
ARTICLE

Teachers’ perceived work ability: a qualitative
exploration using the Job Demands-
Resources model
Petr Hlado 1✉ & Klara Harvankova 1

Teaching is a highly demanding profession; therefore, it is necessary to address how teachers

cope with the demands of their job and how these demands affect their work ability. This

study aims to investigate teachers’ perceptions of work ability and the underlying mechan-

isms through which job demands influence their perceived work ability. The Job Demands-

Resources (JD-R) model serves as the theoretical framework for this investigation. A qua-

litative approach was employed, utilizing in-depth interviews with a sample of 14 upper

secondary school teachers in the Czech Republic. The teachers had an average age of 46.9

years (SD= 9.22). The findings revealed a limited awareness among teachers regarding the

holistic nature of work ability. Job demands emerged as a factor indirectly impacting per-

ceived work ability through the health impairment process. High job demands and obstacles

contributed to teacher stress, resulting in fatigue, impaired physical or mental health, and

reduced perceived work ability. Moreover, the study showed how tough job demands extend

beyond the professional realm, leading to work-family conflicts that further impair work

ability. This study provided empirical support for the inclusion of perceived work ability as an

outcome influenced by job demands within the JD-R model. Additionally, it emphasized the

need for a comprehensive framework that considers both organizational and individual fac-

tors in both work and non-work domains to effectively investigate perceived work ability

among teachers.
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Introduction

Teaching is an increasingly demanding profession. Teachers
often express concerns about high workloads, bureaucracy,
time pressure, multitasking, fear of failure and errors, lack

of support from head teachers and co-workers, disruptive student
behavior and misbehavior, difficulties in cooperating with par-
ents, and a lack of acknowledgment and appreciation (Mäkelä
et al. 2015). Moreover, specific physiological and psychological
job demands (Erick and Smith 2011), along with the limited
individual preconditions for their fulfillment, can lead to teachers
experiencing feelings of insufficiency, relatively high stress levels,
low job satisfaction, and turnover (Bogaert et al. 2014). Therefore,
addressing how teachers can cope with these job demands and
how they affect their work ability is necessary.

Work ability
The work ability (WA) construct was introduced to identify
whether individuals can meet the physical and psychosocial
demands of their profession. Ilmarinen et al. (2008) defined WA
as a balance between personal resources and work characteristics.
This definition highlights an individual’s capacity to fulfill
required work tasks and effectively manage job demands
(Ilmarinen et al. 1997). WA is a dynamic process influenced by
various factors, including physical and mental health, functional
abilities, qualifications, professional competencies, attitudes,
motivation, working conditions, job demands, and environmental
factors (Tuomi et al. 2001). Overall, WA represents an indivi-
dual’s ability, or perceptions of their ability, to meet the demands
of their job (Hlaďo et al. 2017; Ilmarinen 2009).

Objective and perceived work ability. Some researchers drew
attention to several problems associated with the originally
atheoretical nature of the WA construct and noted that WA was
in many studies operationalized inconsistently (Cadiz et al. 2019).
Thus, it is unclear if WA is a single overarching construct or a
composite of several related but distinct aspects. The construct of
WA has recently been critically evaluated. Currently, two
dimensions of WA are distinguished: objective and perceived WA
(e.g., Cadiz et al. 2019; Freyer et al. 2019; McGonagle et al. 2015).
Objective WA is strictly based on evaluating the employee’s
health and functional limitations (McGonagle et al. 2015),
whereas perceived WA refers to the employee’s self-perception or
self-assessment of their ability to continue working in their cur-
rent job (Brady et al. 2020; McGonagle et al. 2022). Perceived WA
seems to be a more appropriate approach because assessing health
conditions as an indicator of WA is of questionable value unless
those health conditions are tied to specific job requirements
(Brady et al. 2020). Perceived WA is not based on reporting
diagnosed chronic health conditions but on subjective percep-
tions of health and other aspects concerning functional capacity
to perform job requirements (McGonagle et al. 2015). Thus,
Brady et al. (2020) argue that perceptions of WA provide a suf-
ficient assessment of this construct.

Antecedents of work ability. In recent years, several studies,
meta-analyses, and reviews have aimed to identify and better
understand a range of work-focused antecedents of WA as a way
to maintain and enhance WA (Cadiz et al. 2019; Cloostermans
et al. 2015; van den Berg et al. 2009). Prior research conducted
among a general adult population has revealed that physical,
mental, and psychosocial work-related conditions, job demands,
and resources can have positive or negative effects on WA (Brady
et al. 2020; Li et al. 2016; van den Berg et al. 2009). The research
focused specifically on teachers has shown that their WA is
negatively affected by, for example, poor indoor environment

(Vertanen-Greis et al. 2022), noise at work (de Alcantara et al.
2019), and other physical demands of work (Sottimano et al.
2017). Poorly organized work processes, time pressure, fear of
failure or mistakes at work (Ilmarinen et al. 1991), monotonous
and uninteresting work, and lack of freedom or autonomy
(Tuomi et al. 2001; van den Berg et al. 2009) were also found to
be negatively related to WA. Recent studies have shown that
specific work characteristics, such as high job demands and lack
of discipline, can have adverse effects on the WA of teachers (de
Alcantara et al. 2019). Additionally, the emotional demands of
teaching have been found to significantly impact teachers’ WA,
with research indicating a link between students’misbehavior and
reduced WA (Hakanen et al. 2006). Other aspects reflected in
research on teachers’ WA are job stress and psychological strain
arising from the nature of the teaching profession (Vertanen-
Greis et al. 2022). For example, Hlaďo et al. (2020) demonstrated
the effect of burnout on teachers’ diminished WA.

Conversely, intrinsic aspects of the job, particularly the
perceived meaning of work, have been identified as a positive
predictor of teachers’ WA (Sottimano et al. 2017). Social
environmental factors have also been shown to play a significant
role in WA, with studies indicating that a supportive organiza-
tional climate, favorable interpersonal relations, co-worker and
supervisor support, and feedback can positively impact WA
(Airila et al. 2014; Leijon et al. 2017). Finally, research has
highlighted the importance of personal resources such as self-
esteem, self-efficacy, self-confidence, and sense of coherence for
maintaining and promoting WA (Airila et al. 2014; Guidetti et al.
2018; Hlaďo et al. 2020).

Job-demands resources model as a theoretical framework for
anchoring work ability
WA literature highlighted the lack of theoretical grounding for
the construct (Cadiz et al. 2019). Since WA is conceptualized as a
balance between personal resources and job demands (Ilmarinen
et al. 2008), the job demands-resources model (JD-R; Bakker and
Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al. 2001) can be used as an
integrative conceptual framework for studying WA among tea-
chers. The JD-R model proposes that every job environment
includes two general characteristics: job demands and job
resources. Job demands are those physical, social, or organiza-
tional aspects of a job that require sustained physical or psy-
chological effort and are associated with physical or psychological
costs and cause strain (Demerouti et al. 2001). Job resources are
those aspects of the job that help employees achieve work goals,
reduce job demands, and stimulate personal growth, learning, and
development (Demerouti et al. 2001). The JD-R model, as pro-
posed in the interaction hypothesis, posits that job demands and
job resources interact (Taris et al. 2017). While elevated job
demands are expected to have detrimental effects on strain and
health, a high level of job resources is expected to mitigate these
effects. In fact, combining a high level of job resources and high
job demands is expected to result in a sense of challenge and even
higher work motivation (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Bakker
et al. 2007). Some researchers have suggested that specific job
resources should align with the job demands in the workplace to
diminish their adverse impact—a concept also referred to as the
matching hypothesis (Langseth-Eide 2019).

Furthermore, two independent psychological processes have
been identified: the health impairment process and the motiva-
tional process (Bakker and Demerouti 2007). In the first, the
health impairment process, high job demands may exhaust an
individual’s mental and physical resources and thus may lead to
energy depletion and adverse health outcomes. In the second, the
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motivational process, it is assumed that job resources have
motivational potential and lead to high work engagement and
positive job outcomes. Considering the motivational process, job
resources can promote intrinsic motivation, leading to employee
growth, learning, and development, or extrinsic motivation and
help achieve work goals. Thus, we differentiate work character-
istics of the teaching profession as job demands that invoke strain
and job resources that promote growth and facilitate work.

The revised JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Taris
et al. 2017) highlighted the crucial role of personal resources in
promoting employee well-being and work engagement. Personal
resources are defined as self-related characteristics that are gen-
erally linked to resilience and refer to the individual’s sense of
ability to successfully control and impact their environment
(Hobfoll 2002). Within the JD-R model, various personal
resources were considered, e.g., extraversion, hope, intrinsic
motivation, need satisfaction, optimism, resilience, self-efficacy,
and value orientation (Schaufeli and Taris 2014). Personal
resources can act as mediators or moderators between job char-
acteristics and outcomes, antecedents of strain and motivation,
antecedents of work characteristics, or outcomes of work char-
acteristics (Taris et al. 2017).

Concerning the JD-R theory (Schaufeli and Taris 2014), WA
can be integrated into the JD-R model as an outcome that is
positively influenced by job resources and personal resources and
negatively affected by job demands (Brady et al. 2020; see
McGonagle et al. 2022 for more details). Applying the JD-R
model provides the opportunity to place predictors of WA into
categories such as job demands, job resources, or personal
resources. Thus, using the JD-R model as a theoretical frame-
work, researchers can better understand the mechanisms under-
lying the relationship between WA and its predictors, providing
insights for intervention and prevention strategies to improve
WA among teachers.

Purpose of the present study
First, previous research on WA has mainly been deductive, based
on a quantitative approach. The most commonly used tool to
measure WA is the Work Ability Index (WAI), which combines
objective and perceived measures (see Cadiz et al. 2019, for more
details). There are also concerns about the construct validity and
psychometric qualities of this instrument (Cadiz et al. 2019).
Second, research has identified various predictors of WA, but
there is still a lack of profound knowledge about how and why the
variables interact. Deductive research, while informative, inher-
ently limits the variables investigated to those specified a priori by
the researchers (McGonagle et al. 2022). Thus, it can be con-
cluded that deductive research has not identified all potential
predictors of WA and the mechanisms by which they affect WA.

We contribute to the literature by addressing these issues with
a qualitative approach, which allows insight into perceived work
ability (PWA) through the lived experience of teachers in their
professional lives. The emic perspective of teachers will help
better understand the relationships and processes hypothesized in
the JD-R model (Demerouti and Bakker 2006) and the conceptual
integration of PWA (Cadiz et al. 2019). By employing an
inductive approach, our research contributes to comprehending
and elucidating the mechanisms underlying the impact of job
demands on PWA. It also endeavors to uncover teachers’ sub-
jective perceptions of WA and explore additional unidentified
factors that may influence it. This study enriches the existing
body of knowledge by providing insights into the complex
dynamics between PWA and diverse determinants within the
teaching profession. Our research also significantly contributes to
the literature by focusing on the unique sample, namely teachers.

PWA is a construct closely linked to the demands of a particular
profession. As a result, PWA can vary depending on the
requirements of a specific occupation (Cadiz et al. 2019). Con-
sidering the distinctive nature of the teaching profession, our
study aims to examine PWA among teachers in greater detail.
This occupation presents numerous dissimilarities compared to
other professions, emphasizing the significance of exploring the
specific job challenges that teachers encounter.

In sum, to help expand and deepen understanding of the WA
construct regarding the JD-R model, we address the following
research questions:

– Research Question 1: What do teachers evaluate when asked
to assess their PWA?

– Research Question 2: What job demands do teachers
encounter in their work, and what is their mechanism of
acting on PWA?

Method
Design. In light of the research gap and research questions, a
qualitative approach has been chosen to capture the emic per-
spectives of participants regarding how teachers understand
PWA. This research design provides a rich understanding of the
ways in which teachers’ PWA is formed and allows us to capture
the complexity and nuances of this process. Qualitative research
facilitates a detailed comparison of participants’ statements,
tracks their development and changes over time, explores the
underlying mechanisms, and considers the effects of contextual
factors, individual situations, and conditions often overlooked by
studies applying quantitative design.

Sampling. The research sample consisted of upper secondary
school teachers in the South Moravian Region of the Czech
Republic. The sample was chosen intentionally. One of the main
criteria was including teachers of different age categories, since
WA typically decreases with age (Hlaďo et al. 2020; van den Berg
et al. 2011). Thus, the age variability of the sample is crucial for
understanding the aspects that influence PWA at different ages.
Access to the research field was provided through the Towards
Successful Seniority training program. Participants were recruited
from those interested in the training. This decision ensured that
participants were interested in the phenomena of WA and would
be more open and truthful, as the in-depth interviews included
sensitive topics (e.g., health information, family situation, rela-
tionships). First, participants were informed about the research
objectives and the data collection process and were assured of the
confidentiality and anonymity of the research. At this stage,
preliminary consent to participate in the study was obtained from
twenty teachers. Fourteen teachers were gradually selected from
this group based on the criteria set. Most of the sample was
female (n= 11), with only three male participants, consistent
with the gender composition of teachers in Czech schools. The
mean age of the participants was 46.9 years (SD= 9.22). The
youngest participant was 27 (i.e., at the beginning of their career),
while the oldest participant was 57. The characteristics of the
participants are presented in Table 1.

Data collection. The method of data collection was in-depth
interviews. Before data collection, a structured pyramid interview
protocol (Wengraf 2001) was created, containing 62 open-ended
questions. The order of the questions in the interview protocol
was not strictly followed in the interviews. In conducting the
interviews, we started from the focal points of interest of the
interviewees, which were developed through follow-up questions
in the interview protocol. We applied this strategy to maximize
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the profit of the interviews and to allow participants to highlight
aspects and processes that they considered subjectively sig-
nificant. Moreover, this approach simulates a regular interview.
The interview questions were about teachers’ health and lifestyle
(e.g., How do your job demands affect your lifestyle?), competence
and job requirements (e.g., How has your profession changed in
recent years?), motivation, values, and appreciation (e.g., How do
those around you appreciate your job?), work environment,
community and leadership (e.g., What feedback do you get from
your supervisor?).

The interviews were conducted during September and
October 2020 and lasted approximately 90 min. The form (in
person, online, phone) or interview location were chosen so the
teachers felt comfortable, undisturbed, and safe to articulate
their concerns. We ensured that participants were given
sufficient time to contemplate their personal experiences. The
interviews were recorded and then transcribed verbatim into text
form. The total data corpus consisted of 433 pages of text. Data
collection was stopped when theoretical data saturation
occurred, interviews no longer provided new or significant
information, and participants’ statements became repetitive
(Corbin and Strauss 2014).

Analysis. Interviews were analyzed using computer-assisted
qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti (7.5.18). An
approach based on the grounded theory of Charmaz (2014) and
Corbin and Strauss (2014) was adopted for the data analysis.
First, open coding was performed, focusing on data fragments.
Semantic units were searched for, which were then systematically
compared with each other to find similarities or differences and
to create relevant codes. Marking all units of text was followed by
categorizing them and trying to find relationships between the
categories. Second, to identify processes and their products and to
understand how contextual circumstances determine them, we
followed the strategies of logical and causal chain construction
(Miles and Huberman 1994). We combined individual isolated
events into logically linked sequences of events, for which we
further identified causal links and temporal succession.

Ethical considerations. The Research Ethics Commitee of the
Masaryk University (EKV-2018-045) reviewed and approved this
study’s procedures, which were carried out according to the

committee’s recommendations. This study complied with the
ethical standards of the Declaration of Helsinki and the ethical
standards of the American Psychological Association (APA). The
informed consent form, presented at the beginning of the data
collection and obtained from all participants, stated that partici-
pation in the study was voluntary, unpaid, anonymous, and
confidential.

Results
Work ability construct from the perspective of teachers. In the
interviews, we focused closely on how teachers1 understand PWA
and the extent to which their perceptions match the definition of
this construct. In our sample, there was a relatively high degree of
variability in teachers’ views of the definition of PWA, and we
identified three distinct perceptions: (1) PWA as physical and
mental health, (2) PWA as professional competence, and (3)
PWA as the capacity to meet job demands.

Perceived work ability as physical and mental health. The first
group of teachers limited PWA to physical and mental health,
which they consider to be a necessary starting point for engaging
in the teaching profession. For instance, Lena believes that PWA
encompasses not only a physical condition but also a mental one:
For me, work ability principally means a physical condition but
also a mental condition, so be just fine (Lena). Nadia’s definition
of PWA goes further, incorporating maximum physical and
mental well-being: I consider work ability as working in maximum
physical and mental well-being (Nadia). In this regard, partici-
pants consider health and functional capacity to be the most
important factors for performing teaching work, forming the
fundamental pillar of PWA (Ilmarinen 2019). Thus, their
understanding of PWA aligns with the traditional medical view,
and, not surprisingly, it was mainly related to aging teachers who
may already be experiencing health problems. However, if the
teachers in our research defined WA as a satisfactory state of
health for meeting job demands, they emphasized mental health
over physical health. For example, Mike defines PWA as a suf-
ficient mental state to perform work reasonably and simulta-
neously not collapse or go mad. The predominant emphasis on
mental health is probably because the participants considered
teaching a profession with an increased risk of job stress and
emotional exhaustion and, thus, mental health problems. Alto-
gether, low mental well-being limits the performance of the
teaching profession and, consequently, PWA.

Although teaching can be challenging due to various illnesses,
our study participants reported that only certain diagnoses
resulted in losing their PWA and made it impossible for them to
continue teaching. For instance, Claudia claimed that their voice
was a crucial tool in their profession since they spent significant
time communicating with students: The constant talking at school
is getting to my vocal cords. Last year, I had a vocal cord disease for
two months because of work (Claudia). Therefore, our findings
suggest that objective measures of WA, which do not account for
the subjective experiences of diagnosed illnesses, may not provide
a complete picture of an individual’s ability to meet the
requirements of the teaching profession. When assessing WA, it
is essential to consider the unique challenges that teachers face,
such as the job demands of teaching and the impact on their
health. This can help identify potential risks and provide
appropriate support to help teachers maintain their health and
continue in their profession.

Perceived work ability as a professional competence. The second
group of teachers in our study reduced PWA to another resource
constituting individual capacity for independent fulfillment of job

Table 1 Participants and their characteristics.

Namea Gender Age Interview
form

Job description

Adam M 35 in person VET teacher
Barbara F 46 in person VET teacher, school

counselor
Claudia F 27 in person VET teacher
Danielle F 46 in person General education teacher
Ellen F 36 in person General education teacher
Frances F 45 in person VET teacher
Gabriella F 55 in person General education teacher
Hannah F 55 in person General education teacher
Ivan M 46 in person General education teacher
Georgina F 51 phone General education teacher
Cathy F 57 in person VET teacher
Lena F 57 in person General education teacher,

school counselor
Mike M 44 online General education teacher
Nadia F 56 phone VET teacher

aThe names of all participants are pseudonyms.
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demands, namely professional competence: I see work ability as
meaning that a person is fully qualified and completely self-
sufficient. Just competent to work; that is what I see as work ability
(Georgina). Teachers in our sample explained the emphasis on
this aspect, stating that in the teaching profession, it is essential to
constantly maintain, update and develop knowledge and skills for
effective teaching and working with students. Although compe-
tence is considered one of the components of PWA (Ilmarinen
2019), the teachers in our research equated professional compe-
tence and PWA. In defining it, they failed to recognize that PWA
is not merely a measure of learned competencies but an assess-
ment of their quality in terms of fulfilling job demands.

Perceived work ability as the capacity to meet job demands. PWA,
understood as the ability to meet the job demands of the teaching
profession, is emphasized in the third approach identified within
our sample of teachers. This group of teachers does not consider
individual capacity separately but always in relation to specific job
demands. According to teacher Claudia, PWA means the capacity
to perform the job demands associated with teaching: I see it as
being able to prepare for the class, having the materials, and being
prepared so that I do not waste time and am prepared for students
asking questions. It means being able to meet the job requirements.
Teachers who adopted this approach were aware of the evolving
demands of the teaching profession and view PWA as a dynamic
construct that requires ongoing development. For instance,
changes in student characteristics over time require the acquisi-
tion of new competencies and adaptability to new situations: In
my profession, adaptability, the ability to keep up with trends, and,
most importantly, context with students are essential because
students live in a world that can be quite different with the gen-
eration gap. To maintain the ability to understand it a little bit.
Alternatively, at least try to understand what they live in and
possibly use that in teaching (Danielle). Therefore, from the per-
spective of these teachers, PWA is the intersection between job
requirements and personal predisposition. It involves adapting to
changing circumstances, acquiring new competencies, and
understanding the students’ context.

Job demands of the teaching profession and their con-
sequences. Based on the interviews, it was revealed that teachers
perceive their work as highly demanding and burdensome. The
participants reported experiencing a wide array of physical, social,
and organizational challenges in their teaching profession. The
data analysis further enabled the identification of the nature of
the relationships between job demands and other variables, as
well as the possible mechanisms of the impact of job demands on
teachers’ PWA.

Physical job demands of teaching. Regarding the physical
demands of teaching, participants highlighted noise exposure and
the dearth of physical activity. According to the participants,
teachers endure static workloads or repetitive movements in their
profession, which adversely affect their musculoskeletal system.
For instance, Georgina explicated this scenario in an interview:
We have relatively few natural movements unless you are a PE
teacher. During the interviews, teachers acknowledged that their
job profile had undergone a significant change in recent years,
with their working hours being dominated by sitting at compu-
ters: We are always sitting at computers. That is the trend. We
prepare presentations and write emails (Nadia). However, teachers
in our research considered working in noisy environments more
serious: You are always in noise. There is constant noise in the
classroom or during breaks. Or, in the dining room, it buzzes like a
beehive (Cathy). For some participants, working in a noisy

environment is not only burdensome, but they also have to reg-
ulate the intensity of noise in the classroom or corridors by
directing the students’ behavior. Thus, the physical job demands
can result in emotional job demands associated with the social
aspects of the teaching profession.

Aging teachers in our study, in particular, perceived physical
job demands as stressors that negatively impacted their physical
and mental well-being. Consequently, this led to a reduction in
their ability to meet job demands effectively. Based on findings
among participants, it appears that the adverse physical job
demands of teaching deteriorate the teachers’ health. However,
these unfavorable physical job demands do not appear to cause a
decline in PWA directly. Instead, they do so indirectly through
the harmful outcomes of stress and impaired health.

Social and emotional job demands of teaching. The second cate-
gory of job demands pertains to the social and emotional aspects
of teaching. According to the participants, teachers engage in
various social interactions that differ in their level and nature,
which can be challenging to master effectively. For instance,
Georgina finds communication with actors in the school envir-
onment stressful, emotionally and mentally exhausting, and det-
rimental to their health: Being a teacher is a lot about direct
contact. There are so many connections, so that is challenging and
affects your health. Furthermore, coping with challenging inter-
actions with students and parents was more demanding for the
aging teachers in our study. Age could be a factor in this, as aging
teachers become less capable of adapting to new job demands.

The interviews we conducted with middle and senior-
generation teachers revealed their skepticism, and perhaps
resistance, toward the current generation of students. This group
of educators perceived the changing characteristics and needs of
their students as a burden due to increased communication
demands and misunderstandings: I sometimes do not understand
the contemporary students because they have different values than
I do. They have a completely different setting. It bothers me that
they do not mind not knowing anything, that they should turn in
assignments on time, and that there are rules that are followed
(Frances). Participants emphasized the importance of developing
social competencies to adapt to the changing students. The
interviews with teachers indicated that a teaching job requires
constantly maintaining and developing professional competen-
cies. Nevertheless, this need becomes a job demand only when
teachers face obstacles in acquiring the requisite skills to perform
their duties effectively. The consequences found among our
participants include decreased work motivation and disruption of
personal resources, as failing to develop new professional
competencies generates feelings of insecurity and doubts about
professional qualities. Moreover, we have found that the decline
in personal resources has other consequences. Interviews with
teachers clearly showed that personal resources have the potential
to buffer the adverse effects of job demands on health by reducing
job-related stress.

In our research, teachers across different generations perceived
parental involvement and communication with parents as
burdensome and significant sources of job-related stress. It
appeared that working with parents was more demanding for our
teachers than working with students: I have never had such
trouble with students as I experienced with their parents (Ellen).
Although teachers have made attempts to comprehend parents,
interview findings revealed that the teacher-parent relationship
has deteriorated in recent years, leading to increased demands in
communication. Our research has identified the attitudes of
parents toward teachers’ work as an additional contributing
factor. Some teachers in our sample perceived a lack of respect for
their teaching authority from parents, who excessively interfere
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with their autonomy in teaching: Parents think that they can have
a say in everything and that we will do our job the way they tell us
to do it. I also do not advise my student’s mother, who works as a
shop assistant, on how to sell, whether she is doing it right or wrong
(Frances). Lack of respect from parents for teachers as
professionals and the tendency to question their expertise have
significant implications. Within our study, we observed that
parents’ attitudes toward teachers contributed to interpersonal
conflicts, subsequently leading to job stress, threatening feelings
of professional inadequacy, and disrupting professional identity.

Teachers also considered managing student discipline and
addressing student misbehavior as challenging job demands.
These responsibilities served as stressors for teachers and had
detrimental effects their health: I know from colleagues and myself
that when there are really naughty classes, and some students can
be naughty a lot, you go into that class feeling sick to your stomach,
sick at heart, and you tell yourself: “Just survive.” (Ellen). Teachers
regarded managing classroom discipline one of the most
challenging job demands. Instances of being unable to address
student misbehavior effectively evoked feelings of professional
inadequacy and led to a depletion of personal resources.
Nonetheless, notable differences were observed among the
teachers in our sample concerning their interpretation of
inappropriate student behavior. Therefore, we found that there
are probably differences among teachers in how they perceive
social and emotional job demands.

Organizational job demands of teaching. A homogenous group of
job demands found in our research were the organizational
aspects of the teaching job. In the interviews, teachers highlighted
the unfavorable arrangement of working hours as a significant job
demand. Teachers reported that they often teach with short
breaks between lessons, filled with other responsibilities. Within
the Czech context, teachers commonly carry out regular super-
vision of students in corridors or lunchrooms during their breaks,
which is perceived as an onerous workload. As a result, teachers
in our study were often deprived of adequate time for rest and
personal hygiene during their working hours: During the five-
minute break, the teacher is happy to grab teaching aids and run to
the next lesson (Bára). You usually have only two breaks and do
not even get to the bathroom because someone always wants
something from you, or the bathroom is occupied (Georgina). The
inadequate organization of teachers’ work, characterized by short
breaks between lessons, has been associated with irregular or
insufficient eating and drinking habits. Our data revealed that
such improper work organization not only impacts the regimen
of teachers but also contributes to heightened stress levels due to a
rush during breaks, increased fatigue and exhaustion from
insufficient rest during the day, and leads to health issues and a
decline in PWA.

Implications of job demands on non-work domains. Teachers in
the Czech Republic are permitted to carry out specific work tasks
from their homes. These tasks may include creating learning
materials and assignments and grading and evaluating students’
work. However, teachers in our sample did not view working
from home as a benefit but rather as a necessity driven by the
significant job demands of the teaching profession. In order to
cope with their daily job responsibilities and tasks, participants
often found themselves compelled to continue working after they
return home from school, frequently utilizing their leisure time
and working beyond regular working hours: I come to school at
the latest at six or seven o’clock in the morning so that I can cover
everything. And anyway, I bring my work home (Barbara). For
teachers who do part of their work from home, it was difficult to
distinguish between work and non-work time. The identified

reason is that if a teacher embraces the option of working from
home, the work is no longer strictly confined to designated
working hours. Furthermore, they felt a sense of obligation to be
consistently available to fulfill job requirements whenever the
need arises. The high responsibility and job commitment were
particularly noticeable among the aging teachers: If someone calls
me from school at 7 or 8 p.m., I pick up the phone. It is my free
time, but if I am not doing anything else important, there is no
reason why I should not pick up the phone and switch to work
mode (Cathy). Working from home, as a specific organizational
aspect of a teacher’s job, was associated with adverse con-
sequences for individuals because they did not have the oppor-
tunity to recover and gain physical and mental energy. Therefore,
for teachers in our study, working from home tended to be
perceived more as a job demand.

Several teachers in our research acknowledged the difficulties
they face in finding and achieving a work-life balance, primarily
due to the demanding nature of their job. In our sample, this
challenge was especially pronounced for teachers belonging to the
sandwich generation, who must simultaneously care for underage
children and aging family members alongside their work
responsibilities. However, it was also related to aging teachers
who care for their elderly parents. Balancing caregiving obliga-
tions with work not only depleted their energy resources and
reduced their available rest time after work but also served as a
barrier to meeting job demands, thereby amplifying job-related
stress: It causes me stress and frustration, it bothers me. I cannot
refuse to work for the school. It is my job. But time is finite and I
struggle to divide it between my family, friends, and leisure
(Hannah). The inadequate separation between job responsibilities
and leisure time, leading to a poor work-life balance, often
contributed in the participants to misunderstandings among
family members and subsequently results in work-family
conflicts: Then my husband interjects that I cannot organize my
work when I have to haul my work home (Gabriella).

Interviews with participants revealed that the combination of
high job demands and caregiving responsibilities led to increased
stress levels, affected the overall workload (employment and
caregiving), and left teachers with inadequate opportunities to
rest after work and a sense of depletion. The consequence was
impaired physical or mental health and decreased PWA. In this
context, it is essential to highlight that job stress among
participants in our study was not solely attributable to job
demands but also arose from caregiving responsibilities. More
specifically, caregiving responsibilities indirectly contributed to
job stress by impeding teachers’ capacity to meet job demands
due to their non-work burdens.

Discussion
The responsibility for promoting WA rests not only on head
teachers and supervisors but also on each teacher. We believe that
to maintain and develop their WA, teachers need to have a proper
understanding of this construct. Hence, the present study aimed
to investigate teachers’ understanding of PWA. Our study dis-
covered that a substantial portion of teachers involved in our
research were unfamiliar with conceptualizing PWA as a balance
between personal resources and job demands or the ability to
meet the job demands specific to the teaching profession (Gould
et al. 2008; Ilmarinen 2009; Ilmarinen et al. 2008). The perspec-
tives shared by participants in the interviews indicated that they
tended to focus only on specific dimensions of PWA outlined in
the Work Ability House, specifically physical and mental health
and professional competencies (Ilmarinen 2019). However, some
qualitative studies have shown that although health-related issues
and job skills are closely related to WA, these variables are not
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PWA per se but PWA hindrances (McGonagle et al. 2022). This
suggests a lack of awareness or understanding of the compre-
hensive nature of the PWA construct among teachers in our
research. We posit that the findings in our study stem from the
inconsistent definitions of WA found in the literature (Cadiz et al.
2019). The critical analysis of the WA construct (Tengland 2011)
revealed that different authors define WA using diverse char-
acteristics such as health, qualifications, professional compe-
tencies, motivation, attitudes, values, and occupational virtues.
The lack of agreement in defining WA in the literature and the
subsequent misperceptions of the PWA construct by teachers
identified in our research might hinder teachers’ strategies in
maintaining or promoting their PWA. Therefore, we recommend
clarifying PWA to the teachers as an individual’s self-perception
or evaluation of their physical and mental capacity to continue
working in the teaching profession, given the characteristics of
the job demands, job resources, and personal resources.

The emic perspective of the teachers was used to identify the
mechanisms by which specific aspects of the teaching profession
are reflected in teachers’ PWA (Fig. 1). In our sample, the phy-
sical, social, emotional, and organizational job demands were
associated with both physical and psychological costs that tea-
chers incurred in fulfilling them. Job demands are one of the
crucial determinants that affect WA (Kunz and Millhoff 2023). In
the scope of the present study, job demands have been shown to
affect PWA rather indirectly. If participants perceived the job
demands as too high and burdensome, or if they experienced
obstacles meeting them, this usually increased their job stress. If
job distress was not reduced appropriately, it subsequently
manifested in fatigue, exhaustion, and impaired physical or
mental health, making it difficult or impossible for teachers to
meet job requirements and thus adversely affecting their PWA.
Hence, the mechanism identified in our qualitative study corre-
sponds to the health impairment process captured in the revised
JD-R model (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Demerouti et al. 2001).

Through participant responses, it became evident that teaching
is a highly stressful and debilitating occupation, as reported in
other research (Herman et al. 2020; Mäkelä et al. 2015). The
present study offers insights into differentiating job stress and
exhaustion among teachers as distinct constructs. Teachers in our
study perceived job stress as an internal state characterized by

heightened tension when faced with excessive or burdensome job
demands that surpass their ability to meet them. Thus, as the JD-
R model assumes, teachers’ job stress resulted from job demands
(Bakker and Demerouti 2007). Our study revealed that teachers
considered exhaustion a consequence of physical or mental fati-
gue resulting from prolonged stress or lack of adequate rest. Since
the JD-R model includes constructs such as strain and burnout
(Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Schaufeli and Bakker 2004), the
distinct perceptions of job stress and exhaustion among teachers
in our sample emphasize the need for a more precise differ-
entiation in the JD-R model to provide a more accurate depiction
of the health impairment process. In addition, the present study
contributes to the existing literature by finding that job stress did
not necessarily cause fatigue and exhaustion among teachers in
our study, as some previous research has shown (e.g., Wang et al.
2015). In the view of our participants, prolonged job stress
directly impacted the development of health complaints, high-
lighting the need for a distinct compensatory mechanism beyond
fatigue reduction.

By examining the specific experiences of the participants, we
uncovered new insights into the health impairment process
embedded and outlined in the revised JD-R model (Schaufeli and
Bakker 2004). First, organizational job demands were found to
disrupt teachers’ routines, resulting in inadequate personal
hygiene, unhealthy eating habits, and insufficient rest. These
factors directly or indirectly contributed to health deterioration.
Second, teachers were often confronted with challenging job
demands encroaching on their non-working hours. The disrup-
tion of non-work life by work-related tasks impaired the crucial
time dedicated to rest and recharging, generated family tensions,
and thus adversely affected teachers’ health. Therefore, achieving
a work-life balance is paramount as a strategic approach to
mitigate the deleterious impact of heightened job demands on
PWA through exhaustion and the deterioration of both physical
and mental health among educators (Gragnano et al. 2020; Sirgy
and Lee 2018). These findings highlight a notable constraint of
the JD-R model, which primarily concentrates on work-related
aspects (McGonagle et al. 2022). Our empirical evidence indi-
cated that work and family are essential life domains, and balance
between these two domains is crucial for PWA. In this regard, our
findings align with other quantitative studies that have established
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Job stress Physical
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Fig. 1 Identified relationships between variables.
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a relationship between work-family or work-life balance and WA
(Abdelrehim et al. 2023; Berglund et al. 2021). Our research
showed that the work and non-work domains are intricately
intertwined and cannot be examined separately. Thus, a necessity
arises for designing and verifying a more inclusive framework
encompassing organizational and individual factors across both
work and non-work realms to investigate teachers’ PWA effec-
tively (cf. McGonagle et al. 2022).

The job demands of the teaching profession were frequently
negatively associated with PWA in our research, consistent with
their definition in the JD-R model (Demerouti et al. 2001) and the
results of the previous meta-analysis (Brady et al. 2020). However,
interviews with teachers indicated the conceptual ambiguities
between the constructs of job demands and job resources, which
were pointed out in a critical review of the JD-R model (Schaufeli
and Taris 2014). Our findings suggest that job demands within
the teaching profession may exhibit a dual nature, not solely
yielding adverse effects but also serving as catalysts for personal
growth, learning, and development. Thus, depending on the
context, job demands can also act as job resources (cf. Schaufeli
and Taris 2014). More specifically, job demands challenged or
stimulated our teachers to overcome obstacles and develop pro-
fessional competencies. Moreover, our findings present an
opportunity for further research. This research should address
whether job demands can also serve as job resources, as our
qualitative data suggests. Alternatively, it can explore the validity
of the interaction hypothesis (Bakker and Demerouti 2007;
Bakker et al. 2007). According to this hypothesis, the motivational
effect of job demands should be accompanied by the corre-
sponding job resources.

The experience of success or failure in coping with job
demands emerged as a pivotal milestone in this context. More
specifically, achieving professional success eliminated the negative
impact of job demands for our participants and engendered the
growth of personal resources. These personal resources, in turn,
acted as protective factors against the detrimental effects of job
demands on health by mitigating job-related stress. While pre-
vious research (Xanthopoulou et al. 2007) has not yielded evi-
dence supporting the moderating role of personal resources in the
relationship between job demands and exhaustion, our study
suggested that educators with more personal resources demon-
strate an enhanced capacity to effectively cope with demanding
job responsibilities. This, in turn, helps avert adverse job out-
comes, such as heightened job stress, exhaustion, and health
complications. Hence, our findings derived from interviews with
fourteen teachers supported the assumption of the JD-R model,
wherein personal resources influence the perception of job
demands and buffer against the deleterious effects of job demands
on burnout (Schaufeli and Taris 2014).

The main strength of the present study lies in its utilization of a
qualitative methodology to explore teachers’ perceptions of WA
and the underlying mechanisms through which job demands
influence their PWA. We believe we have successfully identified
how teachers perceive and interpret WA, capturing the intricate
details of the impact of job demands on teachers’ PWA that are
challenging to capture through a quantitative approach. Our
findings revealed a limited awareness among teachers regarding
the holistic nature of WA and the necessity to disseminate
information about this construct to teachers. This study provides
empirical evidence supporting the incorporation of PWA into the
JD-R model as an outcome influenced negatively by job demands
(cf. Brady et al. 2020; Schaufeli and Taris 2014). We contributed
to the literature by seeking to expand beyond known predictors of
PWA through an inductive approach. Specifically, job demands
have been shown to indirectly influence PWA through the health
impairment process (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Demerouti

et al. 2001). Among our participants, high job demands con-
tributed to job stress, resulting in fatigue, physical or mental
health impairment, and reduced PWA. Furthermore, our study
offered specific examples illustrating how challenging job
demands lead to work-family and work-life conflicts, negatively
impacting teachers’ WA. Thus, adopting an inductive approach
enabled us to identify and elucidate additional factors con-
tributing to PWA, extending beyond the purview of the revised
JD-R model.

Practical implications. Our research offers insights with practical
implications for supporting and enhancing the PWA of teachers.
Given the qualitative nature of our study, we are formulating
recommendations specifically tailored for the participants and the
head teachers in the schools where our study participants work.
However, with caution, the practical implications may be con-
sidered applicable to other teachers with characteristics similar to
those in our sample.

As some teachers in our research lacked a clear understanding
of the WA concept, we deem it necessary to initiate an
informational process to introduce them to this crucial concept.
We consider teachers’ knowledge and understanding of the WA
concept vital, as it serves as a prerequisite for them to take
responsibility for maintaining their WA. Head teachers, in
particular, can play a pivotal role in this initiative by organizing
workshops, lectures, or educational programs for their staff.
Additionally, providing articles, infographics, leaflets, and online
resources to promote WA could be beneficial.

Teachers in our sample expressed concerns about their
unhealthy lifestyle, influenced by physical, social, and organiza-
tional job demands, as well as the workplace environment. Head
teachers have several avenues to encourage healthy lifestyles
among their teaching staff. For instance, teachers in our research
complained about insufficient time for rest during the teaching
day. Head teachers can ensure adequate break times for teachers
to rest, refresh, hydrate, and maintain hygiene. Non-teaching staff
could be designated to monitor students in corridors during
breaks, releasing teachers from this duty and allowing them more
time for rest. Addressing specific complaints from our study, head
teachers may consider introducing one-hour breaks for teachers
in the teaching schedule. Additionally, concerns about long
periods of sitting at computers and noise at school can be
mitigated by providing ergonomic desks and chairs and
implementing technical solutions to improve acoustics in class-
rooms and corridors. However, teachers also bear responsibility
for their physical and mental health and WA. Hence, teachers
should adhere to fundamental principles of a healthy lifestyle,
including maintaining healthy eating habits, engaging in physical
and mental exercises, maintaining optimal body weight, partici-
pating in regular medical examinations, avoiding substance abuse,
and ensuring sufficient and high-quality sleep (cf. Airila et al.
2012; Garzaro et al. 2019).

Our study revealed that teachers’WA was adversely affected by
the social and emotional job demands of their teaching roles,
particularly in communication challenges with parents and
addressing student discipline. Our study emphasizes the impor-
tance of teachers focusing on developing their communication
soft skills. Additionally, we recommend that teachers seek
support from school leaders and co-workers (Taris et al. 2017),
emphasizing that individual teachers should not navigate
challenging interactions with parents or students alone. In
practice, effective strategies include collaborative efforts such as
teamwork with other teachers and school counselors, participat-
ing in teacher-sharing sessions, or involving school management
in problematic meetings with parents and students.
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It became evident among our participants that teaching work
had an adverse impact on their family and private lives,
highlighting the importance of supporting their work-life balance.
Various studies have shown that work-life balance can be
influenced by organizational programs designed to assist employ-
ees in managing the demands of both their job and personal lives
(Sirgy and Lee, 2018). To support teachers, head teachers can
implement organizational measures such as regular workload
reviews, flexible work arrangements, part-time work options,
assistance with childcare, access to parenting resources, eldercare
resources, and family leave policies (Sirgy and Lee 2018). Based
on insights from our participant interviews, it is apparent that
head teachers should prioritize addressing the needs of caregivers
establishing effective workplace policies to help them reconcile
their caregiving and teaching roles (Pavalko and Henderson
2006). Adopting time management principles and fostering the
ability to seek social support when needed can be effective
strategies for individual teachers.

Limitations. This study has several limitations that should be
considered when reading and interpreting the results. First, the
sample used in qualitative research may not be representative of
the larger population. This study recruited teachers from those
interested in the Towards Successful Seniority training program,
potentially leading to a sample bias. It is possible that teachers with
a particular inclination towards prioritizing their health, adopting a
healthy lifestyle, and seeking strategies to overcome work-related
challenges were overrepresented in the sample. Second, the data
collected in this study solely reflect the subjective perspectives of a
limited number of teachers. Therefore, caution should be exercised
when attempting to transfer the findings to the broader population
of teachers. Third, researchers may have been influenced by their
own biases or expectations, which could have influenced the for-
mulation of interview questions, data analysis, or the interpretation
of results. Lastly, the study focused specifically on upper secondary
teachers in the Czech Republic, which restricts the transferability of
the findings to other teacher groups and cultural contexts.
Recognizing the need for caution when extrapolating the results to
different settings or educational systems is essential.

Despite these limitations, our study represents one of the initial
endeavors to explore in-depth the potential antecedents of PWA
within the framework of the JD-R model. The insights gained
from this study contribute to the existing body of literature and
lay the groundwork for further research on PWA among teachers.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and analyzed during the current
study are available from: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/MMYUJU.
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