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Abstract
Background  Work-related stress has been linked to severe negative mental health 
outcomes. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, this stress has been exacerbated, 
with particularly adverse consequences for schoolteachers, who are often referred to 
as the forgotten frontline workers due to their critical yet overlooked role in sustaining 
education during crises. The current study was framed within the Job Demands-
Resources model and explored the relationship between role stress, as operationalized 
by role conflict and role ambiguity, and components of burnout.

Method  Participants were schoolteachers (n = 355) in South Africa who completed 
the Role Conflict and Ambiguity Scale, the Professional Identification Scale, and 
the Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization subscales of the Maslach Burnout 
Inventory.

Results  Mediation and moderation analyses revealed that teaching identification had 
a significant negative association with role conflict (r = − 0.19, p < 0.001), role ambiguity 
(r = − 0.40, p < 0.001), emotional exhaustion (r = − 0.42, p < 0.001), and depersonalization 
(r = − 0.38, p < 0.001). Teaching identification significantly predicted lower emotional 
exhaustion (β = −0.29, p < 0.001) and depersonalization (β = −0.27, p < 0.001). However, 
in the case of role ambiguity, teacher identification played an aggravating rather than a 
moderating role as the relationship between role ambiguity and burnout was stronger 
at high levels of teacher identification.

Conclusion  These findings highlight the paradoxical nature of professional 
identification in shaping teachers’ well-being. The study underscores the organizational 
need to minimize role stress by providing clear job expectations and structured 
support systems. It reinforces the importance of implementing measures to enhance 
teachers’ professional pride while ensuring that their commitment does not lead to 
burnout.
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1  Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the mental health and wellbeing 
of people across various occupations, particularly those in frontline roles. School teach-
ers were particularly impacted due to the sudden transition to remote online learning 
and significantly increased workload. The shift to online teaching often required teach-
ers to develop new digital skills while managing their own fears and uncertainties about 
the pandemic [1, 2]. Additionally, school closures and subsequent reopening of schools 
during the pandemic required teachers to balance their professional responsibilities with 
their personal safety. Various studies have documented the negative effects of this sit-
uation on mental health, highlighting elevated levels of stress, depression and anxiety 
[3–6].

Even prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, teaching had long been recog-
nized as one of the most stressful professions associated with high rates of burnout [7, 
8]. This was evident in a meta-analytical review of teacher burnout across 36 societies [9] 
and in systematic review and meta-analysis of the phenomenon among secondary school 
teachers [10]. Teachers frequently contend with high workloads, large class sizes, admin-
istrative burdens, under-resourced school environments and the emotional demands of 
supporting students’ academic and personal development. Burnout refers to a chronic 
state of physical, emotional, and psychological exhaustion arising from prolonged expo-
sure to work-related stress. It is characterized by three core dimensions namely, emo-
tional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment [11]. While 
emotional exhaustion refers to loss of energy and extreme feelings of fatigue, deperson-
alization entails a cynical attitude and detachment from work and other people. Reduced 
personal accomplishment involves a diminished self-efficacy, reduced motivation and a 
sense of failure in one’s professional role [12]. Teacher burnout has been associated with 
reduced job satisfaction, absenteeism and turnover intention. It is also linked to reduced 
quality of classroom instruction, diminished capacity to teach effectively and poorer stu-
dent academic attainment [13, 14].

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, the demands placed on teachers shifted in 
response to evolving educational policies and public safety measures [15, 16]. At the 
same time, the resources available to support educators varied, often exacerbating exist-
ing challenges. This situation can contribute to role conflict and role ambiguity [17]. Role 
conflict arises when teachers face incompatible demands, such as balancing occupational 
responsibilities with implementing COVID-19 related safety measures or managing both 
traditional modes of instruction and remote teaching and learning simultaneously [18]. 
This conflict can lead to heightened stress, emotional exhaustion, and decreased job sat-
isfaction [19]. Role ambiguity occurs when teachers experience uncertainty regarding 
their responsibilities or the expectations of their role [19]. Professionals who lack clarity 
about their roles can experience heightened anxiety, reduced self-efficacy, and difficulty 
adapting to new work demands [20, 21]. Despite the adverse impact of role conflict and 
role ambiguity, existing studies have also highlighted that many teachers were able to 
adapt effectively in the context of the disease outbreak [2, 14]. One of the factors that 
has been suggested as fostering adaptation and coping is teaching identification, which 
refers to the extent to which teachers appraise their professional role as central to their 
identity [16].
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A strong sense of identification with the teaching profession can promote resilience 
and enhance motivation and commitment. It can also buffer against the negative effects 
of stress and uncertainty [22]. However, when professional identification is excessively 
high, teachers may overextend themselves, leading to burnout and emotional distress, 
especially in environments where they feel unsupported [23, 24]. For instance, a study 
among Chinese university educators reported that professional identity and job satis-
faction negatively predicted burnout [25]. Educators with a strong sense of professional 
identity were able to adjust appropriately to the expectations of their role and had a 
clearer understanding of the demands of their work, which protected against burnout. 
Similarly, studies of teachers [26] and healthcare professionals have identified role ambi-
guity as a risk factor in reduced wellbeing [27, 28] and noted that its effect on emotion 
exhaustion was mediated by work engagement [27]. Professional commitment (i.e., the 
extent to which individuals feel involved in their profession), which bears similarity to 
the construct of professional identification, was reported to be a protective resource 
in enhancing job satisfaction [27]. The paradoxical relationship between strong profes-
sional identity and increased risk of burnout has been documented in the literature on 
occupational calling, which is defined as viewing one’s work as central to one’s identity 
and inherently meaningful. A cross-sectional study of the Brazilian general population, 
for example, found that individuals who reported a stronger sense of occupational call-
ing were at greater risk of burnout, possibly because they tended to overextend them-
selves in their work roles [29]. Taken together, role conflict, role ambiguity, and teacher 
identification can influence mental health outcomes amongst vulnerable population 
groups.

The study was framed within the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, a widely 
used theoretical framework for understanding occupational stress and well-being [30]. 
According to the JD-R model, workplace factors can be broadly categorized into job 
demands—aspects of the job that require sustained effort and are associated with psy-
chological strain—and job resources, which help employees cope with these demands 
and promote resilience [31, 32]. In this study, role conflict and role ambiguity were 
conceptualized as job demands that contribute to burnout by creating excessive strain, 
uncertainty, and conflicting expectations for teachers. Teaching identification, on the 
other hand, was examined as a potential job resource, given its capacity to enhance 
motivation, foster professional commitment, and provide a sense of purpose.

According to the JD-R model, job resources typically function to mitigate the negative 
effects of job demands and to enhance work engagement. However, recent theoretical 
extensions and empirical work have shown that certain resources, such as professional 
identification, may have dual or contingent effects, particularly when the values and 
expectations tied to their professional identity are undermined or frustrated by the work 
environment [29, 33]. Teachers who strongly identify with their professional role tend to 
derive a sense of meaning, purpose, and self-worth from their work. As such, they are 
likely to be more emotionally and cognitively invested in their role and more sensitive to 
threats to their professional identity. In the presence of high role conflict (e.g., incompat-
ible demands from multiple stakeholders) or role ambiguity (e.g., unclear expectations), 
these individuals may experience heightened psychological strain. Their strong commit-
ment may lead them to internalize the ambiguity and conflict as personal failure, or to 
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overextend themselves in efforts to meet contradictory demands, ultimately increasing 
the risk of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization [33].

This dynamic is aligned with identity theory, which suggests that individuals are moti-
vated to maintain consistency and coherence in their professional self-concept. When 
external role demands are unclear or contradictory, those with high teacher identifi-
cation may face greater cognitive dissonance and emotional turmoil, as their core val-
ues and beliefs about teaching are not affirmed or are actively challenged by the work 
context. In such cases, identification can serve as a source of resilience in supportive 
environments or it can intensify burnout when the role is characterized by persistent 
uncertainty or lack of recognition [34].

The current study explored the relationships between role stress, teaching identifica-
tion, and burnout among teachers, with a particular focus on how teaching identifica-
tion influences these relationships. We sought to answer the following questions:

 	• What are the direct effects of role conflict and role ambiguity on teacher burnout, as 
measured by emotional exhaustion and depersonalization?

 	• Does teaching identification mediate the relationship between role stress (i.e., role 
conflict and role ambiguity) and teacher burnout?

 	• Does teaching identification moderate the relationship between role stress (i.e., role 
conflict and role ambiguity) and teacher burnout?

2  Materials and methods
2.1  Participants and procedure

Participants were schoolteachers (n = 355) from South Africa. An electronic version of 
the instruments described in the Measures section was developed using Google Forms. 
We obtained permission from the administrators of Facebook groups consisting of 
teachers to post the electronic link and an invitation to participate on these groups. We 
used the package “pwr2ppl” [35] in R software [36] to determine power achieved with a 
sample size of 355. The results showed that in a mediation model with two predictors, 
power of 0.94 and 1 were obtained for predictor 1 and 2, respectively.

Pertinent socio-demographic characteristics of the sample are reported in Table  1. 
The majority of the sample were women (76.6%), from the Western Cape (82.3%), and 
resided in an urban area (61.7%). Most of the teachers in the study taught at primary 
school level (61.1%). The mean age of the sample was 41.89 years (SD = 12.42), and the 
average number of years being in the teaching profession was 15.7 years (SD = 11.75).

Due to legislation aimed at the protection of personal information we did not have 
access to national databases in order to draw a random sample of teachers. We therefore 
compared our sample to national population data as reported in an international teach-
ing and learning survey which found that 60% of teachers in South Africa are women 
with a mean age of 43 years and an average of 15 years work experience [37]. Statisti-
cal tests of significance (chi-squared and one-sample t-tests) indicated that the current 
sample did not differ from the population data in respect of gender (χ2 = 0.06, p >0.05), 
age (t = 1.68, p >0.05), and teaching experience (t = 1.11, p >0.05).

2.2  Measures

The Google link contained electronic versions of the following standardized instruments: 
the Role Conflict and Ambiguity Scale (RCA scale) [38], the Professional Identification 
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Scale (PIS) [39], and the Emotional Exhaustion (EE) and Depersonalization (DP) sub-
scales of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) [11]. In addition, participants also com-
pleted a brief demographic questionnaire. Instruments were not translated and there 
were no modifications made to the original instruments.

The RCA scale is a 14-item measure of role conflict (8 items) and role ambiguity (6 
items). Role conflict occurs when incompatible demands or opposing expectations are 
placed on a person in the work setting and an example of an item in the RCA scale that 
measures role conflict is “I work with two or more groups who operate quite differently.” 
Role ambiguity, on the other hand, occurs when a person in the work setting is uncer-
tain about the expectations associated with a particular role due to a lack of clear com-
munication or information. An example of a role ambiguity item in the RCA scale is 
“explanation is clear of what has to be done.” Responses to the 14 items of the RCA scale 
are made on a 6-point scale ranging from definitely not true of my job (1) to definitely 
true of my job (6). The role ambiguity items were all phrased in a positive direction and 
were thus reverse scored so that higher scores reflect higher levels of role conflict and 
ambiguity. The original study that reported on the development of the RCA scale found 
reliability estimates of 0.82 and 0.87 for role conflict and role ambiguity, respectively. 
Correlations between scores on the RCA scale and job satisfaction and intention to leave 
served as evidence for validity. A validation study of the RCA scale for the current sam-
ple has been separately published and demonstrated the reliability and validity of the 
RCA scale when used with South African schoolteachers [40]. The estimates of internal 
consistency obtained in the current study was α and ω = 0.83 for both role conflict and 
role ambiguity.

The PIS is a 10-item measure of the extent to which a person identifies with the teach-
ing profession. It is based on the group identification scale developed by Brown and 
colleagues [39], and for the purposes of this study “group” was replaced by “teaching 
profession.” An example of an item of the PIS as it relates to the teaching profession is 
“I am a person who feels strong ties to the teaching profession.” Responses to the items 

Table 1  Description of sample
Variable Categories n %
Gender Female 272 76.6

Male 83 23.1
Non-Binary 1 0.3

Province Western Cape 292 82.3
Gauteng 31 8.7
Eastern Cape 12 3.4
KwaZulu Natal 10 2.8
North West 3 0.8
Free State 3 0.8
Mpumalanga 2 0.6
Limpopo 2 0.6

Area of residence Urban 219 61.7
Rural 136 38.3

Grade teaching Pre-primary 14 3.9
Primary 217 61.1
Secondary 122 34.4
Learning Support 2 0.6

Age Mean = 41.89 SD = 12.42
Years teaching Mean = 15.7 SD = 11.75
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of the PIS is made on a 5-point scale ranging from never (1) to very often (5) and higher 
scores on the PIS reflect higher levels of identification with the teaching profession. The 
developers of the scale reported a reliability coefficient of 0.71 for the scale and provided 
some evidence for the validity of the scale [39]. In a separately published paper on the 
psychometric properties of the PIS in the current sample, the authors used classical test 
theory and item response theory and demonstrated that the PIS is a reliable and valid 
instrument for the measurement of professional identity in teachers and that it was sig-
nificantly related to teaching satisfaction [41]. In the current study the estimates of inter-
nal consistency for the PIS was α = 0.85 and ω = 0.84.

The MBI is a 22-item measure of three components of burnout, namely EE, DP, and 
personal accomplishment (PA). The EE subscale (9 items) describes feelings of being 
emotionally worn out and drained as a result of work. An example of an EE item is “I 
feel like I am at the end of my tether “. The DP subscale (5 items) describes a distant or 
indifferent attitude towards the work, reflected by feelings of callousness and cynicism. 
An example of an item of the DP subscale is “I really don’t care what happens to some of 
my colleagues”. The PA subscale describes feelings of accomplishments or achievements 
in relation to the work. There is no total burnout score and higher scores on EE and DP 
with lower scores on PA are considered to be indicative of burnout [11]. We focused on 
the negative components of burnout and thus included only the EE and DP subscales. 
This would be empirically justifiable as the three subscales do not contribute to a total 
score, but are separate scales in their own right. The MBI was designed to capture three 
interrelated but conceptually distinct dimensions of burnout and there is no overarching 
construct of burnout in terms of the conceptualization of the MBI [11]. Each dimen-
sion taps into different psychological processes (EE is affective, DP is interpersonal, and 
PA is self-evaluative). Moreover, each dimension shows differential antecedents and 
outcomes: EE is strongly linked to workload and health outcomes, DP to interpersonal 
stressors and quality of care, and PA to self-efficacy and motivation [42, 43]. Thus, the 
subscales can be used and interpreted separately, allowing for a more nuanced under-
standing of burnout and tailored intervention strategies. The items of these subscales 
are responded to on a 7-point scale ranging from never (0) to every day (6). The authors 
of the scale reported reliability estimates ranging between 0.69–0.72 and provided evi-
dence of validity. In South Africa, a validation study of university teachers reported reli-
ability coefficients of 0.89, 0.71, and 0.79 for EE, DP, and PA, respectively, and found 
factorial support for the three factors [44]. The estimates of internal consistency for the 
EE scale in the current study was α and ω = 0.94, while for the DP scale it was α = 0.85 
and ω = 0.86.

2.3  Ethics

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics 
Committee of the University of the Western Cape (ethics reference number: HS21/3/8 
14 May 2021) and the study was conducted according to the guidelines of the Decla-
ration of Helsinki. Participants provided informed consent, participation was voluntary 
and no incentives were offered for participation.
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2.4  Data analysis

There were no missing data as participants could only proceed to the next page of the 
survey if all items were responded to on the current page. IBM SPSS Statistics version 
30 for Windows (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) was used to obtain descriptive statis-
tics (means, standard deviations, indices of skewness and kurtosis), intercorrelations 
between study variables (Pearson’s r), and estimates of internal consistency (α and ω). 
The indices of skewness and kurtosis were used to assess the distribution of data. SPSS 
reports excess kurtosis, which is kurtosis normalized by subtracting 3 from the kurtosis 
proper [45]. Data is approximately normally distributed if skewness and kurtosis values 
range between − 2 and + 2 [46].

Path analysis, with IBM SPSS Amos version 28 for Windows (IBM Corp., Armonk, 
NY, USA), was used to examine the direct effects of teaching identification as well as the 
indirect effect of role stress on burnout (i.e. the mediating role of teaching identifica-
tion). In this regard, role conflict and role ambiguity were specified in the path analysis 
as the predictors, teaching identification as the mediator, and emotional exhaustion and 
depersonalization as the dependent variables.

The PROCESS macro in SPSS was used to examine the moderating role of teacher 
identification in the relationship between role stress and burnout. In moderation anal-
ysis an interaction term consisting of the product of the predictor and the moderator 
(role stress X burnout) is created. To avoid the problem of multicollinearity, the variables 
were mean centered prior to creating the interaction term. The significance of the inter-
action term is evaluated using 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals. The nature of the 
interaction or moderation is examined by plotting the relationship between role stress 
and burnout at three different values of the moderator: one standard deviation below 
the mean, at the mean, one standard deviation above the mean. We applied the Johnson-
Neyman technique [47] using an Excel spreadsheet called CAHOST [48] to determine 
the exact value of the moderator where the relationship between role stress and burnout 
would no longer be significant.

Prior to the path and PROCESS analyses we examined the assumptions underlying 
regression models and a visual inspection of the scatterplot of standardized predicted 
values versus standardized residuals, showed no evidence of heteroscedasticity. In addi-
tion, Variance Inflation Factors were between 1.04 and 1.24 and therefore well below the 
recommended threshold of 5 [49].

Effect sizes were calculated for all relevant statistical indices, including the correlation 
coefficient, standardized regression coefficient, the indirect effect in mediation analysis, 
and the interaction effect in moderation analysis. For the correlation coefficient and the 
standardized regression coefficient, we applied Cohen’s [50] benchmarks. Specifically, 
Cohen suggested that r = 0.10 represents a small effect, r = 0.30 a medium effect, and r 
= 0.50 a large effect. For the standardized regression coefficient, β = 0.14 is considered a 
small effect, β = 0.39 a medium effect, and β = 0.59 a large effect.

Effect size for moderation analysis was assessed using Cohen’s f², which is typically 
applied in multiple regression but can be adapted for moderation by computing f² based 
on the difference between two R² values—one including the moderator and one exclud-
ing it [51]. According to Cohen, f² values of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 correspond to small, 
medium, and large effects, respectively.
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For mediation analysis, we used the effect size metric upsilon (υ), proposed by Lacho-
wicz and colleagues [52]. Upsilon reflects the proportion of variance in the dependent 
variable accounted for by both the predictor and the mediator, adjusting for spurious 
correlations that may arise from variable ordering. As υ is a measure of explained vari-
ance, Cohen’s guidelines for the proportion of variance explained were used: 2% for a 
small effect, 15% for a medium effect, and 25% for a large effect. We computed υ using 
the “MBESS” package in R [53].

3  Results
The intercorrelations between variables, descriptive statistics, and reliabilities of the 
instruments are reported in Table 2. The indices of skewness (− 0.48 to 1.12) and kurtosis 
(− 1.06 to 0.86) reported in Table 2 were within the recommended range of − 2 to + 2, 
thus indicating that the data for all the variables were approximately normally distrib-
uted. The estimates of internal consistency were all above 0.70 (α and ω = 0.83 to 0.94) 
reflecting satisfactory reliabilities for all scales.

Table  2 further indicates that the presumed moderator, teaching identification, was 
significantly negatively associated with the indices of role stress (role conflict: r = − 0.19, 
p < 0.001, small effect; role ambiguity: r = − 0.40, p < 0.001, medium effect) and the indices 
of burnout (emotional exhaustion: r = − 0.42, p < 0.001, medium effect; depersonalization: 
r = − 0.38, p < 0.001, medium effect). The negative association indicates that high levels 
of teaching identification were associated with low levels of role stress and burnout. 
Role conflict was significantly positively associated with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.39, 
p < 0.001, medium effect) and depersonalization (r = 0.37, p < 0.001, medium effect). Sim-
ilarly, role ambiguity was also significantly positively associated with emotional exhaus-
tion (r = 0.29, p < 0.001, small effect) and depersonalization r = 0.25, p < 0.001, small 
effect). The positive association indicates that high levels of role conflict and role ambi-
guity were associated with high levels of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization.

The results of the mediation and moderation analyses are reported in Table 3. Table 3 
indicates that the direct effects of teaching identification on emotional exhaustion (β = 
−0.29, p < 0.001, small effect) and depersonalization (β = −0.27, p < 0.001, small effect) 
were significant. In addition, the indirect effects of role conflict on emotional exhaustion 
(β = 0.05, p < 0.001, small effect) and depersonalization (β = 0.05, p < 0.001, small effect), as 
well as the indirect effects of role ambiguity on emotional exhaustion (β = 0.12, p < 0.001, 
small effect) and depersonalization (β = 0.11, p < 0.001, small effect) were all significant. 

Table 2  Intercorrelations between variables, descriptive statistics, and reliabilities of scales
Variable/Scale 1 2 3 4 5
1. Role conflict –
2. Role ambiguity 0.04 –
3. Teaching identification −0.19** −0.40** –
4. Emotional exhaustion 0.39** 0.29** −0.42** –
5. Depersonalization 0.37** 0.25** −0.38** 0.61** –
Mean 30.36 14.73 40.10 25.00 7.49
SD 8.21 5.65 6.94 15.25 7.37
Skewness −0.27 0.88 −0.48 0.30 1.12
Kurtosis −0.47 0.86 −0.66 −1.06 0.41
Alpha 0.83 0.83 0.85 0.94 0.85
Omega 0.83 0.83 0.84 0.94 0.86
** p < 0.001
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The significant indirect effects confirm the mediating role of teaching identification. 
Role conflict and role ambiguity as well as teaching identification explained 24.4% and 
29.4% of the variance in depersonalization and emotional exhaustion, respectively.

Table 3 further shows that the interaction of role conflict with teaching identification 
in respect of emotional exhaustion (β = −0.09, p = 0.04, medium effect) and depersonali-
zation was significant (β = −0.09, p = 0.04, medium effect). Similarly, the interaction of 
role ambiguity with teaching identification in respect of emotional exhaustion (β = 0.15, 
p < 0.001, medium effect) and depersonalization (β = 0.09, p = 0.04, small effect) was also 
significant. Role conflict, teaching identification, and the interaction term explained 
28.7% and 24.6% of the variance in emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, respec-
tively. Role ambiguity, teaching identification, and the interaction term explained 21.7% 
and 16.4% of the variance in emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, respectively.

The mediating role of teacher identification is visually presented in Fig. 1 which shows 
that teaching identification is a mechanism through which role conflict and role ambi-
guity impact the components of burnout. Figure 1 shows that the relationship between 

Table 3  Direct, indirect and interaction effects resulting from mediation and moderation analyses
Effect B SE 95% CI β p Effect size1

Direct Effects
Teaching identification → EE −0.64 0.11 [− 0.82, − 0.45] −0.29 < 0.001 –
Teaching identification → DP −0.29 0.05 [− 0.39, − 0.19] −0.27 < 0.001 –
Indirect Effects
RC → Teaching identification → EE 0.09 0.03 [0.05, 0.16] 0.05 < 0.001 0.004
RC → Teaching identification → DP 0.04 0.02 [0.02, 0.07] 0.05 < 0.001 0.003
RA → Teaching identification → EE 0.20 0.07 [0.20, 0.45] 0.12 < 0.001 0.020
RA → Teaching identification → DP 0.14 0.04 [0.09, 0.21] 0.11 < 0.001 0.017
Interaction effects
RC X Teaching identification → EE −0.02 0.01 [− 0.05, − 0.00] −0.09 0.04 0.183
RC X Teaching identification → DP −0.01 0.01 [0.02, − 0.00] −0.10 0.03 0.147
RA X Teaching identification → EE 0.06 0.02 [0.02. 0.09] 0.15 < 0.001 0.179
RA X Teaching identification → DP 0.02 0.01 [0.00, 0.04] 0.09 0.04 0.119
1For direct effects the effect size is the standardized regression coefficient, for indirect effects it is upsilon, and for moderating 
effects it is Cohen’s f2, RC = role conflict, RA = role ambiguity, EE = emotional exhaustion, DP = depersonalization’

Fig. 1  Visual representation of the mediating role of teaching identification. c1–c4 = direct effects of predictors 
on dependent variables; a1–a2 = direct effects of predictors on mediator; b1–b2 = direct effects of mediator on 
dependent variables; a2b1, a2b2 = indirect effects of role ambiguity on dependent variable through teaching 
identification; a1b1, a1b2 = indirect effects of role conflict on dependent variables through teaching identifica-
tion. All regression coefficients are standardized. *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p < 0.001
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role conflict and role ambiguity on the one hand and the indices of burnout on the other 
hand (c1 to c4) remained significant in the presence of the mediator, which is indicative 
of partial mediation.

The nature of the moderating effect reported in Table 3 is further clarified in Table 4; 
Fig.  2. Table  4 shows the associations between the predictors (role conflict and ambi-
guity) and the dependent variables (emotional exhaustion and depersonalization at dif-
ferent levels of the moderator variable (teaching identification). Table 4 shows that the 
effect of role conflict on emotional exhaustion and depersonalization was stronger at a 
low value of teaching identification (1 SD below the mean: emotional exhaustion = 0.76, 
depersonalization = 0.36) than at a high value of teaching identification (1 SD above the 
mean: emotional exhaustion = 0.44, depersonalization = 0.19). Thus, the relationship 
between role conflict and the components of burnout weakens as the levels of teaching 
identification increases.

Conversely, Table 4 shows the reverse effect for role ambiguity. At a low value of teach-
ing identification, the effect of role ambiguity on emotional exhaustion was negligible 
and nonsignificant (1 SD below the mean: emotional exhaustion = 0.10, depersonaliza-
tion = 0.06, while at a high value of teaching identification the effect of role ambiguity 
on the components of burnout was strong and significant (1 SD above the mean: emo-
tional exhaustion = 0.89, depersonalization = 0.30). This would indicate that rather than a 
moderating role, teaching identification in fact aggravated the relationship between role 
ambiguity and indices of burnout. This is also illustrated in Fig. 2 which plots the regres-
sion lines for the relationship between the indices of role stress and indices of burnout at 
three different values of teaching identification.

In Fig. 2A and B the regression lines for 1 SD below the mean are noticeably steeper 
than the regression lines at the mean or for 1 SD above the mean. This visually confirms 
the results reported in Table 4, that at a low level of teaching identification the relation-
ship between role conflict and the components of burnout is stronger than at high levels 
of teaching identification. On the other hand, Fig. 2C and D shows that the regression 
lines for 1 SD above the mean are steeper than the regression lines for 1 SD below the 
mean, indicating that at high levels of teaching identification, the relationship between 
role ambiguity and the components of burnout was stronger than at low levels of teach-
ing identification.

The Johnson-Neyman plots which identifies the exact value of teaching identifica-
tion where the relationship between role conflict and burnout ceases to be significant 
is shown in Fig. 3. The grey area in Fig. 3A and B represents the confidence interval for 
the association between role conflict and emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, 

Table 4  The effects of role conflict and role ambiguity at different levels of teaching identification
Value of the moderator Role conflict Role Ambiguity

Effect SE 95% CI p Effect SE 95% CI p
Emotional Exhaustion
1 SD below the mean 0.76 0.11 [0.54, 0.99] < 0.001 0.10 0.16 [− 0.22, 0.43] 0.524
At the mean 0.60 0.09 [0.44, 0.77] < 0.001 0.49 0.14 [0.22, 0.78] 0.001
1 SD above the mean 0.44 0.12 [0.21, 0.67] < 0.001 0.89 0.21 [0.49, 1.29] < 0.001
Depersonalization
1 SD below the mean 0.36 0.06 [0.25, 0.47] < 0.001 0.06 0.08 [− 0.11, 0.22] 0.500
At the mean 0.27 0.04 [0.19, 0.36] < 0.001 0.18 0.07 [0.04, 0.32] 0.013
1 SD above the mean 0.19 0.06 [0.08, 0.30] 0.001 0.30 0.10 [0.10, 0.50] 0.004
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respectively, for a range of teaching identification values as plotted on the x-axis. The 
point at which the confidence interval contains zero (i.e., when the association is no lon-
ger significant), is indicated by the vertical line. For the relationship between role con-
flict and emotional exhaustion, the teaching identification value where this relationship 
is no longer significant was 52.27 (Fig. 3A), while for the relationship between role con-
flict and depersonalization, the teaching identification value where this relationship is no 
longer significant was 51.55 (Fig. 3B).

4  Discussion
Teaching has long been recognized as a highly stressful profession, and the COVID-19 
pandemic further exacerbated existing challenges and increased demands on educa-
tors while reducing available resources. The present study examined the relationships 
between role stressors (role conflict and role ambiguity), teaching identification, and 

Fig. 2  Regression lines of the relationship between role stress and burnout at different values of teaching iden-
tification. Figure 2A and B = relationship between role conflict and emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, 
respectively. Figure 2C and D = relationship between role ambiguity and emotional exhaustion and depersonaliza-
tion, respectively
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burnout among teachers, with a particular focus on how teaching identification influ-
ences these relationships. There were several important findings. First, teaching identi-
fication had a direct significant effect on emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. 
This suggests that even in the absence of role stress, identifying with the teaching profes-
sion is beneficial for wellbeing. These findings align with existing research that highlights 
the protective role of professional identification in fostering commitment, motivation, 
and job satisfaction [54–56]. Teachers who strongly identify with their role often derive 
personal fulfillment from their work, which can serve as a buffer against stress. However, 
high levels of identification may also lead educators to overextend themselves, taking on 
excessive responsibilities and struggling to maintain boundaries between their profes-
sional and personal lives [57]. This, in turn, can heighten the risk of emotional exhaustion 

Fig. 3  Johnson-Neyman plots of the relationship between role conflict and burnout. A = Johnson-Neyman plot 
for the relationship between role conflict and emotional exhaustion. B = Johnson-Neyman plot for the relationship 
between role conflict and depersonalization

 



Page 13 of 18Pretorius and Padmanabhanunni Discover Psychology           (2025) 5:133 

and depersonalization, as teachers may become detached or cynical in response to pro-
longed stress. These findings underscore the importance of supporting teachers in main-
taining a healthy balance between professional commitment and self-care.

Second, teaching identification played a significant mediating role in the relationship 
between role stress and burnout, highlighting its function as a psychological mecha-
nism through which role conflict and role ambiguity influence emotional exhaustion and 
depersonalization. In other words, teachers’ level of identification with their profession 
determines how role-related stressors translate into burnout symptoms. When teach-
ers experience role conflict, such as being torn between instructional responsibilities, 
administrative demands, and student support, or face role ambiguity, where expecta-
tions and guidelines are unclear or constantly shifting, these stressors can lead to sig-
nificant psychological strain [56]. However, the extent to which this strain manifests 
as emotional exhaustion or depersonalization depends on the degree of professional 
identification.

According to the JD-R framework, teachers with strong professional identification 
may appraise role stressors, such as conflict and ambiguity, as inherent and meaningful 
aspects of their work, thereby perceiving them as challenges rather than threats. This 
aligns with social cognitive theory, which emphasizes the role of self-efficacy and goal 
alignment in shaping how individuals respond to stress [58]. When teachers identify 
strongly with their role, they are more likely to engage proactively and persist despite 
difficulties, which may buffer against emotional exhaustion in the short term. However, 
as the JD-R model suggests, when job demands become chronic and outweigh avail-
able resources, even those who identify strongly with their profession experience strain, 
increasing their vulnerability to burnout. Conversely, teachers with lower professional 
identification may lack the intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy that buffer stress. For 
these individuals, ongoing role conflict and ambiguity are more likely to be perceived as 
insurmountable, leading to emotional disengagement and depersonalization as coping 
mechanisms.

Third, teaching identification moderated the relationships between role conflict and 
emotional exhaustion and depersonalization respectively. This means that the impact 
of role conflict on burnout varied depending on the level of a teacher’s identification 
with their profession. Specifically, the relationships between role conflict and emotional 
exhaustion as well as role conflict and depersonalization were stronger when teaching 
identification was low and weaker when teaching identification was high.

This finding suggests that when teachers do not strongly identify with their profes-
sional role, experiencing conflicting demands is more likely to result in emotional 
exhaustion and feelings of detachment. On the other hand, teachers with higher levels 
of professional identification appear to be more resilient to the negative effects of role 
conflict, potentially because they perceive such challenges as inherent to their role and 
remain committed to their profession despite stressors.

To quantify this effect, the Johnson-Neyman technique was used to determine the 
threshold at which teaching identification counteracts the impact of role conflict on 
burnout. The analysis revealed that when teaching identification reached a value of 
52.27, the relationship between role conflict and emotional exhaustion was no longer 
statistically significant. Similarly, for depersonalization, the threshold was slightly lower, 
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at 51.55, indicating that beyond this point, role conflict no longer significantly predicted 
detachment from students and the teaching role.

These thresholds can potentially provide a reference point for designing interventions 
aimed at mitigating burnout risk among teachers. Teachers with low levels of profes-
sional identification are more vulnerable to the negative effects of role conflict, making it 
essential to implement strategies that enhance their sense of belonging and commitment 
to the profession. Targeted interventions for this group should focus on professional 
development programs that reinforce the value of their work, mentorship initiatives that 
foster a stronger connection to the teaching community, and recognition systems that 
validate their contributions [59, 60]. Providing teachers with stress management train-
ing, peer support networks, and access to mental health services can further enhance 
their resilience and coping capacity [61].

For teachers with high levels of professional identification, the primary concern is the 
risk of overcommitment, which can lead to chronic exhaustion despite their motivation 
and dedication. To prevent burnout in this group, interventions should promote work-
life balance by encouraging healthy boundaries, limiting after-hours workload expec-
tations, and ensuring that institutional culture does not equate excessive work with 
professional excellence [62, 63].

Finally, rather than moderating the relationship between role ambiguity, on the one 
hand, and emotional exhaustion and depersonalization on the other hand, teaching iden-
tification aggravated these relationships. In particular, at high levels of teaching iden-
tification the relationship between role ambiguity and indices of burnout was stronger 
than at low levels of teaching identification. This suggests that teachers who are deeply 
committed to their profession may experience greater psychological distress when their 
roles are unclear, contradictory, or inconsistently defined. In contrast, teachers with 
lower levels of professional identification appear less affected by role ambiguity in terms 
of burnout. This highlights the critical need for organizational interventions aimed at 
reducing role ambiguity to protect teachers, particularly those who are highly engaged 
with their profession. At a structural level, educational institutions should implement 
clearer job descriptions and well-defined expectations and foster an environment where 
teachers feel supported in navigating ambiguity. This can be achieved through regular 
feedback mechanisms, where teachers have opportunities to seek clarification on their 
roles and voice concerns about inconsistencies in job expectations. School principals 
have a central role in this regard through formalized job descriptions and regular perfor-
mance discussions. Principals can also ensure that any changes to policy, curriculum, or 
operational procedures are communicated in a timely and transparent manner to avoid 
confusion and misalignment.

Establishing regular staff meetings, feedback mechanisms, and open communication 
channels allows teachers to seek clarification, express concerns, and remain informed. 
Furthermore, principals should involve teachers in decision-making processes related to 
teaching and learning, as this promotes professional agency and coherence in role per-
ception These strategies can support teachers in aligning their professional identity with 
their day-to-day responsibilities, ultimately enhancing wellbeing and reducing the risk of 
role ambiguity and burnout.

At an individual level, mindfulness-based interventions have also been found to be 
beneficial in promoting teacher wellbeing [64] and may be effective in helping teachers 
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to manage role stress. Mindfulness cultivates an awareness of the present moment, 
reducing excessive focus on past failures or anticipated demands. It can also enhance 
meta-cognitive awareness and thereby help teachers to tolerate uncertainty and reframe 
stressors as challenges. Interventions targeting role-stress could benefit from incorpo-
rating mindfulness training as a core component.

At the policy level, the results underscore the need for systemic reforms that posi-
tion teacher well-being as a central concern in educational policy. These could include 
mandated workload caps, protected time for professional development and reflection, 
and standardized mental health support services within schools. Additionally, teacher 
training curricula should embed components focused on stress management, identity 
development, and boundary-setting to better prepare educators for the demands of the 
profession.

4.1  Limitations

This study had several limitations. First, a cross-sectional survey design was used, 
which limits the ability to infer causal relationships between variables. While the results 
indicate significant associations between role conflict, role ambiguity, teaching identi-
fication, and burnout, the directionality of these relationships cannot be definitively 
established. Longitudinal research is needed to determine whether role stressors lead 
to burnout over time or whether burnout itself influences teachers’ perceptions of role 
stress and professional identity. Second, the reliance on self-report measures may intro-
duce response biases, such as social desirability bias or recall bias, where participants 
might underreport or overestimate their experiences of stress and burnout. Data were 
collected using an online survey and this method of recruitment is likely to favor indi-
viduals who are more digitally connected and comfortable with online participation, 
potentially excluding teachers who have limited access to digital tools or who are less 
active on social media. As a result, the sample may not be fully representative of the 
broader teacher population, particularly those in under-resourced or rural settings. This 
bias may influence the generalizability of the findings.

Third, the study does not account for individual differences (e.g., personality traits), 
school climate (e.g., collegial support) and coping mechanisms that may moderate the 
relationship between role stress, teaching identification, and burnout. The absence of 
such variables from the analysis limits the ability to draw definitive conclusions about 
the observed relationship. Future studies should consider incorporating a broader set of 
individual and contextual variables to more fully capture the complexity of burnout in 
educational settings. Fourth, the study used convenience sampling, which can lead to 
self-selection bias. Finally, the study was conducted within a specific geographical con-
text namely the Western Cape Province of South Africa, which may limit the generaliz-
ability of the findings to other teaching populations. Factors such as resource availability, 
school infrastructure, class sizes, administrative support, and community engagement 
can vary significantly across regions and are likely to influence both the experience of 
role stress and the effects of professional identification. To assess the broader applica-
bility of these results, comparative studies across different provinces in South Africa, 
and across diverse national and international school systems, are recommended. 
Such research would help determine whether the observed relationships between role 
ambiguity, role conflict, professional identification, and burnout hold across varying 
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educational environments and cultural contexts. It would also allow for the identifica-
tion of context-specific factors that may moderate or mediate these relationships.

5  Conclusion
This study contributes to the growing body of research on teacher burnout. The find-
ings underscore the dual role of teaching identification—while it can serve as a protec-
tive factor against role conflict-related burnout, it also amplifies the negative effects of 
role ambiguity. This suggests that enhancing teacher identification alone is not sufficient 
to protect against burnout. To be effective, it must be accompanied by clear role defi-
nitions, consistent communication, and supportive work environments. Without these 
structural supports, strong professional commitment may actually intensify the negative 
effects of role stress. The study underscores the importance of designing work environ-
ments that minimize ambiguity through transparent job descriptions, timely feedback, 
and inclusive decision-making processes. Institutions should prioritize teacher well-
being as an organizational objective by embedding mental health support, promoting 
work-life balance, and fostering a culture where professional agency is aligned with real-
istic and coherent role expectations.
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