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APRESENTAÇÃO

A coletânea A psicologia no Brasil: Teoria e pesquisa, reúne neste terceiro volume 
dezeseis artigos que abordam algumas das possibilidades metodológicas do saber 
psicológico.

A Psicologia enquanto campo teórico-metodológico traz em suas raízes tanto a 
especulação filosófica sobre a consciência, a investigação psicanalítica do inconsciente, 
quanto a prática dos efeitos terapêuticos da medicina e em especial da fisiologia. 

E, desse ponto de partida se expande a uma infinidade de novas abordagens da 
consciência humana, creditando ou não algum poder para o inconsciente como plano de 
fundo.

A presente coletânea trata de algumas dessas abordagens em suas elaborações 
mais atuais como podemos ver nos primeiros capítulos em que se tratam do inconsciente 
em suas relações com os corpos, as contribuições socioeducativas entre outros olhares 
para o que é abarcado pelo psiquismo humano.

Em seguida temos alguns temas situacionais de nossa realidade imediata quanto 
aos efeitos psicológicos do isolamento social e o medo da morte.

Uma boa leitura!
Ezequiel Martins Ferreira
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CAPÍTULO 10
 HIGHER EDUCATION TEACHER’S EUSTRESS: 

COGNITIVE EVALUATION OF A SITUATION AS 
ENHANCER OF WELL-BEING

Susana Barros Fonseca

Filomena Jordão

ABSTRACT: The concept of eustress is 
important in any discussion of stress, especially 
occupational stress, in this way, the objectives of 
this study were to describe the level of eustress 
perceived by higher education professors and to 
perceive if there are significant differences in the 
perception of eustress depending on personal 
and professional variables. 439 professors from 
several higher education institutions in Portugal 
participated in the study. The data was collected 
through a questionnaire built for this purpose 
and that included a set of sociodemographic 
questions and the eustress scale. The results 
suggest that professors experience moderate 
levels of eustress (M = 2.42 and SD = 1.046) and 
that there are significant differences according to 
the service provision regime II (exclusivity / non-
exclusivity) (t (437) = - 3,180; p <0,05), which 
point to higher levels of eustress presented by 
professors on a non-exclusivity regime (M = 2.67 
and SD = 1.024) in relation to professors in an 
exclusive regime (M = 2.32 and SD = 1.040). In 
the future it is important to develop efforts through 
future research, in order to promote well-being 
and quality of life and the work of higher education 
professors and well as other professionals.
KEYWORDS: Eustress, well-being, Higher 
Education Teachers.

RESUMO: O conceito de eustress é importante 
em qualquer discussão sobre o stresse, 
principalmente o stresse ocupacional, desta 
forma, os objetivos deste estudo foram 
descrever o nível de eustress percebido por 
docentes do ensino superior e perceber se 
existem diferenças significativas na percepção 
do eustress dependendo de variáveis   pessoais 
e profissionais. Participaram no estudo 439 
professores de várias instituições de ensino 
superior em Portugal. Os dados foram recolhidos 
através de um questionário construído para o 
efeito e que incluiu um conjunto de questões 
sociodemográficas e a escala de eustress. Os 
resultados sugerem que os docentes vivenciam 
níveis moderados de eustress (M = 2,42 e SD = 
1,046) e que existem diferenças significativas de 
acordo com o regime de prestação de serviços 
II (exclusividade / não exclusividade) (t (437) 
= - 3.180; p < 0,05), que apontam para níveis 
mais elevados de eustress apresentados pelos 
docentes em regime de não exclusividade (M 
= 2,67 e DP = 1,024) em relação aos docentes 
em regime exclusivo (M = 2,32 e DP = 1,040). 
No futuro é importante desenvolver esforços por 
meio de pesquisas futuras, a fim de promover 
o bem-estar e a qualidade de vida e o trabalho 
de professores do ensino superior e de outros 
profissionais.
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Eustress, Bem-estar, 
Professores do Ensino Superior.

INTRODUCTION
Higher education around the world 

experiences constant and significant changes 
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(Tytherleigh, Webb, Cooper, & Ricketts, 2005). All of these changes have contributed to 
the alarming increase and dissemination of stress in higher education´s professionals 
(Tytherleigh et al., 2005; Winefield, Gillespie, Stough, Dua, Hapuarachchi, & Boyd, 2003). 
Occupational stress translates, in a transactional perspective, the imbalance perceived 
by the person between certain demands of the work and their capacities to respond to 
them (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987) and incorporates, according to the holistic model of stress 
(Nelson & Simmons, 2003), both positive (eustress) and negative (distress) responses to 
work stressors. The eustress is operationalized as a positive psychological response to a 
stressor, i.e. as an indicator of the presence of positive psychological states, reflecting to 
what extent the cognitive assessment of a situation is seen as beneficial to the individual or 
as enhancing for his or her well-being (Nelson & Simmons, 2003).

The Holistic Stress Model assumes that stressors are inherently neutral. It is the 
cognitive appraisal of stressors that results in simultaneous a positive response and a 
negative response (Nelson & Simmons, 2003, 2005; Simmons, & Nelson, 2007). Therefore, 
the response to the stressors with either a higher positive or negative valence results in either 
eustress or distress, based on the degree of attraction and/or aversion experienced toward 
the event or object. Eventually, positive and negative responses differentially affect valued 
outcomes at work (Nelson & Cooper, 2007). The authors describe positive and negative 
responses as complex and never pure, therefore, they appear in diverse physiological, 
psychological and behavioral indicators (Nelson & Cooper, 2007). The indicators of the 
positive response are positive psychological states (e.g. positive affect), and negative 
psychological states (e.g. negative affect) are indicators of a negative response (Edwards 
& Cooper, 1988).

Furthermore, the appraisal of a demand is affected by individual differences or personal 
traits of an individual, that is the cognitive evaluation of a situation, which moderate the 
relationship between stressors and responses. The individual selects strategies to eliminate 
or improve the own negative response to stressors, or to emphasize or potentially reduce 
the own positive responses. These strategies can be focused on either perceived stressor 
or on the perceived response. At work, the relationship between responses and outcomes 
is additionally moderated by both the explicit and implicit agreements that determine what is 
expected and acknowledged from the employees at work (Nelson & Simmons, 2003, 2005; 
Simmons, & Nelson, 2007).

Despite this holistic perspective pointing out the importance of studying stress 
in a complete way, in the last decades, the negative response to stress became a well-
known topic in clinical research, but the positive response to stress has been disregarded s 
(Hargrove, Nelson, & Cooper, 2013). However, as positive psychology focuses on enhancing 
positive work qualities, eustress and related job aspects are of special interest (Seligman 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). While theory and quantitative research already suggested 
promising effects on health and well-being (Quick, Quick, Nelson, & Hurrell, 2000), the 
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subjective experience of eustress is relatively unexplored. Therefore, the validation of 
theoretical knowledge and a more complex understanding of the phenomena of eustress, 
its emergence and outcomes perceived by employees is needed.

So, the concept of eustress is important in any discussion of stress, especially 
occupational stress, and in this way, the objectives of this study were to describe the level 
of eustress perceived by higher education professors and to perceive if there are significant 
differences in the perception of eustress depending on personal and professional variables. 

METHOD

Participants
The selection of study sample was non-probabilistic, for convenience (Sampieri, 

Collado, & Lucio, 2006; Maroco, 2010) and consisted of 439 teachers from several higher 
education institutions in Portugal participated in the study. 60.8% (n = 267) of the participants 
were female and they aged was between 22 and 76 years old (M = 44.8, SD = 8.766). The 
highest percentage of teachers is between 40 and 49 years old (38.5%).

The sample under study is made up of 62.2% of teachers with an open-ended 
contract, 28.2% with a fixed-term contract, 6.4% with an uncertain-term contract, and a 
small percentage of the interviewed teachers mentioned have another type of contractual 
relationship (3.2%). Teachers have been teaching in higher education for approximately 15 
years (M = 15.44, SD = 8.432). 

The study sample ranges from teachers with one year of teaching duties to teachers 
with 40 years of teaching service in higher education, with 32.3% being in the category of 1 
and 10 years, 38.7% in the category of 11 and 20 years and 28.9% in the category of more 
than 20 years of teaching in that education system.

The teachers in our sample are divided into the professional categories as follows: 
27.8% of assistants, 26.4% of auxiliary teachers, 7.5% of associate professors, 2.1% of full 
professors, 29.6% of assistant professors, 5.2% of coordinating professors and 1.4% of 
professors with other professional categories (Monitor, Reader, Consultant). 344 (78.4%) of 
them are working full time and 316 (72%) are working on an exclusive basis. Of the teachers 
who are working part-time and / or without exclusivity, 75 (65.8%) stated that they have 
a profession other than that of a higher education teacher. 262 (59.7%) said they did not 
exercise management functions in their institutions.

As for the teaching subsystem where the teachers participating in the study exercise 
functions, the data obtained indicate that 81.1% exercise functions in public higher education 
institutions. The results also indicate that 53.5% work in polytechnic institutions.
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INSTRUMENT
The data was collected through a questionnaire built for this purpose and that included 

a set of sociodemographic questions and the eustress scale (O’Sullivan, 2011, translated 
and adapted by Fonseca & Jordão, 2014). The instrument has adequate psychometric 
properties with regard to its internal consistency (0.93). The 7 items on the scale (5 items 
that saturate the factor and 2 screening questions) are grouped only in one factor that 
explains a considerable percentage of the variance (78.87%). Items are assessed on a 
6-point Likert scale where: 0 = Never 1 = Almost Never 2 = Sometimes 3 = Often 4 = Very 
Often 5 = Always.

PROCEDURE
Data collection was carried out online using the Limesurvey tool. The contact was 

made electronically with the directors of several educational institutions, who were asked 
to forward the response link to the scale, to all teachers of the institutions they directed. An 
informal contact was also made, through Facebook, where the link was disseminated and 
all Portuguese teachers were asked to respond and forward it.

DATA ANALYSIS
The data collected through the questionnaire were analyzed using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences - SPSS (version 20.0).
In this study, parametric statistics were chosen, although the assumptions of normality 

of distributions and homoscedasticity (equality of variances) are not always guaranteed 
(Kolmogorov-Smirnov test - p≤.05; Levene test - p≤.05; Analysis of asymmetry and kurtosis 
- are not equal to zero). However, in view of the fact that this situation is common in large 
samples and in research in the social sciences area and in view of the conditions pointed 
out by several authors (Pallant, 2001; Pestana & Gageiro, 2003) for the application of 
parametric tests, namely the dimensions of groups greater than 30 (central limit theorem) 
(Maroco, 2010), we generally opted for these techniques.

Thus, descriptive analyses were performed (frequencies, percentages, means and 
standard deviations) and to assess the significance of the difference between the variables 
under study, Student’s t tests were performed for independent samples and univariate 
analysis of variance (ANOVA).

RESULTS
The results suggest that professors experience moderate levels of eustress (M = 

2.42 and SD = 1.046) and that there are significant differences according to the service 
provision regime II (exclusivity / non-exclusivity) (t (437) = - 3,180; p <0,05), which point 
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to higher levels of eustress presented by professors on a non-exclusivity regime (M = 2.67 
and SD = 1.024) in relation to professors in an exclusive regime (M = 2.32 and SD = 1.040) 
(Table 1.). 

With exclusivity 
(n = 316)

non-exclusivity 
(n = 123)

Total 
(n = 439)

M SD M SD M SD t (437)
Eustress 2,32 1,040 2,67 1,024 2,42 1,046 -3,180* 

Table 1. Average scores and standard deviations of sources of stress according to the service provision 
regime II.

* p < .05.

No differences were found in relation to other variables in our study, namely, gender, 
age, contract type, service time, professional categories, management functions and 
teaching subsystem (public or private, polytechnic or university).

CONCLUSION
Our results indicate that higher education teachers experience moderate levels 

of eustress, insofar as they on average responded that they sometimes or frequently 
experience eustress, and low to moderate levels of distress, with the responses obtained 
being situated between the almost never and sometimes experience distress. These are 
congruent with the results found in other studies (Tytherleigh et al., 2005; Winefield et al., 
2003).

Our results also indicate that there are significant differences in the perception of 
eustress on the part of higher education teachers according to the service provision regime 
II (with exclusivity / without exclusivity), which point to higher levels of eustress presented 
by teachers without a exclusivity in relation to teachers on an exclusive basis. This result 
is explained by the fact that teachers without an exclusivity regime, normally exercise 
other functions that allow the achievement of personal gains that translate into positive 
psychological states and positive responses to sources of stress. In addition, the fact that 
they diversify their work contexts can make them enjoy the good things better.

In the future it is important to develop efforts through future research, in order to 
promote well-being and quality of life and the work of higher education professors and well 
as other professionals.
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