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A B S T R A C T

Against  the dual  backdrop of  performance-oriented governance and the rapid development of  artificial  intelligence,
faculty  mental  health  has  become an increasingly  important  issue.  Its  causes  now extend beyond individual  stress,
reflecting a structural imbalance between institutional conditions and psychological resources. Focusing on university
faculty  in  China,  this  study  examines  how structural  academic  pressure  and  anxiety  about  AI-related  replacement
influence mental health, and tests the mediating role of sense of meaning and the moderating role of perceived organiz‐
ational support. Drawing on the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model and Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, the
study employs structural equation modeling (SEM) based on 150 valid responses. The results show that both structural
academic pressure and AI-related replacement anxiety have significant negative effects on mental health, with structural
pressure exerting the stronger  impact.  Sense of  meaning functions as  a  significant  mediator,  indicating that  faculty
maintain  psychological  balance  through  reconstructing  professional  values  and  reaffirming  purpose  in  their  work.
Perceived  organizational  support  plays  a  moderating  role  by  reducing  the  negative  influence  of  institutional  and
technological stressors and by reinforcing the positive impact of meaning on mental health. The overall model fit is
satisfactory (χ²/df = 1.57, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.04), supporting the framework that links institutional
structures and psychological resources in shaping faculty mental health. The study concludes that university teachers’
psychological difficulties are not isolated emotional reactions but structural outcomes of performance-driven governance
and the  weakening of  humanistic  values.  Improving faculty  mental  health  requires  shifting  educational  governance
toward human-centered values and restoring institutional trust and recognition of academic work. Theoretically,  the
study advances a structural understanding of how mental health is shaped, and practically, it provides empirical evidence
and policy implications for improving faculty support systems and reforming higher education governance.
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1     I N T R O D U C T I O N

1.1  Performance Based Governance in Global Higher
Education and the Structural Evolution of Academic
Pressure: The Institutional Roots of Faculty Mental Health
Challenges

Amid rapid transformations in global higher education, fac‐
ulty mental health has shifted from an individual stress issue
to  an  institutional  risk,  rooted  in  the  intensification  of
performance-driven  academic  governance  and  structural
assessment regimes. Whereas faculty stress was once attrib‐
uted mainly to personal time management and workload, it
has  now  taken  on  a  structural  form  that  is  increasingly
institutionalized and internationally diffused. Since the early
twenty-first  century,  universities  have  been  systematically
incorporated into a regime of metric governance centered on
performance  indicators  (Burrows,  2012).  Quantitative
measures such as research output, citation counts, and the h-
index have become the main criteria for evaluating scholarly
value. The logic of educational governance has shifted from
the self-regulation of a scholarly community to performance-
driven organizational control. Academic work has been nor‐
malized as a form of “digital competition,” in which faculty
must  continually  justify  their  presence  and  worth  under
datafied  surveillance.  This  quantification-driven  model  has
transformed the  academic  ecosystem and  reshaped  faculty
professional identity and emotional experience. The struc‐
tural logic is particularly evident in advanced economies such
as the United Kingdom and the United States.In the United
Kingdom,  the  Research  Excellence  Framework  (REF)  links
periodic assessment and league table ranking with institu‐
tional  reputation  and  resource  allocation,  binding  them
closely  to  research  performance.  As  a  result,  faculty  face
what Derrick, Watermeyer, and Batalla (2022) describe as an
“affective  auditing”  regime,  in  which  pressure  to  produce
outputs  is  accompanied  by  growing  self-doubt,  evaluation
anxiety,  and  professional  alienation.  In  the  United  States,
performance-based  funding  has  pushed  this  logic  further.
Although intended to incentivize improvements in teaching
and  research,  empirical  studies  show  that  it  has  instead
fostered  motivational  displacement,  increased  research-
related anxiety,  and reduced educational equity in practice
(Ortagus,  Kelchen,  Rosinger,  and  Voorhees,  2020).Overall,
the  evidence  suggests  that  performance  regimes  have  not
improved educational  quality as intended by policymakers.
Instead,  metrics  pressure  and  competitive  incentives  have
eroded teachers’ psychological safety and professional well-
being. As this logic has spread to the Global South and newly
developing higher education systems, it has generated com‐
parable mental health challenges. In South Africa’s open and
distance university sector, for instance, Poalses and Bezuid‐
enhout (2018) report that faculty are widely in a high-risk
psychological state, characterized by sustained stress, emo‐
tional exhaustion, and burnout. This psychological predica‐
ment is not the result of inadequate personal coping but a
structural  consequence  of  persistent  pressure  within  per‐

formance governance regimes.Similar patterns are evident in
Asia’s  emerging  academic  systems.  Empirical  studies  from
China  show  that  university  faculty  have  experienced  a
marked rise in work stress in recent years, which, through
emotional  burnout,  diminishes  life  satisfaction  and  mental
health  (Xu & Wang,  2023).  These findings  indicate  that  a
performance-oriented  academic  culture  is  systematically
depleting  teachers’  psychological  resources  and  overall
quality  of  life.  Global  evidence  shows  that,  across  both
established  systems  such  as  the  UK  and  US  and  rapidly
reforming  systems  in  developing  regions,  faculty  mental
health follows a consistent pattern of institutionalized stress.
Structural  academic  pressure  is  no  longer  a  byproduct  of
workload or time conflicts; it has become a psychological risk
embedded in governance logics.Through quantitative evalu‐
ation,  resource  competition,  and  identity  auditing,  these
regimes reshape the meaning of academic work and gradu‐
ally  deplete  emotional  resources,  erode  meaning,  and
undermine professional well-being. Within this high-pressure
environment, the deterioration of faculty mental health has
become  a  shared  concern  for  higher  education  systems
worldwide. Understanding the mechanisms that produce this
structural pressure is no longer solely a concern of educa‐
tional  psychology  but  a  central  issue  for  the  sustainable
development of higher education.

1.2  The Expansion of Artificial Intelligence and the
Evolution of Replacement Anxiety:Mental Health Risks in
Knowledge Work

Existing research has deepened understanding of the rela‐
tionship between AI-related anxiety and occupational mental
health,  yet  theoretical  integration  remains  limited  and
structural explanations incomplete. Studies have shown that
technological  change  can  create  job  insecurity,  cognitive
threat, and emotional distress (Wang & Wang, 2019; Yam et
al.,  2023; Koch & Lodefalk, 2025), but most stay within a
one-way  “threat–stress”  framework.  They  provide  limited
insight into how individuals maintain psychological stability
and meaning under  structural  risks.  In  other  words,  while
research on AI anxiety has described the external situation of
humans  being  displaced  by  technology,  it  has  paid  less
attention to the internal processes through which individuals
resist  such  displacement.  This  theoretical  gap  constrains
understanding of how knowledge workers develop psycho‐
logical defense mechanisms when facing the dual pressures
of  technological  intelligence  and  performance-based  gov‐
ernance.Research on meaning in life offers a useful psycho‐
logical perspective on this issue. Allan et al. (2016) identify
meaning  as  a  key  psychological  resource  linking  external
stressors to internal resilience. In a longitudinal study, Herr
et al. (2023) find that meaning helps sustain and strengthen
individuals’ mental health over time. Studies in educational
contexts by Zhang et al.  (2024) and Yildirim et al. (2024)
also  confirm its  buffering  effect  against  high pressure  and
performance anxiety. Although these studies provide strong
empirical evidence for the protective role of meaning, they
largely focus on general occupational groups and pay insuf‐
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ficient  attention to  knowledge workers—such as  university
faculty—who face institutional performance constraints and
increasing AI involvement.Theoretically, the study of mean‐
ing has shifted from an outcome-oriented to a resource-ori‐
ented perspective. Martela et al. (2021) propose a dual-path
model of autonomy and prosociality, suggesting that meaning
supports  intrinsic  motivation  and  reinforces  social  value,
which together help individuals maintain psychological bal‐
ance under institutional and technological pressures. Draw‐
ing on Conservation of Resources (COR) theory and the Job
Demands–Resources (JD–R) model,  meaning is  viewed not
simply as an outcome of well-being but as a psychological
resource  that  protects,  restores,  and  regulates  individuals
when they experience external stress. This provides a theor‐
etical basis for understanding mental health in the context of
AI-related anxiety and structural pressures.However, several
gaps  remain in  the  current  literature.  First,  studies  on AI-
related anxiety have focused mainly on affective threat per‐
ception, with few models that situate it within a psycholo‐
gical  resource  framework.  Second,  most  studies  examine
performance  pressure  or  technological  anxiety  separately,
overlooking their combined effects in institutionalized edu‐
cational settings.  Third, although meaning in life has been
validated  as  a  psychological  resource,  its  mediating  and
moderating roles in the relationships among structural aca‐
demic pressure, AI replacement anxiety,  and mental health
have  not  been  systematically  tested.  These  gaps  limit  the
development  of  an  explanatory  framework  that  connects
institutional conditions, technological change, and psycho‐
logical resources. In response, this study integrates the JD–R
model  and Conservation of  Resources  theory  to  propose  a
meaning-centered framework of psychological protection. It
examines how meaning functions as a buffer and restorative
resource under the dual stressors of structural performance
pressure and AI-related replacement anxiety, thereby sup‐
porting university teachers’ mental health.

Proposed hypotheses:

H 1

Structural academic pressure exerts a significant negative effect
on university  teachers’  mental  health.  H2:  Anxiety  about  AI
driven  replacement  exerts  a  significant  negative  effect  on
university  teachers’  mental  health.  H3:  Sense  of  meaning
mediates the relationship between structural academic pressure
and mental health. H4: Sense of meaning mediates the rela‐
tionship between AI  replacement  anxiety  and mental  health.
H5: Sense of meaning moderates the adverse effects of struc‐
tural  pressure  and  AI  anxiety  on  mental  health,  such  that
higher levels of meaning weaken these negative impacts.

1.3  Meaning as a Psychological Resource and Protective
Mechanisms for Mental Health: Building the Research Model

As  structural  performance  pressure  and  AI-related  anxiety
have become major sources of stress for knowledge workers
worldwide, scholars have renewed attention to “meaning‐
fulness” as a positive psychological resource that helps indi‐
viduals  cope  with  external  demands  and  sustain  mental

health and professional continuity. Meaningfulness concerns
not only subjective well-being at work but also how people
preserve  self-worth  and  a  coherent  moral  order  within
increasingly  institutionalized  and  technologized  environ‐
ments. The development of meaning research shows a shift
from treating it mainly as an affective outcome to recogniz‐
ing it as a psychological resource and mechanism.In the early
twenty-first century, the integration of positive and occupa‐
tional  psychology  promoted  the  concept  of  “meaningful
work,”  highlighting  perceived  meaning  as  a  key  source  of
resilience. Drawing on a North American sample, Allan et al.
(2016) found that a sense of meaning can buffer emotional
exhaustion and existential anxiety in high-pressure contexts,
allowing individuals to maintain a coherent sense of purpose
when confronting job demands. This study was among the
first to clarify the interaction between meaning and mental
health, showing that meaning functions not only as an out‐
come of well-being but also as a mediating resource for stress
resistance.European research further confirmed the dynamic
role of  meaning over time.  Herr  et  al.  (2023) identified a
lasting positive  relationship  between meaningful  work and
mental health: meaning not only enhances short-term well-
being but also influences psychological well-being trajectories
over time. This finding suggests that meaning is not a fixed
trait but a cumulative psychological resource. In the 2020s,
scholarly  attention  turned  to  educators  and  public  service
professionals.  Yildirim  et  al.  (2024)  reported  that,  among
teachers,  meaning  enhances  psychological  flexibility  and
coherence, helping to reduce anxiety and emotional strain in
high-pressure  environments.  Similarly,  Zhang et  al.  (2024)
found  that  in  performance-intensive  East  Asian  education
systems,  a  sense  of  meaning  weakens  the  impact  of
hindrance  stressors  on  turnover  intentions  and  increases
teachers’  engagement  at  work.  Collectively,  these  findings
indicate that meaning serves as a strong psychological buffer
in  high-pressure  educational  contexts,  protecting  teachers
working under structural performance demands.At the the‐
oretical level, Martela et al. (2021) proposed a dual-pathway
model of autonomy and beneficence, showing that meaning
sustains  intrinsic  motivation  and  reinforces  social  value
through  these  two  paths  and  mediates  the  relationship
between external working conditions and internal psycholo‐
gical states. This perspective marks a theoretical shift from an
outcome-oriented  to  a  resource-oriented  approach  and
provides  a  new  analytical  lens  for  studying  mental
health.Nonetheless,  several  important  gaps  remain.  First,
most existing studies focus on general occupational groups
and have not incorporated the combined context of institu‐
tional performance pressure and technology-related anxiety
faced  by  knowledge  workers  such  as  university  faculty.
Second,  although  previous  studies  have  demonstrated  the
protective role of meaning, its function within the relation‐
ships  among  structural  academic  pressure,  AI-related
replacement anxiety, and mental health has not been sys‐
tematically examined. Current discussions of meaning remain
rooted in individual, subjective well-being models and lack
structured  analysis  of  its  “psychological  defense”  and
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“resource  regulation”  mechanisms.Building  on  the  Job
Demands–Resources (JD–R) framework and Conservation of
Resources  (COR)  theory,  this  study  develops  a  meaning-
centered framework of psychological protection. The model
specifies how meaning buffers and restores mental resources
under the dual stressors of structural performance pressure
and AI-related replacement anxiety,  thereby supporting the
mental health of university faculty. In doing so, it advances
theoretical  understanding  of  meaning  as  a  psychological
resource  and  provides  empirical  and  policy  insights  for
organizational interventions in higher education.

2     L I T E R AT U R E  R E V I E W

2.1  Structural Academic Pressure and Faculty Mental Health

In recent years, faculty mental health has come to be recog‐
nized as one of the most structurally embedded risks within
higher education systems. Cross-national evidence consist‐
ently shows that performance-based evaluation, institutional
uncertainty,  and inadequate organizational  support  are the
main structural stressors contributing to psychological dis‐
tress  among  academics  (Abraham,  Meyer,  Mokwena,  &
Duncan,  2025).  Empirical  studies  in  South  Africa  further
demonstrate  that  psychological  strain  is  closely  related  to
organizational culture, suggesting that institutional condi‐
tions,  rather  than  individual  dispositions,  are  the  primary
drivers  of  deteriorating  mental  health.Yet  much  of  this
research has focused mainly on identifying risks and provides
limited analysis of the underlying structural mechanisms. In
a  scoping review,  Agyapong,  Obuobi-Donkor,  Burback,  and
Wei (2022) observe that anxiety, depression, and occupa‐
tional burnout among faculty have become global concerns,
but  most  studies  rely  on  cross-sectional  designs  and  lack
theoretical integration to explain the long-term mechanisms
through  which  “structural  academic  pressure”  operates.
European scholarship has begun to examine the interaction
between mental health and work engagement. Angelini et al.
(2024) show that emotional burnout is not a single negative
outcome; its  different  dimensions influence well-being and
engagement  in  various  ways,  suggesting  that  “burnout”  is
multifaceted and potentially reversible, with implications for
the  design  of  psychological  interventions.From  an  eco‐
nomic–sociological perspective, Cerci and Dumludag (2019)
argue  that  income  disparities  and  performance-oriented
evaluation regimes reduce faculty job satisfaction and overall
life satisfaction, revealing a sense of relative deprivation and
structural  imbalance in  academic work.  Evidence from the
Middle East supports this institutional interpretation: Ham‐
moudi Halat et al. (2024) report that, in Qatari universities,
perceived  occupational  stress  is  strongly  and  positively
related to depressive and anxiety symptoms, showing a close
link  between  high-performance  academic  cultures  and
deteriorating  mental  health.Further  qualitative  research
highlights the impact of weak institutional support on faculty
well-being. Through in-depth interviews with health sciences
educators,  Koster  and  McHenry  (2023)  show  that  the
absence  of  organizational  backing,  blurred  work–life

boundaries, and unequal resource allocation together create
conditions  for  burnout,  challenging  traditional,  individual-
centered stress models. Complementing this, Madigan et al.
(2023) report  in  a  systematic  review that  teacher  burnout
leads not only to psychological exhaustion but also to phys‐
ical  health  problems,  revealing  its  multidimensional  and
systemic consequences. However, such reviews often over‐
look the complexity of how social institutions jointly shape
psychological  and  physiological  health.  Recent  work  in
Thailand by Pakdee, Cheechang, and Thammanoon (2025)
emphasizes the importance of cultural context, arguing that
social expectations and role obligations in collectivist envir‐
onments  intensify  the  psychological  effects  of  performance
pressure,  thereby  strengthening  the  link  between  burnout
and  reduced  well-being.Existing  studies  consistently  show
the  widespread  decline  of  faculty  mental  health  under
structural academic pressures, but most still lack theoretical
depth and methodological integration. Few studies provide a
systematic account of how institutional logics, organizational
culture, and individual psychology interact. Most focus nar‐
rowly  on  symptoms  while  neglecting  the  institutional
dynamics that generate them. Future research should adopt a
dual  structural–psychological  perspective  to  explore  how
performance-based governance affects faculty mental health
through organizational  support  and meaning-making pro‐
cesses, helping to reinterpret structural pressure from a psy‐
chological  standpoint.  Such  a  shift  could  bridge  the  gap
between macro-level policy and micro-level experience and
provide a stronger theoretical basis for structurally informed
educational and psychological interventions.

2.2  AI Displacement Anxiety and Resource Threats

Although  existing  evidence  on  AI-induced  displacement
anxiety  and  resource  threats  generally  points  in  a  similar
direction, there remain disputes over how technologies are
measured, how causality is identified, and how findings can
be generalized across contexts.  A more critical  synthesis  is
required to clarify conceptual boundaries and causal mech‐
anisms. Studies at the industry and national levels provide
relatively  exogenous  leverage.  Analyses  exploiting  the
expansion of industrial robots, for example, link technolo‐
gical exposure to declining worker mental health, indicating
that objective technological change can translate into lasting
psychological  risks.  This  pattern  appears  consistent  across
sectors. However, robot intensity primarily captures physical
automation and does not fully represent generative intelli‐
gence  or  algorithmic  systems  that  affect  knowledge  work
(Abeliansky, Beulmann, & Prettner, 2024).In Europe, evid‐
ence  from  Germany  suggests  that  higher  AI  intensity  is
associated with greater job stress, particularly in knowledge-
intensive roles. This finding reinforces concerns about cog‐
nitive  substitution.  Yet  the  analysis  relies  mainly  on cross-
sectional  associations,  which  makes  it  difficult  to  exclude
reverse causality—for instance, that high-pressure positions
may be more likely  to adopt AI—and collinearity  between
technological intensity and job characteristics further com‐
plicates  causal  attribution  (Koch  &  Lodefalk,  2025).At  the
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organizational and individual levels, further evidence shows
how subjective threat perceptions form. Multi-method studies
find that introducing intelligent systems heightens insecurity
and provokes maladaptive behaviors such as avoidance and
defensiveness, indicating that perceived threats can manifest
in  behavioral  outcomes.  Even  so,  the  external  validity  of
these  findings  across  experimental  designs  and  situational
manipulations remains to be confirmed (Yam, Tang, Jackson,
Su, & Gray, 2023). Process-level innovation can also increase
psychological  strain  by  reorganizing  tasks  and  redefining
performance  requirements,  producing  greater  tension  and
stress. This highlights that the interaction between techno‐
logy and managerial  practice  constitutes  the real  exposure
pathway, and analyzing technology in isolation may under‐
estimate the role of institutional and organizational factors
(Du,  Shahiri,  Wei,  &  Xiahai,  2023).From a  resource-based
perspective,  studies  indicate  that  AI-induced  insecurity
reduces knowledge sharing and exploration, whereas AI self-
efficacy  can  offset  these  negative  effects.  However,  most
measures rely on self-reported data, raising concerns about
common method bias, and the influence of cultural context
on self-efficacy has not been adequately examined (Kim &
Kim,  2024).  Integrated  models  that  include  AI  cognition,
career  resilience,  and job insecurity  suggest  that  resilience
contributes to stabilizing behavioral outcomes. Yet the con‐
ceptual  distinction  between  resilience  and  self-efficacy,  as
well as their temporal stability, remains insufficiently sup‐
ported by multi-wave longitudinal evidence (Chung, Im, Kim,
& Yun, 2025). Micro-level experiments exploring immediate
emotions show that simply interacting with an AI physician
can elevate state anxiety even without actual job displace‐
ment,  implying  that  threat  cues  alone  can  trigger  anxiety,
though the ecological validity and long-term implications of
such  findings  remain  uncertain  (Yang  &  Sundar,
2025).Overall, objective indicators of technological intensity
help identify the scope of impact; subjective threat percep‐
tions reveal how psychological states translate into behavior;
and resource-based factors  such as  self-efficacy  and career
resilience  suggest  potential  buffering  mechanisms.  Non‐
etheless,  mismatches  between  measures  of  technological
intensity and job content, endogeneity from common-source
and  cross-sectional  data,  and  the  neglect  of  cultural  and
organizational contexts limit the generalizability and policy
relevance  of  current  findings.In  response,  this  study  uses
task-level indicators of AI exposure and integrates longitud‐
inal  and  multi-source  data  to  distinguish  between  two
exposure  pathways:  process  redesign  and  tool  adoption.
Within  the  university  context,  we  also  include  social  and
institutional resources such as perceived meaningfulness and
organizational support. The aim is to examine the coupling
strength  between  objective  exposure  and  subjective  threat
and to assess how resource buffers moderate psychological
outcomes.  This  design  seeks  to  address  key  limitations  in
existing research concerning measurement precision, causal
inference, and contextual scope.

2.3  Meaningfulness and Mental Health

Across  industries  and  cultural  settings,  research  generally
finds  a  positive  association  between  meaningfulness  and
mental health, although differences in theoretical founda‐
tions,  measurement  strategies,  and contextual  factors  limit
the scope of this conclusion. Using the pandemic and other
high-pressure  situations  as  external  shocks,  Jalil  and  Ali
(2023) show in a sample of SMEs that the subjective exper‐
ience of meaningful work improves psychological outcomes
indirectly  by  fostering  adaptive  coping  strategies.  This
finding indicates that meaningfulness is not a fixed trait but a
flexible  psychological  resource  that  can  be  strengthened
through  resource  mobilization  and  cognitive  reappraisal.
However,  the  study  relies  on  cross-sectional  self-reports;
personality  orientation  and  organizational  climate  may
introduce  common  method  bias,  and  causal  direction
requires  a  more  rigorous  identification  strategy.In
high–emotional labor occupations, Pace, Sciotto, and Russo
(2022)  find  a  robust  association  between  meaningfulness
and work enjoyment, though the effect varies depending on
emotion regulation strategies. In particular, the costs of deep
acting  can  offset  part  of  the  positive  impact.  This  result
highlights the importance of examining the short-term costs
and temporal dynamics of emotional labor when evaluating
the protective role of meaningfulness.Cross-sectional evid‐
ence  from  university  systems  worldwide  shows  that  staff
health and well-being have come under broad pressure in the
post-pandemic period (Rahman et al., 2024). This highlights
the urgency of examining the buffering function of mean‐
ingfulness within university organizations and reveals a key
gap: large-scale monitoring rarely measures meaningfulness
directly, making it difficult to explain why individuals differ
so widely under comparable levels of stress. At the individual
level, Rinas, Dresel, and Daumiller (2022) examine subject‐
ive  well-being  through  an  achievement-goal  framework.
Although they do not directly assess meaningful work, their
findings  suggest  that  meaning-making  may  stabilize  well-
being by strengthening mastery goals and weakening avoid‐
ance goals. This inference calls for integrated testing within a
single model that jointly includes meaningfulness, goal ori‐
entation,  and  psychological  outcomes.Broader  research  on
teachers  indicates  that  emotional  well-being is  a  multidi‐
mensional  construct.  The  tripartite  model  proposed  by
Salavera and Urbón (2024), encompassing affective, cognit‐
ive,  and  social  components,  provides  a  framework  for
examining how meaningfulness affects these dimensions and
how their  sensitivity  to  it  may  differ.Overall,  the  evidence
points to a consistent mechanism: under stress, meaningful‐
ness functions as a psychological resource that can be activ‐
ated through deliberate strategies, and its effects depend on
the intensity of emotional labor, individual motivation, and
the organizational environment. Future studies on teachers
should  employ  multi-wave  and  multi-source  designs,  track
short-term changes in meaningfulness alongside the costs of
emotional  labor,  and  incorporate  organizational  variables
such as support, fairness, and job autonomy to produce bal‐
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anced  interpretations.  Analyses  should  also  disaggregate
outcomes to examine differences across affective well-being,
psychological  distress,  and  occupational  burnout.Such  a
design builds on the process-oriented insights of Jalil and Ali
(2023) and Pace et al. (2022), addresses the mechanism gap
identified by Rahman et al. (2024), and connects the motiv‐
ational framework of Rinas et al. (2022) with the multidi‐
mensional  measurement  model  proposed  by  Salavera  and
Urbón (2024). This approach enables a clearer delineation of
the  protective  capacity  of  meaningfulness  and  identifies
intervention  pathways  under  conditions  of  institutional
pressure and technological uncertainty in higher education.

2.4  Theoretical Integration and Formulation of Research
Hypotheses

Current  research on university  teachers’  mental  health has
moved  from  identifying  risks  to  explaining  underlying
mechanisms. The main challenge lies in theoretically integ‐
rating  how  institutional  stress,  technological  anxiety,  and
psychological  resources  interact.  Broström,  Buenstorf,  and
McKelvey  (2021)  noted  that  in  the  era  of  the  knowledge
economy  and  innovation-driven  development,  universities
have been reshaped into performance- and output-oriented
innovation hubs. Teachers are no longer simply knowledge
disseminators but have become production factors in insti‐
tutional competition. This transformation has placed them in
a  sustained imbalance  between high  demands  and limited
resources, forming an institutional root for the structuraliz‐
ation of mental health problems.However, research on insti‐
tutional  structures  often  overlooks  teachers’  subjective
experiences and adjustment processes, offering few mech‐
anisms to explain micro-level psychological dynamics. From a
cultural-critical perspective, Sparkes’  (2021) study of aca‐
demic  narratives  revealed  that  under  performative  and
quantitative governance, academic work has been “indexed.”
Teachers  experience  self-alienation  and  meaning  erosion
amid  constant  evaluation  cycles.  This  institutional  logic
contributes to job burnout and erodes the spiritual founda‐
tion of academic work. While Sparkes’ contribution is theor‐
etically  insightful,  it  lacks  empirical  validation  of  the
underlying  psychological  mechanisms.Using  performance-
based funding policies as a case, Rosinger, Ortagus, Kelchen,
and  Choi  (2023)  showed  that  when  evaluation  systems
overemphasize  quantifiable  indicators,  teachers’  behaviors
and  psychological  states  become  simultaneously  alienated.
The  original  aim  of  performance  incentives  shifts  toward
“punishment-driven motivation,”  creating an organizational
pathway that  helps  explain how structural  academic stress
translates into psychological distress. In parallel, Maddock’s
(2024) study of social work professionals identified covari‐
ation among stress, burnout, and well-being, showing that in
high-pressure  environments,  the  depletion  of  psychological
resources  generates  a  negative  feedback  loop  in  which
reduced  well-being  and  increased  burnout  reinforce  one
another.  This  provides  a  cross-professional  reference  for
understanding mental health in education, although its static
model  fails  to  capture  the  dynamics  of  cognitive  resource

recovery and adjustment.To address this limitation, Scholze
and  Hecker  (2024)  proposed  adopting  the  Job
Demands–Resources (JD–R) model as a core theoretical lens
for mental health in the digital age. They argue that techno‐
logical and institutional changes can simultaneously increase
stressors (demands) and foster new psychological resources,
among which sense of meaning, self-efficacy, and organiza‐
tional  support  are  key  variables.  This  model  integrates
structural  stress  and AI  anxiety  and conceptualizes  mental
health  as  a  dynamic  equilibrium  between  stress  and
resources rather than a linear causal chain. Sinval, Oliveira,
Novais,  Almeida,  and  Telles  Correia  (2024)  validated  this
view in a longitudinal study of medical students, finding that
stress, anxiety, and academic engagement interact dynamic‐
ally over time. Mental health thus emerges as a state system
shaped  by  ongoing  processes  of  resource  depletion  and
recovery.Overall,  existing  research  has  identified  multiple
determinants of teachers’ mental health—spanning institu‐
tional logic, cultural critique, policy design, and psycholo‐
gical mechanisms—but cross-level integration remains lim‐
ited.  Drawing  on  the  JD–R  model  and  Conservation  of
Resources (COR) theory, this study develops a three-dimen‐
sional  model  in  which  structural  academic  stress  and  AI
replacement  anxiety  constitute  external  job  demands  that
affect  teachers’  mental  health  through  a  resource-threat
pathway. As a key psychological resource, a sense of meaning
helps regulate resource consumption under institutional and
technological pressures and supports psychological recovery
by reconstructing internal motivation.This integrated model
responds  to  the  institutional  stress  logic  identified  by
Broström  et  al.  (2021)  and  Rosinger  et  al.  (2023)  while
incorporating the resource-balance perspective advanced by
Scholze and Hecker (2024). It also formulates a psycholo‐
gical  countermeasure hypothesis  based on Sparkes’  (2021)
diagnosis of the “collapse of academic meaning.” Accordingly,
the study proposes three hypotheses:(1) Structural academic
stress  and  AI  replacement  anxiety  significantly  reduce
teachers’  mental  health;(2)  Sense  of  meaning  mediates  or
moderates  the  relationship  between  these  stressors  and
mental  health;(3)  Organizational  support  and  teacher
autonomy enhance the protective effect of meaning.Through
this  framework,  the  study  links  institutional  critique  with
psychological  modeling,  constructing a theoretical  pathway
that combines the explanatory reach of social structure with
the testability of psychological processes..

3     M E T H O D S

3.1  Research Objec

This study explores the structural formation of mental health
and the regulation of psychological resources among uni‐
versity  teachers,  within  the  dual  context  of  performance-
oriented governance and the rapid penetration of  artificial
intelligence  (AI).  Guided  by  the  framework  of  structural
stress–psychological  resources–mental  health,  it  examines
how structural academic stress and AI replacement anxiety
jointly influence teachers’ mental health, focusing particu‐
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larly  on  the  mediating  role  of  sense  of  meaning  and  the
moderating  role  of  organizational  support.Unlike  previous
studies  that  focused mainly  on individual  stress  responses,
this  research  adopts  a  dual  perspective—social  institutions
and psychological resources—to explain the structural roots
of mental health problems. Using data from 150 university
teachers,  the  study  identifies  major  psychological  risks,
compares  the  relative  impacts  of  institutional  stress  and
technological anxiety, examines how teachers sustain psy‐
chological balance through meaning construction, and ana‐
lyzes  the  role  of  organizational  support  in  recov‐
ery.Theoretically,  the  study  integrates  the  Job
Demands–Resources  (JD–R)  model  and  Conservation  of
Resources (COR) theory to construct a mental health gener‐
ation  framework  centered  on  sense  of  meaning.  It  views
mental health not as an individual trait, but as the outcome
of interactions between institutional logic and psychological
resources.  Practically,  the  study  provides  new  insights  for
improving  institutional  care  in  educational  governance.
Strengthening  organizational  support  and  meaning-supply
mechanisms  can  foster  teachers’  sustainable  psychological
well-being  in  high-pressure  environments  and  help  restore
balance between efficiency and humanistic values in educa‐
tion.

3.2  Core Hypotheses

This study takes university teachers as its focal sample and
constructs a structural model of mental health centered on
sense of meaning. It examines how structural academic stress
and  AI  replacement  anxiety  influence  mental  health,  and
tests  the  protective  function  of  psychological  resources  by
incorporating organizational  support.  The study posits  that
teachers’ mental health is shaped by the combined effects of
institutional stress and technological anxiety, while psycho‐
logical repair and renewal occur through sense of meaning
and organizational support.Structural academic stress con‐
stitutes a long-term psychological risk arising from perform‐
ance constraints, administrative overload, and role conflict,
which together undermine teachers’ mental health. As a new
form  of  technological  stressor,  AI  replacement  anxiety
heightens career uncertainty and existential concern, leading
to psychological fatigue and value doubt. Sense of meaning
functions as a core psychological resource that helps teachers
maintain balance under pressure; it alleviates stress-related
depletion by reconstructing the value and purpose of educa‐
tional work. Organizational support reflects institutional care
and trust.  It  safeguards  individual  psychological  resources,
strengthens the positive role of sense of meaning in promot‐
ing mental health, and reduces the negative effects of struc‐
tural stress and technological anxiety.Building on this theor‐
etical  reasoning,  the  study  proposes  the  following  hypo‐
theses:H1: Structural academic stress has a significant neg‐
ative  effect  on  university  teachers’  mental  health.H2:  AI
replacement anxiety has a significant negative effect on uni‐
versity teachers’ mental health.H3: Sense of meaning medi‐
ates the relationship between structural academic stress and
mental health.H4: Sense of meaning mediates the relation‐

ship between AI replacement anxiety and mental health.H5:
Organizational support moderates the relationships between
stress and sense of meaning, and between sense of meaning
and  mental  health.This  hypothesis  framework  outlines  the
formation mechanism of university teachers’ mental health.
Within contexts marked by institutional stress and techno‐
logical anxiety, sense of meaning operates as a key psycho‐
logical  factor  determining whether  individuals  can achieve
psychological  recovery  and  reconstruct  value  through
organizational support. It also lays the conceptual ground‐
work for subsequent structural equation modeling

3.3  Participants and Procedure

This study focused on university teachers in China to empir‐
ically  examine  how  structural  academic  stress  and  AI
replacement  anxiety  affect  mental  health,  and  to  test  the
mediating  and  moderating  roles  of  sense  of  meaning  and
organizational support. A stratified random sampling method
was used, yielding 150 valid responses. Among the parti‐
cipants,  54.7% were female and 45.3% were male,  with a
mean age of 36.2 years (SD = 6.8) and an average teaching
experience  of  10.4  years  (SD = 5.7).  Participants  holding
associate senior titles or above accounted for 41.3%, those
with lecturer or intermediate titles made up 38.7%, and the
remainder were teaching assistants or in junior positions.All
questionnaires were completed anonymously to ensure data
accuracy and ethical compliance. The survey measured five
latent variables:  structural  academic stress,  AI  replacement
anxiety,  sense  of  meaning,  organizational  support,  and
mental  health.  All  items  were  rated  on a  five-point  Likert
scale  (1  =  “Strongly  Disagree,”  5  =  “Strongly  Agree”).
Structural  academic  stress  comprised  three  dimensions—
academic workload, institutional constraints, and role con‐
flict.  AI  replacement  anxiety  captured  teachers’  perceived
career uncertainty under increasing technological adoption.
Sense of meaning assessed the perceived value and purpose
of  educational  work.  Organizational  support  reflected
teachers’ perceptions of institutional care, fairness, and trust.
Mental  health  represented  a  composite  of  emotional  well-
being, psychological vitality, and burnout.The questionnaire
was refined through a pilot  test  to ensure semantic clarity
and  cultural  relevance.  To  reduce  common  method  bias,
randomization and reverse-coded items were applied. Data
were analyzed using SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 24.0. Preliminary
analyses  confirmed  data  normality,  reliability,  and  validity.
Factor loadings ranged from 0.71 to 0.89, and all Cronbach’s
α values exceeded 0.85, indicating good reliability and con‐
struct validity. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was then
applied to test the main, mediating, and moderating effects,
and the  Bootstrap  method (5,000 resamples)  was  used  to
assess the significance of  indirect  effects.  Model  fit  indices
showed excellent overall fit (χ²/df = 1.57, CFI = 0.97, TLI =
0.96,  RMSEA  =  0.04).Overall,  the  sampling  design  and
analytic  procedures  ensured  strong  reliability  and  validity,
while  maintaining  participant  anonymity  and  voluntary
participation  in  accordance  with  ethical  standards.  These
methodological steps provide a sound empirical foundation
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for subsequent model testing and theoretical  interpretation
of university teachers’ mental health within the dual context
of institutional stress and technological anxiety..

3.4  Indicator System

TA B L E  1 Indicator System of Latent and Observed Variables

FIRST LEVEL INDICATORS (LATENT VARIABLES) SECOND LEVEL INDICATORS / DIMENSIONS

Structural Academic Stress Institutional Stress

Evaluation Stress

Lack of Sense of Control

AI Replacement Anxiety Technology Replacement Concern

Sense of Competence Depreciation

Behavioral Withdrawal Tendency

Sense of Meaning Presence of Life Meaning

Meaning Seeking

Work Meaningfulness

Mental Health Emotional Health

Job Burnout

Positive Psychological Well being

Control Variables Gender, Age, Professional Title, Tenure, Discipline Type, AI Usage Experience

4     R E S U LT S

4.1  Descriptive Statistics and Measurement Model
Validation

TA B L E  2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix(N=150)

VARIABLE M SD 1 2 3 4

1.Structural Academic Stress(SAS) 3.81 0.47 —

2.AI Replacement Anxiety(AI) 3.75 0.43 0.41*** —

3.Sense of Meaning(MF) 3.21 0.42 –0.39*** –0.31*** —

4.Organizational Support(OS) 3.56 0.40 –0.24** –0.19* 0.36*** —

5.Mental Health(MH) 3.48 0.45 –0.42*** –0.35*** 0.57*** 0.34***

Table  2  presents  the  descriptive  statistics  and  correlations
that  outline  the  structural  characteristics  of  university
teachers’  psychological  states.  Teachers  reported  relatively
high levels of structural academic stress (M = 3.81, SD =
0.47) and AI replacement anxiety (M = 3.75, SD = 0.43),
while their sense of meaning was comparatively low (M =
3.21, SD = 0.42) and mental health was moderate to high
(M = 3.48, SD = 0.45). This configuration reflects a “high-
demand,  low-meaning”  pattern,  suggesting  that  perform‐
ance-oriented governance and technological  transformation
have  jointly  created  a  sustained  psychological  burden  for
teachers.Correlational results further illustrate the interde‐
pendence among variables.  Both structural  academic stress
and AI anxiety were negatively associated with mental health

(r = –0.42, –0.35) and with sense of meaning (r = –0.39,
–0.31). These findings indicate that institutional and tech‐
nological pressures not only impair mental health directly but
also erode psychological resilience by diminishing a sense of
meaning.  The  relationship  is  more  than  a  simple
“stress–health” link; it represents a deeper structural tension
between institutional  logic  and professional  identity.  When
academic evaluation systems privilege performance indicat‐
ors and quantitative outcomes, teachers’ sense of professional
meaning shifts from internal fulfillment to external valida‐
tion. Academic work becomes less about self-realization and
more  about  continuous  justification  of  worth,  gradually
eroding meaning and, in turn, mental well-being.At the same
time,  organizational  support  was positively correlated with
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both sense of meaning (r = 0.36) and mental health (r =
0.34), indicating that institutional support resources play a
protective  and  restorative  role.  When  teachers  perceive
recognition,  fairness,  and  emotional  connection  from their
institutions,  they  are  more  likely  to  reconstruct  intrinsic
motivation and rediscover the meaning of their work, thereby
achieving greater psychological balance.

In summary, Table 2 not only reports statistical relationships
among  variables  but  also  reveals  a  broader  psychological
structure  within  contemporary  universities:  the  strain
between performance governance and humanistic values, the
gap  between  technological  rationality  and  the  search  for
meaning, and teachers’ ongoing efforts to rebuild self-worth
and professional identity amid these tensions.

4.2  Reliability and Validity Tests

TA B L E  3 Results of Reliability and Validity Tests

LATENT VARIABLES FACTOR LOADING RANGE CRONBACH’SΑ CR AVE RESULTS

Structural Academic Stress 0.73–0.88 0.88 0.91 0.67 Good reliability and validity

AI Replacement Anxiety 0.71–0.84 0.87 0.89 0.64 Good reliability and validity

Sense of Meaning 0.76–0.89 0.90 0.92 0.71 Good reliability and validity

Organizational Support 0.72–0.86 0.85 0.88 0.65 Good reliability and validity

Mental Health 0.74–0.90 0.91 0.93 0.72 Good reliability and validity

Table 3 reports the reliability and validity indicators for all
latent  variables.  The  factor  loadings  ranged  from  0.71  to
0.90, exceeding the 0.70 threshold. Cronbach’s α values were
between  0.85  and  0.91,  composite  reliability  (CR)  values
were above 0.88, and the average variance extracted (AVE)
ranged from 0.64 to 0.72. All indices surpassed the com‐
monly accepted standards of 0.70 for factor loadings and CR,
and 0.50 for AVE, confirming that the measurement instru‐
ments possessed strong internal consistency and convergent
validity.Both  stress-related  constructs—structural  academic
stress  and AI  replacement anxiety—showed high reliability
and validity. This suggests that teachers’ perceptions of per‐
formance evaluation pressure and technological replacement
threats were consistent across respondents, reflecting stable
psychological patterns rather than momentary reactions. The
consistency observed here not only validates the measure‐
ment quality of the scales but also illustrates how prolonged
exposure  to  performance  governance  and  technological
change has become internalized as an enduring psychological
condition among teachers.Similarly, the high reliability and
convergent validity of sense of meaning and mental health
indicate that teachers’  experiences of positive psychological
resources  are  relatively  cohesive,  with  these  variables
occupying a stable position within their psychological sys‐

tems. In high-pressure environments, sense of meaning and
mental health appear to function as restorative and integ‐
rative  forces,  providing  teachers  with  enduring  emotional
and cognitive support.The reliability of organizational sup‐
port  was slightly  lower  (α = 0.85),  reflecting variation in
teachers’  perceptions  of  institutional  care  and  trust.  Such
differences may stem from variations in governance culture,
management  practices,  and  interpersonal  climates  across
universities.Overall, the results presented in Table 3 confirm
the robustness of the measurement model and point to the
structural  regularities  underlying  teachers’  psychological
experiences.  High  reliability  reflects  not  only  statistical
precision but  also  the  psychological  convergence  produced
under long-term institutional demands. The strong conver‐
gent validity of sense of meaning and organizational support
underscores  their  central  role  as  protective  psychological
resources within the educational system—factors that sustain
self-coherence  under  structural  stress  and  offer  valuable
directions for future organizational and psychological inter‐
ventions.

4.3  Direct Effects of Structural Academic Stress and AI
Replacement Anxiety on Mental Health

TA B L E  4 Direct Effects of Structural Academic Stress and AI Replacement Anxiety on Mental Health

PATH Β S.E. T VALUE P VALUE CONCLUSION

Structural Academic Stress→Mental Health –0.36 0.07 –5.14 *** Significant negative effect

AI Replacement Anxiety→Mental Health –0.28 0.08 –3.50 *** Significant negative effect

Organizational Support→Mental Health 0.21 0.07 3.00 ** Significant positive effect
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F I G U R E  1 Direct structural model showing the effects of structural academic stress, AI replacement
anxiety, and organizational support on mental health.

Table  4  and  Figure  1  show that  both  structural  academic
stress  and AI  replacement  anxiety  had significant  negative
effects  on  teachers’  mental  health  (β  = –0.36  and  –0.28,
respectively).  In  contrast,  organizational  support  exerted a
significant  positive  influence  (β  =  0.21).  These  findings
suggest that the decline in teachers’ mental health arises not
merely  from  personal  emotional  reactions  but  from  the
combined effects of institutional pressure and technological
uncertainty.Structural  academic  stress  reflects  the  deep
transformation of educational governance. When perform‐
ance evaluation, research productivity,  and resource com‐
petition become the main criteria of institutional operation,
teachers’  psychological  experiences  are  increasingly  con‐
strained  by  administrative  rationality.  In  this  environment,
the meaning of academic work gradually shifts from intrinsic
fulfillment  to  compliance  with  quantitative  standards.  The
negative  effect  of  AI  replacement  anxiety  amplifies  this
pattern.  Teachers  face  not  only  institutional  pressure  from
performance metrics but also an existential sense of vulner‐
ability as automation and algorithms begin to challenge their
professional value. The resulting combination of institutional
and technological  stress makes the deterioration of  mental
health a structural outcome rather than an occasional con‐
dition.Conversely,  the  positive  effect  of  organizational

support  highlights  a  potential  avenue  for  psychological
recovery. When teachers perceive genuine institutional sup‐
port through fair resource allocation, transparent commu‐
nication, and emotional recognition, their psychological well-
being can be partially restored. Organizational support thus
functions less as an external incentive and more as a balan‐
cing mechanism that moderates the tension between sys‐
temic rigidity and individual fragility.At a broader level, these
results reveal a paradox within contemporary higher educa‐
tion: systems that prioritize efficiency and competition often
erode  the  intrinsic  meaning  of  academic  work.  Although
organizational support provides a degree of compensation, it
cannot  fully  counteract  the  mental  depletion generated by
performance-driven  governance.  The  challenge  of  faculty
mental health, therefore, lies not in individual adaptation but
in  the  misalignment  between  institutional  rationality  and
humanistic values. If governance models continue to priv‐
ilege  quantitative  evaluation  while  neglecting  mechanisms
for  psychological  restoration,  the  decline  of  meaning  and
well-being may become an entrenched condition within the
academic system.

4.4  Mediating Effect Analysis of Sense of Meaning
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TA B L E  5 Mediating Effect Analysis of Sense of Meaning(Bootstrap=5000 Resamples)

PATH INDIRECT
EFFECT

95%CI LOWER
BOUND

95%CI UPPER
BOUND

P
VALUE

CONCLUSION

Structural Stress→Sense of Meaning→Mental
Health

–0.18 –0.26 –0.10 *** Partial
mediation

AI Anxiety→Sense of Meaning→Mental Health –0.14 –0.22 –0.07 *** Partial
mediation

F I G U R E  2 Mediating Effect Forest Plot (Bootstrap 95% CI)

Table 5 and Figure 2 show that sense of meaning played a
significant partial mediating role in the relationships between
structural  academic  stress,  AI  replacement  anxiety,  and
mental health. Structural academic stress indirectly reduced
mental  health  by  diminishing  teachers’  sense  of  meaning,
with an indirect effect of –0.18 and a 95% confidence inter‐
val (CI) from –0.26 to –0.10. For AI replacement anxiety, the
indirect effect through the same pathway was –0.14 (95% CI:
–0.22 to –0.07). Neither interval included zero, confirming
the stability of the mediation effect.These findings demon‐
strate that sense of meaning functions as a crucial psycholo‐
gical link between external stressors and mental well-being.
When teachers lose a sense of purpose and value under per‐
formance-driven evaluation systems and continuous techno‐
logical  change,  their  mental  health  deteriorates.  In  this
process, external pressures do not directly cause psycholo‐
gical  collapse  but  instead  lead  to  exhaustion  and  identity
confusion  by  disrupting  individuals’  systems  of  meaning.
Once teachers no longer view their work as self-realization
but  as  an  obligation  within  institutional  routines,  they
experience alienation, a sense of emptiness, and eventually
burnout.The  forest  plot  in  Figure  2  further  supports  these
results:  both indirect  paths deviate significantly from zero,

confirming the mediating role of sense of meaning in chan‐
neling psychological energy between stress and health. The
partial mediation suggests that teachers retain some capacity
for  psychological  adjustment  between  institutional  and
technological  pressures.  In  other  words,  individuals  can
partially  mitigate  stress  by  reconstructing  the  meaning  of
their work.However, the partial nature of this mediation also
exposes a systemic paradox. Personal meaning can tempor‐
arily repair psychological strain, but it is gradually depleted if
institutional  structures  continue to  erode intrinsic  profes‐
sional value. Sense of meaning therefore acts both as a pro‐
tective resource and as a fragile equilibrium point between
institutional rationality and human well-being. Table 4 and
Figure  2  together  illustrate  that,  in  a  highly  performance-
oriented and technologized academic environment, sustain‐
ing mental health depends not only on emotional resilience
but on the ability to maintain a socially grounded sense of
purpose in educational work.

4.5  Moderating Effects of Sense of Meaning and
Organizational Support

TA B L E  6 Moderating Effects of Sense of Meaning and Organizational Support

PATH Β S.E. T VALUE P VALUE

Sense of Meaning×Organizational Support→Mental Health 0.21 0.08 2.63 **

Sense of Meaning→Mental Health(Low Organizational Support) 0.32 — — *

Sense of Meaning→Mental Health(High Organizational Support) 0.61 — — ***
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F I G U R E  3 Simple Slopes Plot: Moderating Effect of Organizational Support on the Relationship between
Meaningfulness and Mental Health

Table 6 and Figure 3 show a significant interaction between
sense of  meaning and organizational  support  in predicting
mental health (β = 0.21, t  = 2.63). Simple slope analysis
indicates that under low organizational support, the positive
association between sense of meaning and mental health was
modest  (β  =  0.32),  whereas  this  relationship  was  much
stronger when organizational support was high (β = 0.61).
As illustrated in Figure 5, the slope for high organizational
support is clearly steeper, showing that organizational sup‐
port amplifies the beneficial  effect of sense of meaning on
mental  well-being.This  finding  reveals  a  key  interaction
between individual psychological resources and the institu‐
tional  environment.  Sense  of  meaning,  as  an  internal
resource, enables teachers to maintain coherence and pur‐
pose  in  high-pressure  contexts.  However,  without  external
reinforcement,  its  protective  function  is  constrained  by
institutional  limitations.  Under  low organizational  support,
teachers can rely on personal meaning to sustain a certain
level of stability, but this form of self-regulation is fragile and
mentally  costly.  When organizational  support  is  strong,  by
contrast, teachers’ sense of meaning is validated and rein‐
forced by the broader social context, reactivating professional

identity  and  promoting  overall  psychological  health.This
moderating relationship reflects the interplay between indi‐
vidual meaning construction and institutional recognition in
higher  education.  Organizational  support  is  not  merely  a
contextual  resource  but  a  form  of  social  validation  that
determines  whether  personal  meaning  can  be  transformed
into  enduring  psychological  energy.  Sense  of  meaning
therefore  exerts  its  protective  influence  most  effectively  in
environments where it is both institutionally acknowledged
and emotionally affirmed.Taken together, Table 6 and Figure
3 suggest that the sustainability of  teachers’  mental  health
depends  on  the  alignment  between  internal  meaning  and
external  support.  When  university  governance  emphasizes
performance  and  competition  while  neglecting  social  and
emotional  support,  the  positive  influence  of  meaning  is
weakened by structural indifference. The significance of the
moderating effect thus extends beyond a statistical finding—
it highlights the need to restore balance between institutional
efficiency and human well-being in higher education.

4.6  Integrated Structural Model and Robustness Test

TA B L E  7 Comparison of Goodness of Fit for Integrated Structural Models

MODEL TYPE Χ²/DF CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR R²(MH)

Main Effect Model 1.71 0.96 0.95 0.05 0.04 0.51

Mediating Model 1.64 0.96 0.95 0.05 0.04 0.58

Moderating Model 1.59 0.97 0.96 0.04 0.04 0.63

Integrated Model 1.57 0.97 0.96 0.04 0.04 0.65
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F I G U R E  4 Comparison of model fit indices (CFI, TLI) and explained variance (R²) across four structural
models.

Table 7 and Figure 4 report that all four structural models
achieved  satisfactory  fit  levels.  The  Comparative  Fit  Index
(CFI) and Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI) were consistently above
0.95, while the Root Mean Square Error of  Approximation
(RMSEA) and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual
(SRMR) remained below 0.05, indicating excellent model fit
and stability.In terms of explanatory power, the complexity of
the model was positively associated with its ability to explain
variation in mental health. The R² value rose from 0.51 in
the main effect model to 0.58 in the mediating model, 0.63
in the moderating model, and 0.65 in the integrated model—
an overall  improvement of  nearly 30 percent.  This pattern
suggests  that  teachers’  mental  health  is  shaped  not  by  a
single  stress  factor,  but  by  the  combined  and  interactive
influences  of  institutional  pressure,  psychological  meaning,
and organizational support.Figure 4 visualizes this trend: as
mediating and moderating pathways were incorporated, the
explained variance in mental health increased steadily. This
pattern  indicates  that  more  complex  models  capture  the
dynamic  interplay  of  factors  within  educational  environ‐
ments. The improvement in explanatory power reflects not
only  methodological  refinement  but  also  the  underlying
structural  conditions of  higher  education.  Teachers’  mental

health,  within  performance-driven  and  technology-oriented
systems,  emerges  as  the  outcome  of  interactions  among
stress, meaning, and institutional support. When meaning is
eroded by administrative rationality, the presence of organ‐
izational support becomes critical for psychological recovery.

The superior fit  of the integrated model confirms both the
robustness  of  the  hypotheses  and  the  multidimensional
nature of  mental  health  formation.  It  shows that  teachers’
well-being  depends  on  the  balance  between  institutional
efficiency  and humanistic  values.  High  model  fit  therefore
indicates  that  including  both  mediating  and  moderating
pathways  better  approximates  real-world  dynamics.  Con‐
versely,  interventions  focused  on  a  single  variable  are
unlikely to address the structural roots of distress.  Table 7
and  Figure  4  together  highlight  that  the  sustainability  of
faculty  mental  health  depends  on  an  educational  system’s
capacity  to  integrate  performance goals  with  psychological
and social support mechanisms.

4.7  Differential Effects on Multidimensional Mental Health
and Alternative Model Analysis

TA B L E  8 Differential Effects on Multidimensional Mental Health and Alternative Model Analysis

MENTAL HEALTH
DIMENSIONS

SENSE OF MEANING→DEPENDENT
VARIABLE(Β)

SAS→DEPENDENT
VARIABLE(Β)

AI→DEPENDENT
VARIABLE(Β)

Emotional Health 0.58*** –0.31*** –0.24**

Job Burnout –0.41*** 0.36*** 0.30***

Life Satisfaction 0.33** –0.28** –0.21*

Subjective Well being 0.29** –0.22* –0.18*

Table  8  shows  that  meaningfulness,  structural  academic
pressure,  and  anxiety  about  AI  replacement  have  distinct
effects across different dimensions of mental health. Mean‐
ingfulness exerts the strongest positive effect on emotional

health (β = 0.58), significantly reduces occupational burnout
(β = −0.41), and enhances both life satisfaction (β = 0.33)
and subjective well-being (β = 0.29). These findings suggest
that  meaningfulness  functions  as  a  central  psychological
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resource  that  supports  teachers’  emotional  stability  and
overall  coherence  under  sustained  demands.  When  indi‐
viduals  find self-realization in  their  teaching and research,
their  affect  becomes  less  sensitive  to  fluctuations  in  per‐
formance evaluation, and burnout is mitigated by a sustained
sense  of  purpose.In  contrast,  structural  academic  pressure
and AI replacement anxiety negatively affect mental health.
Structural pressure shows the strongest positive association
with burnout (β = 0.36), indicating that performance-based
management  continuously  drains  teachers’  psychological
energy. Anxiety about AI replacement more directly under‐
mines emotional health and life satisfaction (β = −0.24 and
β = −0.21), reflecting how technological uncertainty reduces
feelings of safety and control.Together, these results depict a
layered  psychological  structure:  emotional  health  reflects
immediate  affective  states,  burnout  captures  prolonged
depletion,  and  life  satisfaction  and  subjective  well-being
represent the longer-term maintenance of meaning. Teachers’
mental health therefore depends less on the absolute level of
stress  than  on  their  ability  to  sustain  a  coherent  sense  of
purpose within institutional constraints. When work becomes
detached  from  value  recognition  and  subordinated  to
external  performance logics,  psychological  strain accumu‐
lates.Within  this  structure,  meaningfulness  plays  a  pivotal
role. It serves both as a source of psychological energy and as
a  stabilizing  factor  that  mitigates  institutional  alienation.
Although  its  loss  may  not  immediately  lead  to  emotional
breakdown, it gradually erodes professional engagement and
well-being. The multidimensional pattern in Table 8 implies
that  improving mental  health requires more than lowering
stress  levels;  it  also  calls  for  institutional  conditions  that
allow meaning to be preserved and renewed. When educa‐
tional organizations recognize the intrinsic value of teaching
and  research  and  foster  genuine  professional  belonging,
teachers’ mental health can be maintained more effectively
over time.

5     D I S C U S S I O N

5.1  From Stress Response to Meaning Construction: The
Generative Logic of Teachers’ Mental Health

Teachers’  mental  health  does  not  follow  a  simple  linear
response  to  external  stressors.  It  represents  a  continuous
process  of  meaning  construction  and  identity  adjustment
under  high-intensity  institutional  structures.  The  results
indicate that structural academic pressure and anxiety about
AI  replacement  exert  moderate  negative  effects  on  mental
health (path coefficients ≈ −0.36 and −0.28), yet the over‐
all average level of mental health remains moderately high.
This suggests that even in demanding environments, teachers
are  not  entirely  depleted;  instead,  many  have  developed
psychological  strategies  that  allow  adaptation  and  partial
reorganization  under  sustained  pressure.In  this  setting,
pressure operates in two ways. It  can erode stability when
experienced as coercive and unreciprocated, but it can also
stimulate self-reflection and renewal when interpreted as a
challenge  or  as  recognition  of  competence.  Teachers  who

view performance expectations and research competition as
opportunities  for  growth  tend  to  mobilize  psychological
energy,  while  those  who  interpret  them  as  threats  to
autonomy  or  signs  of  diminished  recognition  experience
exhaustion and identity tension. These differences highlight
the role  of  meaning as  a  central  psychological  mechanism
that translates institutional demands into a coherent sense of
purpose.The primary risk to mental  health,  therefore,  does
not lie in the sheer intensity of pressure but in the disruption
of  meaning  systems.  When  performance  requirements  are
detached  from  a  sense  of  moral  or  educational  purpose,
pressure  becomes  punitive  rather  than  motivating.  Con‐
versely, when teachers can connect their institutional tasks to
personal  and professional  values,  pressure  may be  trans‐
formed  into  productive  engagement.The  current  trend
toward performance management may improve measurable
efficiency,  yet  it  also  weakens  the  moral  and  narrative
frameworks  through  which  educators  make  sense  of  their
work. When teachers lose clarity about the social or personal
significance of their roles, their professional vitality dimin‐
ishes even if surface indicators of performance remain stable.
Sustainable psychological resilience, therefore, depends less
on endurance than on the capacity to reaffirm the meaning
and social value of educational work amid institutional and
technological change.

5.2  The Rupture between Institutional Rationality and
Human Values: Psychological Imbalance under Educational
Governance

The findings highlight a contradiction that extends beyond
individual stress responses: the growing disjunction between
institutional  rationality  and humanistic  values in contem‐
porary higher education.  Structural  academic pressure and
anxiety  about  AI  replacement  are  not  isolated  personal
experiences but manifestations of a governance logic that has
lost  alignment  with  its  educational  purpose.  Empirically,
structural  academic  pressure  is  strongly  associated  with
occupational burnout (β = 0.36) and negatively correlated
with  sense  of  meaning  (β  =  –0.39),  while  organizational
support  remains  positively  related  to  both  meaning  and
mental  health.  These  results  reveal  a  systemic  paradox:  a
governance  framework  organized  around efficiency,  com‐
petition,  and  quantification  increasingly  undermines  the
affective and moral foundations that sustain teachers’ cre‐
ativity, professional identity, and well-being.Under perform‐
ance-oriented  and  algorithmic  governance,  teachers  are
gradually recast from creators of knowledge to executors of
measurable outputs.  Education is treated less as an ethical
and relational practice and more as a technical process. This
shift enforces conformity to data and metrics while weaken‐
ing teachers’ sense of belonging and integrity. The roots of
psychological imbalance therefore lie not only in workload
but in a distorted structure of institutional meaning. Teachers
are  expected  to  demonstrate  enthusiasm and  commitment
while operating in an environment that discourages emo‐
tional  engagement  and  erodes  value  coherence.  Declining
mental health thus reflects a moral and institutional imbal‐
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ance—a widening gap between professional conscience and
managerial logic.This imbalance is the foreseeable result of a
metric-based  regime  that  equates  value  with  output.  By
invoking  neutrality  and  scientific  objectivity,  it  reduces
educators to production units, turning the erosion of mean‐
ing into a structural outcome. Reports of fatigue and emo‐
tional exhaustion reflect not only stress but also the gradual
displacement of humanistic purpose by technical rationality.
In  such  a  system,  education  risks  losing  its  orientation
toward  intellectual  and  moral  development,  becoming
instead  a  field  of  resource  competition  and  performance
accumulation.Addressing this  condition requires  more than
adjustments to workload or performance targets.  Restoring
psychological  balance  depends  on  rebuilding  coherence
between institutional goals and the ethical purpose of edu‐
cation.  Sustainable  reform  involves  recognizing  teachers’
emotional  and  moral  contributions  as  legitimate  forms  of
institutional value. When governance practices acknowledge
human agency and moral responsibility as integral to aca‐
demic  life,  mental  health  can  evolve  from  an  individual
coping issue into a central  dimension of educational sus‐
tainability..

5.3  From Organizational Support to Institutional Care:
Rebuilding the Meaning Ecology of Education

The restoration and maintenance of teachers’ mental health
depend on  whether  universities  can  move  from functional
support to institutional care. The analysis shows that organ‐
izational support has a significant positive effect on mental
health (β = 0.21) and strengthens the beneficial influence of
meaning  on  psychological  well-being.  This  suggests  that
resilience arises not only from individual self-regulation but
also  from  the  sense  of  safety  and  recognition  created  by
organizational  structures.Yet  the  prevailing  managerial
approach in many institutions remains limited to policy-level
support—training  programs,  resource  distribution,  and
incentive mechanisms—while  neglecting the deeper  ethical
dimension of whether teachers are genuinely understood and
respected.  Sustainable  psychological  recovery  depends  less
on the quantity of formal initiatives than on whether insti‐
tutional  arrangements  convey  empathy  and  recogni‐
tion.When organizational support develops into institutional
care, it becomes part of the moral and cultural fabric of the
university. Under such conditions, individuals feel acknow‐
ledged and valued even amid structural pressure. Rebuilding
this environment of meaning requires redefining the rela‐
tionship  between  individuals  and  institutions.  Support
framed merely as a distribution of resources or a compens‐
atory mechanism cannot address the foundations of mental
health;  institutional  care,  by contrast,  concerns how gov‐
ernance  structures  preserve  personal  dignity  and  affirm
moral  worth.The  protective  role  of  meaning  lies  in  the
interpretive  framework  it  provides,  allowing  teachers  to
situate  their  work  within  broader  educational  purposes.
When institutions fail  to  recognize this  meaning,  its  social
grounding erodes: teachers may continue teaching and pub‐
lishing, yet feel detached and disoriented. The aim of insti‐

tutional  care  is  to  repair  this  disconnection  by  linking
personal  meaning  to  institutional  purpose.  Care,  in  this
sense, extends beyond emotional reassurance; it represents a
form of ethical governance that assumes responsibility for the
psychological  and moral  well-being of  educators.This  need
arises because current governance systems, driven by effi‐
ciency  and  standardization,  have  weakened  the  emotional
and social dimensions of education. Teachers’ psychological
difficulties should thus be seen not as personal weaknesses
but  as  indicators  of  institutional  environments  that  fail  to
provide  meaning.  When  universities  once  again  regard
teachers as partners in the educational mission rather than as
agents of production, mental health can evolve from com‐
pliance-based  adjustment  to  genuine  identification  with
institutional values. Institutional care, therefore, represents a
renewal  of  the  educational  contract—aligning  individual
development  with  organizational  purpose  and  embedding
psychological well-being within the culture of the university.

6     C O N C LU S I O N S

This study examined how structural academic pressure and
AI-related  replacement  anxiety  affect  the  mental  health  of
university faculty, emphasizing the mediating role of mean‐
ingfulness  and  the  moderating  function  of  organizational
support.  The  findings  indicate  that  teachers’  psychological
well-being results from the interaction among meaning sys‐
tems, institutional environments, and individual psycholo‐
gical resources. Structural academic pressure and AI anxiety
have  significant  negative  effects  on  mental  health,  while
meaningfulness partially mediates these effects and organ‐
izational  support  provides  an  important  moderating
buffer.When teachers face intense performance demands and
technological  uncertainty,  they  can  maintain  psychological
balance if they reconstruct meaning to affirm self-worth and
experience  fairness  and  emotional  recognition  from  their
institutions. Mental health, therefore, depends not simply on
external  conditions  but  on  whether  individuals  can  make
sense  of  their  work  and  find  trust  within  organizational
relationships.At the same time, the results point to a deeper
structural issue in higher education. As university governance
increasingly relies on performance assessment, quantifica‐
tion, and algorithmic evaluation, the system has advanced in
rationalization  but  lost  part  of  its  humanistic  foundation.
Teachers’  work has become embedded in a logic of output
and accountability: their professional value is measured by
data,  leaving  limited  space  for  recognition  as  moral  and
intellectual contributors. Education has thus shifted from a
vocation grounded in ethics and reflection to a production
system, and teachers have been repositioned as implementers
rather than creators. Mental health problems should there‐
fore be understood not as failures of personal adjustment but
as  reflections  of  a  governance  model  that  has  grown
detached  from  the  educational  mission.  When  efficiency
becomes  the  dominant  norm,  teachers’  meaning  systems
narrow,  and  their  emotional  and  ethical  commitments  are
marginalized.These conditions have produced organizations
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that  appear  effective  yet  are  internally  characterized  by
fatigue  and  disengagement.  The  deterioration  of  mental
health among teachers has become a systemic signal of the
declining humanistic  orientation within educational  mod‐
ernization.From a practical standpoint, the study offers three
key implications.First, university governance should reorient
from performance-driven  control  toward  meaning-centered
development,  integrating  teachers’  mental  health  into  the
ethical and cultural foundations of higher education. Insti‐
tutional design must restore attention to persons,  ensuring
that teachers are not only evaluated but also respected and
understood.Second,  institutions  need  to  establish  a  mul‐
tilayered  structure  of  organizational  care.  Fair  incentives,
participatory  management,  and  emotional  support  can
strengthen  teachers’  sense  of  belonging  and  professional

identity,  improving  collective  resilience.Third,  amid  rapid
technological  transformation,  education  systems  should
foster constructive engagement with AI, enabling teachers to
view  technology  as  a  means  of  innovation  rather  than  a
threat to professional identity.Overall, this study clarifies the
structural logic shaping faculty mental health and reveals the
deeper  contradictions  within  modern  higher  education.
Teachers’ anxiety and burnout reflect not individual weak‐
ness but the pressures of a system that prioritizes efficiency
over meaning. Sustainable reform requires a renewed com‐
mitment  to  the  human dimension of  education.  The  long-
term vitality  of  universities  depends  on  whether  they  can
restore the moral and intellectual purpose of teaching and
research, allowing mental health to emerge as a reflection of
institutional integrity rather than an individual struggle.
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