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Abstract 

Background: Not much information is available on the level of the sense of coherence (SOC) of the 
working population in South Africa. SOC is the disposition of an individual to accept strain as one of the 
factors that fosters growth and maturity. It develops from infancy through adolescence from the resources 
available to an individual and could deplete through stressors. Work stressors are those elements in the 
workplace that could result in harmful behaviour patterns and stress-aversive reactions. While family 
stressors are those elements in the domestic environment that engender strain and counterproductive 
behaviour in individuals.   

Aim: The main aim of the article was to examine the association among SOC and work and family 
stressors among professional level employees in the South African Public Service. The objectives of this article 
are (1) to ascertain if the professional level employees investigated had strong or weak sense of coherence 
(SOC) and (2) To determine the effect of work and family stressors on SOC. 

 Setting: The study was conducted among professional level employees and top management of a 
municipality in the South African Public Service. 

Methods: In this pragmatic, cross-sectional study design, a sample of 307 professional level employees 
born during the apartheid era in South Africa completed the 13-version Orientation to life Questionnaire 
(OLQ), work stressor and family stressor questionnaires as well as an elementary demographic questionnaire. 
Additional data was collected from the interview of 11 other top management members.  

Results and conclusion: The findings refuted the claims that unfavourable environmental conditions 
could affect the development of a strong SOC in an individual by revealing that professional level employees 
at the South African Public Service generally had strong SOC. It further revealed that the respondents in 
comparison with the family stressors were experiencing much work stressors.  The findings have implications 
for workplace practices and management of work and family stressors.  
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1. Introduction 

Work and family stressors capable of affecting an individual’s sense of coherence are on the 
increase among the working populace. In addition to this, professional level employees at the South 
African Public Service; are bequeathed with an institutional legacy from the apartheid government and 
saddled with the responsibility of assisting the democratic government in correcting some of the 
numerous injustices of the apartheid regime. The policies of the apartheid government were generally 
discriminatory and largely separated the black and the coloured population of South Africa (May & 
Govender, 1998;  2004; Özler, 2007). Among the black population, poverty was rated at 68% (May & 
Govender, 1998; Ozler, 2007). In those days, children were neither shielded from the violence at home nor 
the larger community.  They were exposed to hunger, irregular feeding and poor education (May & 
Govender, 1998). The consequences of the foregoing conditions could have had adverse influence on the 
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development of strong sense of coherence among children and adolescents born and nurtured in those 
days.  

Antonovsky (1993, 1991, 1987) reports that a sense of coherence is developed through available 
social support and good living conditions of an infant (Mattila, Rautava, Honkinen, Ojanlatva, Jaakkola et 
al., 2011). This study assumes that because of the ills of apartheid, children born and raised in those days 
have weak SOC. Most employees at the professional level of employment in the South African Public 
Service were born and raised during the apartheid era. At the workplace, in addition to the effects of 
apartheid, these employees are faced with challenges emanating from the underperformance of 
governance, incessant structural changes in administration, reforms in local government, territorial 
changes and novel ways of measuring performance and delivering service to citizens (Cameron, 2005). 
And at the family domain, they contend with family- related stressors like parenting, need to care for 
dependant relatives, child care, consequences of HIV/AIDS pandemic, substance/alcohol challenges and 
relational issues (Azeem & Akhtar, 2014; Tavora, 2012; Voydanoff, 2004). These situations are all stressful. 

SOC has been proposed as one of the internal resources that assists an individual in handling 
stressors (Feldt, Leskinen, Kinnunen & Ruoppila, 2003; Nielsen & Hansson, 2007; Richardson & Ratner, 
2005). The way in which individuals respond to stress show the strength of their SOC; i.e., whether it is 
weak or strong. Depending on the strength of an individual’s SOC, social support, work-life benefits 
and/or personal internal resources (Abe, 2016) can be used in addressing stressors. Scholars report that 
individuals having strong SOC (an internal personal resource) cope better with stressors (Diraz, Ortlepp & 
Greyling, 2003; Du Toit, 2002). Literature reveals that weak SOC among employees facing high levels of 
work and family stressors could lead to counterproductive behaviours (Hershcovis, Turner, Barling, 
Arnold, Dupré et. al., 2007). The conservation of resources (COR) model underpinned the examination of 
the interplay among SOC and work and family stressors in this article.  

Data collected from professional level employees at a metropolitan municipality in the South 
African public service were analysed to establish if (1) the employees had weak or strong SOC, (2) to 
determine whether the apartheid era and its adverse conditions had any significant effect therein and (3) 
to ascertain if the participants were faced with work and family stressors.  
 

2. Review of important concepts to this study 
This section presents the review of relevant literature on SOC, and work and family stressors to 

prevent any misperception with respect to the focus of this article.  
 

2.1 Sense of Coherence (SOC) 
SOC has been described as a mental resource acquired by a person from infancy through 

adolescence (Antonovsky, 1987; Rivera, García-Moya, Moreno & Ramos, 2013) which assists the person in 
coping with stressors (Sarenmalm, Browall, Persson, Fall‐Dickson & Gaston‐Johansson, 2013). It is a 
general disposition of a person to appraise the world from three typical components viz,  
1) Meaningfulness (a view that stressors are significant challenges which should be exploited), 2) 
manageability (the notion that the individual has adequate means of tackling challenges present in the 
environment) and 3) comprehensibility (a perception that an individual’s environment could be explained, 
arranged and predicted) (Kivimäki, Feldt, Vahtera & Nurmi, 2000). 

The SOC concept takes cognisance of upbringing and a nurturing environment as the source of a 
strong or weak SOC. Some of the examples of resources that develop SOC are riches, strong character, 
ethnic constancy, plus communal assistance (Holmberg, Thelin & Stiernström, 2004). The scholars also 
found that stressors strongly and negatively influence an individual’s SOC. Given the historical 
background of South Africa and the consequences of protracted years under apartheid, most children and 
adolescents in those days were not exposed to the resources that could build strong SOC (May & 
Govender, 1998). This article assumed that the professional level employees investigated might have weak 
SOC.  

Antonovsky (1987) claimed that the SOC level grows because of an individual’s experiences all 
through infancy, adolescence and youth and stabilises after the attainment of 30 years. Nevertheless, 
empirical findings demonstrate that SOC develops throughout a lifetime (Eriksson & Lindström, 2007; 
Moksnes, Rannestad, Byrne & Espnes, 2011). Empirical research also found that SOC had an inverse 
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relationship with stress and that continued exposure to stressors causes SOC to deteriorate  (Moksnes et 
al., 2011; Wolff & Ratner, 1999). Kinman (2008), in a study among academics in the UK, found that 
statistically significant associations were found among SOC, job stressors and health outcomes. The 
scholar confirms Eriksson and Lindström's (2005) suggestion that mean SOC at 30.66 is a pointer that 
sample respondents have strong SOC. Strümpfer et al. (1998) Observe that satisfaction with work 
correlated positively with SOC among a sample of 323 individuals selected from nurses, skilled workers 
and management staff. But there is a scarcity of studies that examined SOC and its interface with work 
and family stressors. 
 

2.2 Work Stressors 
Job stress, absence of autonomy and function vagueness/role conflict are the work stressors examined in 
this article and presented below. 
2.2.1 Job stress 

Some authors have used job stress to explain those factors in the work environment that impact 
negatively on individuals (Beehr, 1976; French &  Caplan, 1972;  Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek & Rosenthal, 
1964). Others described job stress as; overall body reaction to any need (Selye, 1975), excess demand in an 
environment that portends to threaten an individual’s abilities and resources to manage it  (McGrath, 
1976), and danger to the individual as a result of the features of the work environment (Caplan, Cobb, 
French et al., 1975). Yozgat, Yurtkoru and Bilginoglu (2013), citing Beehr and Newman (1978: 670), define 
job stress as a situation wherein job-related factors interact with a worker to change (i.e. disrupt or enhance) his or 
her psychological and/or physiological conditions such that the person (i.e. mind and body) is forced to deviate from 
normal functioning. There is evidence that the more the imbalance among needs and a person’s capacity, 
the more they felt job stress (Jamal, 2005). Hosie and Sevastos (2010),  and Warr (2007) submit that stress 
emanating from work could affect an individual employee’s mental health and physiological wellness. 
This article appraised job stress as those situations that place an individual employee in a position where 
he/she is ill disposed to perform his/her function maximally because of strain resulting from the job 
and/or work environment. Job stress could associate negatively with SOC and persistent job stress could 
negatively affect strong SOC on the long run. 
 

2.2.2 Absence of autonomy 
 Parker, Axtell, and Turner (2001) refer to job autonomy as the discretionary level that employees 
can make decisions with respect to important issues about their work.  Such decisions may include time 
and ways of performing one’s tasks at the workplace. Absence of autonomy refers therefore to the lack of 
discretion to make important decisions concerning one’s job (Kim & Stoner, 2008;  Liu, Spector & Jex, 
2005). Similarly, Thompson and Prottas (2006) refer to job autonomy as the level of freedom and discretion 
to arrange the flow of work and make decisions as to the method of performing a job, inherent in that job 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1976). Absence of autonomy could have a significant impact on the level of an 
individual’s SOC. Liu et al. (2005) report that felt autonomy associated positively with satisfaction (at 
personal and organisational levels).  This article presumes that job autonomy could improve an individual 
employee’s SOC and conversely reduce stress associated with absence of autonomy. Absence of 
autonomy could task an individual’s SOC by reducing its strength.  
 

2.2.3 Function vagueness/role conflict  
Unarguably, diverse and clashing sources of governmental influences cause significant function 

vagueness to employees in the Public Service (Pandey & Wright, 2006). Features of such organisation, for 
example, centralised decision making hierarchies (House & Rizzo, 1972; Morris, Steers & Koch, 1979; 
Nicholson & Goh, 1983), and formalities (Ramaswami, Agarwal & Bhargava, 1993), are reported to 
heighten function vagueness. A study conducted by Erera (1989) at the local Department of Social Services 
in New York, reports that practices and policies adopted by the government at the state level was 
responsible for function vagueness among middle level professionals. The managers in that study 
reported that the reason for this vagueness was attributable to ambiguity, constant changes in 
governmental policies and irrelevance (Pandey & Wright, 2006). Hamner and Tosi (1974) report, that 
function vagueness is an outcome of the absence of necessary information concerning what an 
individual’s task is.   
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Scholars believe that the effect of function vagueness and role conflict on behaviour patterns and 
attitudes associated with work is all-encompassing (Netemeyer, Johnston & Burton, 1990; Jackson & 
Schuler, 1985; Fisher & Gitelson, 1983). This article assumes that function ambiguity and role conflict are 
stressors capable of adversely affecting an employee’s SOC. This could result in individuals with strong 
SOC using it to address stressors and on the long run, depleting their SOC.   
 

2.3 Family Stressors 
The family is among the most influential element in childhood that fosters coping abilities and 

shapes a child’s orientation to life (Butters, 2002; Merikangas, Dierker & Fenton, 1998).  Antonovsky (1987) 
posits that resources available in the family build up an individual’s SOC from infancy through 
adolescence. These resources shape the individual’s ability to meaningfully comprehend and manage 
stressors in life. Antonovsky (1987) and Butters (2002) agree that the character of the environment in 
which a child is raised influences the way in which the individual perceives strain/stress. Similarly, Moos 
(2013) reports that events that occur in childhood through developmental stages help shape the 
individual’s outcome in later life. This implies that the family could be a source of SOC-building resources 
or the source of SOC-depleting elements (stressors).  

Family stress is characterised by multifaceted need for modification or adaptation in behaviour 
(McCubbin & Sussman, 2014). Aseltine Jr, Gore, and Gordon (2000) Confirm that family stressors could 
have negative influence on a person’s internal consistency. According to Hepburn and Barling (1996) in  
Jones, Burke and Westman (2013), responsibility for providing care for elders could upset work schedules, 
lead to fractional absenteeism and cause disruptions at work. 
Depending on the type of family, most individuals facing problems with their children, elder relations 
needing care, relational tension and absence of spousal support may have difficulty coping at home and at 
work. This article suggests that the foregoing could negatively influence an individual’s SOC. 
 

2.4 Theoretical framework 
The theoretical context of this article  on the interface between SOC and work and family stressors 

at a municipality in the South African public service is presented in this section. Based on Hobfoll ’s (1989, 
2001, 2011a, 2011b) conservation of resources (COR) theory.   
2.4.1 Conservation of Resources (COR) theory 

According to scholars, people look for balance among challenges (strains) and resources by 
seeking for ways of bringing down the rate of demands (strains) and/or finding ways of increasing 
resources (means) in order to be able to manage present strains (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001, 2011; Shore , 1996). 
COR theory predicts that the major determinant variable in stress development is the loss of resources 
(Hobfoll , 2001). The prediction of this theory is that stress is inevitable where resources are perceived to 
be vulnerable, lost, forfeited and uneven, or, if people as individuals or groups are unable to see the way 
of enhancing and securing their resources either by personal or collaborative efforts. Stress occurs: a) 
while a person’s resources are under the threat of loss, b) when a person’s resource gets lost, or c) if people 
are unable to gain enough resources from a major outlay (Hobfoll , 2001).  

COR theory is a major theory in the study of burnout (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Buchwald &  
Hobfoll , 2004; Freedy & Hobfoll, 1994; Freedy,  Hobfoll  & Ribbe, 1994; Neveu, 2007) and difficult work 
situations (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Jawahar, Stone & Kisamore, 2007; Zellars, Perrewé, Hochwarter & 
Anderson, 2006). The theory is tenet-based; some of the tenets are;  
Tenet 1 the supremacy of the loss of resource: This tenet suggests that the loss of resource is unduly more 
important than the gain of resource. It considers that the effect of loss of resource is not only 
disproportionate in the aspect of levels but also rapidity (Hobfoll, 2011). 
Tenet 2 Resource investment: assumes that individuals with more resources are least threatened by the loss 
of resources and most capable of reinventing resource gain. In this article, an individual with strong SOC 
may have a lesser perception of the impact of work and family stressors, and would use work-life balance 
strategies in place at the municipality to boost SOC.  
Tenets 3 and 4: Resource loss and gain: posit that the cycle of gaining or losing resource happens in 
continuously stressful situations, if the organisation and people lack resources, and if a main stressful 
event happened. These cycles increase with more power and rapidity as people, units, and establishments 
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either gain resources to exploit novel challenges or lose the resources required to solve problems. This 
implies that an individual can lose resources to cope with stressors or achieve satisfaction. According to 
Hobfoll (2011), family and work competitively make demands on the resources available to individuals 
and the degree to which resources are laid up in one sphere affects the simplification of the other sphere. 
Hence, investing resources in achieving satisfaction may affect the management of work and family 
stressors.  

The implication of COR is that the total conditions of life, and constant and severe loss of resource 
situations result in the development of resource conservation conditions (Hobfoll, 2001). For instance, 
where work stressors are high, individual employees may tend to conserve resources to cope with the 
stressors and this could lead to the neglect of family stressors or achievement of satisfaction. 
 

3. Method 
This article adopted a sequential transformative mixed methods study design. The quantitative 

and some qualitative data were gathered simultaneously (using a questionnaire) (Sekaran & Bougie, 
2009), and sequentially (by in-depth interviews, using semi-structured questions). However, the 
quantitative data was prioritised over the qualitative data (Creswell & Garrett, 2008; Hanson, Creswell, 
Clark, Petska & Creswell, 2005; Morgan, 2007). This implies that the data collected from the open-ended 
questions and semi-structured interview was used to substantiate the findings of the quantitative data.  
 

3.1 Sampling 
The targeted population was 7,000 employees with 370 professional level employees drawn 

conveniently from the HR, Governance, Finance and Procurement, Safety and Social Services, Infrastructure, and 
Human Settlement clusters of the examined Municipality in the South African Public Service. Collection of 
data lasted for six months. Returned and useful questionnaires were 307 in number, indicating an 84% 
response rate.  
 

3.2 Measures 
Self-report questionnaires written in English language were physically administered to the 

participants. SOC: the SOC-13 version of Orientation to Life Questionnaire designed by Antonovsky (1987) 
was used to measure SOC.  The scale consists of four- items assessing meaningfulness, five items measuring 
comprehensibility and four other items evaluating manageability (Feldt et al., 2003). Participants responded 
on a 7-point semantic differential scale with dual anchoring sayings. Responses on the five items measuring 
comprehensibility ranked from 1) very often, to 7) very seldom or never; manageability ranked from 1) never 
happened to 7) always happened; and responses to meaningfulness ranked from 1) very seldom or never, 
to 7) very often (Feldt et al., 2003). One of the items measuring comprehensibility is: “Do you have the 
feeling that you are in an unfamiliar situation and do not know what to do?” An example of items assessing 
manageability among others is “How often do you have feelings that you’re not sure you can keep under 
control?” The resulting score presents an individual’s SOC level, while the group mean score demonstrates 
the respondents’ level of SOC. General results of previous studies confirm the validity and reliability of 
the OLQ scale and give primary evidence about the worth of the core concept ( Antonovsky, 1993; Feldt et 
al., 2005; Feldt, Leskinen et al., 2000). The reported Cronbach’s alpha from the SOC-13 in one hundred and 
twenty-seven (127) studies, span from 0.70 to 0.92 (Eriksson & Lindström, 2005). The Cronbach alpha from 
this study is a satisfactory 0.79  

Work Stressors: The Work Stressor Scale measuring job stress, absence of autonomy and function 
vagueness on a 29-item scale was engaged. Two items measuring job stress were adopted. Absence of 
autonomy was measured using Factual Autonomy Scale (FAS), a 10-item scale designed by Spector and Fox 
(2003) to examine the regularity of perception by the individual of restrictions of their capacity to perform 
their duties independently and effect certain decisions on their job. Function vagueness/role conflict was 
measured by using a 17-item scale adopted from a 30-item scale developed by Rizzo, House and Lirtzman 
(1970) to assess employees’ perception about their jobs, authority, time given to perform duties, 
association with others, and the clarity of guidelines or policies. An item on the scale is; “I frequently feel 
tired and worn out during a good part of the day.” Cronbach alpha reported for the work stressors scale is 0.86  
Family Stressors: was measured with a Family Stressor Scale measuring parental workload/relationship 
tension, absence of spousal support, elder care and level of misconduct by child (ren) on a 48-item scale 
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was also engaged. Eight (8) items measured parental workload/relationship tension. The items were 
adopted from Barling, MacEwen, Kelloway and Higginbottom (1994) and Brestan, Eyberg, Algina, 
Johnson, & Boggs (2003). An item from the scale is: “how much stress does making decisions on the following 
decisions pose for you? (1) Supporting your child (ren)’s recreational activities versus spending time on your own 
career development. Response was on a five-point frequency-based answering scale (Young, Baltes & Pratt, 
2007).  The Cronbach alpha for this scale was 0.98 
 

3.3 Data Analysis 

The IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25 was used in primarily 
analysing the quantitative data. Subsequently, the verified data were saved as Comma Delimited (*CSV) 
file to make it easier for ingression into the SmartPLS 3.3 software. In Partial Least Squares (PLS), 
construct validity, reliability and assessment of the interface between variables can be evaluated 
simultaneously (Barroso, Cepeda & Rolda’n, 2010). This was done for this study (please see Table 1). The 
newest procedures for using PLS-SEM were observed in the appraisal and measurement models before 
the assessment of the structural model (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2013a).   
Qualitative data was organised for ease of content analysis by engaging the NVIVO software.  
 

4. Results and Findings 
The study was of a mixed methods research design. The findings of the collected quantitative and 
qualitative data are as follows, 
4.1 Quantitative data 
The findings of the quantitative data collected for this article is as follows, 
4.1.1 Age 

Figure I is a bar chart presenting respondents’ age distribution, examined to ensure that they were 
born during the apartheid era. This was done to determine if the development of strong SOC was 
attributable to the resources available to a person from infancy through age 30 as suggested by 
Antonovsky (1987). The survey was conducted in 2015, approximately twenty-one years after apartheid 
was eradicated in South Africa. Ninety- nine percent (99%) of the respondents were between 26 – 65 years’ 
age bracket.  

 
Figure 1: Bar chart presentations of respondents by age 
 

4.1.2 Sense of Coherence 
Figure 2 shows the mean distribution of SOC among the respondents. Clearly, employees had 

strong SOC as shown in the diagram. Kinman (2008) and Eriksson and Lindström (2005) agree that mean 
SOC at 30.66 is an indicator of strong SOC among participants. 
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Figure 2: Mean distribution of SOC among respondents 

 
Construct reliability and validity 

In order to ascertain the significance or otherwise of the path coefficients, the bootstrapping test 
(please see Table 1) was conducted at; 90 case, 5,000 samples, selecting the no sign alternative (Hair, et al. 
2013a; Hair et al, 2012b). The path work stressors to SOC showed a negative but statistically significant 
beta loading of (r = -0.400, p < 0.001), while the path family stressors to SOC was also found to be 
negatively significant at (r = -0.146, p > 0.001). Therefore, the findings show that negative but strong 
significant association exist between work and family stressors at the South African public service 
examined by this study. 
Table 1: Construct reliability and validity 

 
Path coefficient of the variables  

To confirm that the major indicators’ internal consistency was reliable, the Cronbach alpha as well 
as the composite reliability coefficients were also tested (Hair, Sarstedt, Hopskins, & Kuppelwieser, 2014). 
The outcomes are shown in Table 2 where the composite reliability of the measurement models is in 
excess of 0.859, and Cronbach alpha exceeded 0.796; indicating that the internal consistency of the variable 
measures are reliable. In this article, the average variance extracted (AVE) values of the variables are 
above the critical base value of 0.50, thereby supporting the acceptability of the convergent validity of the 
measures. The evaluation of the measurement model validates the reliability and validity of the variable 
measures. 
Table 2: Path coefficient of the variables 
 

4.1.3 Measurement models 
The article used the core criterion used in assessing structural model (Henseler, Ringle & Sarstedt, 

2012), i.e. the coefficient of determination R-square is 0.196 (see Fig. 3) for the outcome construct (SOC) in 

  Original Sample 
(O) 

Sample 
Mean (M) 

Standard 
Deviation 
(STDEV) 

T Statistics 
(|O/STDEV|) 

P Values 

Family Stressors-> SOC -0,146 -0,164 0,043 3,351 0,001 

Work Stressors -> SOC -0,400 0,406 0,049 8,232 0,000 

  Cronbach's 
Alpha 

rho_A Composite 
Reliability 

Average 
Variance 
Extracted 
(AVE) 

FS SOC WS 

Family Stressors 0,980 0,988 0,981 0,617         0.785   

SOC 0,796 0,801 0,859 0,550  0.741  

Work Stressors 0,862 0,864 0,890 0,504   0.710 
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this study. This R-square of 0.196 is greater than zero and therefore validates the predictive validity of the 
model (Hair, Sarstedt, Ringle & Mena, 2012b). Summarily, the predictive validity of SOC is 19.6% for this 
article (Hair, et al., 2012a). The reliability and validity of the measurement models were evaluated. Outer 
loadings lesser than 0.70 were deleted from the scale measuring family stressors and those lesser than 
0.584 were dropped from the work stressor scale. However, loadings from 0.698 were accepted for the 
SOC scale. Although the SOC measure comprised of three dimensions measuring meaningfulness, 
comprehensibility and manageability, only five items (three items assessing comprehensibility and two 
assessing manageability) were found relevant for the study. Similarly, the work stressor scale’s job stress 
and autonomy scales were found to be irrelevant to the study; however, the function vagueness/role 
conflict scale was meaningful in assessing work stressors (please see figure 3). This article found that the 
levels of reliability of the indicators were acceptable (Klarner, Sarstedt, Hoeck, & Ringle, 2013).  

 
   
Figure 3: Structural model of constructs 
 

4.2 Qualitative data analysis 
SOC: The quantitative data revealed that most employees had strong SOC, while the qualitative 

data confirmed that the strong SOC resulted from various factors. Some of the factors include but are not 
limited to upbringing, religious beliefs, relational (spousal) support and fitness. Most respondents stated in 
response to queries about the source of their SOC are as follows,    
“Yes, I believe my upbringing in part is part of the reason for me being able to cope” (Respondent 009). 
“I am capable of coping with work and life stressors. I have a strong spiritual foundation which helps me cope with 
the trials and tribulations of life” (Respondent 071). 
“Nothing much stresses me at home. I have a great child and supportive partner” (Respondent 058).  

Work stressors: Most employees reported that they were facing numerous work-related stressors. 
Employee responses were corroborated by the feedback received from the 11 members of top 
management who were interviewed. The interviewees generally agreed that the employees had numerous 
work-stressors to contend with at the municipality. Most of them pointed at the bureaucratic structure of 
the municipality, career path and the impact of politics and politicians as the main causes of the high rate 
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of work-stressors at the municipality. The researchers initially set out to examine three work stressors, but 
the qualitative data revealed many other stressors as clearly shown in Figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3: Notable work stressors among respondents 

Family stressors: Figure 4 presents the family stressors reported by the respondents at the South 
African Public Service. Although employees were mostly involved with work and spent more time at 
work, they felt more satisfied with the family situation than their work situations. They also reasoned that 
work stressors interfered with their family life. It seemed that employees knew and accepted work 
stressor like ‘working late’ as a norm as shown in the following statement;  
 Interviewee 7: “But generally, we as auditors work under stressful circumstances that can cause conflict at 
home, as a result of working late hours or on weekends. This can also be a general statement, but we work beyond the 
official work timing.” 
 

Figure 4: Pictorial presentation of family stressors found at the municipality 
 

4.3 Theoretical analysis 
This study found that employees were facing more work stressors than family stressors and that a 

significant association exists between SOC and work and family stressors. Additionally, employees were 
more mindful of their work stressors than family stressors through as revealed in the qualitative data 
analysis. Tenet 1 of COR theory suggests that the loss of resource is supreme to the individual. This study 
found that stressors predicted 11.8% of the discrepancy in participants’ SOC. This implies that employees 
were losing their personal resource (SOC) to stressors. They may have utilised 11.8% of SOC in coping 
with stressors. Work stressors was found to be the predominant stressor; hence, Tenet 2 may have 
underpinned the way that employees perceived family stressors; by investing more of their SOC on 
handling work stressors rather than family stressors. Tenets 3 and 4 were not relative to this study as the 
study was only a cross-sectional one that cannot be used to measure cycles. However, the response of 
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participants with respect to their appraisal and management of work and family stressors is relative to the 
theory’s assumption that degree to which resources are laid up in one sphere affects the simplification of the other 
sphere.  
 

5. Discussion of findings 
Unexpectedly, respondents have strong SOC although they were born during the apartheid era. 

This is contrary to the presumption of this article which was based on Antonovsky’s (1987) suggestion 
that adversity in the environment of upbringing from infancy through adolescence results in weak SOC. 
Professional level employees at the South African Public Service were found to possess strong SOC and 
this was supported by  Kinman (2008), and Eriksson and Lindström (2005). Additionally, a significant 
inverse association exists between SOC and stressors in this article. This inverse relationship between 
stressors and SOC was supported in the literature by Wolff and Ratner (1999), Kinman (2008). Based on 
the COR theory (Hobfoll, 2011), the appraisal of work and family situations as stressful and potentially 
demanding of personal resources triggers the SOC to muster resources to constantly address the stressors 
and possibly conserve some of the resources for the future. This is because SOC is both a buffering factor 
(Antonovsky, 1993) and an inclination to survive (Strümpfer, Danana, Viviers & Gouws, 1998). The 
findings could be an indication that employees used their strong SOC to address stressors which 
ultimately reduced the strength of individual SOC (Wolff & Ratner, 1999). The inverse relationship found 
among the variables (SOC, work and family stressors) supports the assumptions of this study and the 
findings of Holmberg et al. (2004) and Moksnes et al. (2011), that stressors strongly and negatively impact 
an individual’s SOC. Interestingly, this was expected, because SOC is a dispositional resource available to 
an individual to buffer stressors (Antonovsky, 1993). Therefore, where an individual’s SOC is strong, the 
effect of stressors is minimal as found in the appraisal of individual employee’s perception of family 
stressors in this study. Similarly, the absence of a strong SOC will lead to a greater impact of stressors on 
an individual.   

Another insight is that, although the researcher presumed that work and family stressors should 
equally predict SOC among respondents, both jointly predicted SOC but that work stressors contributed 
more to the model. Hence, employees were facing more work stressors than family stressors. The 
qualitative data clarified this standpoint by highlighting the numerous work stressors confronting the 
employees at the South African Public Service. The implication of this on SOC is that, it (SOC) will 
consistently deplete because of the continued exposure of employees to many work stressors (Moksnes et 
al., 2011; Wolff & Ratner, 1999). This article achieved its objective.  
 

6. Implication for practice 
This article found that most professional employees at the South African Public Service had 

strong SOC but were facing many work stressors. Qualitative data explained that function vagueness, job 
stress, role conflict, and absence of autonomy among other work stressors were confronting the 
employees. Reappraising the issues around bureaucracy and possibly simplifying the work environment 
can strategically reduce these stressors. For instance, rremoving complicated bottlenecks and practices 
that encumber employee focus and performance and allowing the use of simple and working 
technological solutions may be helpful. There is also the need to ensure that the administration ‘walks the 
talk’ about the simplification process.  

Intellectuals have suggested ways of augmenting SOC through the enactment of strategies 
addressing work stressors especially work stressors from the source (Kinman, 2008), but research on how 
to maintain strong SOC has yet to be conducted by scholars. This article   presents both the explored and 
highlighted interface between individual SOC and work and family stressors at the South African Public 
Service. The results having indicated that most employees have strong SOC; South African Public Service 
can therefore, adopt and fully support initiatives that enhance SOC. In addition, reducing function 
ambiguity and role conflict by clearly specifying job responsibilities and consistently adhering to the same 
may improve comprehensibility (Antonovsky, 1991). Creating and sustaining chances for personal 
development and greater involvement in decision –making by granting more control of job to employees 
could result in more meaningfulness and manageability with respect to the job (Kinman, 2008). 
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7. Limitations and recommendations for further studies 
This article investigated the interface between SOC and work and family stressors among 

professional level employees at the South African Public Service. Therefore, it is important not to 
generalise the findings other group of employees at the South African Public Service.  Additionally, track 
of causality may have been compromised by the cross-sectional design of the article and reliance on the 
self-reporting questionnaire, though strong SOC exists among employees. A longitudinal research to 
gather appropriate data is recommended in order to establish the direction of causality. The use of diaries 
by individual employees to ascertain the effect of stressors on SOC and SOC’s role in coping with work 
and family stressors might be an appropriate approach. This may take the study to a more thorough level 
of analysis. Tenets 3 and 4 of the COR theory could also be used in measuring the rapidity of gaining or 
losing resources (SOC in this case) in the face of continued stress. Additionally, this study could be 
replicated among the ‘born frees’ in Colleges and Universities to compare their SOC with that of those 
born during the apartheid era. ‘Born frees’ are young people born after independence in South Africa, 
from 1994. 
 

8. Conclusion 
This article brings a peculiar perspective to the study of SOC by establishing that the apartheid 

regime did not lead to the formation of weak SOC among the professional level employees at the South 
African Public Service. The article investigated the interface among SOC and work and family stressors 
among the participants. The 13-item version Orientation of Life Questionnaire designed Antonovsky (1987) 
measured SOC while work and family stressors were measured by Work Stressor Scale and Family 
Stressor Scale respectively.  The findings of this article achieved its main objective, which was to ascertain 
if work and family stressors predicted SOC among professional level employees in the South African 
Public Service; and if the apartheid regime affected the level of SOC among employees. Employees had 
strong SOC, meaning that apartheid had no effect on the development of strong SOC among respondents. 
In addition, a statistically significant relationship was found between SOC and work and family stressors; 
hence work and family stressors among professional level employees at the South African Public Service 
predicted SOC. Based on the COR theory, it was found that employees utilised 11.8% of their SOC in 
addressing work and family stressors. Through the qualitative data analysis, employees were found to be 
more mindful of work stressors than family stressors, supporting Tenet 2 of the COR theory.  
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