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ABSTRACT

Despite the fact that perceived organisational support (POS) and religious coping have 
been advocated as a crucial component of the stress model, the roles remain unclear 
among academics that often associate with heavy workloads. Therefore, this study aims to 
examine the moderating role of POS, and the mediating role of religious coping between 
the relationship of workplace bullying and psychological distress among academics in 
higher educational institutions (HEIs). Data were collected from academic staff from 
private and public universities in Malaysia, and a total of 219 data were used. The results 
revealed that workplace bullying has a positive impact on academics’ psychological 
distress, and the POS significantly moderated the relationship between workplace bullying 
and psychological distress. However, this study failed to support the mediating role of 
religious coping. This study adds to our knowledge of the stress model, by focusing more 
on perceived organisational support in minimising psychological distress and less on 
personal resources (religious coping). 
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INTRODUCTION

Academics play a vital part in assisting a country to achieve its educational 
objective and the quality of education. Although they contribute significantly 
to a country’s progress and the quality of education, academic staff face many 
challenges (Fitzgerald et al., 2022). A survey performed by the National Education 
Union (NEU) found that 35% of academic staff intend to quit in the next five years 
(Weale, 2021) and 70% intend to leave the occupation (Gavin, 2018). Academic 
staff also reported quitting their occupation earlier than other professions (Cappe 
et al., 2021). Rising stress levels have been identified as one of the key reasons 
for withdrawal behaviour among academic staff (Gavin, 2018). Teaching has been 
identified as one of the most stressful occupations (Kourmousi et al., 2015) and 
academic staff are more open to simple assault (Wei et al., 2013). As compared 
to other occupations, academic roles are more stressful due to the wide range of 
tasks they must perform (Adnan et al., 2021). Apart from primary duties such as 
teaching, assessment, and research, academics also have secondary duties such as 
professional development, instructional design, academic programs recognition, 
and establishing networks with stakeholders (Adnan et al., 2021; van Dijk  
et al., 2020). The psychological well-being of academics can be greatly impacted 
by unreasonable tasks that are added over time and involve behaviours that can 
be harmful to job performance. This phenomenon was identified as workplace 
bullying by Farley et al. (2023). Workplace bullying is the most common form 
of bullying among academics and characterised by unreasonable demands and 
frequent criticism of work (Migliaccio et al., 2024).

Even though education is one of the industry’s most vulnerable to bullying, there 
are not many studies that can address the current needs (Hodgins & McNamara, 
2019). Bullying at work is the most serious threat to an academic staff’s well-being 
(Kauppi & Porhola, 2012; Khairallah et al. 2023). In a survey, Chan et al. (2019) 
discovered that 39.1% of employees reported being bullied, which is significantly 
higher than the global work bullying rate of 15%. Many studies have revealed 
that academic staff are exposed to a variety of forms of bullying at work (de Wet, 
2010) and is becoming more prevalent in higher education than it is in the general 
population (Sedivy-Benton et al., 2015). Workplace bullying can result in a variety 
of emotional and mood illnesses, which are referred to as psychological distress 
(Hutchison et al., 2022). Previous studies examining the relationship between 
workplace bullying and employee well-being have suggested focusing on personal 
resources (Farley et al., 2023). Since religion is valued more highly in Malaysia 
than in Western countries, it is frequently acknowledged that workplaces in 
Malaysia have adopted religious resources (Hassan et al., 2017). Individuals who 
engage in private activities such as focus on scripture study, meditation, or prayer 
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are considered to be engaged in religious coping (Beehr et al.,1995). Religious 
coping as a personal resource was strongly recommended to be highlighted in the 
study of Malaysian well-being (Chow et al., 2021; Noh et al., 2024). The studies 
adopting the stress and coping theory (SC) (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) may aid in 
understanding the role of religious coping as the mediator.

Additionally, Hodgins and McNamara (2019) have explored the response of 
higher education institutions (HEIs) to bullied academic staff and discovered 
that human resource (HR) departments fail to handle bullying issues. Although 
most HEIs have related policies, organisational responses to the problem of 
workplace bullying are poor (Hodgins & McNamara, 2019). In addition to 
examining different types of coping strategies, Farley et al. (2023) highlighted 
that many researchers have introduced moderators between workplace bullying 
and employee well-being. Perceived organisational support (POS) is one of the 
organisational variables that has been neglected. Kourmousi et al. (2015) showed 
that the lack of organisational support is connected with psychological distress 
among academic staff. Organisational support is crucial in reducing educational 
occupational stress. Despite the continuous study on stress among academic staff 
in HEIs (Hodgins & McNamara, 2019; Sedivy-Benton et al., 2015), little is known 
about the intervention that can reduce psychological distress (Canboy et al., 2023). 

Building on the SC model and using POS, this study aims to examine the role 
of perceived organisational in the association between workplace bullying, 
coping, and psychological distress among academics in HEIs. This study adds 
to the current stress literature in both practical and theoretical ways. Previous 
studies have focused on how academic staff cope with stress by employing a 
variety of individual sources of social support (Wang et al., 2022), and neglected 
organisational sources of social support (Canboy et al., 2023). The complexity 
of these works often requires a framework tailored specifically to the academic 
environment, rather than adopting a generalised framework (van Dijk et al., 
2020). HEIs will be able to obtain empirical evidence on how they might provide 
intervention to reduce academic staff stress levels. This study adds to the current 
limited knowledge of the support role of organisations in the relationship between 
workplace bullying, religious coping, and psychological distress among academic 
staff in HEIs. This type of support offered by organisation to academic staff has 
been mentioned in many qualitative studies (Gregersen et al., 2021; Hodgins & 
McNamara, 2019; Nazari & Atai, 2022) and quantitative studies (Cappe et al., 
2021; Kourmousi et al., 2015), unfortunately, the existing knowledge on the role 
of POS remains under study in HEIs among academic staff. Due to a lack of study 
on the role of religious coping and POS, HEIs may be less effective at alleviating 
the stress of academic staff who have been bullied. As a result, this study offers 
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our understanding of POS as an intervention strategy for HEIs in managing stress 
among academic staff. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

The SC theory by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) has been employed extensively to 
understand the process of stress and coping of academic staff for many years (Wang 
et al., 2022). The theory can be explained into three major processes: stressors-
coping-consequences. In past studies involving academic staff, the theory was 
extended or a different model was adopted. Despite widespread attention to the 
SC theory among academic staff, few studies have examined the inter-relationship 
between stressors, coping, and consequences. For example, Ahmad et al. (2022), 
Califf and Brooks (2020), Harmsen et al. (2018), Hu et al. (2019), and Winding  
et al. (2022) have neglected the role of coping strategy in examining the relationship 
between stressors and strain. There have not been many empirical studies on how 
coping affects stress among staff members (Paquette & Rieg, 2016). 

The job demand-resources (JD-R) model is rather popular since it assumes that 
any demand and any resource may have an impact on employee stress (Schaufeli 
& Taris, 2014). For example, task (Ahmad et al., 2022; Harmsen et al., 2018; 
Paquette & Rieg, 2016; Pogere et al., 2019), student (Harmsen et al., 2018; Pogere 
et al., 2019; Winding et al., 2022), social (Harmsen et al., 2018), technology (Califf 
& Brooks, 2020), and organisation (Harmsen et al., 2018; Hu et al., 2019). While 
applying SC theory, a less specific stressor was examined. Furthermore, the results 
on the moderating effect of coping strategies are not always consistent (Farley 
et al., 2023). Kärner et al. (2021) and Winding et al. (2022) are the few studies 
that have examined the role of social support on academic staff stress. According 
to Ahmad et al. (2022), the management team of higher education should offer 
a supportive environment to lower the stress level among academic staff. Even 
though past studies emphasise the significant role of social support in the study of 
stress (Ahmad et al., 2022; Winding et al., 2022), many studies continue to place a 
strong emphasis on the individual level (Kärner et al., 2021; Winding et al., 2022). 

Workplace Bullying

Stressors are stress stimuli that arise from an event impinging on the person (Lazarus 
& Folkman, 1984). Employees are exposed to stressors daily at the workplace in the 
form of demands or stimuli (Califf & Brooks, 2020). There have been few studies 
that have focused on stressors that do not fit into the teacher-centred activities 
outlined by Junker et al. (2021). According to Collie and Mansfield (2022), it is 
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necessary to research different stressor combinations because they may be more 
harmful to academic staff. One of the harmful stressors among academic staff 
that researchers are unaware of is bullying (Noakes & Noakes, 2021). Bullying is 
portrayed as repeated harmful behaviour over time by an individual or group of 
individuals (Mishna et al., 2020). 

Bullying was first studied among students in school settings, but it has now been 
applied to the workplace for adults (Cowie et al., 2002). Marín et al. (2022) 
explained that bullying behaviour varies following the characteristics of the 
study population and the instrument employed to measure it. Many studies have 
examined the serious negative impacts of bullying in education settings (Marín  
et al., 2022; Mishna et al., 2020), but few have examined the impact of bullying on 
academic staff (Noakes & Noakes, 2021; Kauppi & Porhola, 2012). The concept 
of workplace bullying depends on the values and norms of the workplace (Cowie 
et al., 2002). Workplace bullying is described as harmful behaviours that occur 
consistently and systematically for long-term at work and leaves victims feeling 
helpless to defend themselves (Boudrias et al., 2021). According to Attell et al. 
(2017), there is no generally acceptable definition of workplace bullying from 
earlier literature. Srivastava and Dey (2019) and Van den Brande et al. (2016) have 
grouped workplace bullying behaviour into work- and individual-related factors. 
A systematic review of existing studies reveals that work-related bullying is the 
most significant (Van den Brande et al., 2016). Workplace bullying is related to 
relationships between people and specifically targets a person in the workplace 
(Attell et al., 2017). For this study, workplace bullying is unidimensional that 
reflects persistent and unwelcome practices in the workplace. Despite the fact that 
few studies have asserted that workplace bullying is a substantial problem in the 
education sector (de Wet, 2010), only a few researchers have examined the effects 
of workplace bullying on higher education (Hollis, 2015). 

Religious Coping

Coping is described as a person’s continuously shifting cognitive and behavioural 
attempts to manage uncertainty or pressures from external or internal (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984). A popular measurement of coping strategies consists of problem-
focused and emotion-focused (Beehr et al., 1995). Upon reviewing previous 
literature, a few patterns were discovered. First, researchers have overemphasised 
in examining and comparing the effectiveness of problem-focused versus emotion-
focused coping. Studies continue to fall short of offering solid evidence on general 
coping strategies. Few studies have revealed that employees did not always react 
in the same way and attempted to use a variety of coping strategies in response 
to bullying behaviour (Boudrias et al., 2021). Second, some have attempted to 
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develop widely accepted coping-related strategies and measurements. Although 
the same instrument was used in multiple studies, inconsistencies were discovered 
concerning the subscales, time frame, and scoring (Rizo et al., 2017). 

For studies related to academics, past studies intensely focused on comprehending 
the causes of stress and coping strategies (Pogere et al., 2019). For example, 
Paquette and Rieg (2016) have identified a few personal sources of coping methods 
in contrast to the findings of Nazari and Atai (2022). Past empirical studies had 
neglected religious coping in favour of problem- and emotion-focused coping 
(Achour et al., 2014; Beehr et al., 1995, Imperatori et al., 2020). One of the major 
coping strategies Malaysian academics employ is religious coping (Achour et al., 
2014). Religious coping is described as an individual’s personal attempt to seek 
comfort, emotional support, and encouragement from their religious faith (Noh  
et al., 2024). When someone practises religion as a coping mechanism for stressful 
situations, they are said to be engaging in religious coping (Adam & Ward, 2016; 
Imperatori et al., 2020). Religious coping is a stronger predictor of both mental 
and physical health (Pargament et al., 2004). However, the findings of Panico et al. 
(2022) is inconsistent with earlier studies that indicated a significant role of religion. 
Despite previous research emphasising the value of religion in stress management, 
only a few studies have empirically examined the association between stressors 
and religious coping. In light of the study by Pogere et al. (2019), there may be an 
association between workplace bullying and religious coping strategies. Thus, the 
first hypothesis is as follow:

H1: Workplace bullying is positively related to religious coping strategy. 

Psychological Distress

Psychological stress is the interaction between an individual with their environment 
that they perceive as exceeding their resources and harming their well-being 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Many studies have used the term “distress” to denote 
a negative consequence when coping mechanisms fail; the two concepts are 
interchangeable in the literature because they both refer to discomfort feelings 
(National Research Council, 2008). The study of psychological distress is popular 
among academic staff (e.g. Esteban et al., 2022; Hutchison et al., 2022; Titheradge 
et al., 2019).  Hutchison et al. (2022) and Titheradge et al. (2019) have found that 
academic staff are significantly more likely to experience psychological distress. 
The results are consistent with Schonfeld’s (1990) study, which found that 
academic staff experience more psychological distress than the general population. 
However, there is still a need for additional studies examining the interrelationship 
between workplace bullying and its consequences (Boudrias et al., 2021).
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Workplace bullying is one of the causes of psychological distress that can arise from 
ineffective stress management (Khairallah et al. 2023). Bullying at work results in 
many undesirable behaviours (Boudrias et al., 2021; Said & Tanova, 2021). A few 
psychological health consequences of workplace bullying found in past studies 
are depression, anxiety, psychological distress, burnout, and suicidal ideation 
(Boudrias et al., 2021). Said and Tonova (2021) found a positive relationship 
between workplace bullying and emotional exhaustion among employees in the 
hospitality industry. Attell et al. (2017) and Chan et al. (2019) found that workplace 
bullying positively influenced psychological distress among working adults. 
Although workplace bullying has not been used widely in education, studies in 
the field of education also support the hypothesis that stressors and psychological 
distress are positively associated (Esteban et al., 2022; Kärner et al., 2021). The 
second hypothesis is posited as follow:

H2: Workplace bullying is positively related to psychological distress. 

A review of earlier studies found a significant or insignificant relationship between 
religious coping and psychological wellness. For example, Adam and Ward (2016) 
adopted a multi-dimensional religious coping and found religious coping strategies 
reduce the negative impacts of stressors on life satisfaction, but did not support a 
main effect of religious coping strategies on life satisfaction. Beehr et al. (1995) 
found that religious coping was not significantly related to the majority of strains. 
However, Imperatori et al. (2020) and Pargament et al. (2004) have found a positive 
association between religious coping and mental health. Both studies offered a 
precise finding regarding the role of religious coping in the study of psychological 
distress. Dyer et al. (2023) have examined the impact of religious affiliation on 
psychological and physiological distress among adolescents. The study found that 
having a religion was associated with substantially lower rates of mental health 
such as depression. Considering the of Dyer et al. (2023), it was hypothesised that:  

H3: Religious coping is negatively related to psychological distress. 

Mediating Effects of Religious Coping

Based on SC theory, there is a connection between stressor (workplace bullying), 
response (religious coping), and consequences (psychological distress). Past 
studies have revealed that religious coping has moderating (Orak et al., 2023; 
Khairallah et al. 2023) and mediating (Lin et al., 2018; Panico et al., 2022) effects 
on employee well-being. Since, personal resources appeared to have less of an 
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effect as a moderator on the outcomes of psychological well-being (Farley et al., 
2023), this study also adopted the suggestion of Lin et al. (2018) and Panico et al. 
(2022). Thus, we posited the following hypothesis: 

H4: Religious coping mediates the relationship between workplace bullying 
and psychological distress.

Moderating Effects of Perceived Organisational Support

Receiving support from colleagues (Schonfeld, 1990) and social (Wilson et al., 
2022) has been extensively studied as an intervention to lessen psychological 
distress. In comparison to social support, stressors or coping methods received far 
more attention in the majority of studies. Few studies, such Wang et al. (2022), and 
Nazari and Atai (2022) have investigated and examined academic staff’s stress-
related events by focusing on coping strategies. However, many continued to assert 
that the importance of social support has not received enough attention (Winding  
et al., 2022). According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), the difficulty in measuring 
social support has resulted in a shortage of strong research. Most social support 
studies have focused on personal sources of support and ignored organisational 
support (Canboy et al., 2023). 

The variable used to explain organisational support is known as POS (Canboy 
et al., 2023; Loi et al., 2014). POS refers to the general perception of employees 
that an organisation appreciates their commitment and is concerned with their 
welfare (Eisenberger et al., 1986). According to Masoom (2021), one of the key 
determinants of teaching quality is educational institutions’ support. Academic 
staff who felt supported by the educational institutions exhibited favourable 
attitudes and desired behaviour in return (Wanyama & Eyamu, 2021). There is no 
consensus on the kind of support for academic staff in past literature. Wanyama 
and Eyamu (2021) have reviewed past literature and concluded that administrative, 
professional, and financial support are the three main POS for research supervisors 
at higher educational institutions. 

Despite the fact that POS has received a lot of attention, inconsistent results have 
been found regarding its function in the study of stress (Farley et al., 2023). There 
are a few POS roles that have been identified from past studies. Firstly, POS is 
the antecedent of psychological stress (Loi et al. 2014; Masoom, 2021). Secondly, 
using POS as a predictor along with job stress (Son et al., 2022). Thirdly, using 
POS as the moderator to alter the relationship between independent variables 
and perceived stress (Attell et al., 2017; Canboy et al., 2023). Finally, utilising 
POS as the mediator between job stress and organisation commitment (Inas & 
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Taghrid, 2020). Referring to the fundamentals of SC theory, Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) explained that social support can have both positive and negative effects 
on the prevention, coping, and recovery stages of stress. A study among education 
professionals found that POS significantly moderates the association between 
workplace bullying and intention to leave (Djurkovic et al., 2008). By considering 
POS use as an intervention by higher education institutions to control stress levels, 
this study proposes that:

H5: POS significantly moderates the relationship between workplace 
bullying and psychological distress. 

Control Variables

Control variables are used in analysing the data to control the assumption of 
endogeneity from being violated. Gender, type of HEIs, experience, age, and 
income were collected as the control variables. These variables were chosen based 
on suggestions by Califf and Brooks (2020) and Hu et al. (2019) who studied 
academic staff stress. Figure 1 shows the framework for this study.

Figure 1. Research framework

METHODS

Participants

The academicians from both public and private HEIs in Malaysia were invited via 
email to take part in this study. A total of 4,197 email addresses were gathered 
from HEI websites that were chosen at random to create a sampling frame. Only 
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emails from the academic category were utilised to ensure the representativeness 
of the sample. Academics with management positions were excluded from the 
sample to ascertain its homogeneity. Convenience sampling was employed, as 
respondents were available and willing to participate. The use of convenience 
sampling should be supported by clear criteria to demonstrate similarity (Farrokhi 
& Mahmoudi-Hamidabad, 2012). In this case, only academics who are not involved 
in management are selected as one of the criteria of the study respondents. A total 
of 229 data were collected after receiving no feedback. According to G*Power, 
this data collection exceeds the recommended minimum of 119. Non-response 
bias was investigated in this study by comparing early and late respondents with 
t-test. The results show no significant difference in psychological distress between 
the two groups. After excluding outliers, 219 data were used in the final analysis 
(Table 1). 

Table 1
Respondents’ profile

Characteristics Frequency Percentage (%)

Gender Male   43 19.6

Female 176 80.4

Type of HEI Public 143 65.3

Private   76 34.7

Experience Below 15 years   76 34.7

Above 15 years 143 65.3

Age 26–30    6   2.7

31–35   38 17.4

36–40   58 26.5

41–45   50 22.8

46–50   37 16.9

51–55   13   5.9

56–60   11   5.0

Above 61    6   2.7

Income RM4,360 and below (Bottom)   26 11.9

RM4,360–RM 9,619 (Middle) 142 64.8

RM9,619 and above (High)   51 23.3
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Measurements

A validated measurement from past literature was used to develop the measurement, 
ensuring construct validity. A single expert has evaluated the items to ensure their 
validity within the current study setting. Workplace bullying was operationally 
defined as “the repeated unfavourable psychological effects by others at the 
workplace,” and this study used 12 items that have been adopted from Said 
and Tanova (2021). Religious coping was operationally defined as “individual 
engagement in religious practices,” and the three items were adopted from Beehr  
et al. (1995). For POS, this study adopted the 8-item scale from Canboy et al. (2023) 
and was defined as “the general perception of employees that an organisation 
appreciates their commitment and is concerned with their welfare” (Eisenberger 
et al., 1986). This study measured psychological distress based on Ferguson  
et al. (2015), the measurement is a four-item index. The mean, standard deviation 
(SD), skewness, and Kurtosis for the variables are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2
Descriptive statistics

Variable Item Factor loading Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

Workplace bullying 10 0.67, 0.66, 0.75, 
0.78, 0.81, 0.75, 
0.80, 0.74, 0.60 

2.31 0.74 0.52 –0.10

Religious coping   3 0.78, 0.87, 0.69 4.30 0.81 –1.16 0.64

Perceived 
organisational 
support

  7 0.83, 0.87, 0.87, 
0.81, 0.63, 0.69, 

0.72

3.16 0.77 –0.50 0.28

Stress   4 0.79, 0.79, 0.63, 
0.77

2.86 0.88 0.19 –0.20

Confirmatory factor analysis was performed in the analysis of moment structures 
(AMOS) to verify the measurement that has been developed in different study 
settings. AMOS was selected over alternative software tools because of its ability 
to perform model modification which can help improve the overall fit. The 
multivariate normality was checked before proceeding with the analysis. The 
critical ratio value for multivariate skewness and kurtosis show values greater  
than 5. Thus, Byrne (2016) suggests using bootstrapping with a sample size of 
1,000. Bollen-Stine bootstrap p = 0.001 indicates that the model is correct or fits 
the data well. The factor loading estimates should be 0.60 or higher. In the study 
of a wide range of fields, partial least squares (PLS) is commonly acknowledged 
as the only structural modelling method that produces a meaningful solution for 
small sample sizes (Hair et al., 2019). Two items for workplace bullying and one 
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item for POS were eliminated from this study. The model fit values indicate a 
fair to average fit (CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.06). In order to assess 
common method bias (CMB), Harman’s one-factor test was performed. The total 
variance extracted by one factor indicated a value of 39.10% (< 50%), therefore is 
no problem with CMB. Table 3 displays the corrections among the study variables, 
composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE), maximum shared 
squared variance (MSV), and average shared squared variance (ASV). All indices 
of discriminant validity indicate good validity for all variables. The Bivariate 
correlation values among variables are below the threshold value of 0.70. The VIF 
values for workplace bullying (1.52), religious coping (1.01), and organisational 
support (1.53) indicate a low potential for multicollinearity (Hair et al., 2019). 

Table 3
Discriminant validity

No. of 
items

CR AVE MSV ASV 1 2 3 4

Workplace Bullying 10 0.92 0.53 0.40 0.22   0.73

Religious Coping   3 0.82 0.61 0.01  0.002 –0.04 0.78

Perceived 
Organisational 
Support

  7 0.92 0.61 0.28 0.16 –0.52 0.07 0.78

Stress   4 0.83 0.56 0.40 0.19   0.63 0.02 –0.43 0.75

Note: The bold figures indicate the square root of the AVE

The proposed framework was tested twice, once with and without the control 
variable. Most control variables had no significant impact on psychological 
distress. However, income level had significant positive impacts on psychological 
distress. In comparison to low- and middle-income levels, high-income levels 
have a greater mean value for psychological distress. The control variables did 
not change the p-value of the hypotheses. As a consequence, Type I or Type II 
errors are prevented. Table 4 presents the results of the structural model used for 
testing the four hypotheses. Overall model fit of this study was fair (X2 = 617.61 
(p < 0.01), df = 360, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.06). H1 and H3 were 
not supported as both results indicated p > 0.05. Similarly, the indirect effect of 
workplace bullying via religious coping is insignificant (β = 0), therefore, H4 is 
not supported.

H2 was supported (β = 0.55, t = 6.79, p = 0.001); workplace bullying was positively 
related to psychological distress. Moreover, H5 was supported (β = –0.06, t = 3.96,  
p = 0.001). POS was found to moderate the relationship between workplace bullying 
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and psychological distress. Since the standardised beta coefficient is negative, 
the more positive is POS, the more negative the effect of workplace bullying on 
psychological distress. That means, POS reduces the impact of workplace bullying 
on psychological distress.   

Table 4
Moderating effect test

Hypotheses Results without 
control variable

Results with 
control variable

Results

H1: Workplace Bullying and 
Religious Coping

β = –0.05, p > 0.05 β = –0.03, p > 0.05 Not support

H2: Workplace Bullying and 
Psychological Distress

β = 0.55, p < 0.05 β = 0.58, p < 0.05 Support

H3: Religious Coping and 
Psychological Distress

β = 0.06, p > 0.05 β = 0.05, p > 0.05 Not support

H4: Mediating Role of 
Religious Coping

β = 0.000, p > 0.05 β = 0.001, p > 0.05 Not support

H5: Moderating Role of POS β = –0.22, p < 0.05
β = –0.06, p < 0.05

β = –0.21, p < 0.05
β = –0.06, p < 0.05

Support

Effect of control variable on Psychological Distress

Gender β = –0.01, p > 0.05

Experience β = 0.07, p > 0.05

Type of HEIs β = –0.02, p > 0.05

Age β = –0.02, p > 0.05

Income β = –0.23, p < 0.05*

DISCUSSION

This study tested the direct effect between workplace bullying and religious 
coping, and also between religious coping and psychological distress which were 
insignificant. These findings are not consistent with Achour et al. (2014), Adam 
and Ward (2016), and Imperatori et al. (2020); however, support with the studies 
of Panico et al. (2022) and Beehr et al. (1995). Additionally, this study aimed to 
enrich the SC theory by examining how religious coping mediates the relationship 
between workplace bullying and psychological distress. This study found no 
significant indirect or direct effects in the framework. This study is in line with Beehr  
et al. (1995) and Panico et al. (2022) findings that religious coping is not related 
to stress outcomes; however, inconsistent with Orak et al. (2023) and Khairallah  
et al. (2023). One possible explanation for the finding is the measurement 
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adopted for religious coping (Beehr et al., 1995; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The 
measurement used in this study might be more concerned with a stable aspect of 
personality than with a person’s reaction to a particular stressful situation (Beehr 
et al., 1995). The items adopted in this study might only have captured the routine 
religious practices of the respondents. This is reflected by the high average score 
for religious coping (M = 4.30). Despite contradicting results from past studies, 
many studies still support the significant role of religious coping in managing 
stressors (Panico et al., 2022).

The findings revealed that workplace bullying has significant positive associations 
with psychological distress. These findings suggest that victims of workplace 
bullying increased the level of academic staff’s psychological distress. These 
findings are also consistent with findings from previous studies, showing that 
bullying at work results in many undesirable behaviours (Attell et al., 2017; 
Boudrias et al., 2021; Said & Tanova, 2021), such as psychological distress 
(Chan et al., 2019; Esteban et al. 2022; Kärner et al., 2021). As explained by SC 
theory, individuals who are subjected to unreasonable expectations in their work 
experience psychological distress.  

Furthermore, this study found that POS significantly moderates the relationship 
between workplace bullying and psychological distress among academic staff. This 
finding is consistent with the fundamentals of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) that 
explained that social support can have positive effects on the prevention, coping, 
and recovery stages of stress. This confirms the claim made by Attell et al. (2017), 
Canboy et al. (2023), and Djurkovic et al. (2008) that POS acts as a moderator 
between stressor and stress outcome. The results showed that POS minimises the 
negative effects of workplace bullying on psychological distress. This empirical 
evidence further stated that academic staff suffered workplace bullying and that 
the academic staff who experienced psychological distress were fully supported 
and cooperated by organisations that not only encouraged them to face the problem 
but also enhanced their psychological well-being. Concerning the impact of POS, 
this study argued that those employees who can depend on their organisation for 
support and feel valued are more energised and keener as compared to those who 
do not experience such value and support. This study suggests that those who 
experience that greater level of POS can reduce psychological distress among 
academic staff. Furthermore, those who experience inadequate support will lead to 
stress that can influence other aspects of a person’s life. It is in line with the study 
of Wanyama and Eyamu (2021) found that the academic staff who experienced 
institutional support displayed favourable attitudes and desired behaviour in return.
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Theoretical Contributions

This study takes a lead in regarding the moderating role of POS in the SC model. 
Previous studies have focused on the personal effort in searching for a support 
response to stressor (Wilson et al., 2022). This study has systematically tested the 
theory underlying the role of POS. Canboy et al. (2023) and Farley et al. (2023) 
indicated that there is not much rigorous evidence on the role of organisation as an 
institution in assisting its employees in minimising stress. This finding concluded 
that POS is a moderator between workplace bullying and psychological distress 
among academic staff. This study therefore contributes to the body of knowledge 
regarding the role of POS in the stress model among academic staff in higher 
education institutions. 

Additionally, the insignificant mediating effect of religious coping between 
workplace bullying and psychological distress raises the possibility that there are 
more important coping strategies. The results coincide with Lin et al. (2018) and 
Panico et al. (2022). Boudrias et al. (2021) indicated that each person has unique 
coping strategies for dealing with stressors. Considering people utilise religion in 
a variety of ways to cope with stressors. This result is not unexpected given that 
Rizo et al. (2017) noted contradictory results in earlier studies despite the use of a 
similar measurement.

Managerial Implications

Given that academic staff experience higher levels of stress than employees in other 
professions, it is important to comprehend how higher education institutions in this 
industry may support their employees. This study found that academic staff in HEIs 
had a mean score of 2.86 for psychological distress, which is higher than the median 
score of 2.5. In order to lessen their psychological distress, it is essential to improve 
how employees feel that the institution values their contributions and cares for 
their well-being (Eisenberger et al., 1986). This study provides a new perspective 
on how organisations can play a role in social support. The HR department 
should understand the role of POS given by the academic staff toward the HEI. 
The more positively academic staff perceive their support from the institution, 
the more likely it is that the link between workplace bullying and psychological 
distress will be weakened. Due to the nature of the profession, it is difficult to 
lessen the stressors. After many years of research in the field of occupational stress 
among academic staff, studies have uncovered many new sources of stress. In 
order to show academic staff that the HEI supports them, the HR department could 
increase belief in organisational support by getting compliments and approval 
such as monetary rewards, and physical working conditions. Additionally, the HR 
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department must establish channels of communication to hear their complaints 
about workplace bullying. 

Although this study failed to support the significance of religious coping in the 
stress model. Religion can be important in life whether or not there are stressors. 
Since the religious coping score is high, HEIs should not ignore the strategy. In 
order to reduce psychological distress experienced by academic staff, workplace 
bullying should be controlled. Based on the results, workplace bullying has 
occurred among academic staff in HEIs. Although bullying in the workplace is 
unacceptable, HEIs have to be aware of the existence of a toxic work culture. HEIs 
should have clear policies that outline expectations for employee behaviour before 
workplace bullying becomes a severe problem. In order to monitor workplace 
bullying, the HR department should perform a longitudinal study. The study will 
be used as a detector to periodically check for any potential changes in workplace 
bullying. Foreign universities that set up their campus in Malaysia, have been 
advised to incorporate religious elements in their practices. However, to reduce 
psychological distress among academics, religious coping can be ignored by the 
HR department. 

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, three items were used to test religious 
coping to obtain quick and valid measurement. The measurement might not 
accurately reflect the true reaction to the stressor. Therefore, a multi-dimensional 
measurement for religious coping should be developed and adopted in future 
research. Second, the selection of religious coping as the only mediator in a study 
may lead to endogeneity bias. According to earlier studies, people may use a 
variety of coping strategies depending on the scenario of stressors. There may 
be a variety of coping strategies used by different personalities. This study did 
not consider additional control variables such as personality or other types of 
coping strategies. Future studies can include personality as the control variable 
or various coping strategies as the mediators. Third, since the population of this 
study consists predominantly of Muslims, for whom Muslims must perform prayer 
five times a day, the 5-point scale adopted ranging from “never” to “always” may 
not adequately reflect the practices of all religions. Future studies could consider 
employing measures that reflect perceived efficacy. Forth, the cross-sectional 
study utilised in this study may make it less accurate and cannot be generalised 
to determine the impact of workplace bullying on psychological distress. It is 
suggested that future research to conduct a longitudinal study more than two time 
points. 
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CONCLUSION

This study clarifies the complex links between workplace bullying, religiosity 
coping, psychological distress, and POS. The findings support the significant effect 
of workplace bullying on psychological distress. In line with past literature, this 
study demonstrates that POS is a key factor in lowering the impact of workplace 
bullying on psychological distress. However, this study does not demonstrate that 
religious coping is a moderating variable. The results contribute to the existing 
body of knowledge on workplace bullying, psychological distress, and SC theory 
by highlighting the moderating role of POS. In summary, this study sheds light on 
the strategies in which academicians at universities might be assisted. Academic 
staff members’ perspectives, well-being, and values should be given top priority 
at universities. 
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