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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to focus on describing the experience of occupational psychosocial
stress among librarians in Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa. It further seeks to identify the various
psychosocial stress components and how they interact to determine the stress level of librarians.
Design/methodology/approach – Using the Effort-Reward Imbalance scale, this descriptive study
employed a web-based data collection tool (Google Form) to design and solicit data from respondents.
Convenient sampling technique was used to employ 153 librarians from Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa with
at least a diploma in any library-related programme, who work in either academic, public or special libraries.
Findings – This study established the prevalence of occupational psychosocial stress among librarians from
Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa. It was realised that gender, country of residence of respondents, age, work
experience, workers with children under 13 years of age and work roles were the main factors that influenced
the occupational stress among the respondents.
Research limitations/implications – The response rate for this study was low. As a result, undertaking
any inferential statistics to explain relationships was not possible.
Originality/value – The value of this study lies in the depth of narrative data collected and the insight it
affords with regards to contemporary work within libraries in Africa and beyond. The results presented may
provide both a starting point for further discussion and may also promote an increased openness about issues
of employee safety in the library environment.
Keywords Nigeria, Librarianship, Ghana, South Africa, Effort-Reward Imbalance scale,
Occupational psychosocial stress
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Job or occupational stress has become a major concern of many workers and human
resource management, and has in recent times become the focus of many research studies
(Chinyere and Ezinwanyi, 2016). Also, Lee Larson (2004) mentioned job stress as a major
headache in the management of occupational safety as well as in organisational
well-being. Ogunlana et al. (2013) averred that stress is usually expressed as either the
external stimulus from the environment or the response in the individual, subjective in
nature, and can occur in anyone who feels he or she is under pressure. Thus, it involves
processes in which environmental events or forces seem to threaten the well-being of an
individual in the society (Chinyere and Ezinwanyi, 2016). Stress, if not well managed can
be harmful, destructive and detrimental to the well-being of staff and productivity
(Ekienabor, 2016). With regards to the individual, stress can lead workers to become
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detached from their work, resulting in increased negative behaviours like poor
performance, increased absenteeism and poor health status ( Johnson and Indvik, 1996;
van Woerkom et al., 2016). On the other hand, stress can be costly to both the
organisations and countries as whole, as Johnson and Indvik (1996) have confirmed that
work-related stress caused the USA’s economy to lose as high as $150bn a year, with
about 100m working days lost each year because of stress.

Social and technological revolutions in the work environment have been identified as
major causes of stress (Vijayakumar and Remy, 2013). Somvir and Kaushik (2012) described
stress as the changes which the human body experiences, as one adjusts to the continually
changing environment. Moreover, Gandi et al. (2011) submitted that stress involves
cognitive appraisals, physiological reactions and behavioural tendencies that occur in
response to a perceived disparity between situational demands and the resources needed to
cope with them. According to Somvir and Kaushik (2013), individuals need a moderate
amount of stress to be alert and capable of functioning effectively in an organisation.
However, Nekoranec and Kmosena (2015) asserted that whereas the realisation of harmful
effects of stress on employees in the workplace has been known, the effects and
consequences of stress on employees have not been respected.

Akakandelwa and Jain (2013) observed a swift growth of higher education in emerging
economies, with usual features of increasing student memberships, the introduction of
different learning modes (including e-learning, distance learning and evening classes), and
expansion of academic programmes. However, findings from the works of Gudo et al. (2011
and Mukhanji et al. (2016) indicated that these developments often do not commensurate
with requisite resources like funding, staffing levels or increased infrastructure, such as
science laboratories, computer laboratories and library resources, necessary for enhanced
productivity in this sector. Akakandelwa and Jain (2013) supported this by averring that
most units in institutes of higher learning, including libraries, have experienced and
continue to experience a decline in funding, recruitment of qualified human resources and
lack of expansion of infrastructure.

The presence of severe and improper working conditions in libraries, improper
leadership style practices in libraries, information explosion, reduced funding, and lack of
professional and supporting staff are some reasons deduced for the various degrees of
stress among librarians (Vijayakumar and Remy, 2013; Ogunlana et al., 2013). Ranjna (2015)
also identified technology as a major cause of stress in the library. Techno-stress manifests
its effects in the form of increased role overload, role conflict, exhaustion, and burnout and
decreased job satisfaction (Tarafdar et al., 2014). Technology can also contribute to staff
stress if workers are not ready in terms of technical know-how in using the new technology.
Each of these factors can affect the lives of librarians and other library staff. The advent of
information technologies has, over the years, changed library practices from the traditional
library to computerised library, then to automated library and more recently digital library
(Ranjna, 2015). These transformations also denote that library professionals experience
stress as they have to readjust their lives to meet the ever-changing library environment, job
rotation, job promotion, etc.

Many studies have been conducted on stress among librarians all over the world. For
instance, Ajala (2011), Ikonne (2015) and Chinyere and Ezinwanyi (2016) did extensive work
on library-related stress in Nigeria. Furthermore, Akakandelwa and Jain (2013), Gudo et al.
(2011), Farler et al. (2012) and Gill (2017) researched on stress in the library in Botswana,
Kenya, the UK and India respectively. However, none of these studies compared stress
among librarians across different countries. This study, therefore, described the experience
of occupational psychosocial stress among librarians in Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa.
It further sought to identify the various psychosocial stress components and how they
interact to determine the stress level of librarians.
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Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) Scale
Stress-measuring scales exist to enable researchers to do theory-based assessments and
occupational interventions to prevent the adverse effects of stress (Loerbroks et al., 2015).
Among the frequently used scales include the Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) model
(Siegrist, 1996) which conceptualises stressful working conditions as Efforts exceeding
Rewards; the Job-Demand-Control model (Karasek and Theorell, 1990), which defines
work-stress as high job demands paired with low job control; and Organisational Justice
model (Cropanzano et al., 2001), which refers to unfair organisational characteristics in terms
of procedures, social interactions and distribution of rewards.

The ERI scale is a blueprint used to evaluate the relationships between perceived
occupational psychosocial stress and health through ascertaining the discrepancy
between job demands (Efforts) and benefits (Rewards) in a work environment (Siegrist,
2002). The ERI scale categorises the psychosocial work environment into three main
components to include efforts, rewards (these two represent the situational/structural
factors) and over-commitment, which represent personal factors (Siegrist, 1996). Efforts at
work represent the demands and obligations that are imposed on an employee while
occupational rewards connote job resources and benefits provided to the employee which
may include money, esteem and career opportunities (Van Vegchel et al., 2005). Efforts and
rewards may each predict poor health and well-being, however, the imbalance between
high effort and low reward (ER-ratio W 1) has a stronger predictive effect on poor health
and well-being over and above the effects of each single component (Siegrist, 2002).
Categorically, there are two main subscales which include the effort and the
over-commitment subscales. Siegrist (1996) has clarified over-commitment as a personal
trait that defines an individual coping pattern with high efforts and low rewards condition
at work. People who depict high work-related over-commitment incline to have a strong
craving for control, esteem, and approval at work (Siegrist et al., 2004). This makes high
related over-committed people underestimate the demands at work and overestimate
their own potentials and in the long run, they are likely to experience reward frustration
and exhaustion (Niedhammer et al., 2004). This study sought to use the ERI scale because
it is situated well in the research objective of evaluating the perceived discrepancy
between job demands (efforts) and benefits (rewards) in the Africa library environments
(Siegrist, 2002).

Methods and materials
This descriptive study used a web-based data collection tool (Google Form) to design and
solicit for data from respondents. The survey was made up of two parts. Part one
contained questions on respondents’ demographic characteristics with part two
containing a previously validated self-administered questionnaire which sought
information on prevalence and pattern of associated job psychosocial stress (ERI scale)
(Siegrist et al., 2009). The ERI scale was used to measure the self-perceived work-related
stress of respondents in this study. The scale included three parts with 22 items of which
effort is made of 6 items, reward contained 10 items and over-commitment had 6 items.
Respondents were asked to indicate on a four-point Likert scale how frequently they
experienced such stressful situations at work. The scores were from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 4 (strongly agree).

Convenient sampling technique was used to employ 153 librarians. Inclusion criteria
included librarians from Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa with at least a diploma in any
library-related programme, who work in either academic, public or special libraries. The
researchers applied for the mailing lists of the respective Library Associations. The address
(URL) to the survey was sent to all members on the list. The survey was conducted within a
two-month period after which it was closed to respondents.
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Data analysis
The various ERI ratios and sub-ratios were calculated. These included the fourERI ratios
(ERI, Effort-Esteem Imbalance, Effort-Job Security Imbalance and Effort-Job Promotion
Imbalance) and four Over-Commitment Reward Imbalance ratios (Over-Commitment
Reward Imbalance, Over-Commitment-Esteem Imbalance, Over-Commitment-Job Security
Imbalance and Over-Commitment-Job Promotion Imbalance) (Tsutsumi and
Kawakami, 2004). All total scores and sub-scores were converted into percentages for
standardisation. Effort/over-commitment/reward ratios, as well as component sub-ratios of
esteem, job security and job promotion, were calculated by dividing the percentage
effort/over-commitment score by the corresponding reward percentage score. Ratios greater
than 1 were considered “stressed”.

Results
This study had 153 respondents that were relatively distributed among both male (77 (50.33
per cent)) and female (76 (49.67 per cent)) and in all the three countries. It was realised that
majority of the respondents (90 (64.75 per cent)) were between 30 and 45 years of age with a
significant number of them being married (88 (57.52 per cent)) with at least a child under
13 years (90 (58.82 per cent)). Moreover, the study revealed that most of the respondents
(75 (49.02 per cent)) possessed a second degree (University Degree). Table I shows
respondents’ sociodemographic and work characteristics.

The study discovered a high level of occupational psychosocial imbalance among the
study population as denoted by the high rate of Effort-Reward disproportion. This imbalance
was more prevalent among the male population (44 (57.14 per cent)) with Effort-Promotion
Imbalance of 87 (56.86 per cent) being recorded as the highest component stress, which was
predominately experienced by the male respondents. However, Over-Commitment-Effort
Imbalance (48 (31.37 per cent)) recorded the lowest level of stress which was manifested

Categories Parameter Frequency (153) Percentage (100)

Gender Male 77 50.33
Female 76 49.67

Age o30 years 34 24.46
⩾30 years, o45 years 90 64.75
⩾45 years 15 10.79

Marital status Single 65 42.48
Married 88 57.52

Respondents with children under 13 years None 63 41.18
One or more 90 58.82

Level of education Diploma 10 6.54
First Degree 65 42.48
Second Degree 75 49.02
Doctorate 3 1.96

Country Ghana 53 34.64
Nigeria 51 33.33
South Africa 49 32.03

Current position Librarian 46 30.07
Assistant Librarian 48 31.37
Library Assistant 59 38.56

Current designation Acquisitions 50 32.68
Electronic Services 46 30.07
Reference Services 57 37.25

Note: Data are presented as figure and percentage

Table I.
Sociodemographic and
work characteristics
of respondents
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among the female population. Table II gives a detailed information on the prevalence of job
stress among male and female respondents.

The study further sought to find out the level of stress among respondents in relation to
their respective countries. It was revealed that stress was relatively high among
respondents from South Africa (29 (59.18 per cent)) and Nigeria (30 (58.82 per cent)), whereas
Effort-Promotion Imbalance was the leading stress component among respondents from
South Africa 33 (67.35 per cent) and Nigeria (31 (60.78 per cent)), the study recorded low
stress components of Over-Commitment-Security Imbalance (18 (35.29 per cent)) among the
respondents from Nigeria and both Over-Commitment-Reward Imbalance (16 (32.65 per
cent)) and Over-Commitment-Esteem Imbalance (16 (32.65 per cent)) among the South
African respondents. Table III displays the rate of job stress among the respondents as
grouped according to countries.

This study further sought to establish the rate of stress among the respondents based on
some selected demographic characteristics. It was discovered that most of the respondents
with higher ERI were 45 years or more (9 (60.00 per cent)), and respondents with 10 or more
years (76 (55.47 per cent)) of work experience have high ERI. Again, it was reported that
respondents having children who were less than 13 years (53 (58.89 per cent)) had a higher

Parameters Total (153 (100)) Males (77 (50.33)) Females (76 (49.67))

E-RI 83 (54.25) 44 (57.14) 39 (51.32)

Reward sub-components
E-EI 62 (40.52) 33 (42.86) 29 (38.16)
E-PI 87 (56.86) 46 (59.74) 41 (53.95)
E-SI 73 (47.71) 41 (53.25) 32 (42.11)

Over-commitment sub-components
Oc-RI 50 (32.68) 30 (38.96) 20 (26.32)
Oc-EI 48 (31.37) 28 (36.36) 20 (26.32)
Oc-PI 63 (41.18) 38 (49.35) 25 (32.89)
Oc-SI 52 (33.99) 31 (40.26) 21 (27.63)
Notes: E-RI, Effort-Reward Imbalance; E-EI, Effort-Esteem Imbalance; E-PI, Effort-Promotion Imbalance; E-SI,
Effort-Job Security Imbalance; Oc-RI, Over-Commitment-Reward Imbalance; Oc-EI, Over-Commitment-Esteem
Imbalance; Oc-PI, Over-Commitment-Promotion Imbalance; Oc-SI, Over-Commitment-Job Security Imbalance.
Data are presented as figures with corresponding percentage in parenthesis

Table II.
Prevalence of job

stress among male
and female
respondents

Parameters Ghana (53 (34.64)) Nigeria (51 (33.33)) South Africa (49 (32.03))

E-RI 24 (45.28) 30 (58.82) 29 (59.18)
E-EI 14 (26.42) 26 (50.98) 22 (44.90)
E-PI 23 (43.40) 31 (60.78) 33 (67.35)
E-SI 26 (49.06) 26 (50.98) 21 (42.86)
Oc-RI 15 (28.30) 19 (37.25) 16 (32.65)
Oc-EI 11 (20.75) 21 (41.18) 16 (32.65)
Oc-PI 19 (35.85) 21 (41.18) 23 (46.94)
Oc-SI 17 (32.08) 18 (35.29) 17 (34.69)
Notes: E-RI, Effort-Reward Imbalance; E-EI, Effort-Esteem Imbalance; E-PI, Effort-Promotion Imbalance; E-SI,
Effort-Job Security Imbalance; Oc-RI, Over-Commitment-Reward Imbalance; Oc-EI, Over-Commitment-Esteem
Imbalance; Oc-PI, Over-Commitment-Promotion Imbalance; Oc-SI, Over-Commitment-Job Security Imbalance.
Data are presented as figure with corresponding percentage in parenthesis. Data are presented as figures with
the corresponding percentage in parenthesis

Table III.
Prevalence of job

stress among
respondents

categorised according
to countries
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rate of ERI. Regarding the current designation and the job description of the respondents, it
was revealed that those working in the acquisitions and cataloguing sections (29 (58.00 per
cent)) and those who considered their jobs as “Administrative” 27(58.70 per cent)
experienced work-related stress, respectively. Table IV displays respondents’
sociodemographic stratified ERI.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to explore issues of work-related stress amongst library
professionals and establish the extent to which they perceived themselves to be stressed in
undertaking their roles as librarians, and also compare the stress prevalence among
librarians from different countries. The library has traditionally been seen as the “heart of
the university” serving the academic community of its parent institution (Bhatt, 2010).
Combining the role of mangers, teachers, researchers, information technology experts,
information generation and dissemination, user education among others puts a lot of
responsibilities on the present day academic librarian. According to Gill (2017), library
professionals in a digital library environment do not only play their roles inside their
libraries, but also exceed the library’s capacity to support other units of their institutions.
These responsibilities make their library staff potentially susceptible to stress (Kusi et al.,
2014; Owusu and Tawiah, 2014).

The current study revealed a high level of occupational psychosocial stress of 83 (54.25
per cent) among librarians. This finding is similar to the results of Ogunlana et al. (2013) in
their studies on job stress and job satisfaction among academic librarians in South West
Nigerian universities, where higher levels of stress were reported. However, the finding of

Parameter Total E-RI

Ages
Less than 30 years 34 (24.46) 16 (47.06)
B/n 30 and 44 years 90 (64.75) 50 (55.56)
45 years or more 15 (10.79) 9 (60.00)

Number of years on current position
Less than 5 years 11 (7.19) 6 (54.55)
B/n 4 and 9 years 5 (3.27) 1 (20.00)
10 years or more 137 (89.54) 76 (55.47)

Number of children under 13 years of age
No child 63 (41.18) 30 (47.62)
One or more child 90 (58.82) 53 (58.89)

Current designation
Acquisitions and cataloguing 50 (32.68) 29 (58.00)
Electronic and institutional repository 46 (30.07) 21 (45.65)
Reference services 57 (37.25) 33 (57.89)

Job description
Administrative 46 (30.06) 27 (58.70)
Tutorial 7 (4.58) 2 (28.57)
Both 100 (65.36) 54 (54.00)

Marital status
Single 63 (41.18) 35 (55.56)
Married 88 (57.52) 46 (52.27)
Divorce 2 (1.30) 2 (100)
Notes: E-RI, Effort-Reward Imbalance. Data are presented as figures and percentage

Table IV.
Effort-Reward
Imbalance as
presented by selected
demographic
characteristics
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this study is different from that of Wijetunge (2012) whose research on work-related stress
among university librarians in Sri Lanka reported moderate level of stress among the
respondents. The differences in stress levels recorded in these studies may be as a result of
the different systems and cultures that exist in these countries that might have given
different perception to the work-related stressors (Stoner and Perrewe, 2006). More so, the
use of the ERI scale might have accounted for the variation in stress levels. Previous studies
on stress among librarians did not make use of this scale. This finding will be extremely
important to library managers who want to get the best out of their staff. The result will
serve as a guide in planning well so that staff’s efforts are matched with the requisite
rewards. This is because when efforts and rewards are balanced, all parties (staff, managers
and the library as a whole) benefit.

A descriptive examination of stress among the respondents indicated that the male
population (44 (57.14 per cent)) had a high ERI. This concurred with the findings of
Ogunlana et al. (2013) and Omoniyi and Ogunsanmi (2012) that discovered a high stress
prevalence among male populations. This finding, however, is not in tandem with the
findings of other earlier studies ((Kristensen et al., 2005; Sackey et al., 2011; Ilo, 2016) and
does not also agree with the hypothesis of differential vulnerabilities which expects women
to be more responsive to work stressors than men ( Jeon et al., 2017). The reason for the
current finding stems from the challenging economic environments in these countries,
especially where most men are the breadwinners of the family, and have to work extra hours
in order to be economically stable to fend for their families.

The higher level of stress among respondents from South Africa (29 (59.18 per cent))
corroborated with the findings of Akakandelwa and Jain (2013) that established that
salary-related issues and workload related issues were some reasons for the high prevalence
of stress among librarians in southern Africa. Again, the relatively high stress prevalence
rate among Nigerians (30 (58.82 per cent)) is in tandem with the findings of Ogunlana et al.
(2013), which established that that there exists a high prevalence of stress among librarians
in Nigeria which could be as a result of role ambiguity, role conflict and unconducive
physical work environment and psychological well-being of the people.

The study again revealed that the age of respondents was a contributing factor to their
stress levels. Contrary to the observations of Ajala (2011), which concluded that many
younger librarians showed higher levels of work-related stress, this study established that
the older population (45 years or more) (9 (60.00 per cent)) experienced more stress. However,
the findings of (Fonseka, 2012) agree with the findings of this study and conclude that stress
tends to increase with age particularly at 40 years and above. This may be attributed to the
fact that older staff usually have more responsibilities both at work and home than younger
staff (Akakandelwa and Jain, 2013).

The present findings suggest that age may be one of the potential moderators of
occupational psychosocial stress. Consistent with the findings of Tsutsumi et al. (2002) and
Wireko-Gyebi and Ametepeh (2016), this study reported a high level of ERI among the
respondents who were less experienced (less than five years on the job (6 (54.55 per cent)))
and those who were more experienced on the job (ten years or more (76 (55.47 per cent))) (see
Table IV ). For young employees, Mosadeghrad (2013) identified conflicting work demands,
insufficient training, lack of job security, role ambiguity and too much responsibilities as
some factors that mostly contribute to occupational stress. The findings on “experienced
employees” as established by this study, however, contradict many findings. Previous
studies have reported significant negative work experience with stress (Al-Omar, 2003).

This study also revealed that having children of ages 13 years or less could contribute to
workers’ experience of stress. Thus, it was found out that, librarians with children under
13 years of age experienced a higher degree of stress 53 (58.89 per cent). Qualitative studies by
Fox (2009) and Williams (2010) indicated two major sources of parenting stress for
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working-class parents to include “the inability to provide financial support and the lack of
family-friendly accommodations at work.” To financially support their families, working-class
parents undertake a variety of strategies, and according to Williams (2010), some parents
work long hours, sometimes by taking multiple jobs at a time and others, as asserted by
Woldoff and Cina (2007), make extra money through under-the-table jobs. These additional
responsibilities and the efforts of undertaking the caregiver role in their homes are major
stressors for this category of workers.

Apart from a record of high Effort-Promotion Imbalance of 87(56.86 per cent), this study
recorded low levels of stress under the various component stressors (see Table II). This
means that most of the stress experienced by the respondents was as a result of the
librarians putting in more efforts in their job than they get in the form of promotions at
their work places. This is a possible indication of restricted space for vertical mobility
(Madu and Mamomane, 2003; Makie, 2006). The demanding requirement for promotion
for most librarians may be some reasons that could be assigned for this high record of
Effort-Promotion Imbalance in this study (Ismail and Noor, 2016).

Professionally, the findings of this study provide enough evidence for the management
of libraries. Stress is a menace that needs to be well managed in order to get the best out of
the library human resource. Management of stress in libraries is not only advantageous to
the library staff, but also the institution as a whole. This is because a stress-free
environment and stress-free staff may impact positively on productivity and profits. This
makes a study like this that sought to understand the prevalence of occupational stress in
the library environment an important one for library managers. As indicated in the study,
understanding of stress in the library requires library managers to appreciate the dynamics
of their staff, the expectations required from them and the corresponding rewards that
should go with these expectations. Also, the findings of this study can guide human
resource policy formulations in the. Library staff from the onset should be made aware of
what is expected from them through a formal and detailed job description. Moreover,
rewards in terms of remunerations, promotions and resources to function effectively should
be made known and readily available to the staff. These will go long way to help staff stay
in balance with regards to their efforts and rewards.

Conclusions
Using the ERI scale to access the occupational psychosocial stress of library staff in Africa,
this study has established the existence of high record of occupational psychosocial stress
among librarians from Ghana, Nigeria and South Africa. It was revealed that gender,
country of respondents, age, work experience, workers with children under 13 years of age,
work roles among others were the main factors that determined the occupational stress
among librarians in this study. The creation of an enabling working environment with
clearly defined expectations and rewards will help library staff to appreciate whatever
return they receive for their outputs.

In terms of limitations to this study, it was conducted with the use of an online data
collection instrument (Google Form(R)). This did not help in increasing the response rate as
most targeted respondents did not respond to the survey. Further research can be conducted
to show the representativeness of findings across different settings aside the library
environments. Second, future research also needs to consider longitudinal studies that
measure work-stress over a period of time. This will not only help to get a higher response rate,
it will also help to appreciate a better representation of work-stress among a set of workers.
However, the value of the findings of this study lies in the depth of narrative data collected and
the insight it affords with regards to contemporarywork within libraries in Africa and beyond.
The results presented may provide both a starting point for further discussion and may also
promote an increased openness about issues of employee safety in the work place.
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