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Abstract
BACKGROUND: Doctors at primary health care are prone to have work stress and it can affect their performance. 
Employee engagement may have close relationship with the doctor’s performance during the COVID-19 pandemic.

AIM: This study aims to determine the relationship between work stress and the doctor’s performance at primary 
health care using employee engagement mediation and COVID-19 pandemic moderation.

METHODS: This research is a descriptive study using a quantitative approach which was conducted on 354 doctors 
at Malang primary health care. The questionnaire was analyzed using partial least square.

RESULTS: The work stress had a significant positive effect on the doctor’s performances (β = 0.257, t-stat = 3.324). 
Work stress has a significant positive effect on employee engagement (β = 0.726, t-stat = 22,967). Employee 
engagement does not significantly affect the doctor’s performance (β = 0.044, t-stat 0.105). Employee engagement 
does not mediate the work stress effect on doctor’s performance (β = 0.032, t-stat = 0.105). The COVID-19 pandemic 
did not moderate the work stress effect on doctors’ performance (β = −0.222, t-stat = 0.981).

CONCLUSION: Primary health care leaders still need to pay attention to factors that can reduce the doctor’s 
performance and employee engagement, include factors that can increase the work stress during the COVID-19 
Pandemic.
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Introduction

Primary health care is one of the places 
that provide promotive, preventive, curative, and 
rehabilitative health services. Primary care is a health 
service organization that acts as the gatekeeper or the 
vanguard of health services, and it is often the patient’s 
main goal to obtain health services. In delivering 
service performance, primary care is required to meet 
quality standards and focus on patient safety to achieve 
the best public health degree. In realizing this goal, 
primary health care certainly requires qualified human 
resources, including doctors.

Doctors have an important role in determining 
the success of patient treatment, which will have an 
impact on the quality and success of the organizations. 
An important element in determining the success of the 
organization is performing, especially in this case, the 
performance of primary health-care physicians, which 
will have a direct impact on the provision of quality 
standardized health services and patient safety [1].

Doctors are health workers who have a 
very important role in making diagnoses and clinical 
decisions [2]. Doctors are considered to show good 
performance if they work responsively, fairly, and 

efficiently to achieve the best results in the health 
sector [3]. The performance of a doctor can be 
determined by four indicators, such as availability, 
competence, responsiveness, and productivity [4]. 
However, in the implementation of performance, 
doctors often face various obstacles. One of the factors 
that affect performance is work stress [5]. Work stress 
often occurs in doctors because in providing health 
services, doctors are required to always act quickly 
and precisely in healing patients. Doctors also have a 
relatively long number of working hours compared to 
other jobs. The work of a doctor also has a high level 
of responsibility because it is related to life and has the 
risk of contracting the disease. Some of these things 
make it very possible for a doctor to experience mental 
pressure and burden in carrying out his work [6].

Work stress is not the only factor that 
can affect the doctor’s performance. Employee 
participation is now a hot topic because it can affect 
performance by increasing worker productivity and 
welfare [1], [7], [8], [9]. Employee engagement is also 
one of the important things to achieve the success of 
a health organization [7]. Employee involvement or 
engagement is a condition where employees have high 
morale in the organization and feel involved in it so 
they are willing to invest their best time and efforts in 
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achieving organizational goals. Employee engagement 
makes employees attach their ego, thoughts, emotions, 
energy, and physical as members of the organization, 
and always fulfill their role in the organization [10]. 
Employee engagement of doctors, especially in primary 
health care, is also very necessary because of the many 
policy changes in the health world that can hinder the 
implementation of doctors’ performance, for example, 
policy changes due to the COVID-19 Pandemic.

We are currently facing the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has taken the world by storm. In a 
pandemic condition, all health workers, especially 
primary care doctors, are still required to provide 
services despite the high risk of transmitting this 
disease. When most of humanity is required to stay at 
home to break the chain of spread, health workers are 
required to be on the front line to fight against COVID-
19. These demands can cause doctors to experience 
work stress [11]. This is because apart from the risk 
of disease transmission, it is also due to an increased 
workload, as well as changes in services following the 
COVID-19 protocol [2], [12]. Continuous work stress 
can affect doctor performance [13], [14], [15].

Various studies were conducted to provide an 
overview of the effect of work stress on performance. 
Some researchers state that work stress has a positive 
effect on doctor performance and some state that work 
stress negatively affects performance. There are even 
those who say the opposite, a doctor’s work stress 
does not affect the doctor’s performance [5], [16], [17]. 
The differences in the results of these empirical studies 
indicate that the results of the research that have been 
carried out have not been consistent and indicate a 
research gap or gap so that it becomes a reference 
for further research. Covering the research gap can 
be done by placing new variables. In this study, using 
employee engagement as a mediating variable and the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a moderating variable, it can 
be said that the novelty of this study is the effect of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on the performance of primary 
health-care physicians and the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the employee engagement of primary health-care 
physicians performance.

Literature Review

Performance

Performance is the result of the work of a 
person or group at a certain time which reflects how well 
the job qualifications are [18]. Performance is also a 
form of worker behavior that contributes, both positively 
and negatively, which has an influence on individuals 
and is of value to the organization, and is carried out 
within a certain period [1], [7], [19]. The performance of 

each worker is different, these differences are certainly 
caused by several factors, performance is influenced 
by individual mechanisms consisting of job satisfaction, 
stress, motivation, learning, and decision-making [19]. 
In a study conducted at universities in Africa, it was 
stated that several things that affect the performance of 
hospital medical personnel are work stress, leadership 
style, workload, and work environment [16], [20].

Several studies have been conducted on the 
performance of medical personnel. Research on the 
performance of medical personnel conducted in African 
General Hospitals uses indicators of work attendance, 
quality of work, service to patients, workload, and 
leadership [21]. The doctor’s performance according to the 
WHO (2006) is generally determined by several indicators 
consisting of availability, competence, responsiveness, 
and productivity. This is also stated in the SKDI (Indonesian 
Doctor Competency Standards) 2012 [3].

Work stress

Work stress is described as an unpleasant 
psychological process from the emotional and 
physiological side that occurs in response to 
environmental pressures. This happens when the 
demands on someone are considered to exceed the 
ability or capacity of a person [5], [6], [19], [22]. Work 
stress is divided into two types, namely, hindrance 
stressors and challenge stressors. Hindrance stressors 
are demands or conditions related to work that tends to 
hinder and interfere with individual work performance. 
Although challenge stressors are demands or 
circumstances that, although potentially stressful, have 
the potential to provide benefits for individuals, namely, 
as opportunities to learn, develop, and achieve. In 
addition to classifying two types of stressors, stress 
is also described based on the place or environment, 
that is, stress that comes from the workplace (work 
stressors) and stress that comes from outside the 
workplace (non-work stressors) [19].

The transactional Theory of Stress explains how 
stress is perceived and assessed, and how individuals 
respond to these perceptions and judgments. Primary 
evaluation occurs when people evaluate the importance 
and meaning of the stress they face. Individuals first 
consider whether a request causes feelings of stress 
and if so, consider the implications of the stressor. 
Then, in the secondary assessment, the individual will 
start figuring out what to do.

Stress at work is measured based on several 
factors, consisting of workload, role conflict, family 
factors, and working environment. Performance is also 
measured based on efficiency and potential factors, as 
well as work quality. Work stress was found to have a 
positive effect on performance and turnover intention, 
while work stress also negatively affects worker 
satisfaction [23].

https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index
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Employee engagement

Employee participation is a state of self-use of 
each member of the organization to perform a role in a job, 
including how to involve yourself in a job, work, and express 
yourself physically, cognitively, and emotionally [7]. The 
factor that can encourage greater employee engagement 
is the alignment between individual values and 
organizational values. In addition, leadership behavior 
that inspires employees to produce a higher missionary 
spirit can also increase employee engagement. Employee 
engagement is influenced because workers have good 
managers, who provide comfort for workers and workers 
who feel that they get appreciation from their superiors in 
carrying out their work [22].

Employee engagement is the attachment of 
workers both to their work and organization, which 
is considered very important because it becomes 
the backbone of the work environment. Within the 
organization, employee engagement becomes a 
participatory process that uses employee input to 
increase employee commitment to achieve organizational 
success. These benefits do not only apply to the workers 
themselves but to a work team, if given more control 
over a job, morale and performance will increase. The 
existence of a sense of attachment to work makes a form 
of investment in the physical, cognitive, and emotional 
energy of workers into performance [22], [24].

The COVID-19 pandemic

Coronavirus disease 2019 is a respiratory 
disease caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). SARS-CoV-2 is a new 
type of coronavirus that has never been previously 
identified in humans [25]. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has had an impact on the workplace, including on the 
physical, psychological, and productivity aspects. On 
the physical aspect, for example, the risk of contracting 
COVID-19 disease, stomach disorders, etc. In terms of 
productivity, it has an impact on performance and high 
turnover rates [26].

According to the previous research, the COVID-
19 pandemic had an impact on worker psychology [27]. 
The existence of the COVID-19 pandemic makes it 
difficult for doctors to maintain physical and mental 
health conditions because doctors are the most 
vulnerable subjects to feeling anxiety, the emergence 
of stress-related reactions, including changes in 
concentration, irritability, anxiety, insomnia, reduced 
productivity, interpersonal conflicts, and in other cases, 
subsequently may experience more severe psychiatric 
conditions such as excessive avoidance of family in 
abnormal conditions, increased exposure, and fear of 
COVID-19 transmission [28].

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is 
one example of the consequences of environmental 
dynamics. At present, the rapid and unpredictable 

changes in the environment increase a lot of uncertainty, 
which can affect individuals and organizations, 
especially in the health-care sector in decision 
making. During the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals 
are vulnerable to being depressed and experiencing 
difficulties or anxiety at work. Work stress during the 
COVID-19 pandemic affect psychologically that doctors 
may experience, such as, feeling pressured because 
they work in stressful situations, feeling insecure to 
complete work, feeling afraid of contracting COVID-19 
at work, and feeling dissatisfied with work.

Based on the literature review, a hypothesis 
can be formed that will be tested as follows.

H1: Work stress has a significant effect on 
a doctor’s performance.

H2: Work stress has a significant effect on 
employee engagement.

H3: Employee engagement has a 
significant effect on a doctor’s performance.

H4: Employee engagement mediates the 
effect of work stress on doctors’ performance.

H5: The COVID-19 pandemic moderates 
the effect of work stress on doctors’ performance.

Methods

Research design and respondents

This study is descriptive explanatory research 
with a quantitative approach which was conducted 
through an online survey and analyzed using partial 
least square. This study uses an online questionnaire 
instrument in the form of a Google Forms which has 
been tested for validity and reliability testing. Sampling 
was carried out using a total sampling technique with 
a total of 354 general practitioners registered with 
the Malang City Health Office and working at Malang 
primary health care.

Four variables will be measured in this study, 
such as doctor’s work stress as an independent 
variable, doctor’s performance as a dependent variable, 
employee engagement as a mediating variable, and the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a moderating variable.

Measurement and data collection

The research instrument was in the form of 
a questionnaire that was distributed online to primary 
health-care doctors in Malang City using a Google 
Forms. The instrument has previously been tested for 
validity and reliability. Measurement of the instrument 
using a Likert scale written in the words strongly 
disagrees with strongly agreeing or vice versa.
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Each variable has an indicator that will be 
used as a reference in compiling research items in the 
form of statements. The work stress variable refers 
to National Institute Occupational Safety and Health. 
Generic work stress questionnaire consists of four 
indicators, namely, role overload, role ambiguity, the 
physical environment, and social support. The doctor’s 
performance variable refers to the WHO and Indonesian 
Doctor Competency Standards consisting of three 
indicators, namely, competence, responsiveness, 
and productivity [3]. The employee engagement 
variable refers to the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
consisting of three indicators, namely, vigor, dedication, 
and absorption [29]. The COVID-19 pandemic variable 
consists of two indicators, namely, the worker aspect 
and the work aspect [30], [31], [32].

Validity and reliability testing

Before conducting research, it is necessary 
to test the research instrument through validity and 
reliability tests. Validity testing is intended for the validity 
of the measurements of the specified scale of the items 
and indicators of the variables used. Testing the validity 
of the instrument is done by correlating each item or 
indicator score with the total score using the Pearson 
correlation technique. If the Pearson correlation 
coefficient is 0.361, it means that the indicator is declared 
valid or able to measure the variables it measures, 
so that it can be used as a data collection tool. While 
the reliability test aims to determine the reliability and 
consistency of research instruments carried out using 
the calculation of composite reliability with the criteria 
for testing the coefficient, Cronbach’s alpha 0.6 will be 
declared reliable [33], [34].

Based on the summary of the results of the 
testing of the validity and reliability of the research 
instrument, it is known that all items and indicators 
on the variables of doctor’s work stress, doctor’s 
performance, employee engagement, and the COVID-
19 pandemic are valid and reliable, so they can be used 
as a data collection tool in this study (Tables 1 and 2).

Descriptive analysis

Descriptive analysis can describe respondents’ 
perceptions collected from each statement item, 
indicator, and variable using the average value without 
comparing or connecting with other variables with the 
following categories [35]:

1 = Very low
2 = Low
3 = Moderately high
4 = High
5 = Very high

Statistical analysis

Statistical data analysis was measured using 
Smart PLS software, starting with the analysis of direct 
influence testing, indirect effect testing, and moderation 
testing. Direct effect testing aims to test whether there is 
a direct effect of exogenous variables on endogenous 
variables. The indirect effect test aims to test whether there 
is an indirect effect of exogenous variables on endogenous 
variables through intervening variables. The test criteria 
state that if t statistics >t-table (1.96) then it is stated that 
there is a significant effect of exogenous variables on 
endogenous variables. The value of the path coefficient or 
indirect coefficient shows the direction of the relationship 
between variables. If the value is positive, it shows a 
significant positive effect. If the value is negative, it shows 
a significant negative effect. The moderation test was 
conducted to examine the effect of the moderating variable 
on the direct effect of exogenous variables on endogenous 
variables. The test criteria state that t statistics >t-table 
(1.96) then the moderating variable can moderate the effect 
of exogenous variables on endogenous variables [34], [36].

Results

Respondent characteristics

A total of 493 questionnaires were distributed 
and 354 respondents filled them out. Based on the total 
respondents who filled it out, it is known that the female 
gender is 224 (63.3%) while the male is 130 (36.7%). 
Most primary health-care doctors in Malang are in the 
age range of 26–35 years (76.3%), with the longest 
working period of 1–5 years, 194 (54.8%).

Respondent description

The doctor’s performance variable shows 
an average value of 4.17, so it is in the high category 
(Table 3). This shows that performing Malang primary 
health-care doctors is classified as good. The average 
value for the doctor’s work stress variable is 1.88, which 
means that the doctor’s stress level is very low. The 
COVID-19 pandemic variable has an average value of 
3.40, which means that it is in a fairly high category. This 
implies that the COVID-19 pandemic does not negatively 
affect doctors. The employee engagement variable has 
an average of 3.95, so it is in a fairly high category. This 
illustrates that the Malang primary health-care doctors 
have good employee engagement, meaning that doctors 
have a fairly high attachment to their profession.

Direct influence analysis

The test results show that there is a significant 
positive effect between work stresses on performance 

https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index
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and there is a significant positive effect between 
work stresses on employee engagement (Table 4). 
Meanwhile, the results of the test on the effect of 
employee engagement on performance show that there 
is no significant effect.

Indirect influence analysis

The effect of work stress on performance 
through employee participation produces a t-statistic 
value (0.105) <t-table (1.96), which means that there 
is an insignificant effect between work stress and 
performance through employee participation (Table 5). 
Employee engagement does not mediate the effect of 
work stress on the doctor’s performance.

Moderation variable test

The t-statistic value shows that the COVID-19 
pandemic does not have a significant effect as a 
moderating variable (Table 6).

Based on the results of all testing tests, 
explaining that the hypotheses in this study are not all 
accepted can be summarized in the following Figure 1:

Figure 1: Hypothesis testing results

Discussion

The effect of work stress on doctor’s 
performance

Based on the results of the study showed in 
Table 1, it was shown that the work stress of doctors had 
a significant positive effect on the doctor’s performances 
(t-statistics 3.324 >t-table 1.96) thus giving a decision 
that Hypothesis 1 was accepted. This result means 
that the higher the work stress, the higher the doctor’s 

performance will be. This can be explained by seeing the 
important role of doctors who have great responsibility 
for their work because doctors are directly related to 
the lives of patients. The demands of this role make 
doctors have to work professionally and according to 
health quality standards. Work stress creates a feeling 
of being challenged to provide good performance. 
In addition, doctors have a sense of responsibility to 
be able to provide the best health services under the 
doctor’s oath. This statement is supported by research 
conducted by Fajrillah and Nurfitriani which shows that 
the higher the work stress, the higher the performance, 
and health workers with high work stress levels carry 
out the highest number of health services [37].

Doctors in primary health care sometimes 
experience stress but in the low category, work stress 
at primary health-care doctors tends to be due to role 
overload, namely, a lot of workloads and the completion 
of tasks that are not on time. However, stress on 
doctors can be tolerated because the doctor feels 
safe and comfortable when working, and the physical 
environment in which he works is comfortable so that 
the doctor does not experience stress. This condition 
is in line with transactional stress theory where there 
is a challenge stressor or a situation that, although 
potentially stressful, has the potential to provide benefits 
for individuals. Hence, when there is a stressor, the 
doctor will begin to recognize the stressor and then 
look for solutions to overcome the stressor. Finally, 
these stressors do not interfere with their performance 
and doctors will be increasingly motivated to commit to 
improving the quality of health services [19].

In the theory of general adaptation syndrome 
by Hans Selye which was popular in 1946, it was stated 
that the higher the stress, the higher the performance 
of the doctor to a certain point. At this time, the Malang 
primary health-care physician does not consider himself 
to be in a state of stress, but in a state of excitement, 
enthusiasm, or full of energy. However, if you pass 
that point and fall to the point of fatigue, the added 
stress will make the doctor’s performance decrease 
and reduce the ability to cope. However, most of the 
doctors who were respondents in this study had an 
optimal stress range that made them feel comfortable 
and function well.

The performance variable shows an average 
value in the high category (4.17), this suggests that 
primary health-care doctors have good professional 
qualifications to achieve the vision, mission, and goals 
of health organizations. Based on the Indonesian 
Medical Council Regulation Number 11 of 2012 
concerning Competency Standards for Indonesian 
Doctors, doctors in Indonesia are required to have basic 
competencies which are also required by the WHO. 
Malang’s primary care doctor is proven to be capable of 
applying these competency standards, including being 
able to communicate and give good anamnesis, having 
the ability to diagnose quickly and accurately, and being 
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able to determine treatment according to the needs of 
the patient. In addition, he has also carried out medical 
services according to standard operational procedure 
and diligently participated in training in the development 
of medical science.
Table 2: Reliability testing
Variable Indicator Cronbach alpha Result
Work stress Role overload 0.739 Reliable

Role ambiguity 0.670 Reliable
Physical environment 0.876 Reliable
Social support 0.663 Reliable

Kinerja Competence 0.702 Reliable
Responsiveness 0.902 Reliable
Productivity 0.696 Reliable

Employee engagement Vigor 0.851 Reliable
Dedication 0.772 Reliable
Absorption 0.768 Reliable

Pandemic Worker aspect 0.721 Reliable
Job aspect 0.765 Reliable

The effect of work stress on employee 
engagement

The test results show that hypothesis 2 is 
accepted (t statistics 22,967 >t-table 1.96). This means 
that work stress has a significant positive effect on 
employee engagement, which means that the higher 
the work stress, the more employee engagement will 

increase. Stressors in the work environment cause job 
dissatisfaction and can ultimately reduce employee 
engagement. However, highly engaged doctors 
will always put extra effort into their work, are highly 
engaged in work, use effort and thought, be active or 
busy, and invest time in work. Meanwhile, doctors with 
low engagement tend to think about working time, not 
doing work optimally, being apathetic, and only doing 
the minimum of work. It does not agree with a study by 
Nadira and Bunga that revealed that work stress has no 
significant effect on employee engagement. Hence, to 
create high employee engagement, organizations need 
to pay attention to important things that can interfere 
with employee engagement, such as the level of work 
stress of their employees [38].

The factor driving the increase in doctor 
employee engagement is the match between individual 
values and organizational values, in this case, primary 
health care. In addition, leadership behavior that inspires 
doctors, resulting in higher morale can also increase 
engagement with their work. Increasing employee 
engagement can also be done through compensation 
in the form of performance incentives, allowances, or 
remuneration. Doctors who have the best competency 
standards and during their education are always 
educated to uphold a good attitude, empathy, and 
commitment so that when they are doctors, they will be 
highly dedicated to their work, feel proud of their work, 
feel full of energy, enthusiastic, and feel dissolved with 
his job. It is also proven in this study, that in carrying 
out their duties, doctors receive social support, both 
from superiors and coworkers. Social support plays 
a dominant role and provides positive energy for 
physicians, so physicians in primary health care have 
positive stress coping mechanisms and make doctors 

Table 1: Validity testing
Variable Indicator Item Correlation coefficient Result
Work stress Role overload Precious time 0.887 Valid

Amount of task 0.895 Valid
Role ambiguity Clear job roles 0.947 Valid

Clear job purposes 0.956 Valid
Physical environment working environment 0.870 Valid

Job security 0.920 Valid
Workplace comfort 0.902 Valid

Social support Supervisor support 0.727 Valid
Teammates support 0.815 Valid
Family support 0.809 Valid

Primary health-care 
doctors’ performance

Competence Effective communication 0.554 Valid
Diagnostic ability 0.885 Valid
Treatment ability 0.911 Valid

Responsiveness Patient handling speed 0.922 Valid
Clinical decision 0.944 Valid
Problem-solving in medical services 0.878 Valid

Productivity Have a training 0.866 Valid
Service according to SOP 0.886 Valid

Employee engagement Vigor Full of energy at work 0.890 Valid
Strong and energetic at work 0.877 Valid
Enthusiastic at work 0.868 Valid

Dedication Self-inspiring work 0.769 Valid
Excited to go to work 0.899 Valid
Happy to work intensively 0.818 Valid

Absorption Proud with the job 0.796 Valid
Suitability of work with interests 0.801 Valid
Dissolved in work 0.882 Valid

COVID-19 pandemic Worker aspect Anxiety at work 0.828 Valid
Decreasing income 0.859 Valid
Activity limitation 0.715 Valid

Job aspect Service limitation 0.900 Valid
Patient limitation 0.900 Valid

SOP: Standard operational procedure.

Table 3: Description of respondents on the variables of doctor’s 
work stress, doctor’s performance, employee engagement, 
and the COVID-19 pandemic
Variable Indicator Average indicator Average variable
Work stress Role overload 2.12 1.88

Role ambiguity 1.69
Physical environment 2.03
Social support 1.68

Performance Competence 4.34 4.17
Responsiveness 4.13
Productivity 4.41

Employee engagement Vigor 3.95 3.95
Dedication 3.84
Absorption 4.06

COVID-19 pandemic Worker aspect 3.31 3.40
Job aspect 3.49

https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index
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more attached to their work and primary health care 
where they work.
Table 4: Direct influence analysis
Exogen Endogen Path coefficient t-statistic Remarks
Work stress Employee 

engagement
0.726 22.967 (+) Significant

Work stress Performance 0.257 3.324 (+) Significant
Employee 
engagement

Performance 0.044 0.105 (+) Not significant

The effect of employee engagement on 
doctor’s performance

Based on the results of the study, it was 
shown that employee engagement had no significant 
effect on the doctor’s performances (t-statistics 0.105 
<t-table 1.96) thus giving the decision that Hypothesis 
3 was rejected. This means that the level of employee 
engagement does not have a significant effect on the 
doctor’s performance because a doctor already has 
an attachment and involvement with his work. Before 
pursuing medical education, of course, he already had 
lofty ideals in the health sector and when he succeeded 
in becoming a doctor, he certainly had his pride and 
would struggle to carry out this noble task according 
to his professional oath. The involvement of doctors 
in the organization makes doctors more responsible 
and increases their sense of belonging, besides that it 
can also trigger creativity so that doctors’ performance 
can increase, especially during the current COVID-19 
pandemic. The need for creativity in employees is 
increasing to avoid being run over by the global 
competition. High employee engagement can make 
a good contribution to a company, create success for 
the organization, and increase productivity, work safety, 
attendance, retention, and loyalty.
Table 5: Indirect influence analysis
Exogen Intervening Endogen Indirect coefficient t-statistic
Work stress Employee engagement Performance 0.032 0.105

The results of this study are in line with 
Kusumawati’s research which states that employee 
engagement has no significant effect on employee 
performance. According to the research done by Insan 
(2017); Lubis and Wulandari (2018); and Rahmadalena 
(2020) who stated that employee participation does not 
have a significant effect on employee performance [39].
Table 6: Moderation variable test
Exogen Endogen Path coefficient t-statistic Remarks
Work 
stress*COVID-19 
pandemic

Doctor’s 
performance

−0.222 0.981 Not Significant

Employee engagement in the health-care 
industry can create an ideal environment through 
caring, compassion, and respect for all staff, 
patients, and society. The creation of an ideal dining 
environment will foster a sense of enthusiasm in 
carrying out duties and responsibilities in providing 
excellent service to patients. A good work environment 
will increase the commitment of doctors to produce 
outcomes in the form of optimal work quality. This is 

a strategic goal for health organizations, employees 
who are committed to the organization and satisfied 
with their work will be willing to provide extra services 
to achieve organizational goals. In this case, the 
primary health-care leadership role is needed, 
where the leadership should not only make policies, 
procedures, and various efforts to make decisions 
related to staffing but also develop the potential of 
physicians through various activities, such as linear 
training with their work.

The mediation role of employee 
engagement on the effect of work stress on 
doctor’s performance

The test results showed that Hypothesis 4 was 
rejected (t-statistics 0.105 < t-table 1.96). The results 
of this test explain that the mediating role of employee 
participation is not significant in the effect of work stress 
on doctor performance. This is contrary to previous 
research. As the research results of Nugroho et al. 
revealed that employee engagement as a mediating 
variable is stress coping for employees that can have a 
positive influence on employee performance. Employee 
participation is psychological capital that can have a 
positive influence on doctor performance. In this case, 
employee engagement also has a direct impact on the 
creation of high doctor performance. The performance 
of each doctor can increase if doctors are actively 
involved in policymaking, in this way, doctors will be 
trained to be independent and better able to control their 
work life so that doctors become more motivated, more 
committed to the organization, have more satisfaction 
in work, and become more productive. Doctors have 
a sense of enthusiasm in carrying out their work, work 
with pleasure and inspiration, and are enthusiastic in 
doing their work as medical workers. This proves that 
a doctor is educated to have an attachment to his 
profession.

Based on the results of the previous studies, 
the effect of work stress on performance is presented 
in an inverted U-diagram which shows the level of 
influence of stress on performance. If there is no stress, 
then there is no work challenge and performance tends 
to decrease. Too little stimulation, too little demand, 
and challenge can lead to boredom, frustration, and 
the feeling that we are not using our abilities to the 
fullest.

Therefore, it can be concluded that the 
relationship between stress and performance is a direct 
influence. Hence, the role of the primary health-care 
leadership becomes important in providing support 
to all doctors so they don’t experience stress, are 
enthusiastic, and try to do their best in their work. In 
addition, social support is also needed because doctors 
who have good working relationships with leaders or 
colleagues will increase their contribution to the primary 
health care where they work.
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The moderating role of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the effect of work stress on doctors’ 
performance

Today, the whole world is shocked by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The COVID pandemic has had 
various negative impacts in all fields, especially in the 
health sector. Indonesia is a country that ranks seventh 
in Asia with a cumulative total of 6,078,725 cases. East 
Java Province is a densely populated province with a 
total number of COVID-19 cases as of June 25, 2022, 
amounting to 577,578. Malang city is one of the most 
densely populated cities in East Java and has a high 
risk of transmission, with the cumulative number of 
cases in Malang City on May 16, 2022, amounting to 
27,163.

Indonesia is one of the countries included in 
the category of high-level community transmission. 
A very important initial action to prevent community 
transmission is early detection of COVID-19 infection. 
Based on this, the management and prevention of 
transmission of COVID-19 need to be carried out by 
all components of the health sector. Primary care plays 
an important role in the implementation of its duties 
and responsibilities, namely, preventing, detecting, and 
responding. This also means that primary care doctors 
have a role as the front line in efforts to deal with 
COVID-19 cases, with demands for high-performance 
services [2]. Psychological burdens such as fear and 
anxiety experienced by doctors are one of the impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. This impact can also be felt 
by every institution, namely, by decreasing employee 
performance. This statement is supported by the results 
of research conducted by Erer (2020) which states 
that the Covid-19 pandemic has a significant negative 
relationship with employee performance. This means 
that if there is increased anxiety about the COVID-19 
pandemic, it can reduce performance.

Based on the study results, showed that the 
COVID-19 pandemic did not moderate the effect 
of work stress on the performance of physicians  
(t-statistics 0.981 <t-table 1.96) thus giving the decision 
that Hypothesis 5 was rejected. This means that the 
occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic does not affect 
the interaction between work stress and the doctor’s 
performance. The COVID-19 pandemic has neither 
strengthened nor weakened the relationship between 
work stress and physician performance.

Environmental changes as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic often have a direct impact 
on people on the job. At present, several doctors 
are experiencing work stress due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, one of which is due to the implementation of 
the work-from-home (WFH) policy. The implementation 
of WFH can have positive and negative impacts, the 
positive impact is preventing the spread of the COVID-
19 virus, and the negative impact is that it can cause 
boredom and saturation that trigger stress, especially 
for doctors on the frontline. The state of stress in 

physicians is shown through the level of depression, 
anxiety, and insomnia. However, in this study, the level 
of stress of doctors was in a low category and did not 
affect the work of doctors even though the COVID-19 
pandemic also caused changes in behavior at work, 
communication ways, and also in daily activities.

The COVID-19 pandemic did not moderate 
the relationship between work stress and physician 
performance. This study proves that other variables 
can strengthen and weaken the interaction between 
work stress and performance, namely, the optimism 
of doctors as the frontline tackling the COVID-19 
pandemic. A sense of optimism can reduce anxiety 
levels and foster a sense of enthusiasm. There is an 
interesting fact in this study, namely, that doctors did 
not experience a decrease in performance, especially 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Doctors are even 
more motivated to improve their performance by trying 
to cure and break the chain of the spread of COVID-19. 
Meanwhile, if viewed in theory, when stress levels are 
high, performance is low, and many doctors experience 
work stress during a pandemic.

In addition to being optimistic, primary health-
care physicians also have a connection to their work 
and continue to perform health services by mobilizing 
all their abilities and competencies. Doctors with high 
employee engagement will try to solve problems 
and not give up when faced with difficulties at work, 
including during the COVID-19 pandemic. On the other 
hand, individuals with low employee engagement are 
not diligent in their work, the physical, cognitive, and 
emotional strength used at work is also low so when 
they face problems in their work, individuals with low 
employee engagement will avoid and give up to deal 
with them.

In addition, doctors who have taken their 
doctor’s oath will always keep the oath to carry out 
their duties and responsibilities as a doctor under any 
circumstances, including the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Doctors will be more enthusiastic about being committed 
to being at the forefront of tackling COVID-19 whatever 
the risks. Hence, based on this, health institutions are 
expected to pay attention to various things that can 
increase optimism and various things that can motivate 
doctors to improve their performance on the frontline 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Conclusion

Work stress has a direct effect on the 
performance of primary care physicians in Malang 
City. This proves that role overload, role ambiguity, the 
influence of the physical environment, and the influence 
of social support as indicators of work stress can affect 
the doctor’s performance. In other words, if work stress 

https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index
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increases, it can improve doctor performance. Doctors 
are expected to always improve their ability to provide 
rapid, accurate, and responsive services to the patient’s 
needs. Full motivation and support that inspired the 
health workers to fight on the frontline against the 
COVID-19 pandemic also need to be given by the 
primary health-care leadership.

Work stress has a significant positive effect 
on employee engagement. This proves that increasing 
work stress can increase employee engagement. 
Doctors are expected to always increase their morale 
and work effectively so that they can face challenges 
in their work. Primary health-care leaders should also 
pay attention to various factors that can increase work 
stress and reduce employee engagement and the 
performance of health workers, especially during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Employee engagement does not have a direct 
influence on the doctor’s performance during the COVID 
pandemic. This shows that increased and decreased 
employee participation does not have a major influence 
on the performance of the Malang primary health care 
doctor. Individuals with high employee participation 
will try to solve problems and not give up when faced 
with any difficulties at work, including the COVID-19 
pandemic. Health workers, especially doctors, must be 
able to maintain efforts to implement health protocols 
to minimize the risk of being exposed to COVID-19. In 
addition, primary health-care leaders as policymakers 
must provide infrastructure and implement policies 
in the implementation of health services according to 
health protocols. Creating comfort for doctors so that 
they are more enthusiastic can reduce stress levels.

The COVID-19 pandemic does not play a 
role in moderating the relationship between work 
stress and the performance of Malang primary health-
care physicians during the pandemic. This happens 
because the work stress experienced by health workers 
(doctors) can arouse enthusiasm to complete the work 
with the best performance following quality standards 
and focusing on patient safety. Hence, the doctors 
feel enthusiastic and optimistic to be at the forefront of 
tackling the COVID-19 pandemic.

Implication

The results of this study indicate that work 
stress has a direct effect on doctors’ performances 
according to the transactional theory of stress [19] and 
a direct effect on employee engagement. Although this 
study shows that the higher the stress level, the doctor’s 
performance is also increasing. Health institutions still 
need to pay more attention to doctors’ mental health so 
that they do not fall into stressful conditions. This study 
also describes a relationship model that can affect 

doctor performance not only with work stress variables 
but also with employee engagement and the COVID-
19 pandemic variables. This study places employee 
participation as a mediating variable and the COVID-
19 pandemic as a modulating variable on the effect 
of work stress on doctors’ performance. The COVID-
19 pandemic variable is a new variable that is used to 
moderate work stress with performance. The COVID-19 
pandemic variable is a development of environmental 
dynamics theory that includes the impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic from both physical, psychological, and 
worker productivity aspects.

Research limitation

There are limitations experienced by 
researchers, namely, the research instrument in the 
form of a questionnaire with closed questions without 
open questions so that more detailed information 
cannot be revealed. In the process of data collection, 
the information provided by respondents through 
questionnaires sometimes does not show the 
respondent’s actual opinion, this can occur due to 
differences in thoughts, assumptions, and different 
understandings of each respondent. In this study, 
the respondents were general practitioners as the 
vanguard who had a high level of activity, so they 
might not be focused or be in a hurry to complete the 
questionnaire. Furthermore, the study was conducted 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, so the questionnaire 
was sent online and could not meet face to face with 
the respondent, so the return rate for the questionnaire 
was only 71.8%.
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