-i-deal into a challenging demand. The last explanation is that the
worker simply does not need to make i-deals.

In summary, we did not find evidence to relate Flexibility i-deals with SWBW directly.
Instead, we found that Mastery and Control moderate the relationship between the Flexi-
bility i-deal and the happy and productive pattern. It seems that happy and productive
employees experience mastery and control in their leisure time and arrange Flexibility
i-deals with their organizations. Hence, happy and productive employees recover by
choosing their leisure activities and carrying out challenging leisure experiences. These
results align with a study that found that old teachers benefited more from control and
mastery during the off-job time [21], but did not support previous research in recovery
related to relaxation experience [60].

Ultimately, after one year, the environment changed; vaccination began in Brazil, and
we decided to test the same hypothesis adding another operationalization of well-being:
positive and low negative emotions. We added emotions based on two criteria. The
first was the Gallup report that described Brazil decreasing in positive and increasing in
negative emotions; the second was that hedonic well-being is the most used variable tested
with performance.

5. Study 2: Examining the Moderating Role of Recovery in the Relationship between
I-Deals and Patterns of SWBW to Teleworkers in the Second Brazilian Outbreak
5.1. Participants

In the second data collection, 458 participants answered the survey. The inclusion
criterion was the same as the first study, i.e., to be teleworking due to the pandemic
measures. People that were at home since the first lockdown and recent teleworkers
were both included. We applied the same online social network and snowball sampling
technique. Again, only people with a formal employment relationship were retained.
Study 2 included 281 employees (49.1% fixed employees and 50.9% public servants), 66.9%
women. Most were married (55.2% or single 31.0%). In terms of education level, 71.5% had
a Master’s degree or superior, and 22.8% had graduated. Of the participants, 52.7% earned
more than 10 times the minimum salary in Brazil. Regarding the occupational role, 57%
were subordinate, 39% shared roles, and 4% were bosses.
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Regarding experience in teleworking, 75% indicated that they had never worked
remotely before the pandemic and 18% answered “sometimes”. Finally, similar to Study 1,
most of the participants lived with three other people (28%), followed by two (25%), and
one (20%). Additionally, 51% had at least one child living with them.

5.2. Measures and Data Collection

Eudaimonic Well-being—MOW. The same WAMI [64,65] was applied. The inventory
(M = 3.88; SD = 1.12; Cronbach α = 0.93) was used to assess the overall Meaning of Work.

Hedonic Well-being—Emotions were measured with a short version of the Paschoal
and Tamayo [73] scale (English version [74]) based on its factor loading. The scale was used
in a unifactorial brief version of the original scale. It was composed of positive emotions
(N= 4 items) and a reversed score of negative emotions (5 items) (item of positive emotion
example “over the past six months my work made me feel happy”; item of negative
emotion example “over the past six months my work made me feel upset”; M = 3.12;
SD = 1.08; Cronbach α = 0.85). The response scale was a 5-point agreement scale.

Performance. We used the same SVSAJP measure [66] as Study 1. The scale (M = 4.17;
SD = 0.86; Cronbach α = 0.90) was used to assess job performance.

Flexibility I-deal. The same HR flexibility was applied [68]. The scale is a single factor
(M = 3.27; SD = 1.27; Cronbach α = 0.76).

Recovery. The same Recovery Experience Questionnaire [69], composed of four types
of recovery experiences (psychological detachment, relaxation, mastery, and control) was
applied. It describes psychological detachment (3-item; M = 2.55; SD = 1.18; Cronbach
α = 0.81), relaxation (3-item; M = 3.22; SD = 1.11; Cronbach α = 0.83), mastery (3-item;
M= 3.43; SD = 1.15; Cronbach α = 0.84), and control (3-item; M = 3.36; SD = 1.13; Cronbach
α = 0.86).

The same ethical recommendations for data collection as described for Study 1 were
followed. Because we did not expect the restraints to extend for so long, the anonymity
guaranteed to the participants made it impossible to conduct a longitudinal study with
merged responses. This limitation will be discussed later.

5.3. Data Analysis

Preliminary Analysis. We conducted the same steps as in Study 1; no particular
problem was found, i.e., there was nothing disturbing the main analysis. We also conducted
similar cluster and multinomial regression analyses.

6. Study 2: Results

Study 2 took place one year after the first COVID-19 outbreak, in the middle of the
second outbreak. We broadened the types of well-being, using two types in this Study:
eudaimonic (MOW) and hedonic (emotions). Results are organized describing MOW
well-being and after emotions.

6.1. Meaning of Work

Another four-cluster solution was identified. Table 3 depicts sizes and standardized
centroids. Cluster types reflect the relations of variables (MOW and Job Performance). In
general, the groups’ length was similar to that in Study 1: the larger groups in Study 1
were also the larger groups in Study 2. The sum of the synergic groups, happy-productive
(38.08%) and unhappy-unproductive (9.61%), aggregates around 50% of the sample. The
sum of the antagonist groups, unhappy-productive (21.00%) and happy-unproductive
(30.60%), aggregates the other 50%.

Once again, the unhappy-unproductive cluster (Cluster 2) was the smallest and
most dispersed, and the happy-productive cluster (Cluster 4) was the largest and most
concentrated (Figure 7).
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Table 3. Four-cluster solution, cluster standardized means, and group-sizes between Meaning of
Work and Job Performance (Study 2; N = 281).

Cluster Type Frequency
Centroids

Performance Meaning of
Work

1 Happy-unproductive 86 −0.625 0.159
2 Unhappy-unproductive 27 −1.963 −1.375
3 Unhappy-productive 59 0.436 −1.057
4 Happy-productive 107 0.775 0.803

Table 4 shows the multinomial moderated regression. For this sample, i-deal pre-
dicts a marginally significant eudaimonic sustainable well-being at work pattern (MOW),
rejecting H1.

Similar to the previous study, we observed a marginal significance (U-P) or good
significance (H-U) for the antagonistic patterns. It is important to highlight that in this case,
as opposed to Study 1, the direction of i-deals was as predicted in the hypothesis. Thus, in
this year of the COVID-19 pandemic, some results change regarding i-deals. Regarding
recovery relationships, Psychological detachment from work and Relaxation were not
significant in this sample. Additionally, Mastery and Control experiences moderate the
relation between Flexibility i-deals and the patterns, but in the opposite direction; therefore,
H2 is not supported.

The moderated relations, shown in Figure 8, suggest an inverse relationship between
Mastery or Control experiences combined with making fewer i-deals and the worker’s
happy-productive pattern.
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Table 4. Regression coefficients of flexibility i-deal moderated by recovery on Meaning of Work and
Job Performance clusters (Study 2; N = 281).

Variable 3 (U-P) 1 (H-U) 2 (U-U)

Model 1

Flexibility i-deal −0.74 + 1.03 * −0.37
Model 2

Flexibility i-deal * Detachment −0.03 −0.16 0.02
Flexibility i-deal * Relaxation 0.04 0.00 0.06

Flexibility i-deal * Mastery 0.37 *** 0.33 ** 0.23
Flexibility i-deal * Control 0.23 ** −0.15 0.14

McFedder Model 1 = 0.04; Model 2 = 0.11; χ2 = 53,6; DF = 12; U-P = Unhappy-productive; H-U = happy-
unproductive; U-U = unhappy-unproductive; + p <.1; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; N = 281.
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Figure 8. Recovery and Flexibility i-deal interaction related to Meaning of Work and Job Perfor-
mance clusters. Cluster 1: happy-productive; Cluster 2: Unhappy-productive; Cluster 3: Unhappy-
unproductive; Cluster 4: Happy-unproductive. (Study 1; N = 281).

6.2. Emotions

Another four-cluster solution was identified. Table 5 depicts the size and standardized
centroids of the Emotions and Job Performance cluster. In general, the sizes of the groups
were more balanced in terms of length than the Meaning of Work cluster sizes. The sum
of the synergic groups, happy-productive (27.05%) and unhappy-unproductive (13.88%),
again aggregates around 50% of the sample. The sum of the antagonist groups, unhappy-
productive (25.62%) and happy-unproductive (23.49%), aggregates the other 50%.

Table 5. Four-cluster solution, cluster standardized means and group-sizes for Emotions and Job
Performance (Study 2; N = 281).

Cluster Type Frequency Centroids
Performance Emotions

1 Happy-productive 76 0.752 1.000
2 Unhappy-productive 72 0.592 −0.683
3 Happy-unproductive 66 −0.670 0.273
4 Unhappy-unproductive 39 −1.426 −1.150
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The hedonic sustainable well-being at work (emotions) shows a different dispersion
pattern than the eudaimonic sustainable well-being at work (MOW). The clusters are
balanced (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Plot of means across clusters between Emotions and Job Performance. Cluster 1: happy-
productive; Cluster 2: unhappy-productive; Cluster 3: happy-unproductive; Cluster 4: unhappy-
unproductive. (Study 2; N = 281) (r = 0.26; p < 0.001).

The results described in Table 6 also do not support H1, meaning that Flexibility i-deals
do not predict the sustainable pattern directly. Similar to Study 1, with the MOW variable,
only a marginally significant relationship was observed with the non-sustainable synergistic
pattern (U-U). Moreover, the mediation of recovery experiences showed significance for
Detachment, Relaxation, and Mastery experiences (Model 2).

Psychological detachment follows the same pattern as in Study 1; higher detachment
relates to a lower probability of being in the sustainable patterns. However, Relaxation and
Mastery were the opposite, and higher experiences were related to a higher probability
of being on the sustainable pattern, supporting H2. Figure 10 describes the moderation
pattern between recovery experiences and i-deals.

Table 6. Regression coefficients of Flexibility i-deal moderated by recovery on Emotions and Job
Performance clusters (Study 2; N = 281).

Variable 2 (U-P) 3 (H-U) 4 (U-U)

Model 1

Flexibility i-deal −0.17 0.25 0.65 +

Model 2
Flexibility i-deal * Detachment 0.13 * 0.14 * 0.12
Flexibility i-deal * Relaxation −0.10 −0.19 ** −0.15 +

Flexibility i-deal * Mastery 0.09 −0.05 −0.15 *
Flexibility i-deal * Control 0.10+ 0.04 −0.11

McFedder Model 1 = 0.04 Model 2 = 0.10 DF = 12; U-P = Unhappy-productive; H-U = happy-unproductive;
U-U = unhappy-unproductive; + p < 0.1; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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ters. Cluster 1: happy-productive; Cluster 2: Unhappy-productive; Cluster 3: Unhappy-unproductive;
Cluster 4: happy-unproductive (Study 1; N = 386).

Some patterns should be noted. The happy-productive cluster (Cluster 1) decreases
when the Detachment recovery experience increases; still, it increases in Relaxation and
Mastery experiences. Interestingly, the unhappy-productive cluster (Cluster 2), although
not significant, showed a similar pattern on the three experiences and was notably different
from the others; in other words, the more the i-deal, the more unhappy-productive.

In summary, Study 2 shows that recovery experiences moderate Flexibility i-deals
and SWBW pattern relation. Psychological detachment showed a similar pattern, both
in Study 1 and in Study 2. The Psychological detachment experience inversely correlates
with the likelihood to be in the sustainable pattern. Relaxation seems to mediate only
hedonic variables (i.e., emotions). Additionally, the interaction between Flexibility i-deals
and two recovery experiences (Mastery and Control) was peculiar. At the second outbreak,
happy-productive workers were more likely to have Flexibility i-deals and less Mastery
and Control experiences in their leisure time.

7. Discussion

This work assessed the moderating role of recovery from work stress in the rela-
tionship between Flexibility i-deals and SWBW patterns in Brazilian teleworkers. This
research tested two main hypotheses: (1) that i-deals are directly associated with the happy-
productive pattern (H1), and that recovery experiences moderate the relationship between
i-deals and the happy-productive pattern, enhancing this relationship (H2). The analysis
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supports the idea that recovery experiences moderated the relationship between i-deals
and sustainable well-being at work patterns, partially confirming our hypothesis (H2).
However, recovery experiences moderate this relationship in several ways, depending on
the outbreak (Study 1 or 2) and the operationalization used for well-being. In the first and
second outbreak, we found that more Psychological detachment was associated with more
Flexibility i-deals and unsustainable well-being at work patterns. Relaxation moderates
the relationship between Flexibility i-deals and SWBW only for emotions. Finally, Mastery
and Control moderated the relationship between Flexibility i-deal and the sustainable
pattern catalyzing them in the first pandemic outbreak. However, in the second outbreak,
Mastery and Control moderated the relationship in the opposite direction. These results
offer several implications for both theory and practice.

7.1. Theoretical Implications

This study has at least five theoretical implications. The first explains how teleworkers
and organizations managed to shelter Brazil’s stressful environment from the effects of the
pandemic [2,3,6]. Some organizations facilitated flexibility i-deals and helped teleworkers
face highly stressful situations following the Job Demands and Job Resources model to
diminish stress [4,63]. However, this arrangement works differently depending on the
situation, rejecting the “one-size-fits-all” idea.

Second, we showed how teleworkers develop individual resources that self-aid their
recovery. For instance, upon the scarcity of resources due to the fear of viral infection
(e.g., no social contact or going to public places), the use of relaxation-orientation activities
through mindfulness [60] helps manage the stressful demands of work and the uncertain
environment, which is in line with COR theory [51,58].

Third, this article also offers empirical evidence to the i-deal, SWBW, and recovery
literature by expanding our knowledge regarding the direct and moderated effects of
organizational and personal resources on sustainable patterns [4,17,18,75,76]. In particular,
our results were unexpected because, generally speaking, we found no significant direct
effects. Still, it is possible to discuss the directions of the relationships. Study 1 reflects that
the beginning of the pandemic (2–3 months into the pandemic in Brazil) was hard, but at
the same time, those who could work from home considered their privileges over those
who were unable to do it [43,77]. In addition, the uncertainty [3] was more widespread
than in Study 2. One year later, the workers were exhausted, and the customized practices
of i-deals generated an increase in eudaimonic well-being, perhaps accompanied by a
lower fear of losing their jobs. Therefore, i-deals could directly predict the eudaimonic
sustainable pattern. It must be pointed out that the reality of vaccines also crossed the
relations between workers and employees after this time. Despite the lack of credibility of
most Brazilian institutions, the SUS (Single Health System) received a great reception from
the Brazilian population. Although we have other reasons that affected labor relations, as
in other countries, the vaccine generated hope for change in the pandemic scenario.

Contrary to empirical research that showed that i-deals protect emotional conta-
gion [14], i-deals did not act as a protective mechanism for emotions in this study. One pos-
sible explanation for these results is that employees resort to i-deals as a treatment-oriented
strategy (when they are already experiencing ill-being) and not a prevention-oriented
strategy. In any event, hedonic well-being, understood as emotions, decreased in Brazil last
year [2]. We knew that, in general, the Brazilian organizations showed little or no practical
support to work from home [43,78]. Thus, people adapted to the situation and, after one
year, things changed, hence the result.

Regarding the low i-deal impact in this sample, there is another explanation: jeitinho.
Some coercive practices and Brazil’s gap between formal bureaucracy and lenient social
practices open places for different arrangements [5,8]. Jeitinho, a Brazilian way to conduct
and solve problems, could blur the effects of i-deals. Jeitinho is defined as a “voluntary act
that variously uses creativity, deception, interpersonal empathy, and cordiality to solve an
unexpected problem or to obtain favors” [79](p. 333). This arrangement is so widespread
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in the culture that it could be difficult for a Brazilian not to think that the organization
wants something in return for i-deals. Thus, Brazilian workers could interpret i-deals as
shady [10].

Fourth, this work contributes to the SWBW proposition made by Peiró et al. [16]. They
pointed out that linearity, operationalization, predictors, and long-run affect the relationship
between well-being and performance. We used two different well-being measures, hedonic
and eudaimonic, and found four patterns for both (Figures 3, 5 and 7). Eudaimonic clusters
(emotions) were more linear than the hedonic variable. We also obtained four patterns of
sustainable well-being at work with self-performance [18]. We added a moderation model
between individual arrangements (i-deals) and personal resources, i.e., recovery experience,
to predict both hedonic and eudaimonic clusters. This combination is partially aligned
with our expectations. Although limitations in the data collection hindered us from testing
a lagged model, we could infer some changes in the sample results from the uncertainty
of the environment [3] and the actions carried out by workers and organizations. It is
crucial to continue measuring these variables because the dynamics between them could
change through time, as in the present case. Additionally, the way we measured SWBW
from eudaimonic and hedonic measures revealed how MOW (future-oriented eudaimonic
happiness) changed through time due to changes in the environment, and how emotions
(hedonic happiness) are more influenced by relaxation than other recovery experiences.
In this sense, our study covered the two main propositions in the field of happiness and
performance [16,26].

Finally, this research deepens our understanding of the mechanisms that moderate
situational variables (i-deals) with outcomes (clusters) by revealing the importance of time
and context (at the beginning of the pandemic and one year after) to understand the effect
of different recovery experiences. Sonnentag [12] suggested that this paradoxical tension
can be explained by “high negative activation, depletion of energetic resource, and constant
connectivity to work caused by job stressors as well as individual and organizational
factors” (p. 175). Sonnentag also describes, in her recovery paradox proposition, that those
who have a high need for recovery have a low propensity to actually recover, particularly
to detach from work. In our study, we observed the mechanisms described by this author,
particularly in the eudaimonic measure at the first pandemic outbreak and the hedonic
measure in the second, opening a new avenue of research.

It is important to remark that Mastery and Control recovery experience changed
direction in this period. In Study 1, they protected and increased the probability of being in
the happy-productive pattern. However, in Study 2, MOW clusters showed the opposite. In
contrast, emotions did not change between Studies. We could interpret that one year of the
COVID-19 pandemic increased the quantitative and qualitative demands, and even Mastery
and Control drained in the long run, harming exhausted people who needed to protect
their scarce resources [51,58,80]; this interpretation is aligned with the COR theory [51]. He
relaxation experience, which shows no effect on the Meaning of Work clusters, reveals an
essential and protective experience for positive emotions, replicating previous results [60].
These results provide a new nuance of the recovery experience repercussions.

7.2. Managerial Implications

Our findings have implications for human resource management and individuals,
especially for the employee-support process regarding i-deals and recovery experiences.
For i-deals, HR practitioners should consider how, when, and what kind of i-deal to conduct
and what kind of outcome to expect. Within an increasing workplace diversity, i-deals
should facilitate employees to deal with their needs [20]. However, because workers or their
colleagues might think of i-deals as shady, their success strongly depends on interpretation
and context [10]. Flexibility i-deals are tools to increase the employees’ resources and help
them manage stress. If managers arrange i-deals with employees, they could perform
better and be happier, provided employees combine them with recovery experiences.
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Another managerial implication is related to the recovery process. Our results showed
the benefits of the recovery experiences during off-job time as a moderator of organizational
arrangements. These results support the positive interaction between work and non-work
factors and open avenues for designing interventions to enrich this interaction [81,82].
However, different recovery experiences suggest different outcomes depending on the
situation. Relaxation, Mastery, and Control experiences showed positive results regarding
well-being and performance. However, Mastery and Control only showed positive results
at the beginning of the pandemic, probably because people still had resources to apply in
other life domains [19,83]. In the long run, the depletion of resources seems to backfire,
changing these results [51]. In this sense, it is essential to know the employee’s situation
and context before suggesting one or another experience.

7.3. Limitations and Future Research Suggestions

This study described some interesting results; however, it was restricted by some
limitations. The first and foremost limitation was that the sampling method employed
non-longitudinal data collection. At the beginning of the sampling, we did not expect such
a long pandemic. Because we used the same snowball technique with colleagues, friends,
and family, we probably collected data from the same public, but we could not merge it.
Future longitudinal studies in countries or organizations that suffer contextual effects [55],
with or without a pandemic environment, should test long- and short-term responses
and the extent and conditions where the recovery experiences protect the teleworkers. In
addition, it is crucial to consider that half of the labor market in Brazil is informal; future
studies should focus on this situation [77].

Aside from the common method bias, which implies that the results should be inter-
preted cautiously, the results are consistent with previous studies. The inability to assess
outcomes at other sources limits the extension of the results. Future research should explore
the mechanisms behind the relation between work arrangements, outcomes, and personal
resources through the lens of more than one source [43,57]. Recent studies on telecommut-
ing as a function of COVID-19 have shown interesting relationships between perceived job
characteristics and procrastination and how both predict well-being and performance [84].
Future studies should also analyze the work characteristics among teleworking i-deals
initiated by the employee or forced by the organization.

Our study showed that no single resource is applicable for employees, and can be
detrimental to employees in some circumstances, as pointed out elsewhere [85]. It can
mean an inflection point, where increasing the level of resource, recovery and/or i-deal,
may even be harmful. Although we showed evidence of the complex relationship between
personal and organizational resources [80], we did not include and compared cultural
variables [5].

Finally, teleworking has involved a complex modification of the organization of work.
This modification could influence many aspects of the health of employees; among these
are leadership style (intrusive leadership style), off-time work, and workaholism [86], so
these aspects could be analyzed in future studies. In addition, future research should
also focus on the relationships between supervisors’ behaviors that facilitate scheduled-
flexibility i-deals and employee outcomes [87], including the organization’s perspective
and the benefits it derives from telecommuting work arrangements.

8. Conclusions

This study presented a complex insight into recovery experiences and the relationship
between flexibility i-deals and SWBW. Important factors that may lead to recovery and
the establishment of i-deals include the uncertainty of the Brazilian environment and the
duration of the pandemic (both short term and long term). Experiences from the first
outbreak changed after one year, and some of them, i.e., Mastery and Control, seem to have
had a backfiring effect on MOW when resources were scarcer. However, the Relaxation that
showed no effect on MOW presented a positive effect on emotions. By highlighting these
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relationships, we provide insights into the relations of eudaimonic and hedonic patterns
considering Brazil’s current work environment, recovery experiences in the short and long
term, and SWBW patterns.
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