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Purpose: The association between work stress and well-being has been well documented. However, the underlying mechanism for 
such association is not clear, especially in terms of how work stress relates to both personal and relational well-being. Based on the 
Conservation of Resources Theory and the Stress Process Model, the present study examined the potential indirect roles of the sense of 
control and the work-related rumination in the associations between work stress and both personal and relational well-being.
Methods: Data were collected from 536 married Chinese university teachers (Mage = 39.40 + 7.64, 38.6% males) through an online 
survey. Analyses were conducted using structural equation modeling via Mplus.
Results: Work stress was indirectly associated with life satisfaction through (a) sense of control, (b) work-related rumination, and (c) 
a sequential pathway from sense of control to work-related rumination. Work stress was indirectly associated with relationship 
satisfaction through sense of control.
Conclusion: Findings suggest that sense of control would be an important linking mechanism underlying the association between 
work stress and college teachers’ well-being. Personal well-being may be more vulnerable to work-related rumination than relational 
well-being. Insights for prevention and intervention efforts in enriching college teachers’ well-being are discussed.
Keywords: work stress, sense of control, work-related rumination, well-being, college teachers

Introduction
Work stress has been consistently associated with individuals’ psychosocial maladjustment (eg, compromised mental health, 
sleep quality, self-efficacy, and organizational commitment).1–3 Work stress not only may compromise personal functioning but 
also impairs relational functioning.4 Personal well-being (eg, life satisfaction) and relational well-being (eg, relationship 
satisfaction) are two important aspects of psychosocial adjustment that are vulnerable to work stress.5–8 Individuals with high 
levels of work stress usually experience more emotional exhaustion and work-family conflict and become less satisfied with both 
their lives and marriages.1,6,8,9 Indirect roles of psychological capital and self-esteem have been found in the associations between 
work stress and personal and relational well-being.7,10 Even though a small body of studies have identified underlying 
mechanisms in associations between work stress and well-being, scant studies have investigated the underlying mechanisms 
in the associations between work stress and the two types of well-being simultaneously. Given that personal and relational well- 
being are distinct but related and the linking mechanisms underlying the associations between work stress and personal and 
relational well-being may overlap, without considering both personal and relational well-being simultaneously, the examinations 
may not provide a complete picture of the unique pathways among these associations. To address this gap, the present study 
examined the potential indirect roles of sense of control and work-related rumination in the associations between work stress and 
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both personal and relational well-being among college teachers, who usually face multiple faculty stressors in the university 
setting such as organizational inadequacy, financial inadequacy, teaching-research conflict, and unfavourable student quality.2

The Potential Indirect Role of the Sense of Control
The Conservation of Resources Theory (CRT) has been widely employed to investigate the implications of resource losses (eg, 
sense of community, social support) that result from various stress (eg, COVID-19 stress, traumatic stress) for individual 
developmental outcomes.11–14 The CRT highlights the importance of personal resources for individuals’ well-being and 
emphasizes that resource loss (eg, compromised personal control, impaired optimism) is the principal element in the stress 
process.15,16 Specifically, people are motivated to preserve personal resources, which could be undermined under high stress 
(resource loss) and further lead to impaired well-being. Individuals’ sense of control is among the critical personal resources 
that may serve as a linking mechanism that help explain how work stress relates to college teachers’ well-being.

Sense of control is an adaptive value that provides the motivation to make efforts to change personal plight.17 Sense 
of control has been associated with enhanced personal well-being (eg, life satisfaction) and adaptive behaviors (eg, 
physical activity), and decreased mental health problems (eg, depressive symptoms).18–20 Moreover, positive associations 
have been found between personal control and relationship outcomes (eg, relationship satisfaction, commitment, and 
closeness) among couples.21,22 Individuals with high levels of self-control are more likely to regulate themselves (eg, 
emotions, thoughts, and behavioral impulses) and present pro-relationship behaviors (eg, forgiveness), which in turn 
could promote relationship functioning.21

Association between work stress and sense of control also has been identified in previous research. For instance, work 
stress has been related to anxiety through sense of control among medical workers in the COVID-19 situation.23 

Moreover, a three-wave longitudinal study has revealed that high level of work stress compromised self-control and 
further led to emotional problems (eg, depressive and anxious symptoms) among kindergarten teachers.24 Overall, based 
on the theoretical and empirical evidence, work stress may be indirectly related to both personal and relational well-being 
through sense of control.

The Potential Indirect Role of Work-Related Rumination
The Stress Process Model (SPM) provides theoretical support for the indirect role of work-related rumination in the 
association between work stress and well-being. The SPM emphasizes that an initial stressor can lead to negative 
consequences by facilitating secondary stressors (also called stress proliferation).25,26 Secondary stressors could be 
adverse experiences (eg, discrimination, caregiving burden) or damaged resources (eg, compromised self-mastery, self- 
esteem).27–30 Work stress, as a critical form of primary stressors, would foster individuals’ negative experiences of work- 
related rumination (secondary stressor), which may relate to personal and relational well-being as a result.

Rumination is a responding mode to distress that includes repetitively and passively focusing on its symptoms and 
possible causes and impacts.31 Rumination is characterized by its perseverative thinking and treated as a maladaptive 
coping to stressful experiences.32 Work-related rumination is a cognitive process of continuously thinking about work (eg, 
work-related tasks and activities) during non-work time.33,34 Work-related rumination is the consequence of work stress, 
which has been supported across studies employing different populations (eg, employees, university teachers).35–37 

Employees with mountains of unfinished work tasks are dissatisfied with their own competence and may be more likely 
to repetitively think about their work at their leisure time (eg, weekend).35 This also applies to college teachers who 
typically are facing high levels of work stress and thus tend to ruminate over their work issues.36

Given that cognitive overload in non-work hours impairs the off-job recovery and well-being (eg, vigor, fatigue, 
negative mood), the negative effect of work-related rumination, as a cognitive process that may result in cognitive 
overload, has been highlighted in the field of recovery research.38–40 Work-related rumination has been associated with 
both personal and relational well-being.39,41,42 A daily diary study revealed that psychotherapeutic practitioners’ daily 
work-related rumination is associated with bad mood, increased nervousness, and tiredness after work.40 Similarly, 
elementary and secondary school teachers with high work-related rumination are more likely to have worse sleep quality 
and experience more negative mood.43,44 Moreover, workplace incivility is associated with work-family conflict through 
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rumination related to work among university faculty members.42 Based on the SPM and empirical evidence, work-related 
rumination may serve as the linking mechanism through which work stress relates to personal and relational well-being.

The Relationship Between Sense of Control and Work-Related Rumination
The relationship between personal control and rumination has been identified in various populations (eg, patients 
suffering psychiatric disorders, community sample).45,46 Some studies revealed that rumination served as a linking 
mechanism in the associations of personal control with mental health outcomes (eg, PTSD symptoms and depressive 
symptoms) and aggressive behaviors.46–49 These studies emphasize that personal control is a substantial resource and 
individuals with heightened levels of sense of control (either the general control or a specific attention control) are less 
likely to ruminate, which may further contribute to reduced mental health problems and interpersonal mistreatment. In 
addition, some studies that examine the underlying mechanisms in the stress–outcome relationships have discovered that 
compromised personal resources (eg, diminished self-compassion and academic engagement) resulting from stress 
usually come before negative experiences (eg, shame, low academic achievement).50,51 College teachers’ drained 
sense of control due to multiple stressors at work (eg, teaching, research) may result in insufficient personal resources 
to protect them from work-related rumination.2 Thus, work stress may be indirectly related to both personal and 
relational well-being through a sequential pathway from sense of control to work-related rumination among college 
teachers.

The Present Study
Although the association between work stress and well-being has been well established, the mechanisms underlying this 
association are not clear yet, in particular, when simultaneously considering the implications of work stress for both 
personal and relational well-being. Based on the CRT and the SPM, the present study investigated the potential indirect 
roles of sense of control and work-related rumination in the associations between work stress and life satisfaction and 
relationship satisfaction among college teachers. We hypothesized that work stress would be associated with both life and 
relationship satisfaction through (a) sense of control, (b) work-related rumination, and (c) a sequential pathway from 
sense of control to work-related rumination.

Methods
Participants and Procedure
Data of the present study were from a project on the relationship between work stress and psychosocial adjustment 
among Chinese college teachers. Convenience sampling was used, and recruitment information was spread by college 
teachers in their social networks. Participants were informed the research purpose, confidentiality, and the principle of 
voluntary participation. They provided informed consent before filling out the online survey. Qualified participants 
received a monetary reward (80 RMB, approximately US $ 11). The project was approved by the research ethics 
committee of the School of Social Development and Public Policy at Beijing Normal University before data collection.

Overall, 800 participants registered and completed the online survey. After excluding cases who failed the attention 
check (n = 72), whose affiliation is outside China (n = 1), and who were not currently married (n = 191), the rest of the 
sample was retained (n = 536; 207 males). The sample consisted of 191 (35.6%) teachers from national key institutions 
(The 211/985 National Key Universities), 305 teachers (56.9%) from provincial key institutions, and 33 teachers (6.2%) 
from vocational and technical institutions. For the region of universities, 135 (25.2%) teachers were from southern China, 
96 (17.9%) from eastern China, 47 (8.8%) from northern and northeastern China, and 253 (47.2%) from western and 
central China. The average age of the participants was 39.40 (SD = 7.64) years old. The average duration of marriage of 
the participants was 11.85 years (SD = 9.26). Nearly, all of the participants (99.8%) obtained the bachelor degree or 
above. Among them, 344 (64.3%) had a PhD degree. In terms of teaching experiences, 29.5% of participants had less 
than 5 years of teaching experience, 25.5% had 5–10 years, 30.6% had 11–20 years, and 14.4% had more than 20 years. 
Regarding professional ranks, 7.8% were categorized as senior research assistants, 44.4% lectures/assistant professors, 
34.3% associate professors, and 13.4% professors.
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Measures
Work Stress
Work stress was assessed by the 22-item Revised Sources of Faculty Stress scale (R-SFS),2 which assesses the stressors 
relevant to higher education including recognition inadequacy, perceived organizational inadequacy, factors intrinsic to 
teaching, financial inadequacy, teaching-research conflict, unfavorable student quality, and new challenges. Confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) results showed that the measurement model for faculty stress fit the data well (χ2 = 38.78, df = 11, 
p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97, SRMR = 0.034, RMSEA = 0.069 with 90% CI [0.046, 0.093]). Example items include “Teaching 
schedules are too tight” and “Too much research work after teaching hours.” The items were rated on a 6-point scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Higher mean scores indicated higher levels of work stress. 
Cronbach’s α for the whole scale was 0.92 and ranged from 0.72 to 0.91 for subscales.

Sense of Control
Sense of control was assessed by the personal mastery scale.17 This scale includes 4 items measured on a 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Example items are “Whether or not I am able to get what 
I want is in my own hands”, and “I can do just about anything I really set my mind to.” Higher mean scores indicated 
higher levels of sense of control. Cronbach’s α in the present study was 0.87.

Work-Related Rumination
University teachers’ repetitive thoughts related to work during non-work hours were measured by the affective rumina-
tion subscale of the work-related rumination scale.52 The 5 items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (always). A higher value represented a higher level of work-related rumination. Example items are “Are you 
irritated by work issues when not at work?” and “Do you become fatigued by thinking about work-related issues during 
your free time?” Cronbach’s α in the present study was 0.92.

Personal Well-Being
Personal well-being was indicated by life satisfaction, which was assessed by the 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale 
(SWLS).53 Participants rated their responses on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree). Example items are “In most ways my life is close to my ideal”, and “So far I have gotten the important things 
I want in life.” Cronbach’s α in the present study was 0.89.

Relational Well-Being
Relational well-being was indicated by relationship satisfaction, which was measured by the Relationship Assessment Scale 
(RAS).54 The 7 items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (low satisfaction) to 5 (high satisfaction). Example items are 
“In general, how satisfied are you with your relationship?” and “How good is your relationship compared to most?” Higher 
mean scores indicated higher levels of satisfaction toward marriage. Cronbach’s α in the present study was 0.93.

Covariates
Covariates in the present study included demographic variables (ie, age, sex, educational level), variables related to 
professionals (ie, years of teaching, professional title, concurrent administrative position) and participants’ residential 
regions (ie, north and northeastern China, eastern China, southern China, and western and central China) and college 
levels/ranking (ie, national key institutions, provincial key institutions, junior vocational and technical institutions).

Data Analysis
Structural equation modeling was used to examine the hypothesized model with Mplus (version 8.3). Missing data were 
addressed using the full information maximum likelihood method. Robust maximum likelihood estimator that allows for non- 
normal distribution data was employed for structural equation modeling.55 The model fit indices employed to evaluate the model 
fit were χ2, RMSEA (<0.08), CFI (>0.90), and SRMR (<0.08).56 A resampling approach with bias-corrected bootstrapping (5000 
times) was used to address the sampling distribution of the indirect effects. The significance of the indirect effects was assessed 
by bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CIs). A CI that does not include zero indicates that the corresponding indirect effect 
was significant.57 Faculty stress was specified as a latent variable and indicated by 7 dimensions; other key study variables were 
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specified as manifest variables. The covariates (ie, age, sex, educational level, years of teaching, professional title, concurrent 
administrative position, and regions and levels of universities) were included in the model.

Results
The descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of key variables are showed in Table 1. Associations among key 
variables were in the expected directions.

The model fit of hypothesized model was adequate (Figure 1; χ2 (127) = 309.971, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.907, SRMR = 
0.041, RMSEA = 0.052 with 90% CI [0.045, 0.059]). Faculty stress was negatively associated with life satisfaction (β = 
−0.127, SE = 0.053, p = 0.016) but was not associated with relationship satisfaction (β = −0.085, SE = 0.062, p = 0.169). 
All the indirect effects involving the association between faculty stress and life satisfaction were significant (Table 2). 
Specifically, faculty stress was associated with life satisfaction through sense of control (b = −0.126, SE = 0.034, 95% CI 
[−.203, −0.065], β = −0.078), work-related rumination (b = −0.174, SE = 0.042, 95% CI [−.265, −0.098], β = −0.109), 
and a serial pathway from sense of control to work-related rumination (b = −0.009, SE = 0.004, 95% CI [−.021, −0.004], 
β = −0.006). Faculty stress was only indirectly associated with relationship satisfaction via sense of control (b = −0.031, 
SE = 0.012, 95% CI [−.061, −0.012], β = −0.031).

Discussion
Although the implications of work stress for individuals’ well-being have been well documented, the underlying mechanisms for 
how work stress compromises personal and relationship well-being are still not clear yet. The present study sought to address this 
gap by examining the indirect roles of sense of control and work-related rumination in the associations between work stress and 
both personal and relational well-being among college teachers. Results revealed that sense of control and work-related 
rumination served as critical linking mechanisms that accounted for the relationships between work stress and college teachers’ 
personal and relational well-being. The findings fit well within the CRT, which highlights the importance of personal resources for 
maintaining and promoting individuals’ well-being. Moreover, our findings also support the SPM that emphasizes the stress 
proliferation in the stress–outcome process. Initial daily work stress would lead to two secondary stressors in the forms of 
compromised personal resources (ie, sense of control) and negative experiences (ie, work-related rumination), which further 
impair well-being.

First, work stress was associated with both personal and relational well-being through sense of control among college teachers. 
This finding indicates that sense of control is important for work stress to transmit its negative effect into well-being. Individuals 
who perceive high personal control and mastery are more likely to be satisfied with their lives and relationships.20,22 However, 
sense of control is vulnerable to the work stress.23 College teachers facing high workload may experience heightened levels of 
emotional problems and ego depletion,24,58 which make them difficult to manage their emotions and impulsive behaviors in life 
and effectively deal with conflict with partners, resulting in diminished personal and relational well-being as a result.

Second, work stress was associated with personal well-being through rumination and a sequential pathway from sense 
of control to work-related rumination. This finding supports the tenet of the SPM,25,26 which emphasizes that initial 
stressors transmit negative effect into adverse consequences through facilitating secondary stressors, including the 
negative experiences and the impaired personal resources.27,29 In addition, this finding also echoes the findings of the 
studies that individuals with high self-control are less likely to fall into rumination.47,48 College teachers enduring high 
work stress may lose sense of control that they strive to maintain, which further would compromise their capacities to 
disengage or shift attention away from repetitive thoughts related to work responsibilities. This negative experience, in 
turn, could drain their energy and inhibit the recovery in non-work hours, resulting in the diminished personal well-being.

Note that the present study found that work stress was not associated with relational well-being through the pathways 
involving work-related rumination. One potential reason for this null finding is that work-related rumination may be 
a distal factor for marital satisfaction. In support of this idea, based on 43 dyadic longitudinal studies, a recent large-scale 
meta-analysis found that relationship satisfaction is more explained by relationship-specific variables (eg, commitment, 
conflict) than individual difference variables (eg, negative affect, depression).59 Thus, repetitive thoughts on work may 
indirectly relate to relational well-being through triggering relationship-specific factors such as work-family conflict,60 

which can be a promising direction for future studies.
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among the Key Variables

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. FS-PV 3.83 1.27 —

2. FS-OP 4.01 1.21 0.68*** —
3. FS-IA 3.83 1.08 0.50*** 0.55*** —

4. FS-RS 4.24 1.26 0.48*** 0.48*** 0.51*** —

5. FS-TRB 4.33 1.12 0.31*** 0.44*** 0.56*** 0.41*** —
6. FS-SQ 3.80 1.19 0.23*** 0.29*** 0.42*** 0.29*** 0.27*** —

7. FS-IC 3.73 1.15 0.19*** 0.26*** 0.42*** 0.36*** 0.40*** 0.50*** —

8. SC 4.61 1.09 −0.20*** −0.19*** −0.16*** −0.10* −0.10* −0.08 −0.06 —
9. WR 3.19 0.96 0.32*** 0.38*** 0.40*** 0.26*** 0.39*** 0.24*** 0.34*** −0.24*** —

10. LS 4.37 1.20 −0.34*** −0.31*** −0.22*** −0.21*** −0.15** −0.19*** −0.10* 0.49*** −0.37*** —

11. RS 3.76 0.74 −0.12** −0.20*** −0.14** −0.15** −0.06 −0.17*** −0.15*** 0.21*** −0.18*** 0.42*** —

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: FS, faculty stress; PV, inadequate recognition of personal values; OP, organizational practices; IA, instructional activities; RS, research support; TRB, teaching-research balance; SQ, student quality; IC, instructional 
changes; SC, sense of control; WR, work-related rumination; LS, life satisfaction; RS, relationship satisfaction.
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Implications
The present study has some theoretical and practical implications. This study simultaneously investigated the underlying 
mechanisms in the associations between work stress and both personal and relational well-being, which provides the 
specificity as how work stress dampens individuals’ well-being across multiple life domains. The identification of the 
indirect role of sense of control in the associations between work stress and both personal and relational well-being 
suggests that depleted personal resource is substantial for transmitting the negative effect of work stress into well- 
being.61 Moreover, the finding that indirect role of work-related rumination in the association between work stress and 
personal rather than relational well-being indicates that personal well-being may be more vulnerable to work-related 
rumination than relational well-being. This finding further documents the importance of differentiating personal versus 
relational well-being when investigating the mechanism in the association between work stress and individuals’ well- 
being. In addition, differences of these two types of well-being should be considered when developing intervention to 
enrich the well-being of individuals who suffer from high work stress. A recent scoping review suggests that the 
mindfulness-based intervention is helpful for reducing teachers’ work stress and emotional exhaustion.62 Treatments and 
approach that focus on reducing work stress and improving personal control may be useful in enhancing both personal 
and relational well-being.62,63 Interventions and skills (eg, boundary management, engagement in recovery activities) 

Figure 1 Paths and standardized path coefficients for hypothesized model. 
Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 2 Direct and Indirect Effects of Faculty Stress on Life and Relationship Satisfaction

Paths Standardized Parameter  
Estimates

S.E. Bias-Corrected CI (95%)

Lower Upper

Life satisfaction

Direct effect −0.127 0.053 −0.230 −0.020
Indirect effects

FS → SC → LS −0.078 0.021 −0.123 −0.039
FS → WR → LS −0.109 0.024 −0.160 −0.063
FS → SC → WR → LS −0.006 0.002 −0.013 −0.002

Relationship satisfaction

Direct effect −0.085 0.062 −0.215 0.036
Indirect effects

FS → SC → RS −0.031 0.012 −0.062 −0.012
FS → WR → RS −0.050 0.027 −0.106 0.003
FS → SC → WR → RS −0.003 0.002 −0.008 0.000

Note: All significant indirect effects were labeled in bold. 
Abbreviations: FS, faculty stress; SC, sense of control; WR, work-related rumination; LS, life satisfaction; RS, relationship 
satisfaction.
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focusing on reducing work-related rumination or enhancing psychological detachment from work may be helpful for 
improving personal well-being among those haunted by work stressors.64

Limitations
Some limitations of the present study need to be noted. First, given that the present study employed a cross-sectional 
design, the causal relationships among key variables cannot be inferred. Even though the documented associations were 
theoretically based, the directions of these associations may be the reverse65, which could be tested using cross-lagged 
models in the future longitudinal research. Second, the present study relied on the self-report data, which may increase 
the risks of social desirability and self-report bias. Future studies could employ both self reports and physiological 
measures of work stress (eg, hair cortisol concentrations) to reduce the common method bias.66 Third, even though the 
present study assessed and controlled for a series of critical socio-demographic variables in the analyses, some other 
relevant work characteristics (eg, major and departments of teachers, work time) were not assessed in the study,36 which 
can be assessed and included to replicate the current findings in future studies.

Conclusion
The present study identified the specific indirect pathways in the associations between work stress and personal and 
relational well-being among college teachers. Work stress was associated with personal well-being through a) sense of 
control, b) rumination and (c) a sequential pathway from sense of control to work-related rumination. Work stress was 
associated with relational well-being through sense of control rather than the pathways involving work-related rumina-
tion. Findings support the tenets of the CRT and the SPM that the impairment of personal resources and stress 
proliferation are important for understanding how work stress relates to individuals’ well-being across multiple life 
domains. Moreover, differentiating personal and relational well-being should be considered when investigating the 
underlying mechanisms in the association between work stress and individuals’ well-being.
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