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A Moderated Mediation Analysis of New Work-Related
Stressors, Psychological Distress, and Absenteeism in Health
Care During a Pandemic

Is Recognition the Cure for Preventing Falling in Battle?

Annick Parent-Lamarche, PhD and Sonia Laforce, BSc

Objectives: We aimed to evaluate the effects of new work-related stressors on psy-
chological distress and absenteeism and the role of recognition in these relationships.
Methods: Moderated path analyses were carried out on a sample of 1128 health
care workers. Results: Increased workload related to COVID-19 (coronavirus dis-
ease 2019) (B=1.511, P < 0.01) and fear of COVID-19 (5= 0.844, P < 0.01) were
directly associated with a higher level of psychological distress and indirectly
(8=2.306, P=0.01; and 3= 1.289, P < 0.05, respectively) associated with a higher
level of absenteeism. Recognition (8= 0.260, P < 0.001) moderated the association
between teleworking and psychological distress. Furthermore, this significant mod-
eration effect had a significant impact on absenteeism (8 = 0.392, P < 0.05). Re-
gardless of the workplace (on site or teleworking), high recognition was beneficial
for psychological distress. This effect seems more important when working on site.
Conclusions: The results propose that specific new work-related stressors should be
addressed in the context of organizational change (eg, a pandemic).
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ver the past 2 years, almost every aspect of working and family

lives has been dramatically impacted by the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic.' Workplaces have had to deal with ma-
jor organizational changes to adapt to the new tumultuous reality.
COVID-19 has been said to have revolutionized some aspects of work-
ing life, and the way work is done may turn out to be one of the most
important long-term consequences of the pandemic.' Among these
changes are the sudden shift to teleworking for some and the close con-
tact with a virus that worsened the work conditions and increased the
workload for others. While the pandemic represents a major change in
the lives of people around the world, it has been and continues to be par-
ticularly persistent and omnipresent for health care workers.

Since the beginning of the pandemic, health care workers have
been the ones dealing with sick people, treating them, and confronting
suffering and death, which has an effect on their mental health.” In
fact, a recent systematic review concluded that health care workers
were one of the most vulnerable groups as a broad spectrum of psycho-
logical problems was observed: 5.2% to 71.2% in anxiety, 1.00% to
88.3% in stress, 8.27% to 61.67% in insomnia, and 4.5% to 50.4% in
depression.® In Canada, 8 months into the pandemic, one-third (33%)
of participating health care workers reported fair or poor mental
health, with most (70%) of them indicating that their mental health
was “a little worse now” or “much worse now” compared with before
March 2020.* In Italy, health care workers were more likely to report
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fatigue.” Workers' level of absenteeism was also affected, as 12,000
of more than 290,000 employees were listed as absent at the height
of the crisis in the Quebec health care system.® Beyond absences of
a few days when an employee was diagnosed with COVID-19, many
of these absences were also the consequence of other factors, such
as fatigue, exhaustion, and psychological distress. For nurses, 8902
were absent for diverse reasons, whereas 816 were on sick leave due
to COVID-19 as of November 27, 2021 (ie, right in the middle of the
data collection period of this study).” These absences were compensated
with overtime and private agencies,” which adds a burden to colleagues
who have to work more hours, along with working with agency col-
leagues who are less familiar with the organization of work and the spe-
cific tasks that vary from one establishment to another. Not only are
these absences problematic for colleagues and difficult for the employer
to manage, but most importantly, they are detrimental to the quality of
care offered to the population. Absenteeism is even more worrying in
the context of a global health crisis, which also involves load shedding
and the reduction of certain operations to ensure hospital capacity.®
What is happening on a global scale in the world of work and in
the public health services sector can be seen from the angle of change.
Considering the above, it is relevant to shed additional light on the effects
of the specific changes that the pandemic generated, given that many new
additional changes are to come in the future. Workers in the health care
sector experienced a major structural reform in 2015 (ie, Bill 10) with
the merger of establishments and centralization.” They will have to expe-
rience other changes, considering that a work reorganization is unavoid-
able for a more human and efficient network. This observation existed be-
fore the pandemic and was largely reaffirmed as the pandemic prog-
ressed.'® 1t is known that during normal times, work-related stressors
can lead to employees' psychological distress and absenteeism. Of perti-
nent concern are the new work-related stressors that health care workers
have to confront in times of stress accentuated by a global health crisis.
Further, several unions representing various professions working in
the Quebec health care sector are demanding an increase in compensation
for their members,'" who are now called “essential workers and guardian
angels.”” However, wage increases are humble and do not seem quite up
to expectations.'* In the absence of being able to offer monetary compen-
sation adjusted to the importance of the tasks that are carried out, nonmon-
etary compensation, such as recognition, may be even more important and
a realistic way to value and support the efforts made in the short term.
Therefore, in this context, we might wonder if recognition can attenuate
the deleterious effect of new work-related stressors for health care workers.

Purpose of the Study

This cross-sectional study focuses on new work-related stressors
emerging in the context of a pandemic for health care workers in the
province of Quebec, Canada, and their effects on psychological distress
and absenteeism. The study assesses the role of recognition at work in
these relationships established on a sample of 1128 health care workers
during the fourth and fifth waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. To this
end, this study considers both job demands—resources (JD-R)'* and con-
servation of resources (COR)' theories.
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BACKGROUND

Psychological Distress and Absenteeism

Absenteeism refers to absences that are avoidable and unsched-
uled, which is a source of irritation for both employers and col-
leagues."® In fact, absenteeism is disruptive to proper organizational
functioning and is costly to organizations and the economy as a
whole."® The costs for the employer include direct costs (eg, salary re-
placement, overtime paid to colleagues) and indirect costs (eg, loss of
productive time).'® For the employees themselves, it is not without
consequences. Among others, they may lose opportunities for ad-
vancement and promotion, are likely to be judged negatively by their
colleagues and supervisors, and are deprived of part of their salary. It
is possible to imagine that this is even truer for health care workers
who have the burden of dealing with a global health crisis and who
might have felt guilty for leaving their colleagues behind when absent.
Between 2016 and 2020, work absence statistics from Statistics
Canada indicated an upward trend in the number of days of absentee-
ism. In terms of days lost per worker in a year, the Canadian average
was 11.6 days, whereas the province of Quebec had an average of
13.9 days."” The determinants of unplanned absenteeism pertain to
psychosocial factors, work factors and stressors, personal illness, fam-
ily issues, and mental health concerns.'®'” In the past few decades,
psychological distress has been established as an important determi-
nant of absenteeism at work.?>*' More recent studies** have found
that mental health problems are a mediator of the relationship between
stress related to COVID-19 and absenteeism.

In the context of organizational change, researchers have indi-
cated that the global level of psychological distress increases during
the process of organizational change.>* They concluded that to reduce
the negative outcomes of reorganization for health care workers,
managers could, among others, increase the number of opportunities
for rewards. During a reorganization or a period of important organi-
zational changes (eg, COVID-19 pandemic), increased workloads
are not generally compensated by an increase in recognition or other
rewards that could attenuate the negative effects of increasingly re-
questing workers' effort.>> Therefore, this study attempts to examine
the potential moderating effect of a nonmonetary reward in such a
context, namely, recognition.

THEORETICAL MODEL

The theoretical model of this study considers both the JD-R'?
and COR' theories. The JD-R theory makes the general assumption
that job demands and resources stimulate two very different
processes—a health-impairment process and a motivational process,
leading, respectively, to lower or higher job performance (ie, absen-
teeism).'* It is assumed that organizations design the job demands
and job resources of their employees and that employees, in turn,
might flourish (ie, motivational process) or experience strain (ie,
health-impairment process) after being exposed to these work condi-
tions.** In this study, job demands refer to the factors related to the
COVID-19 pandemic, which are work-related stressors characterized
by their novelty, such as teleworking, worsened work conditions, in-
creased workload, and fear of COVID-19. These job demands/new
work-related stressors are likely to initiate a health-impairment pro-
cess, leading to an increase in absenteeism via their effect on psycho-
logical distress. In such a scenario, health care workers do not have the
energy to reach work goals (eg, not being absent from work). At the
individual level, exposure to multiple organizational changes at base-
line has been associated with mental distress at follow-up.>® In the
present study, the changes refer to the new work-related stressors,
which are likely to be associated with psychological distress and there-
fore absenteeism.
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The Role of New Work-Related Stressors on
Psychological Distress and Absenteeism

In the context of the present study, teleworking corresponds to
working from home via the Internet and communication technolo-
gies.?® It should be noted that teleworking (ie, working from home)
in the COVID-19 context was, in the case of the health care sector, pre-
cipitated and imposed by public health restrictions. Therefore, it was
definitely a change for workers who teleworked during the pandemic
(ie, new teleworkers), as they were not used to working from home be-
fore the pandemic. Although we were unable to locate any study on the
effect of teleworking on health care workers, the literature regarding
teleworking in the context of COVID-19 for workers in general is
equivocal. For instance, a study conducted among workers during
the first lockdown concluded that teleworking was beneficial, as it
was negatively associated with stress,”’ as well as positively associated
with psychological well-being.® Another study carried out among
employees of small and medium organizations during the second
and third waves of the pandemic found, on the contrary, that teleworking
was detrimental, as it was associated with lower work engagement.?” A
study reported that starting teleworking from home was associated with
increased psychological distress among 15,454 Japanese workers.*® It is
possible that working from home can reduce the risk of infection linked
to COVID-19, particularly for health care workers. It has also been ar-
gued that by working from home, teleworkers are able to develop greater
social support from some colleagues while distancing themselves from
negative work relationships.®' We posit that the element of novelty is
likely to surpass potential beneficial effects of teleworking. Indeed, the
context in which it was set up suddenly and unprepared is likely to have
been stressful. To our knowledge, no empirical studies have examined
the effects of teleworking on absenteeism during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in a sample of health care workers in Quebec, Canada. Conse-
quently, we intend to shed some light on the effects of teleworking in this
particular context.

Worsened work conditions related to COVID-19, increased
workload related to COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19 are additional
new work-related stressors that might have an effect on health care
workers' psychological distress and absenteeism. For instance, heavy
workloads, working in unsafe settings, and lack of social support were
found to be predictors of posttraumatic stress symptoms among health
care workers.>? Direct involvement in COVID-19 screening or treat-
ment, workloads, uncertainties caused by the pandemic, and less psy-
chological support in the workplace have been described as determi-
nants of burnout among Malaysian health care workers.* Fear of infec-
tion among health care workers has been associated with COVID stress
syndrome,** and fear of COVID-19 correlated with community nurses'
work-related distress, which, in turn, impacted their intention to quit
their work and the nursing profession.> A recent study established that
the threat of COVID-19 triggered employees' absenteeism.>>

Therefore, considering the JD-R health-impairment process as
well as the empirical evidence presented above, the following hypoth-
eses are postulated:

H1. New work-related stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened
work conditions related to COVID-19, increased workload related to
COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19) are directly associated with psy-
chological distress. (Direct effect on psychological distress hypothesis)

H2. New work-related stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened
work conditions related to COVID-19, increased workload related to
COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19) are directly associated with absen-
teeism. (Direct effect on absenteeism hypothesis)

The Mediating Role of Psychological Distress on
Absenteeism

As mentioned previously, the JD-R theory postulates that job de-
mands (eg, new work-related stressors) stimulate a health-impairment
process leading to lower job performance (ie, absenteeism).'’
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Consistent with this process, new work-related stressors are expected to
deplete resources and can thus lead to absenteeism via their effects on
psychological distress. On the empirical side, the risk of being infected
with the COVID-19 virus has been associated with higher mental health
problems, which in turn increases the level of absenteeism among em-
ployees.** Further, psychological distress is a mediator in the relation-
ship between a stressor (ie, appraisal of economic crisis) and absentee-
ism.*® Teleworking was indirectly associated with lower job perfor-
mance (ie, intention to quit) via its effect on work engagement.®’
These empirical results seem to support the general idea that new
work-related stressors lead to a stress reaction (eg, psychological dis-
tress), which leads to behavioral consequences in terms of job perfor-
mance (eg, absenteeism).

Accordingly, the following hypothesis is postulated:

H3. Psychological distress mediates the relationship between
new work-related stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened work conditions
related to COVID-19, increased workload related to COVID-19, and
fear of COVID-19) and absenteeism. (Mediation hypothesis)

The Moderating Role of Recognition

One essential work resource is examined in this research: recog-
nition. Recognition is an intangible compensation that refers to the re-
ceived esteem from others at work (eg, colleagues, supervisors) and
acknowledgment associated with achievement (eg, favorable criti-
cism).>” As previously stated, the undesirable impact of workload on
mental health can be attenuated by job resources, according to JD-R
theory.*® Workers need resources to adequately deal with new
work-related stressors.>” This echoes a previous work®® that argued
that job demands (eg, new work-related stressors) are likely to lead
to psychological distress in the context of low rewards (eg, low recog-
nition). This proposition is consistent with COR theory,'* which
fine-tunes the JD-R proposition and postulates that organizational re-
sources could support the prevention of a cycle of loss (ie, loss spiral), ul-
timately preventing employees from entering into a health-impairment
process characterized by psychological distress and absenteeism. Rec-
ognition is likely to weaken the loss spiral. In other words, recognition
could prevent a sequel that regulates employees' ineffective adjust-
ment to their work environments. Here, we assume that health care
workers' psychological distress is the result of the interplay between
new work-related stressors and recognition. Furthermore, recognition
is expected to lessen the effects of new work-related stressors on
health care workers' psychological distress, which would affect absen-
teeism. We were unable to identify empirical studies that specifically
addressed the moderating role of recognition in these relationships.
However, the direct effects of recognition are conspicuous in the liter-
ature, which indicates that recognition is associated with lower psy-
chological distress*' and lower absenteeism.*?

Therefore, the following hypotheses are postulated:

Recognition

New work-related stressors :

e Teleworking
e  Worsened work
conditions related to

H4. Recognition moderates the association between new
work-related stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened work conditions re-
lated to COVID-19, increased workload related to COVID-19, and fear
of COVID-19) and psychological distress. (Moderation hypothesis)

HS5. The relationship between new work-related stressors (ie,
teleworking, worsened work conditions related to COVID-19, in-
creased workload related to COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19), psy-
chological distress, and absenteeism is moderated by recognition.
(Moderated mediation hypothesis) (Fig. 1).

METHODS

Procedures and Participants

The data were collected during the fourth and fifth waves of the
COVID-19 pandemic in the province of Quebec, Canada (from
October 18, 2021 to January 27, 2022). The sample recruited com-
prised 1128 health care workers. Given the public health restrictions
imposed by the pandemic, we designed an online survey and favored
a network sampling to bypass in-person interactions and respect social
distancing. The participants had to occupy a paid work within the
Quebec health care sector. The questionnaire link was shared on social
networks, such as Facebook and LinkedIn. Quebec's health care sector
workers were targeted, so the questionnaire link was sent to adminis-
trators of Facebook health care sector workers' unions and professional
associations' pages by email. These requests were honored by some of
the groups, as the link was shared on a few Facebook pages, namely,
the Alliance du personnel professionnel et technique de la santé et
des services sociaux, Fédération interprofessionnelle de la santé du
Québec, Confédération des syndicats nationaux (CSN), and the Ordre
des infirmieres et infirmiers auxiliaires du Québec. The Ordre des
infirmiéres et infirmiers auxiliaires du Québec sent the questionnaire
link to its members via their newsletter with an email, whereas the
Ordre des ergothérapeutes du Québec sent the questionnaire link to
its members via email. The participants of this research declared that
they read the consent form by clicking on the checkbox to that effect
in the survey. No monetary compensation was given. Ethical approval
was granted by the institutional review board of the University of
Quebec in Trois-Rivieres (protocol code: CER-21-280-07.13; date of
approval: October 5, 2021). The collected sample comprised 1128
health care workers, of which 92.38% were female (note that this pro-
portion is similar to the actual proportion of women working in the
health care system in Canada (ie, 82%)*), with an average age of
41.2 years. It is worth noting that 36.84% were nurses, 12.94% were
social workers, 1.42% were personal care attendants, 22.16% were oc-
cupational therapists, 1.51% were physiotherapists, and 36.97% were
other health-related professionals (eg, nutritionist, specialized educa-
tor, psychologist, laboratory technician, medical secretary).

COVID-19
e Increased workload
related to COVID-19
e Fear of COVID-19

FIGURE 1. Hypothetical model.
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Measures

Absenteeism

Absenteeism was measured with a single item (ie, “In the past
12 months, how many days have you been absent from work due to
personal health problems or injury?”), which was coded in number
of days.

Psychological Distress

Psychological distress was evaluated with six items (eg, “Dur-
ing the past month, about how often did you feel hopeless?”
a = 0.87) based on the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K6).**
This variable was measured on a five-point additive scale, with re-
sponses ranging from 0 (none of the time) to 4 (all of the time).

Teleworking

Teleworking was measured with a single item (ie, “Have you
done any teleworking during the COVID-19 crisis?”), which was
coded either as 0 (no) or 1 (yes).

Worsened Work Conditions Related to COVID-19

Worsened work conditions related to COVID-19 were mea-
sured with a single item (ie, “How has the COVID-19 crisis affected
your work conditions?”’) and were coded as 0 (The COVID-19 crisis
improved or did not change work conditions) or 1 (The COVID-19 cri-
sis worsened work conditions).

Increased Workload Related to COVID-19

Increased workload related to COVID-19 was measured with a
single item (ie, “How has the COVID-19 crisis affected your work-
load?”’) and was coded on a five-point Likert scale (0 = decrease, large
decrease, or same as before, and 1 = increase or large increase). Work-
load was treated as dichotomous in the analysis (0 = decrease or same
as before and 1 = increase).

Fear of COVID-19

Fear of COVID-19 was measured with a single item (ie, “Have
you been afraid for your own health while performing your duties
since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic?”’), which was coded either
as 0 (no) or 1 (yes).

Recognition

The Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire®® was used to as-
sess recognition with five items (eg, “Considering all my efforts and
achievements, I receive the respect and prestige I deserve at work™;
a = 0.84). This variable was measured on a four-point additive scale,
with responses ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree).

Control Variables

Previous studies have identified variables associated with psycho-
logical health and/or absenteeism. These variables are gender, >
age,“g’5 !educational level,”>>* household income,?®>* marital status,>> >’
parental status,>>*>? work schedule (full-time),***** number of hours
worked,®"* and work zone (hot).®* In this study, gender was coded as
either 0 (male) or 1 (female). Age was coded in number of years. Mar-
ital status was coded as 0 (single) or 1 (living as a couple). Educational
level was coded using the highest degree attained by the participant on
a 10-category scale with ranks ordered according to the number of
years needed to complete each degree from lowest to highest (1 =none,
2 =high school, 3 = professional school, 4 = college [general], 5 = col-
lege [technical], 6 = university [undergraduate certificate], 7 = univer-
sity [bachelor's degree], 8 = university [graduate diploma], 9 = univer-
sity [master's degree], 10 = university doctorate). Household income
was coded using pretax household income for the preceding 12 months
on a 12-category scale (1 =less than $20,000, 12 =$120,000 or more).
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Marital status was coded as 0 (single) or 1 (living as a couple). Parental
status was coded as 0 (no) or 1 (dependent children living with the par-
ticipant). Work schedule was coded as 0 (part-time) or 1 (full-time).
The number of hours worked was coded as the number of hours. Work
zone (hot) was measured with a single item (ie, “Have you worked in a
hot zone [more at risk of contagion of the virus])?”” and was coded 0
(no) or 1 (yes). Negative impact related to COVID-19 was measured
with a single item (ie, “Has COVID-19 had an impact on your work
life?””) and was coded as 0 (positive impact or no impact) or 1 (nega-
tive impact).

Data Analysis

Moderated path analyses were conducted with MPlus software,
version 8,° with a robust maximum likelihood estimator to estimate
all models. The goodness of fit was evaluated using the Tucker-Lewis
index and the comparative fit index. Values greater than 0.90 and 0.95
are considered indicative of satisfactory and excellent fit, respectively.%®
Those analyses fall under the rubric of conditional indirect effects; that
is, the effect of interest here is an indirect (mediation) effect that could
be conditioned by the values of a moderator.*>%” We used a previously
described modeling method for conditional indirect effects.®® First, our
analytical procedure was to evaluate a model that comprised recognition
and new work-related stressors so that we could estimate the main ef-
fects they exert on absenteeism and psychological distress. Second, rec-
ognition and new work-related stressors were entered into a second
model to test whether they indirectly influenced absentecism via psy-
chological distress. Third, we verified whether recognition had a moder-
ating effect on the relationship between new work-related stressors and
psychological distress. Thus, we introduced, one by one, interactions be-
tween recognition and new work-related stressors. In total, four interac-
tion effects were verified—one for each new work-related stressors.
Given the number of interactions to be evaluated separately, we applied
a Bonferroni correction to the estimated interactions and set the signif-
icance level at P < 0.01. Furthermore, it should be noted that the con-
trolled variables were included in all models tested.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analysis

Table 1 presents the main variables' descriptive results (mean/
proportion, SD) and correlations. Notably, the average number of days
of absenteeism was 18.08 days for the last 12 months, which is largely
above the Canadian average established at 11.6 days for 2020, as pre-
viously stated. The mean level of psychological distress was 9.25,
which corresponds to a moderate level of psychological distress, ac-
cording to one interpretation suggested by the Public Health Expertise
and Reference Centre.

TABLE 1. Descriptive and Correlational Statistics

M/% SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
1. 18.08 39.00 1
2. 925 485 0.24%* 1
3. 13.61 337 —0.16%* —0.48** 1
4. 42.11 —0.07%  —0.15%*  0.23** 1
5. 8236 0.09¥*  0.18** —0.20¥* —0.10%* 1
6. 86.88 0.04 0.22%* —0.16%* —0.10** 0.25%* 1
7. 69.15 0.08**  0.18** —0.11** —0.10** 0.11** 0.10** 1

1, Absenteeism; 2, psychological distress; 3, recognition; 4, teleworking; 5, worsened
work conditions related to COVID-19; 6., increased workload related to COVID-19; 7, fear
of COVID-19; M, mean or percentage.

*P < 0.05 (coefficients = 0.05).

**P < 0.01 (coefficients = 0.05).
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TABLE 2. Direct Effects of Recognition and New Work-Related
Stressors on Psychological Distress and Absenteeism

Psychological Distress Absenteeism

Constant 13.67%* 11.09%*
Psychological distress 1.527%%*
Recognition —0.577** —0.343
New work-related stressors

Teleworking 0.359 —0.163

Worsened work conditions 0.503 4.057

related to COVID-19

Increased workload 1.511%* —3.846

related to COVID-19

Fear of COVID-19 0.844%%* 2.527
Adjustments

CFI 1.00

TLI 1.00

X2 (df) 533.811 (31)

CFI, comparative fit index; df, degrees of freedom; TLI, Tucker-Lewis index.

*P<0.01.

The following variables were controlled for in all models: gender, age, educational
level, household income, marital status, parental status, work schedule (full-time), number
of hours worked, work zone (hot), and negative impact related to COVID-19 (unstandard-
ized coefficients).

Multiple Regression Analyses

Table 2 provides results on the main effects of recognition and
new work-related stressors on absenteeism and psychological distress.
The results showed that psychological distress was associated with
higher absenteeism. Furthermore, recognition was associated with
lower levels of psychological distress, whereas increased workload re-
lated to COVID-19 and fear of COVID-19 were associated with higher
levels of psychological distress.

Mediation Analyses

The results provided in Table 3 show variables that indirectly
influenced absenteeism via psychological distress. Recognition was
indirectly associated with lower absenteeism via its effect on psycho-
logical distress. Increased workload related to COVID-19 and fear of
COVID-19 were indirectly associated with higher absenteeism via
their effects on psychological distress.

Moderation Analysis

As shown in Fig. 2, recognition (8= 0.260, P < 0.001) played a
moderating role between teleworking and psychological distress. A
low level of recognition was associated with a higher level of psycho-
logical distress, regardless of the workplace (ie, on site or teleworking),
during COVID-19. A high level of recognition attenuated the effect of
the workplace (ie, on site or teleworking) on psychological distress
during COVID-19. This effect seems more important in the context
of on-site work.

Moderated Mediation Analyses

The significant interaction between recognition and teleworking
also demonstrated a significant moderated mediation effect (Table 3).
Indeed, the interaction between recognition and workplace (ie, on site
or teleworking) on psychological distress was positively associated with
absenteeism. In other words, recognition moderated the effect of the
workplace (ie, on site or teleworking) on psychological distress, and this
influenced absenteeism.

© 2022 American College of Occupational and Environmental Medicine

DISCUSSION

This research aimed to investigate the direct and indirect effects
of new work-related stressors on psychological distress and absentee-
ism, as well as the moderating role of recognition on the relationship
between new work-related stressors, psychological distress, and ab-
senteeism during the fourth and fifth waves of the COVID-19 pan-
demic based on a sample of 1128 health care workers in the province
of Quebec, Canada.

The first hypothesis (H1), which postulated that new
work-related stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened work conditions re-
lated to COVID-19, increased workload related to COVID-19, and
fear of COVID-19) were directly associated with psychological dis-
tress, was partially supported. Indeed, increased workload related to
COVID-19 and fear of COVID-19 were both significantly and posi-
tively associated with psychological distress, whereas teleworking
and worsened work conditions related to COVID-19 were not. Note
that we also found that recognition was negatively associated with psy-
chological distress, even if we had not formulated a specific hypothe-
sis for the direct effect of recognition. These results are consistent with
previous empirical studies regarding the effect of increased workload
related to COVID-19***3 and fear of COVID-19**?° on health care
workers' mental health. These results are also consistent with the JD-R
theory,'® which postulates that job demands (eg, new work-related
stressors) are likely to initiate a health-impairment process leading to
psychological distress. Surprisingly, teleworking and worsened work
conditions related to COVID-19, both new work-related stressors, were
not significantly associated with psychological distress. This is in con-
tradiction with the health-impairment process of the JD-R theory,'? as
well as the em}girical background for worsened work conditions related
to COVID-19.>*% Regarding the effect of teleworking, we had previ-
ously noted that the literature is rather equivocal. Some studies found
that teleworking was somewhat beneficial for stress and psychological
well-being,””** whereas others found the opposite for work engage-
ment and psychological distress.>>° It has also been argued that by
working from home, teleworkers are able to develop greater social
support from some colleagues while distancing themselves from neg-
ative work relationships.>' Thus, we expected that the element of nov-
elty, specifically for new health care teleworkers, would be detrimental
instead of insignificant.

The second hypothesis (H2) postulated that new work-related
stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened work conditions related to
COVID-19, increased workload related to COVID-19, and fear of
COVID-19) were directly associated with absenteeism. This hypothe-
sis was rejected. In fact, none of the new work-related stressors were
directly associated with absenteeism. Even if we had not formulated
a specific hypothesis as to the direct effect of recognition, we found
that recognition was not significantly or directly associated with

TABLE 3. Indirect Effects of Recognition and New Work-Related
Stressors on Absenteeism

Estimation P
Recognition —0.881 0.000
New work-related stressors
Teleworking 0.549 0.186
Worsened work conditions related to COVID-19 0.767 0.147
Increased workload related to COVID-19 2.306 0.002

Fear of COVID-19 1.289 0.011
Moderated mediation

Interaction recognition—teleworking 0.392 0.011

The following variables were controlled for in all models: gender, age, educational
level, household income, marital status, parental status, work schedule (full-time), number
of hours worked, work zone (hot), and negative impact related to COVID-19 (unstandard-
ized coefficients).
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absenteeism. These results are surprising considering the evidence
from empirical studies as well as JD-R theory.'* According to the
JD-R theory, job demands (eg, new work-related stressors) could initi-
ate a health-impairment process leading to lower job performance (ie,
absenteeism). Although we could not locate any study pertaining to
the direct effect of new work-related stressors on absenteeism, we
found a study that established that the threat of COVID-19 triggered
employees' absenteeism.*? It is possible to argue that the effects of
new work-related stressors on absenteeism can be explained by a me-
diation mechanism instead of a direct effect. Hence, new work-related
stressors are more likely to be associated with absenteeism via their ef-
fects on mental health (eg, psychological distress). In fact, we formu-
lated a specific hypothesis for this effect (see H3).

The third hypothesis (H3), which postulated that psychological
distress mediated the relationship between new work-related stressors
(ie, teleworking, worsened work conditions related to COVID-19, in-
creased workload related to COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19) and
absenteeism, was partially supported. Increased workload related to
COVID-19 and fear of COVID-19 were associated with higher absen-
teeism via their effects on psychological distress. For their part,
teleworking and worsened work conditions related to COVID-19 were
not indirectly associated with absenteeism via psychological distress.
In accordance with the JD-R theory,'* we postulated that these job
demands/new work-related stressors were likely to initiate a
health-impairment process, leading to an increase in absenteeism via
their effect on psychological distress. In coherence with this process,
new work-related stressors are expected to deplete resources and thus
lead to absenteeism via their effect on psychological distress. On the
empirical side, previous studies have found that the risk of being in-
fected with the COVID-19 virus was associated with higher mental
health problems, which in turn increased the level of absenteeism
among employees.”> Psychological distress has been indicated as a
mediator in the relationship between a stressor (ie, appraisal of eco-
nomic crisis) and absenteeism,*® and teleworking was indirectly asso-
ciated with lower job gerfonnance (ie, intention to quit) via its effect
on work engagement.?’ These empirical results seem to support the
general idea that new work-related stressors lead to a stress reaction
(eg, psychological distress), which results in behavioral consequences
in terms of job performance (eg, absenteeism). However, teleworking
and worsened work conditions related to COVID-19 did not have a di-
rect effect on psychological distress in the present study. Therefore, it
is obvious that the explanatory mechanism (ie, indirect effect) that is
the subject of the present hypothesis does not operate in our context.
Furthermore, it is possible to argue that the nonsignificant result of
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Teleworking

teleworking might be partially explained by the possibility that, in
the context of working from home, the rate of absenteeism is less de-
clared and monitored. We surmise that teleworkers may be present at
home instead of considering themselves absent.

The fourth hypothesis (H4), which postulated that recognition
moderated the association between new work-related stressors (ie,
teleworking, worsened work conditions related to COVID-19, in-
creased workload related to COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19) and
psychological distress, was partially supported. We found that recogni-
tion played a moderating role in the relationship between teleworking
and psychological distress. For their part, worsened work conditions
related to COVID-19, increased workload related to COVID-19, and
fear of COVID-19 were not significantly moderated by recognition.
Therefore, it seems that recognition alone is not enough to mitigate
the effects of these specific new work-related stressors on psycholog-
ical distress. Thus, it will be necessary to attempt to identify alternative
organizational resources for promoting adaptation to new work-related
stressors. As previously stated, the undesirable impact of workload on
mental health can be attenuated by job resources, according to the
JD-R theory.>® Workers need resources to adequately deal with new
work-related stressors.®® This idea is consistent with a previous
study,*® which argued that job demands (eg, new work-related
stressors) are likely to lead to psychological distress in the context of
low rewards (eg, low recognition). Even though we were not able to
identify any empirical studies that specifically addressed the moderat-
ing role of recognition on these relations, our results regarding the
moderating effect of recognition on teleworking are coherent with the-
ories that postulate these concepts. Regardless of the workplace (on
site or teleworking), high recognition was beneficial for psychological
distress. In other words, in the context of high recognition, the work-
place (on site or teleworking) is less detrimental to psychological dis-
tress. This effect seems more important in the context of on-site work.
We argue that this is probably because recognition is transmitted or
perceived more easily in person than from a distance.

The fifth hypothesis (H5) postulated that the relationship be-
tween new work-related stressors (ie, teleworking, worsened work
conditions related to COVID-19, increased workload related to
COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19), psychological distress, and ab-
senteeism was moderated by recognition. This hypothesis was par-
tially supported. In fact, we observed that the moderation effect of rec-
ognition on the relationship between teleworking and psychological
distress (see H4) was significantly associated with absenteeism. This
proposition is consistent with COR theory,'* which fine-tunes the
JD-R proposition and postulates that organizational resources could
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support the prevention of a cycle of loss (ie, loss spiral), ultimately pre-
venting employees' from entering into a health-impairment process
characterized by psychological distress and absenteeism. Recognition
was expected to weaken the loss spiral and prevent a sequel that regu-
lates employees' ineffective adjustment to their work environments. In
other words, recognition was expected to lessen the effects of new
work-related stressors on health care workers' psychological distress,
which would affect absenteeism. Overall, it appears that teleworking
does not significantly influence psychological distress on its own.
However, when interacting with recognition, it acts on psychological
distress. This effect has repercussions on absenteeism. The nonsignif-
icant results regarding worsened work conditions related to COVID-
19, increased workload related to COVID-19, and fear of COVID-19
are not surprising, considering that these new work-related stressors
were not moderated by recognition (see H4).

In total, we established that psychological distress played a me-
diating role between new work-related stressors and absenteeism. In-
creased workload related to COVID-19 and fear of COVID-19 were
directly associated with a higher level of psychological distress and in-
directly associated with a higher level of absenteeism. We also ob-
served that recognition played a moderating role in the relationship be-
tween teleworking and psychological distress. Furthermore, this sig-
nificant moderation effect had a significant impact on absenteeism
(moderated mediation effect). Regardless of the workplace (on site
or teleworking), high recognition was beneficial for psychological dis-
tress. This effect seems more important when working on site. The find-
ings highlight that recognition at work can alter the relationship between
new work-related stressors and psychological distress, resulting in lower
absenteeism. Therefore, increased workload related to COVID-19, fear
of COVID-19, and recognition emerged as crucial determinants that
should be given due consideration by organizations in the public health
services sector that wish to lower psychological distress and absentee-
ism in the context of organizational change (eg, a pandemic).

Practical Implications

The results obtained in this study suggest that line managers
and human resource (HR) professionals in the public health services
sector should pay special attention to the increased workload related
to COVID-19, fear of COVID-19, recognition in general, and recogni-
tion when teleworking. First, the increased workload related to
COVID-19 (or workload in general) could be reduced, for example,
through work reorganization and the optimization of schedule man-
agement. Consistent with this, a previous study suggested focusing
on stabilizing replacements in targeting employees' workload.”® This
is certainly not an easy task for public health services sector line man-
agers and HR professionals, especially in the situation of an acute in-
sufficiency of candidates for employment that team up with a pan-
demic. The actual context brings a lot of increased workload for
workers, as well as little room for maneuvering for the employer by
force of circumstances. Perhaps one possible avenue would be to try
to attract more workers to this sector to distribute the workload. Im-
proved HR marketing campaigns and the development of the employer
brand in this sector could be helpful. Inevitably, it will also be neces-
sary to improve the work conditions as well as the direct remuneration
in this sector to achieve this goal of attraction. Second, fear of
COVID-19 should also be the target of specific interventions. Among
others, it was suggested that online and electronic media broadcasts
provide advice on how to prevent the risk of transmission between pa-
tients and health care workers in medical settings to reduce fear of
COVID-19.”" Providing protection equipment also seems essential.
A prior study identified that health care workers had a greater need
for personal protective equipment than for psychological help, as they
feared the virus.”” Two literature reviews also pointed to the impor-
tance of _})roviding health care workers with adequate protective equip-
ment.”>”* Nevertheless, we posit that the most realistic and promising
course of action is based on optimizing recognition at work, which cor-
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responds to our third practical implication proposition. Accordingly,
workplace recognition programs, such as line managers and HR profes-
sionals highlighting workers' positive behaviors as well as their funda-
mental role in the COVID-19 context, are crucial. Recognition should
be precise and legitimate, with colleagues and supervisors who authen-
tically prioritize occasions to chat with workers.”” With regard to the
recognition offered at a distance, few studies have identified the best
practices to adopt. Others have suggested, among others, favoring video
conferencing or the telephone rather than emails to organize virtual mo-
ments of conviviality and devote time to resolving issues quickly.”® An-
other suggestion is to reach out to workers regularly, to preserve a social
connection.”” In this way, workers are likely to feel considered impor-
tant. The studied context has given priority to the design of telemediated
HR management practices, because it is essential to provide similar job
resources even at a distance. Accordingly, telemediated job recognition
official implementation and practice guides are suggested.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future
Research

This study is not without limitations. First, a snowball strategy
sampling method was used to recruit health care workers. It is possible
that this sampling method introduced bias; consequently, our sample is
probably not representative of the entire health care workers' popula-
tion. Despite that, it was previously demonstrated that this sampling
approach is legitimate and grants for indiscernible results in compari-
son with a standard sample.”® It also allowed us to survey health care
workers in the context of a pandemic in which in-person communica-
tions were unrealistic. Consequently, the nonprobabilistic sample that
served to provide this study's conclusions should be interpreted with
prudence. Further, the response rate was difficult to evaluate, consider-
ing that we used a snowball sampling method. Second, our sample was
composed of 92.38% women. Although this proportion is similar to
the actual proportion of women working in the health care system in
Canada (ie, 82%),43 the results of this research should still be
interpreted with vigilance. The results obtained are probably more rep-
resentative of women and are therefore not necessarily generalizable to
both genders. Third, this study is cross-sectional, making it impossible
to confirm causality. Fourth, this study evaluated workers' perceptions;
for this reason, the variables were at the individual level, and responses
were garnered from one source (ie, health care workers). Therefore, fu-
ture studies should also collect data from line managers to avoid com-
mon method variance bias. Fifth, it is worth mentioning that being
aware of the high workload of health care workers in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic, a short questionnaire format was used. For
example, we did not address alternative work-related stressors (eg,
low decision authority, low skill utilization) that may accentuate health
care workers' psychological distress and absenteeism rates. Nor did we
assess the individual resources (eg, emotional intelligence, self-
efficacy) that these health care workers were able to mobilize to filter
their perception of new work-related stressors. In relation to that, we
assume that emotional quotient or alternative competences should be
investigated in association to new work-related stressors' adjustment
in any context of organizational change. It is possible that unobserved
variables could have influenced the relationships evaluated in this
study. For instance, it could be relevant to verify the additional effect
that alternative rewards (eg, monetary rewards) offered to health care
workers might have on psychological distress and absenteeism. Future
studies should be carried out using longitudinal data and diverse sam-
ples in terms of sectors of activity and countries and should occur after
the pandemic context to confirm and extend our research. Future re-
search should also evaluate whether different patterns of association
exist according to gender and/or sex. Further, work-family integration
versus segmentation preferences are worth examining,”” together with
basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and related-
ness™" in terms of possible differential effects on psychological distress
and absenteeism. Future studies should also investigate the effects of
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recognition when teleworking. Particular attention should be paid to
the ability to transmit and receive colleagues' and supervisors' recogni-
tion in a teleworking context. Attempts to identify ways to better trans-
mit and ensure that recognition is equally efficient at a distance could
be an interesting avenue for research. In doing so, researchers will con-
tribute to the advancement of knowledge to facilitate the transition to
the new normal. This includes, but is not limited to, the study of work
organization conditions in the context of telework, which will proba-
bly become a new standard in the world of future work. Although its
implementation might be limited to specific contexts, the movement
toward teleworking is expected to become a new way of working,®'
even for some health care workers. To that effect, a report from Statis-
tic Canada showed that the majority (79.4%) of new health care and
social assistance teleworkers would prefer to work mostly from home
once the COVID-19 pandemic is over (47.5%, half of hours at home;
31.9%, most of hours at home), against 20.6% who would prefer to do
most or all hours outside the home.®* Accordingly, it is necessary to
adjust to this new reality and preferences, and researchers could offer
an important contribution in this regard.

CONCLUSIONS

The main objectives of this research were to examine the direct
and indirect effects of new work-related stressors on psychological dis-
tress and absenteeism, as well as the moderating role of recognition on
the relationship between new work-related stressors, psychological
distress, and absenteeism during the fourth and fifth waves of the
COVID-19 pandemic based on a sample of 1128 health care workers
in the province of Quebec, Canada. The results indicated that in-
creased workload related to COVID-19 and fear of COVID-19 were
directly associated with a higher level of psychological distress and in-
directly associated with a higher level of absenteeism. We also ob-
served that recognition played a moderating role in the relationship be-
tween teleworking and psychological distress. Furthermore, this sig-
nificant moderation effect had a significant impact on absenteeism
(moderated mediation effect). Regardless of the workplace (on site
or teleworking), high recognition was beneficial for psychological dis-
tress. This effect seems more important when working on site. Impor-
tantly, we found that recognition alone was not sufficient to mitigate
the effects of all new work-related stressors. Hence, it seems that al-
though recognition is an important resource, it is not necessarily the
cure of all ills or the ultimate cure to prevent the fall in the battle faced
by essential workers/“guardian angels.” Consequently, alternative re-
wards, work arrangements, and HR management practices should be
further investigated. Despite the limitations of our study, we hope to
contribute to a myriad of reflections on work-related stressors in the
context of COVID-19 pandemic. The conclusions of this research
lengthen the literature by demonstrating the moderated pathways
through which new work-related stressors are linked to the psycholog-
ical distress and absenteeism of health care workers and by suggesting
specific practical recommendations to address these issues. Beyond
any doubt, health care workers will have to face additional changes
in the future. Moreover, there is a possibility that other pandemics
and/or any other major change are ahead of us that will prolong or pos-
sibly bring new work-related stressors. At the time of writing, the sixth
wave of COVID-19 was confirmed by the Public Health Expertise and
Reference Centre.®® Even if this research indicates that recognition
seems beneficial in the context of changes associated with new
work-related stressors, it will still be crucial to make sure that it is
equally positive for both on-site and working from home. Given that
recognition seems more easily transmitted on site should not be a li-
cense to avoid teleworking. Instead, it supports the need to better orga-
nize this resource and develop an optimal and appropriate way of
transmitting recognition at a distance. As new health care teleworkers
seem to prefer teleworking, at least for a few days a week, it is critical
to adjust to it in the finest possible manner. Accordingly, video confer-
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encing, virtual moments of conviviality, and telemediated job recogni-
tion official implementation and practice guides are suggested.
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