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Purpose: Both psychological empowerment and job stress have been the subjects of great concern, studied mainly in developed 
countries. In emerging economies, few studies have contributed to the knowledge of the relationship between these two constructs. 
This study analyzed the relationship between the dimensions of psychological empowerment and job stress in tenured professors from 
public higher education institutions in Ecuador during 2019, providing insights for achieving better results regarding the productivity 
and well-being of teachers. This research seeks to bridge the knowledge gap concerning psychological empowerment and job stress 
within an academic context in an emerging economy.
Methods: In this quantitative study, a confirmatory model was proposed. Correlation analysis was used to investigate whether 
psychological empowerment dimensions are related to job stress. Data were collected from a sample of 200 tenured professors 
working at public universities located in Zone 3 of Ecuador in 2019. The instrument applied for psychological empowerment was 
proposed by Spreitzer, composed of four dimensions—meaning, competence, impact, and autonomy. For job stress, the Occupational 
Stress Inventory-Revised (OSI-R) instrument applied was proposed and revised by Osipow.
Results: Through structural equation modeling with partial least squares, it was possible to demonstrate that psychological 
empowerment reduces levels of job stress only when it is perceived that there is autonomy, fewer limitations, and more freedom. 
No evidence was identified that other components of psychological empowerment, such as meaning, competence, and impact, are 
related to job stress.
Conclusion: The results indicated that the model used to explain the relationship between these variables had weak predictive power. 
Furthermore, only one research hypothesis is accepted. Finally, these findings are corroborated and explained by the different 
perspectives presented by various authors.
Keywords: psychological empowerment, job stress, autonomy, freedom, professors, emerging economies

Introduction
Changing organizational dynamics and new competitive demands have led to alternations in organizational structures and 
functions.3 These changes have negatively affected various work aspects, such as job stress. As mentioned by Pitt et al,4 stress 
is a normal, necessary, and unavoidable result of being alive and can be defined as physical, mental, or emotional tension. 
Additionally, it is a condition or feeling experienced when an individual perceives that the demands of environmental stimuli 
exceed their personal and social resources, which interferes with their ability to perform their functions normally.4,5

Many concepts and theories have been addressed to reduce stress levels in the organization, such as psychological 
empowerment, which is commonly defined as an intrinsic motivation mechanism influencing employees’ behavior and job 
performance.1,6,7 This concept has attracted the attention of academics and managers as high levels of empowerment are 
positively associated with low stress levels and increased workplace satisfaction.8,9 Thus, both job stress and psychological 
empowerment have become topics of significant interest to organizations. For instance, Boudrias et al10 and Joshi et al,11 in their 
study conducted with workers exposed to stress, indicated that psychological empowerment could be considered a protective 
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factor against burnout, which is conceptualized as a syndrome resulting from long-term chronic stress. Furthermore, according to 
Spreitzer and Mishra,12 psychological empowerment improves the ability to cope with a stressful job.

With some exceptions,13–16 most research published in high-impact journals has focused on psychological empowerment 
and stress studies in the health sector.6,17–23 Hence, it is required to conduct more empirical studies using these two variables in 
other fields of knowledge, such as education.15,24 Studying job stress is becoming relevant in the academic environment of the 
public sector. As noted by Kang and Sidhu,25 higher education institutions are commonly called “stress factories”.

Thus, teaching, especially at the university level, has been identified as one of the most stressful jobs because faculty 
members improve the quality of teaching with reduced or no support, leading to a drastic increase in anxiety, burnout, 
deterioration of mental health, and stress levels.26 Additionally, Afzal et al27 identified that university teachers face 
a higher stress level than administrative staff because of insufficient resources, bad management practices, work 
overload, low recognition, and job insecurity, among other factors.

Despite the progress in academic literature related to stress assessments, there is still a pronounced debate on the 
relationship between psychological empowerment and job stress. According to Conner and Douglas,28 when employees 
have high autonomy in their job (related to the self-determination factor of psychological empowerment), they may 
experience a lack of direction and excessive responsibility, increasing their stress levels. Conversely, employees with 
high levels of meaning (the first component of psychological empowerment) tend to generate a stronger bond with their 
work and are highly involved.29

It is imperative to continue analyzing whether the job stress faced by university teachers could be reduced through 
psychological empowerment, a relationship that, to the authors’ knowledge, has been poorly addressed in previous studies 
within the university context, mainly in developing countries. In this context, an overall research question guiding this study is 
raised: What is the relationship between psychological empowerment and job stress among university teachers?

Hence, further studies on the empowerment of teachers from geographic regions with cultural heterogeneity, 
contrasting academic workplaces, and varied economic growth are required.3,30–32 These new studies may help bridge 
the knowledge gap regarding the relationship between psychological empowerment and job stress in higher education 
institutions, particularly in developing countries, such as Ecuador.

In this academic context, Ecuadorean higher education institutions have undergone long- evaluation and accreditation 
processes to set standards for a future quality assurance system.33,34 Thus, various profound legal reforms, redesigns, and 
advanced methodologies for evaluating higher education quality have been successfully implemented over the past 
decade. These reforms are supported by the 2008 Constitution and the 2010 Organic Law of Higher Education.35,36

Despite the most rapidly improved education quality, integrating new policies into the Ecuadorean educational system 
has caused teachers to adopt new demanding roles and additional workloads that may lead to higher stress levels.37 Thus, 
increasing stress levels may negatively affect their productivity, quality and amount of services offered, work perfor-
mance, and relationships among teachers, students and colleagues, as previously described for other educational levels in 
countries undergoing similar educational policies and organizational changes.38–42

In addition, at least in public educational institutions, due to their limited resources, no attempts have been made to 
support studies to reduce stress levels through planned coping strategies, ie, psychological empowerment. These 
strategies frequently help teachers to face all persistent educational challenges, changes, and uncertainties.43,44

Therefore, considering that previous studies findings show several contradictions regarding psychological empowerment 
and job stress, which has created a significant knowledge gap,6,28,45 as well as no previous studies have been conducted in 
Ecuador concerning those two variables; the present study aims to validate the conceptual framework proposed by Spreitzer1 

on psychological empowerment and its relationship with job stress in public university teachers of Ecuador. This research will 
provide valuable insights into how psychological empowerment could become a personal resource to reduce job stress levels 
caused by the accelerated changes in higher education institutions, particularly public universities.

Furthermore, the study of this particular population linked to teaching activities is crucial to understanding how the 
increased work pressure-related stress in the academic environment affects university teachers’ emotional and psycho-
logical health.46 Finally, the potential outcomes from the study may help develop effective strategies and initiatives that 
significantly decrease stress levels in educational environments, consequently improving employees’ well-being and 
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lifestyle. In addition, these initiatives may help avoid subsequent conflicts, ie, work-family, occurring when employees’ 
productivity and job performance have been compromised due to increased stress levels.44,47,48

Literature Review and Hypotheses
Psychological Empowerment
Rappaport49 mentioned that empowerment expresses a belief of power in people who determine their destiny and are part 
of their community. While Conger and Kanungo,50 based on Bandura’s theory,51,52 defined empowerment as an enabling 
process that increases feelings of self-efficacy among members of an organization. Additionally, these authors indicated 
that empowerment is a type of intrinsic motivation, which is consistent with the studies of Thomas and Velthouse,53 who 
conceptualized empowerment as the increase in intrinsic task motivation.

Empowerment has two interpretations: first, in the psychological sense of personal influence and control, and second, 
concerning social influence, political power, and legal rights.49 Maynard et al54 mentioned that empowerment has two concep-
tions: structural and psychological. Individual empowerment is considered psychological and organizational as structural.55

Based on this, the concept of psychological empowerment originated in the late 90s was defined as an internal 
motivating factor that reflects the active role of employees in the organization, which stimulates the behavior and 
performance of individuals. Due to the great relevance of this subject, researchers and managers have oriented their 
studies on this field.56,57 Thus, based on the theoretical model of empowerment proposed by Thomas and Velthouse,53 

Spreitzer1 developed and validated the empowerment construct, referencing the four dimensions proposed by these 
authors regarding the evaluation of task performance (impact, competence, meaning, and self-determination). Then, these 
dimensions were used to measure psychological empowerment and determine employee orientation to their role at work.

Consequently, psychological empowerment is a concept that incorporates different degrees of an individual’s 
perception, as follows. The first was meaning—“the sense of purpose or personal connection with their work goal” or 
the perception of correspondence between their work’s objective and expectations.1 Second, competence or self-efficacy 
relates to the employee’s perception of their abilities and capacities to execute their work effectively. Additionally, 
competence refers to confidence in their abilities to execute their work. Third, self-determination refers to the freedom to 
develop their work and make decisions or have the opportunity to initiate or regulate actions. Finally, impact refers to the 
ability to positively and significantly contribute to the organization through their work—the extent to which a person 
could influence an organization’s strategic, administrative, or operational results.1 Based on this, psychological empow-
erment refers to the psychological experience of empowerment.17

Furthermore, empowerment includes giving employees high autonomy by sharing relevant information and giving 
them control over factors that affect job performance.58 Empowerment is a strategic process based on the relationship 
between the organization and the employees by increasing trust, responsibility, authority, and commitment to providing 
better customer service.59 For Fan et al,6 psychological empowerment is a cultural, social, or psychological fact whereby 
people have control, satisfy their needs, and make their own decisions.

Job Stress
Currently, managing job stress is a topic of significant interest within organizations. Semerci60 defined job stress as all 
work-related difficulties that create a physical and psychological response. Known as the disease of the century, this has 
been considered in recent decades as the second most frequent health problem related to work, affecting 28% of 
employees in European Union countries.61 According to Jamal,62 despite the efforts made by organizations to combat 
stress, job stress will continue to be an important concern in the work world because of insufficient knowledge of its 
causes in various situations. Florea and Florea61 mentioned that job stress affects not only employees but also the 
organization and national economies, forcing them to allocate more financial resources.

In the academic environment, Yildirim42 stated that working under stress and tension damages the quality and quantity 
of services offered by teachers, which can affect their students and colleagues. This is confirmed by Greenberg et al63 who 
identified that teachers with more stress are less likely to create a conducive environment within the classroom. Stress in 
teachers not only affects the well-being and health of teachers but also causes job dissatisfaction, burnout, poor 
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performance, and lack of commitment. Increased stress in the workplace not only threatens the individual but is also 
detrimental to the organization.64

Cabanach65 classified stressors into intrinsic factors related to the job, interpersonal relationships, professional 
progress, and the organization and work environment. For Pearlin,66 one of the chronic stressors was role overload, 
which indicates that the demand exceeds the person’s capacity. Currently, several instruments help determine job stress 
because of the significant interest in studying this complicated phenomenon, with strong influence and prevalence in 
different places. Some instruments evaluate organizational elements and factors regarding the task, some measure the 
resources and capacities of employees, and others incorporate both aspects.67

Psychological Empowerment and Job Stress
In various areas, some studies have revealed that mediating effects of psychological empowerment help reduce work- 
related stress and burnout, enhance commitment, and decrease turnover and absenteeism rates among staff.13,20,22,68–70

However, other studies show a direct and strong negative relationship between work stress and some psychological 
empowerment dimensions. For instance, the meaning and self-determination toward their job may be compromised when 
employees experience high job stress levels, as discussed by other researchers.13,45,68,71,72

Although the findings of previous studies clearly explaining the role of psychological empowerment, the literature 
review indicates contradictions in studies on the relationship between psychological empowerment and job stress. 
Spreitzer et al29 in their study of the dimensions of psychological empowerment and its relationship with job satisfaction 
and psychophysiological results of job stress demonstrated that stress at work was negatively related to meaning and 
competence (dimensions of psychological empowerment). However, self-determination and impact (dimensions of 
psychological empowerment) were positively related to job stress.

Contrary to the studies of Spreitzer et al,29 Siegall and Gardner73 did not identify any relationship among the 
competence dimension, job satisfaction, and stress. Additionally, Holdsworth and Cartwright74 indicated that 
psychological empowerment is not related to any mental or physical health dimension. Based on this, Orgambídez- 
Ramos et al3 stated that further research is necessary regarding the differential impact between job stress and 
psychological empowerment on employee satisfaction. Özbas and Tel,75 in their study conducted with nurses, 
indicated that psychological empowerment made it possible to reduce burnout scores (a type of stress); however, 
the authors concluded that it is necessary to validate the findings in another population and through a longitudinal 
study.

Research Hypotheses
Despite contradictory results in the relationship between psychological empowerment and job stress, recent studies in 
other professional settings support the negative and significant relationship between both variables, indicating that high 
levels of psychological empowerment decrease the effects of job stress.45,70,76–78 Thereby, given the impact of psycho-
logical empowerment in various professions, it can be assumed that all psychological empowerment dimensions may also 
function as mechanisms to reduce work stress in higher education institutions. Thus, the following research hypotheses 
were proposed to analyze the relationship between these variables, considering each of the dimensions of psychological 
empowerment:

H1: The meaning of work has a negative and significant relationship with job stress.

H2: The competence to do the job has a negative and significant relationship with job stress.

H3: Self-determination at work has a negative and significant relationship with job stress.

H4: The impact of work has a negative and significant relationship with job stress.
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Materials and Methods
Sample and Data Collection
This study was conducted at five Ecuadorean public universities between August and mid-December 2019, corresponding to 
the first period of the academic year. These universities were selected based on these conditions: a) public institutions having 
the largest number of tenured academics, and b) institutions located in a similar geographical area, for this case, the central 
zone of Ecuador (Zone 3). Thus, through respective academic departments of all universities involved, 1012 tenured 
professors were invited to participate in a face-to-face survey, attending at specific times and days proposed by researchers. 
Thus, all participants were recruited randomly based on their availability to partake in the survey.

In total, 200 self-administered paper-and-pencil questionnaires were distributed among all teachers accepting to 
continue with the survey. Data were collected until a sample of 200 tenured professors was attained. As a result, 200 
questionnaires with valid responses were collected, leading to an effective response rate of 100%. Furthermore, all 200 
valid questionnaires were used for a structural equation modeling analysis that requires a sample size of a minimum of 
200 or more observations, as discussed by Jackson.79

The maximum number of 200 questionnaires used in this survey was strictly linked to the instrument publisher’s 
permission. Thus, for this research study, reproduction of up to 200 copies of the Spanish OSI-R was allowed under 
special permission from the Publisher-Psychological Assessment Resources, Inc., 16,204 North Florida Avenue, Lutz, 
Florida 33,549, from the Occupational Stress Inventory-Revised by Samuel H. Osipow, Ph.D., Copyright, 1981, 1983, 
1987, 1998 by Psychological Assessment Resources, Inc.2,80 Further reproduction was prohibited without permission 
from PAR, Inc., which specified that no extra copies of the instrument could be made. Therefore, in accordance with the 
licensing agreement, a copy of the instrument cannot be provided with this article.

Informed consent, explaining study objectives and other relevant information, was provided to all participants prior to 
answering self-administered paper-and-pencil questionnaires. Furthermore, through this informed consent, researchers 
emphasized to respondents that all information collected is confidential and anonymous, and they also had the right to 
refuse to answer any particular question.

Although the indicated questionnaires are the most widely used instruments in previous studies because of their 
acceptable level of reliability.81 In this study, each of these was subjected to reliability tests and convergent and divergent 
validity; the last two were subjected to confirmatory factor analysis.

Method
The study had a quantitative approach with deductive logic because it started from widely accepted theories applied in 
a particular context. A cross-sectional design was also applied as the collection of primary information was conducted at 
a specific period in 2019.

Furthermore, a model subject to confirmatory factor analysis was proposed. The research design was descriptive with 
a correlational technique to investigate whether psychological empowerment dimensions are related to job stress. 
Therefore, once the surveys were conducted, the data obtained were tabulated and analyzed using structural equation 
models with partial least squares (PLS-SEM) using the SmartPLS software. This technique works efficiently with small 
sample sizes and complex models. Furthermore, it does not make assumptions about the distribution of the data.82 Thus, 
it was possible to check the validity of the measurement models corresponding to each construct proposed and identify 
the relationship between the variables—meaning, competence, self-determination, and impact—corresponding to psy-
chological empowerment, and the dependent variable job stress.

Using the software mentioned above, the model was built based on the hypotheses proposed, as shown in Figure 1. 
Subsequently, data were entered, and corresponding analyses of the obtained results were carried out, as detailed in the 
following sections.

Instrumentation
Psychological empowerment was evaluated using the instrument proposed by Spreitzer,1 who created a multidimensional 
questionnaire with subscales based on three criteria: (a) one-dimensional, (b) common application format to facilitate 
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administration (a seven-point Likert scale), and (c) focused on personal experience rather than the description of the 
environment. Based on the aforementioned, Spreitzer1 designed an instrument composed of four dimensions: meaning, 
competence, self-determination, and impact; each dimension is composed of three items.67 All measures are shown in 
Table 1.

To measure job stress, a revised version of the instrument called the revised edition of the OSI-R occupational stress 
inventory proposed by Oispow2 was used, which comprises three dimensions: occupational stressors, psychological 
stress, and coping resources. A total number of 140 items were evaluated using a five-point Likert scale.

Six subscales measured the domain of occupational stressors called the Occupational Roles Questionnaire (ORQ). 
These scales were as follows: (a) occupational overload (OR), which evaluated the degree to which occupational 
demands exceeded resources (personal and workplace) and the extent to which a person could accomplish tasks at 
work; (b) role insufficiency (RI), which measured the level to which a person’s training, education, skills, and 
experience were aligned to the demands of the job; (c) role ambiguity (RA), which assessed the extent to which 
job prospects and assessment elements, in the workplace, were understood by employees; (d) role boundaries (RB), 
which evaluated the extent to which a person experienced role demands and conflicting loyalties in their work 
environment; (e) role responsibility (R) to study the level at which an individual had or thought they had 
a considerable responsibility for the performance or well-being of another worker; and (f) physical environment 
(PE), which assessed the level at which an employee was subject to higher levels of environmental toxicity or extreme 
physical situations.

Figure 1 Structural model. 
Abbreviations: ORQ, occupational roles questionnaire; PSQ, personal stress questionnaire; PRQ, personal resources questionnaire.
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The domain of psychological stress was measured through a Personal Stress Questionnaire (PSQ), which consisted of 
four subscales. They were as follows: (a) vocational stress (VS), which assessed the level at which a person had problems 
with the effectiveness of their work and measured the attitudes directed towards work; (b) psychological stress (PSY), which 
evaluated the degree to which a person perceived psychological and/or emotional problems; (c) interpersonal stress (IS), 
which assessed the level at which a person experienced a disruption in interpersonal relationships; and (d) physical stress 
(PHS), which assessed the level at which a person complained regarding physical illnesses or poor self-care practices.

The Personal Resources Questionnaire (PRQ) was used to evaluate the coping resources, which comprised four 
subscales: (a) recreation (RE), which evaluated the level at which a person was satisfied and relaxed in frequent 
recreational activities; (b) self-care (SC), which assessed the level at which a person normally performed personal 
activities that minimize or calm chronic stress; (c) social support (SS), which assessed the level at which a person felt 
support and help from their peers; and (d) radiation/cognitive coping (CR), which assessed the level at which a person 
had and used cognitive skills to cope with job stress.67

Results
Characterization of the Participants
Of the 200 valid surveys, 60% were male, and 40% were female. Most were in the age range of 40–49 years (36%), 
followed by age ranges of 30–39 years (29.5%) and 50–59 years (23.5%). Regarding the knowledge area, 25.5% reported 
that their areas were engineering, industries, and construction, 24.5% from administration, 23% from education, and 21% 
from sciences. To a lesser extent, the agriculture, veterinary medicine, and services areas were reported.

Table 1 Spreitzer’s Psychological Empowerment Scale

Statement Punctuation

Meaning

1. I am confident about my ability to do my job 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

2. My work activities are personally valuable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

3. I have significant autonomy to determine how I do my job 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Competence

4. My impact on what happens in my department is large 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

5. My job activities are personally significant to me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

6. I have a great deal of control over what happens in my department 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Self-determination

7. I can decide by myself how to go about doing my work 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8. I have a significant possibility for independence and freedom in how I do my job 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

9. I have mastered the necessary skills to do my job 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Impact

10. The work I do is meaningful to me 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

11. I have significant influence over what happens in my department. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

12. I am self-assured about my capabilities to perform my work activities 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Note: Listed below, there are several self-orientations that people may have regarding their jobs. Using the following scale, please indicate the extent where you agree or 
disagree with each one describes your self-orientation. 1= Very strongly disagree, 2= Strongly disagree, 3=Disagree, 4= Neutral, 5= Agree, 6= Strongly agree, 7= Very 
strongly Agree.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2022:15                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S381342                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
3303

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                  Jácome and Chión

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the Measurement Model and Reliability Analysis
The composite reliability index was calculated to determine the reliability of the scales. This index reflects the relation-
ship between explained variance and total variance.83 Table 2 shows the values obtained for each construct. In all cases, 
the composite reliability index obtained was higher than 0.70; therefore, they could be considered reliable scales.

Convergent and Discriminant Validity
A model presents convergent validity when the standardized estimated coefficients are more than or equal to 0.50, 
although the ideal is that they are more than 0.70.84 Table 3 shows the values obtained, and as indicated, most of the 
standardized parameters are more than 0.50, which allows us to conclude that the convergent validity criterion is met. 
Furthermore, for the cases where the standardized parameters were less than 0.70, the composite reliability index was 
more than 0.70. Therefore, it can be concluded that the scales are reliable.

The value of the average variance extracted (AVE) is further indicated, which allows the evaluation of the convergent 
value. An AVE value of 0.50 or more indicates that, on average, the construct explains more than half of the variance of 
its indicators, fulfilling the convergent validity criterion.

Once the convergent validity of the model was verified, the discriminant validity of the measurement model was 
analyzed; the procedure proposed by Hair et al84 was used. These authors established that the estimate of the AVE for 
two factors must be more than the square of the correlation between the two factors. The results presented in Table 4 
corroborate that the estimated AVE value of each construct is more than the square of the correlation between each pair 
of latent variables. Therefore, the discriminant validity criterion of the model is met.

Structural Model
This model was built by specifying the job stress variable as a second-order model, while the psychological empower-
ment model is specified as a first-order model, depending on the hypotheses raised. Figure 1 shows the structural model 
tested, which was developed using the SmartPLS software.

According to Hair et al82 the structural model must be evaluated according to the following criteria: (a) analysis of 
collinearity in the set of predictor variables through the variance inflation factor (VIF), whose value must be more than 
0.20 and less than 5; otherwise, consider eliminating constructs or merging predictor variables; (b) use bootstrapping to 
evaluate the significance of the regression coefficients, where the recommended minimum number of bootstrap samples 
is 5000; and (c) the R2 value is analyzed. Therefore, PLS-SEM aims to maximize the R2 values of the endogenous latent 
variables in the path model. While the exact interpretation of the R2 value depends on the particular model and research 
discipline, in general, R2 values of 0.75, 0.50, or 0.25 for the endogenous construct can be described as substantial, 
moderate, and weak, respectively.

Based on this, the results shown in Table 5 indicate that the VIF values are within the recommended limits. Therefore, 
it is concluded that the collinearity between the predictor constructs is not a critical issue in the structural model and can 
be continued with the analysis. Conversely, the R2 value obtained was 0.036, which is less than the recommended 

Table 2 Reliability of the Scales of Each Latent Variable

Construct Composite Reliability Index Number of Items

Psychological empowerment
Meaning 0.96 3

Competence 0.95 3

Self-determination 0.94 3
Impact 0.74 3

Job stress 0.73 14
Roles occupations 0.70 6

Personal stress 0.78 4

Personal resources 0.70 4
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minimum of 0.25. Thus, it is concluded that the model fails to predict the variability of the dependent variable explained 
by the independent variable.

Hypotheses Testing
To verify the proposed hypotheses, a bootstrapping algorithm with a minimum number of samples (5000) was used. 
These criteria were established by Hair et al82 to evaluate the significance of the regressions obtained between the latent 
variables. Table 6 shows the results obtained.

Table 3 Convergent Validity of Subconstructs and Items

Subconstructs and Items Standardised Parameter AVE

Psychological empowerment
Meaning 0.902

Meaning 3 0.951

Meaning 2 0.961
Meaning 1 0.931

Competence 0.874

Competence 3 0.943

Competence 2 0.968
Competence 1 0.943

Self-determination 0.847
Self-determination 3 0.910

Self-determination 2 0.931

Self-determination 1 0.920

Impact 0.520

Impact 3 0.544
Impact 2 0.528

Impact 1 0.992

Job stress 0.591

Occupational roles 0.574

PE 0.763
R 0.533

RB 0.581

RA 0.599
RI 0.508

OR 0.546

Personal stress 0.570

PHS 0.760

IS 0.60
PSY 0.739

VS 0.636

Personal resources 0.552

RC 0.430

SC 0.610
SS 0.514

RE 0.824

Abbreviations: PE, physical environment; R, role responsibility; RB, role boundaries; RA, role ambiguity; RI, role 
insufficiency; OR, occupational overload; PHS, physical stress; IS, interpersonal stress; PSY, psychological stress; VS, 
vocational stress; RC, radiation/cognitive coping; SC, self-care; SS, social support; RE, recreation.
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The findings indicate that the regression estimate between meaning and job stress is negative and not significant 
(−0.072; p-value > 0.05), as well as the estimate between competence and job stress (−0.070; p-value > 0.05), which 
leads to the rejection of H1 and H2. Conversely, the regression estimate between self-determination and job stress is 
negative and significant (−0.124; p-value < 0.05), allowing us to accept H3, while the estimate between impact and job 
stress is positive and not significant (0.055; p-value > 0.05), leading to the rejection of H4.

Discussion
Psychological empowerment is defined as a form of intrinsic motivation that is manifested through four cognitive factors: 
(a) meaning (value of work), (b) competence (individual belief in the ability to perform their work), (c) self- 
determination (the ability to make decisions regarding the organization), and (d) impact (influence of their work on 
the results of the organization).1 In this research, the relationship between psychological empowerment and job stress was 
analyzed using structural equation models in a sample of tenured professors from public higher education institutions.

The results allowed us to accept only H3, as the relationship between self-determination has a negative and significant 
relationship with job stress. These findings partially corroborate the results found by Permarupan et al22 in Malaysia, 
indicating that psychological empowerment has a negative and significant influence on burnout, which is conceptualized 
as a mental state developed in a work environment with continuous stress due to job demands. Similarly, other studies 
conducted in different work settings in China and India corroborate that psychological empowerment has a significant 
negative relationship with work burnout and perceived stress.45,68

Table 5 VIF Values of the Exogenous and 
Endogenous Variables

Exogenous Variables VIF

Impact 2.206
Competence 2.922

Self-determination 1.515

Meaning 2.516

Abbreviation: VIF, variance inflation factor.

Table 6 Regression Parameters of the Structural Model

Relationships Between Latent Variables Regression Coefficient p-value

Job stress <— Meaning −0.072 0.500

Job stress <— Competence −0.070 0.670
Job stress <— Self-determination −0.124 0.033

Job stress <— Impact 0.055 0.622

Table 4 Discriminant Validity Analysis

Exogenous Variables Job Stress Meaning Competence Self-Determination Impact

Job stress
Meaning 0.153

Competence 0.433 0.656

Self-determination 0.164 0.505 0.487
Impact 0.105 0.619 0.698 0.540

AVE 0.591 0.902 0.874 0.847 0.520

Abbreviation: AVE, average variance extract.
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On the other hand, the findings of the present study contradict studies such as the one developed by Spreitzer et al,29 

who demonstrated that stress at work was negatively related to meaning and competence. Thus, individuals possessing 
these two characteristics and the necessary skills can avoid job stress in organizations. Moreover, these authors also 
demonstrated that self-determination and impact have a positive relationship with job stress, which also contradicts the 
results of this research, as the relationship between impact and job stress is positive but not significant.

The results partially contradict the findings of Mostafa,8 who identified that psychological empowerment is associated 
with reduced stress levels. Likewise, Edwards and Cooper85 stated that when employees have high levels of correspon-
dence with their jobs, their psychological well-being improves. This correspondence is related to the “meaning” 
dimension of psychological empowerment. Additionally, when individuals feel confident in their competence to handle 
a situation (second dimension of psychological empowerment), they will perceive a task as challenging rather than 
threatening or stressful.86 This is contrary to what was identified in this research because the relationship between 
competence and stress was positive and not significant.

Regarding self-determination, Mostafa8 stated that when employees perceive a lack of autonomy, they would feel 
restricted, leading them to experience high levels of stress, which is corroborated by the findings of this investigation. In 
other words, when autonomy, competence and relatedness are met in the workplace, higher levels of commitment, job 
satisfaction, and employee motivation can be observed among organization members.76,77 This partially corroborates the 
findings of Marshall,87 who demonstrated that empowerment does not influence job stress. The contradictions detected in 
the academic literature may be explained by the context in which the research was conducted, as detailed in the next section.

On the other hand, Education is globally recognized as a critical factor for the knowledge economy, and evaluating its 
quality is one of the primary objectives for guaranteeing the sustainable development of society in general.88 Therefore, 
higher education institutions continuously face new challenges in guaranteeing and certifying the quality of the education 
they impart while complying with the standards established by the control institutions.89 In this context, in the last decade 
in Ecuador, several legal reforms, redesigns, and methodologies for evaluating the quality of higher education were 
implemented to improve the education system and guarantee educational quality.90 However, applying new evaluation 
models has brought profound organizational changes and demands for teachers, who had to adopt new roles and adapt 
their capacities to new challenges. These changes have generated an additional burden on their work performance, 
leading to higher stress levels, as observed in other educational levels.68

Furthermore, the research was conducted in public higher education institutions with certain peculiarities, including 
government regulations and restrictions, and a rigid organizational structure.91 This could prevent from implementing 
policies or additional strategies for psychological empowerment to reduce stress levels. These statements could explain 
why the structural model obtained a weak predictive power and may be inadequate in explaining this phenomenon where 
the research was conducted.

This is corroborated by Doss et al92 for whom most university professors in emerging economies experience stress 
because of the organizational structure and the climate. Therefore, interventions focused on improving the work 
environment could effectively reduce the stressors that arise from the organizational structure and the climate of the 
university departments where the professors work. Furthermore, university professors face the challenge of work 
overload because of understaffing. Under the pressure of the work environment, the organization and the activities 
they develop tend to manifest an imbalance between their abilities and demands.93

Implications
To the best authors’ knowledge, this is the first national empirical research providing valuable insights into the specific 
role of psychological empowerment in public institutions, where the prevalence of high stress levels is directly linked to 
drastic changes in organizational structures, policies, and educational practices.43 Thus, this study provides further 
evidence to the limited but growing literature regarding the relationship between psychological empowerment and job 
stress among university professors from a developing country, such as Ecuador.

Worth mentioning that the findings of the present study are not conclusive for all psychological empowerment 
dimensions. Hence, they should not be generalized for other universities or organizations, mainly due to research’s 
limitations, such as target group (only tenured professor), sample size (limited to 200 observations), geographical area 
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(only Zone 3), type of university involved (public institutions), cross-sectional design (specific period in 2019), etc. 
Furthermore, as the research was conducted in Ecuador, a developing country, the findings may differ from those 
conducted in other countries with contrasting cultural, political, and economic development. The latter features are highly 
relevant when comparing outcomes from different geographical regions, as discussed by various authors.45,94

Despite the limitations acknowledged, results from the present study pave the way for further research on similar studied 
variables in other target groups (ie non-academic staff) and different educational settings.13 Thus, future studies will allow 
comparisons between findings from previous studies (ie pre-pandemic conditions) and during the pandemic.44 Consequently, all 
this valuable information may help develop organizational interventions programs and policies focused on identifying the 
underlying factors generating higher tension levels,95 and subsequently implementing supportive workplace practices to enhance 
employee well-being and mental health in educational environments,16,41 particularly through the application of psychological 
empowerment considered as an effective mechanism to reduce job stress and increase optimism and commitment.70

Finally, Gagné et al77 stated that increasing levels of psychological empowerment in the workplace, particularly self- 
determination, requires that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met.77 However, the findings of present research 
indicate that job stress levels can also be reduced when perceived autonomy is achieved. This suggests that high levels of 
psychological empowerment may be achieved when at least one of the three psychological needs is met, leading to higher 
levels of commitment to organizational activities among motivated and satisfied academic staff, ultimately enhancing 
individual and institutional performance, achievements, and effectiveness.42,76,96,97 These results suggest that more 
attention and research are required from professionals, scholars, and policymakers to address work-related stress issues, 
particularly in professions with high job demands, as those related to the Education sector.

Conclusion
This research aimed to analyze the relationship between the dimensions of psychological empowerment and job stress of 
university professors of public higher education institutions located in an emerging economy, such as Ecuador.

Through structural equation modeling with partial least squares, it was possible to demonstrate that psychological 
empowerment, specifically through self-determination, reduces levels of job stress only when it is perceived that there is 
autonomy, fewer limitations, and more freedom. However, no evidence was identified that other components of 
psychological empowerment, such as meaning, competence, and impact, are related to job stress.

The results indicated that the model used to explain the relationship between these variables had weak predictive 
power. Therefore, only one research hypothesis was accepted. These findings are corroborated and explained by the 
different perspectives presented by various authors.

From an academic context, research findings show that the proposed conceptual model allows analyzing the 
relationship between psychological empowerment and work stress in teaching performance. Thus, these results may 
help directors and policymakers of Ecuadorean public higher education institutions to identify specific aspects generating 
higher tension levels among teachers. Consequently, outcomes provide opportunities to define appropriate and timely 
strategies to deal with the effect of work stress on university teachers, considering the inherent particularities of the 
higher education sector in Ecuador.

Conversely, given that the study was conducted in the public university sector, it is recommended that future research 
expand the study population to private educational institutions to obtain a broader view of the relationship between these 
variables and possibly a better predictive power of the structural model. Finally, future research should apply longitudinal 
research designs to overcome the potential limitations of a cross-sectional approach applied in the present study.
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