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Abstract

Workplace wellbeing is essential for the employee as well as the organisation, but it may not adequately
capture the way wellbeing is experienced in Singapore due to its diverse multi-ethnic society imbued with
Eastern and Western values. The present study explores Singaporean employees’ understanding and
perspectives in relation to how they experience wellbeing at the Singapore workplace. With a total of 31
participants consisting of full-time Singaporean employees from 17 industries, we used reflexive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013) to interpret the data and develop the themes. These 13 themes are:
accomplishment, autonomy, co-worker relationship, employee recognition, fairness, learning and
professional development, meaningful work, organisational support, person-organisational fit, role clarity,
support from boss, transparency, and work-life balance. This study has elucidated our understanding of
workplace wellbeing in the Singapore context and set the direction for further research including the
development of a new Singapore Workplace Wellbeing Questionnaire. This will in turn assist in future
development of workplace interventions aimed at improving employee outcomes, leading to improved
health outcomes in the Singapore population and sustained economic growth and success.
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Workplace wellbeing is essential for the employee as well as the organisation,
but it may not adequately capture the way wellbeing is experienced in Singapore
due to its diverse multi-ethnic society imbued with Eastern and Western values.
The present study explores Singaporean employees’ understanding and
perspectives in relation to how they experience wellbeing at the Singapore
workplace. With a total of 31 participants consisting of full-time Singaporean
employees from 17 industries, we used reflexive thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2013) to interpret the data and develop the themes. These 13 themes are:
accomplishment, autonomy, co-worker relationship, employee recognition,
fairness, learning and professional development, meaningful work,
organisational support, person-organisational fit, role clarity, support from boss,
transparency, and work-life balance. This study has elucidated our
understanding of workplace wellbeing in the Singapore context and set the
direction for further research including the development of a new Singapore
Workplace Wellbeing Questionnaire. This will in turn assist in future
development of workplace interventions aimed at improving employee
outcomes, leading to improved health outcomes in the Singapore population and
sustained economic growth and success.

Keywords: employee wellbeing, mental health, Singapore, thematic analysis,
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Introduction

The world is in the process of rapid modernisation, as evidenced by turbulent and
uncertain economic conditions (Bolisani & Bratianu, 2017; Lopolito et al., 2015). The 21%
century has brought about drastic changes at the workplace resulting in a significant impact on
individual, organisational, and societal health (Cooper, 2009). It is therefore increasingly
important for employers to focus on employee wellbeing for ensuring the success of the
organisation (Kowalski & Loretto, 2017; Porath et al., 2012).

Defining Wellbeing

Wellbeing is an important concept for thriving and human flourishing, and some terms
such as happiness and quality of life have been used synonymously with wellbeing (Selwyn &
Wood, 2015). The two main views that have dominated the field are the hedonic approach and
the eudaimonic approach. The hedonic approach focuses on maximising happiness and
pleasure and avoiding pain (Deci & Ryan, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2001). The eudaimonic
approach refers to personal growth and realising one’s potential, meaning and purpose in life,
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and living a good life (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Waterman, 1993). Ryff and Keyes (1995) asserted
that subjective wellbeing in terms of pleasure or happiness is not sufficient for overall
wellbeing as one could lead a meaningless life but nonetheless be content. Thus, psychological
wellbeing consisting of self-acceptance, positive relationships, autonomy, environmental
mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth is actually more important (Ryff & Keyes, 1995;
Ryff & Singer, 2008). Further, Ryan et al. (2008) espoused that the basic human psychological
needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness derived from the Self-Determination Theory
can be fulfilled by living a life in line with the eudaimonic view of pursing intrinsically-valued
goals.

Seligman (2011) proposed a wellbeing theory consisting of five measurable
dimensions: Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment.
This theory expands and extends beyond the notion of happiness and life satisfaction and
includes hedonic, eudaimonic, and social wellbeing. Seligman argued that these five
dimensions enable one to flourish in different areas of life including ones’ work life and go
well beyond the traditional measurement of success in purely monetary terms. There is overlap
between the two frameworks of wellbeing proposed by Seligman and Ryff and Keyes.
However, one noticeable difference is the presence of positive emotion in Seligman’s
framework as an essential aspect of wellbeing, whereas Ryff and Keyes prioritised the
importance of living a meaningful life.

To address how wellbeing can be captured more meaningfully across different nations,
Huppert and So (2013) provided an analysis of responses from participants in 23 European
countries and proposed a conceptual framework of wellbeing delineating 10 dimensions:
competence, emotional stability, engagement, meaning, optimism, positive emotion, positive
relationships, resilience, self-esteem, and vitality. Their findings suggest viewing wellbeing
from a multi-dimensional perspective, including both the hedonic and eudaimonic
perspectives. Despite the fact that the research is conducted with participants from only
European countries, the authors recognised and emphasized the role that other factors might
come into play to influence the conceptualisation of wellbeing such as cultural values, socio-
economic conditions and polices; the promotion of wellbeing therefore lies in a deeper
understanding of these factors. In line with the recommendation by the authors, the current
research aims to elucidate these factors within the Singapore context.

Mental Wellbeing in the Singapore Context

Singapore is a multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-lingual society in Southeast Asia,
and had a total population of around 5.6 million in 2018. Amongst the resident population, the
largest ethnic groups are Chinese (74.3%), followed by Malays (13.4%), Indians (9%), and
other ethnic groups (3.3%; Department of Statistics, Ministry of Trade and Industry, Republic
of Singapore, 2019). Singapore was colonized by Britain in 1819 and later gained independence
in 1965 from Malaysia. Many of Singapore’s laws are still inherited from British and British-
Indian laws. There is also considerable freedom and plurality in the practice of numerous
religions such as Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Taoism (Tambyah, & Tan,
2013). The national language is Malay, but the other official languages of English, Mandarin,
and Tamil are widely spoken by the population. English, however, is the medium for education
and business, and is the first language taught in schools. As a result of these historical and
cultural demographics, Singapore possesses a unique combination of values influenced by both
eastern and western cultures (Leong et al., 2014). Thus, the notion of wellbeing in Singapore
is likely to differ from those of any other country, and especially from western, educated,
industrialised, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) nations (Schulz et al., 2018).
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Singapore has achieved substantial economic growth over the last five decades and now
has one of the highest GDP per capita in the world (Tambyah & Tan, 2013). Despite the
financial success, Singapore scored low in terms of happiness and life satisfaction when
compared to other countries (Vaingankar et al., 2011). This is consistent with previous research
indicating that economic growth and material success do not necessarily translate into
increased wellbeing (Bunge, 2012; Easterlin, 2017; Mikucka & Sarracino, 2014). Despite
having one of the most efficient healthcare systems in the world in terms of life expectancy
and relative per capita cost of health care (Lim, 2017), mental health in Singapore has been a
low priority until recently. This is mainly due to the high level of stigma attached to mental
ilinesses and the dire shortage of mental health professionals such as clinical psychologists and
medical social workers (Chong, 2007).

The significant impact of mental health and the recognition of the importance of mental
wellbeing have prompted the Ministry of Health in Singapore back in 2005 to task a Committee
of policy makers and mental health professionals to deliver a number of recommendations
including building resilience to mental illness, working towards early detection, reducing
stigma, engaging the primary care physicians and building up a network of support in the
community, rectifying the shortfall in mental health workers, encouraging research, and lastly,
developing a monitoring and evaluation system (Chong, 2007). Launched in 2007, the National
Mental Health Blueprint further specifically highlighted the importance of promoting mental
wellbeing in the Singapore population including at the workplace, to increase the quality of life
of its citizens as well as increase productivity for the nation.

Wellbeing at Work in the Singapore Context

Work is an important element in one’s life and it is crucial that an employee experiences
positive emotions and functions effectively as part of their wellbeing (Keeman et al., 2017).
Life is enriched by work in various ways; it fulfils a variety of needs including personal and
family needs (Wong & Yuen, 2012). In the economic context, work is a source of income
needed to support families. In the social and psychological contexts, work provides group
identification and affiliation and a sense of meaning and purpose (Burke et al., 2009), and
meaning in life is further enhanced by individuals experiencing meaning at their work (Steger
& Dik, 2009). Work can positively enhance a person’s mental health in areas such as social
interaction and work skills (Rao & Ramesh, 2015), and the workplace can also be an area for
targeted interventions for the prevention of mental health problems (Mykletun & Harvey,
2012).

The Singapore workforce is one of the most unique in the world as it is inherently
diverse due to its multi-ethnic society. It embodies Western modernity while retaining its Asian
values which in turn influences organisational practices (Yeo & Pang, 2017). For example, Yeo
and Pang investigated how organisational communication is influenced by cultural values in
Singapore and found that only some traits similar to those found in collectivistic cultures were
reflected, thus showing the uniqueness and diversity of the Singapore culture. Using the seven
dimensions of Gundykunst’s (1998) individualistic and collectivistic perspectives on
communication, they found that only self-disclosure and persuasive strategies tended towards
individualistic scores while reducing uncertainty, abiding by cultural communication rules,
maintaining the face of other, observing turn-taking and reducing conflicts tended towards
more of the common rules embedded within a specific cultural context. As different factors
such as being positive, communication, management of difficulties and conflicts, socio-
emotional skills, and values have been shown to influence wellbeing at the workplace (Biggio
& Cortese, 2013), the way that workplace wellbeing is experienced may be unique.
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A survey conducted by in 2019 has shed light on employee wellbeing in Singapore; it
found that Singaporean employees were experiencing increasing stress levels in due to reasons
including increased workloads, increased work expectations, the need to meet tighter deadlines
and increased competition, all of which would have a negative impact on employee wellbeing
as well as the organisation (Cigna, 2019). Moreover, surveys conducted by Singapore’s Health
Promotion Board (HPB) previously found that the mental wellbeing scores of working
Singaporeans were lower than the general population (adults over the age of 18 who are
students, not working or have retired) by 13 per cent, yet only 40 per cent of 12000 small-and-
medium enterprises (SMES) expressed interest in investing in the mental wellbeing of their
employees due to reasons such as lack of knowledge and resources (HPB, 2012). One of the
biggest challenges for Singapore companies is that mental health and stress issues are
increasingly having a greater impact on employees’ productivity. In addition, the Aon’s Asia
Pacific (APAC) Benefits Strategy study in 2017 found that in Singapore, 72% of employers
see mental issues a concern, yet only 51% have emotional and psychological wellness
programmes in place. Moreover, only 62% of companies have plans to implement such
programs in the future, which is six percentage points lower than the Asia Pacific average. This
is a cause for concern given that mental wellbeing directly impacts on productivity.

Grawitch et al. (2014) reported that even though a substantial amount of research has
emphasized the importance of promoting employees’ wellbeing, little has been done to clarify
the process or possible mechanisms. For example, many workplace interventions are simply
individually-based and do not consider how they can be integrated into an organisation’s
unique practices and processes. This brings into question whether the programs currently in
place for companies to promote employees’ wellbeing are cross-culturally robust. LaMontagne
et al. (2014) claimed that there appears to be a lack of effectiveness in workplace mental health
interventions as well as lack of focus on employee wellbeing.

Importance of Workplace Wellbeing

Employee wellbeing has implications for both the employee and the organisation. An
employee with low wellbeing is burdened by emotional and psychological difficulties; they are
also less productive, makes poorer decisions, and contributes less to the organisation (Danna
& Griffin, 1999). The reverse is true: when an employee’s wellbeing is at its optimum, they
are able to perform optimally at the workplace (Grawitch et al., 2006). When organisations pay
attention to the employees by providing the necessary growth factors to promote and support
their wellbeing, a reciprocal relationship is created resulting in improved job performance. As
mental wellbeing also directly affects how employees think and feel about their job and
organisation (Tov & Chan, 2012), it is critical that employers focus on their employees’ mental
wellbeing as a way for their organisations to grow.

Furthermore, mental and cognitive skills such as creativity, relationship and emotional
skills, autonomy and exchange of knowledge, all of which are closely associated with the
wellbeing of individuals, have been identified as key factors contributing to individual and
collective efficiency within a company (European Network for Workplace Health Promotion,
2010). Thus, these valuable skills can be tapped if the company can create conditions to
increase employees’ wellbeing.

Marchand et al. (2014) highlighted that very little research has focused on workplace
conditions and contexts in capturing employee mental health determinants, which can
subsequently impact on workplace interventions as wellbeing needs to be viewed from an
individual as well as organisational level. A meta-analysis conducted by Harvey et al. (2017)
elucidated the important relationship between workplace characteristics and employee mental
health; specifically, the authors identified 12 workplace risk factors that were shown to be
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related to common mental health issues: high job demand, low job control, low workplace
social support, effort-reward imbalance, low organisational procedural justice, low
organisational relational justice, organisational change, job insecurity, temporary employment
status, atypical working hours, bullying, and role stress.

Wellbeing Research in Non-Western Context

Hill et al. (2004) reported that the majority of research in work and family has been
conducted in developed Western countries which share similar culture valuing individualism;
employees are also better supported by government and organisational policies aimed at
promoting work and family interface. Given the unique cultural context in Singapore, the
workplace and family life environment are therefore likely to present a different set of factors
as compared to other countries (Sandberg et al., 2012), such as the presence of Confucian
values (Tan, & Tambyah, 2015) and government’s push for greater family values (Chan et al.,
2000).

Using a structured questionnaire derived and adapted from an earlier QWL study
(Miller, 1978), Wyatt and Wah (2001) found that four factors contributed to employees’
perceptions of quality of work life and therefore wellbeing in Singapore, including personal
growth and autonomy, favourable work environment, nature of the job, stimulating
opportunities and co-workers. The study also found that participants showed a preference for
autonomy as well as active participation from others at the workplace. The authors concluded
that this runs contrary to Hofstede’s (1980) research which indicated that cultures that are high
on power distance (which includes Singapore), would place less emphasis on participation and
democracy. In the unique Singapore context, this might be due to the increasing level of
education and living standards changing the perceptions and expectations of workplace (Wyatt,
& Wah, 2001).

There is also evidence that some Confucian values continue to remain strong in
Singapore. Chan et al. (2000) investigated the sources of work stress using self-administered
questionnaires from six professional Singaporean groups and found that employees indicated
interpersonal conflicts with superiors as highly stressful due to the Confucian value of placing
emphasis on interpersonal harmony, and this effect remained even after their ethnicity was
accounted for. Work-family conflict was also cited as one of the major sources of stress due to
the strong family values as well as the need to be successful at work inherent in Singapore
society; consequently, employees struggled and faced mounting stress when firm commitments
to both work and family became irreconcilable (Chan et al., 2000). On the other hand, the study
also found that positive personality traits including having a sense of control and a sense of
self-esteem helped improve employee mental wellbeing. In fact, as interpersonal harmony is a
value strongly emphasised in Singapore, good relationships with colleagues were also found to
contribute positively to the work experience and therefore resulted in improved employee
wellbeing.

Wong and Yuen (2012) underscored the subtle differences in the meaning of
“relationship” as a common concept applicable to both the West and the East; having good
interpersonal relationships are important in an individualist Western society because the
personal emotional needs of the individuals are met. Having good interpersonal relationships
in a collectivist Eastern society means more than satisfying personal emotional needs alone; it
is more concerned about preserving interpersonal harmony within the group members so that
it puts members in a more advantageous position. In the workplace, having a good relationship
with the boss or people of higher status is likely to provide better chances of getting a promotion
or more benefits. It is therefore common to find items such as “equitable opportunity” and “fair
competition” in self-constructed work values scales in Mainland China (Wong & Yuen, 2012).
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This is to highlight how unique relationships at the workplace in Eastern societies can have an
impact on employees such as opportunities for promotion.

The Current Study

In recent years, Abdin et al. (2019) indicated that there has been an increasing presence
of workplace psychosocial risk factors such as poor organisational climate, introduction of new
technologies, leadership and work-family conflict resulting in a decline in employees’
wellbeing and negative impact on organisational outcomes such as job dissatisfaction and loss
of productivity. As such, research into workplace wellbeing factors in the current climate is
needed to combat such workplace risk factors as well as to increase workers’ wellbeing.
Moreover, it has been highlighted that there is limited research examining non-Western
participants perspective of wellbeing from their unique cultural position (Maulana et al., 2018;
Schulz et al., 2018).

Moreover, mental wellbeing is significantly associated with many economic
development sectors such as employment and education and other Millennium Development
Goals as drafted by the United Nations such as improving maternal health and decreasing child
mortality (Gureje & Jenkins, 2007). Economic growth is in turn affected by these conditions
through their effects on manpower supply, wage growth, and productivity (WHO, 2002). Due
to Singapore’s extremely small size and limited resources, manpower and productivity are
critical to its economic development and growth and success. Employees are therefore the
critical drivers of progress in Singapore, and the focus on the wellbeing of Singapore
employees is critical to ensure that long term economic growth is sustainable.

In order to understand workplace wellbeing specific to the Singapore context,
identifying the organisational factors that contribute to mental wellbeing is therefore needed as
well as examining how employee outcomes can be positively enhanced. Thus, the purpose of
current study was to elicit the perspectives from Singaporean employees that contribute to
mental wellbeing at their workplace. The research question guiding this study included: “What
are the important aspects of mental wellbeing in the Singapore workplace and how do
organisational factors influence them?”’

This qualitative study sought to add on to the pool of evidence-based knowledge and
solutions to improve mental wellbeing at the workplace specifically in the Singapore context.

Author’s Research Note

The first author is a clinical psychologist who has worked in a variety of settings
including the social service and private sectors. He strongly believes that every individual has
the potential to live a meaningful and productive life through the appreciation of their unique
strengths and actualizing potentials. Being a Singaporean who has studied and lived in abroad
(Australia and New Zealand) for 14 years, he has noticed that workplace wellbeing in
Singapore is generally low as compared to the Western counterparts and mental wellbeing had
not been a priority especially before Covid-19 hit. He was therefore inspired to embark on his
Ph.D. study journey in 2017 with the aim of developing a culturally relevant workplace
wellbeing instrument in Singapore, as no instrument relevant for use in the local context was
available to his knowledge at that time. He believed that such an instrument would bring greater
awareness into workplace wellbeing and lead to the development of best practice, standards,
guidelines, and interventions. This is to ensure that employee wellbeing remains the focus for
the organisation to thrive and remain competitive in today’s challenging economy through
greater productivity and reduced negative psychological consequences. The second and third
authors are the supervisory team from the School of Psychology and Wellbeing at the
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University of Southern Queensland, Australia. The second author is an Emeritus Professor and
has extensive experience in the area of occupational health psychology. The third author is an
organisational psychologist and his areas of expertise include occupational stress and wellbeing
across cultures, mindfulness, and sustainability. All three authors were highly invested in
increasing the wellbeing of every individual in a culturally appropriate and sensitive manner.

Materials and Methods
Research Design

This study adopted a thematic qualitative approach which aimed to explore participants’
experience of workplace wellbeing in the Singapore context. Thematic analysis is one of the
most widely used methods and is suitable for use in a diverse range of epistemologies and
research questions including realist, phenomenological, or social constructionist questions
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). It is also well-suited to investigate an area that
may be under-researched with the views of participants not normally listened to (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Moreover, it has been emphasized that reflexivity is an essential component of
good qualitative research as it brings in and acknowledges the researcher’s own role in
conducting the research thereby enriching the research data and outcomes with meanings
(Braun & Clarke, 2013; Willig, 2013). Together with its clear methodological structure and
flexible approach in identifying concepts pertaining to the research questions, the use of
reflexive thematic analysis was therefore deemed appropriate for the current study.

Willig (2013) highlighted that the use of focus groups leverages on a number of key
elements that allow for the generation of rich data. For example, the conversations that occur
during the focus groups between participants provide the researcher a significant amount of
information including the participants’ attitudes, viewpoints, and meanings in relation to the
research topic of interest. As such, focus groups as compared to one-on-one interviews, provide
a more natural setting where interaction within a social group takes place thereby offering high
ecological validity in the data generated (Willig, 2013). Ecological validity, which involves
looking at the relationship between the findings of the research and its application to real life
settings, is seen to be most relevant to qualitative research. As further pointed out by Lune and
Berg (2017), the meanings and responses elicited during the discussions in focus groups are
not only socially constructed as compared to individually constructed one-on-on interviews,
but also reflect the participants’ interests rather than the researcher’s interest, all of which help
to enhance the validity of the data generated. Moreover, focus group discussions enable an
issue or area of interest to be understood in greater depths and details, and they also allow
participants to contribute with minimal effort to the discussions, yet at the same, allow them to
feel heard and understood (Bader & Rossi, 2002). As conversations in focus groups are innately
social in structure where every participant has to conform to the social norms just like in the
real world, the use of focus groups in research thus allows knowledge and insights to be
obtained on a particular phenomenon in real life (Cyr, 2019).

Participants

A total of 31 employees from different industries participated in six focus groups. The
size of the six focus groups conducted ranged from four to seven participants. Willig (2013)
suggested that there should not have more than six to eight participants in each focus group so
that every participant can fully participate in the discussion. A number totalling 30 or more
participants conducted through a series of a few small focus groups is appropriate for a full
study as indicated by Lune and Berg (2017). Only Singapore citizens who were working full-
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time in Singapore were eligible to participate in the research. In total, 21 females and 10 males
with an age range of 29 to 63 took part in the focus group study. The majority were Chinese
(28) followed by Indians (2) and Malay (1). Participant numbers, gender, and employee
categories in each of the focus groups are presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Demographic Table of Focus Group Participants

Participants (P)

Focus Group (FG) n Gender Industries

One (FG1) 5 3 females, 2 males  Administrative, Customer
Service, Healthcare

Two (FG2) 7 5 females, 2 males  Design, Finance, Manufacturing,
Marketing, Music, Travel

Three (FG3) 5 3 females, 2 males  Administrative, Healthcare,
Management, Retail

Four (FG4) 4 3 females, 1 male Construction, Executive
(Government), Healthcare
(Government), Law,

Five (FG5) 5 3 females, 2 males  Education, Healthcare

Six (FG6) 5 3 females, 1 male Accounting, Administrative,

Healthcare, Logistics

Data Collection

The researcher recruited participants for the focus group directly through personal
contacts via email and/or telephone, word-of-mouth, as well as through recommendations and
snowballing by the participants such as their colleagues or peers. The researcher contacted all
the 31 employees who forwarded an expression of interest either through emails or mobile
messages to establish availability and arranged for the focus groups to be conducted on specific
dates online via the University of Southern Queensland (USQ) zoom platform. The researcher
conducted all six focus groups within a 3-month period in 2019. Each of the six focus groups
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lasted between 1 hour to 1.5 hours. The researcher obtained signed informed consent was from
the participants prior to the commencement of the discussion in each focus group.

The researcher provided an overview of the study purpose as well as the definition of
mental wellbeing in relation to the workplace. The researcher confirmed with the participants
that they had read and understood the information sheet provided to them and informed the
participants of the confidential nature of the discussion and that the focus group session would
be audio-recorded to ensure that all information could be accurately captured and transcribed
later. The researcher also reminded the participants that no names would be identified in any
way during the transcription process.

A semi-structured interview schedule was deemed to be the most appropriate which
allowed for participants to respond using their own words and meanings (Willig, 2013). The
researcher provided definitions of mental wellbeing and mental wellbeing at the workplace to
the participants. This was to ensure that participants would have the same understanding of
these definitions to facilitate the discussions. All authors developed the questions for the focus
groups to guide the discussions to identify factors that contributed to mental wellbeing at the
workplace. Examples of these questions include: What are the key factors that determine your
sense of wellbeing at the workplace,” “why do these factors, as you shared earlier, determine
your sense of wellbeing at the workplace,” “could you give me a few examples of the things
or things you are doing that contributes to your sense of wellbeing at work,” and “what do you
think are some of the outcomes that an employee might identify with or strive for at the
workplace?” Ethical approval was given by USQ Human Research Ethics Committee on the
13" of November 2019. The approval number is HI9REA253.

Analysis

The analysis of the transcribed data that followed the six phases of thematic analysis
delineated by Braun and Clarke (2006) was conducted by the first author. Using a largely
inductive process within a critical realist paradigm where knowledge is accessed through a
subjective and socially constructed lens such as history and cultural background (Braun &
Clarke, 2013), semantic and/or explicit themes within the data were identified. The thematic
analysis allowed for the identification of repeated patterns of meaning or themes across the six
focus group data sets without adherence to a specific theoretical position. The analysis of the
data did not look beyond what the participants in the focus groups had said in order to identify
ideas, conceptualization or ideologies that might have altered or informed the semantic content
of the data, such as the use of grounded theory with a more constructionist approach (Braun &
Clarke, 2006).

The themes identified were clear and explicit with the data extracts containing many of
the actual titles of the themes. A review of research literature was conducted to help interpret
and refine the data to ensure clarity of the more theoretical extracted themes where the actual
title of the theme did not come from the data extracts (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). Further, as a
theme can be viewed from different perspectives, negative or disconfirming ideas or
information from the data extracts that were contrary to the themes were also included in the
analysis to increase credibility of the account (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

The first phase of analysis consisted of checking the data files and transcripts for any
mistakes after having the data transcribed into written form by the professional transcription
service. This was followed by repeated readings of each of the focus group dataset to ensure
complete familiarization of the data. The second phase consisted of generating and listing
initial interesting codes from the transcripts. A worked example of the initial listing of codes
in this phase is presented in Table 2. Braun and Clarke’s (2013) emphasized that it is important
to “produce insights into the meaning of the data that go beyond the obvious or surface-level
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content of the data, to notice patterns or meanings that link to broader psychological, social or
theoretical concerns” (pp. 201, 204). Thus, as the initial coding process proceeded across the
six focus group data sets, key patterns related to factors that contributed to workplace mental
wellbeing became more noticeable, and similarities as well as differences across the data sets
also became more apparent. The third phase consisted of analyzing, reviewing, and clustering
the codes according to their similarity from which themes were eventually created. The themes
were named in accordance with the perceived meaning and representation of the codes. As
emphasized by Braun and Clark (2006, 2013), the analysis of the data was a recursive process
moving back and forth throughout the six-phase process. As the process moved into phase four,
three overarching themes and 13 themes were eventually identified. Constant revisiting of the
transcripts and codes was done to ensure all meaningful patterns across the data sets were
analyzed. Phase five consisted of further reviewing all the themes by a final re-read of all the
data items across the entire data sets to ensure that the themes identified captured the meaning
of the whole data set in relation to the research question, that is, factors that contributed to
mental wellbeing at the Singapore workplace. The second and third authors conducted an
iterative process and mutually agreed on the three overarching themes and 13 themes.

Table 2
A Worked Example of the Initial Coding Stage

Data Codes

Moderator: It makes you feel good to come to
work because?

P4: You look forward to, you want to come to | Supportive environment, non-toxic

work because you're in a good environment. You | Meaning of good environment?

have people you want to meet. People you want to | Supportive boss

work with and strive to a common goal. Supportive colleagues

Physically safe environment

Psychologically safe environment

Good social relationship with colleagues/boss
Good working relationship with colleagues/boss
Common goal and aspiration, clear roles

P2: Because the work experience is enjoyable and | Being supported at work - from others (colleagues,

pleasant. boss) and organisation
Clear expectations and role
P4: Yes. Work is meaningful
Learning opportunities
P2: You don't feel like it is a chore. Variety of tasks/less monotonous

Able to make decisions

Feeling competent, able to accomplish task
Good fit with the job/organisation

Job satisfaction

P5: Or it's like what P2 say you feel I'm going to | Uncertainty and fear at work (abuse)/toxic
get verbal abused today. | don't know what is next. | environment - negative

You enjoy coming to work because you will have | Feeling emotionally/psychologically/physically
the same respect from your colleagues. You don't | safe

feel threatened. You have a say in the company | Feeling respected as a person, same respect for
with your opinions. That makes work enjoyable. | everyone
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P3: I will also say good interpersonal relationships
also mean you have goodwill support from your
colleagues. That's very important because
teamwork you can do it.

Discrimination and abuse free. Who is
responsible? Boss? Organisation?
Having a voice at work, being listened to

Being happy at work is possible

Importance of forming good social relationships
with colleagues

Importance of good working relationship with
colleagues to accomplish tasks

No task is difficult with good support
Support for one another, trust

P6: Teamwork makes it doable. Importance of good relationship  between
colleagues, work becomes easier.

Clear goals and vision

Productivity

Braun and Clarke (2013) addressed several criteria as well as issues with regards to
conducting qualitative research of good quality. Specifically, the authors highlighted that
reliability is not a suitable criterion for evaluating qualitative research in the quantitative sense;
qualitative methods acknowledge the context-specific nature of reality, with interpretations and
meanings generated by the active researcher who inevitably influences the research process
which in turn renders coding reliability an unsuitable criterion. Rather, reliability in qualitative
research should be conceived as “trustworthiness” by following a set of guidelines, namely,
the 15-point criteria check as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2013) which the current study
adhered to. The researcher took care to acknowledge his own theoretical commitment for the
data to be imbued with meanings, and the interpretations of the data were implicitly shaped by
theory and past research pertaining to psychological wellbeing, workplace wellbeing factors
and the Singapore workplace context. In addition, the current research study also adhered to
the general framework consisting of four core principles, “sensitivity to context,” “commitment
and rigour,” “transparency and coherence,” and “impact and important” developed by Yardley
(2000, 2008) to guide quality qualitative research. As explained by Braun and Clarke (2013),
Yardley’s principles are open and flexible and are applicable to conducting qualitative research
in diverse orientations. These four core principles and their application in the current research
study are summarised below in Table 2.

Table 3
The Application of the Four Core Qualitative Research Principles by Yardley (2000, 2008) to the
Current Research Study

1. Sensitivity to context

The researcher showed sensitivity to context through several ways. Firstly, the researcher critically
reviewed existing literature and investigation methods relating to topic being studied, that is, workplace
mental wellbeing. Secondly, the researcher was sensitive to context in which the study was conducted,
that is, participants in the Singapore workplace context, as well as participants’ perspectives. Thirdly,
the researcher adhered to the ethical guidelines including being sensitive to participants’ viewpoints as
well as to the interpretation of the data ensuring the researcher’s own perspectives and position were
not imposed. This ensured that all participants were respected especially given that Singapore is a
multiracial and multicultural country.

2. Commitment and rigour
The researcher demonstrated commitment and rigour by paying attention to each stage of the analysis
process based on well-established guidelines (qualitative research and thematic analysis guidelines)
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including literature review, data collection, methodology, analysis and interpretation of data and report
writing.

3. Transparency and coherence
The researcher demonstrated transparency and coherence in two ways. Firstly, each stage of the research
process was documented and provided in detail, and sound analysis, interpretations and reporting were
made ensuring a good fit between the research question and underlying epistemological assumptions.
Secondly, the use of reflexivity towards the research process was continuously emphasized. As
previously mentioned, the importance of reflexivity was an important aspect of qualitative research as
a way of to enrich the research process and outcomes (Willig, 2013).

4. Impact and importance
The researcher demonstrated the impact and importance of the current research study through gaining
greater understanding and insights into the research topic of interest, that is, workplace wellbeing in the
Singapore context, and how the results of the study could be applied to workplaces and inform
interventions for positive change towards greater employee wellbeing and productivity.

Results

The analysis of the data identified 13 sub-themes which have been grouped into three
overarching themes, and they in turn help define workplace factors contributing to employee
mental wellbeing. The overarching theme of Workplace Experience consists of Autonomy,
Accomplishment, Role Clarity, Person-Organisation Fit, Learning and Professional
Development, Meaningful Work, and Work-Life Balance. The overarching theme of
Workplace Relationships consists of Support from Boss and Co-worker Relationships. The
overarching theme of Organisational Culture consists of Fairness, Organisational Support, and
Transparency. These three overarching themes and 13 themes are presented in Table 3.

Table 4
Overarching Themes and Themes
Overarching Themes Themes
Workplace Experience Autonomy
Role Clarity

Work-Life Balance

Learning and Professional Development
Meaningful Work

Accomplishment

Person-Organisation Fit

Organisational Support

Workplace Relationships

Co-worker relationships
e Support from Boss

Organisational Culture e Fairness
e Transparency
e Employee Recognition
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Overarching Theme 1: Workplace Experience
Autonomy

The first theme that emerged from our data analysis was the sense of autonomy that the
participants highly valued when doing their job. In fact, this was a very strong theme shared
by all the participants. As shared by participant 1 from focus group 5:

Autonomy, like what participant 2 has mentioned is very important to me...to
make decisions that are within whatever that I need to do. I'm not being
questioned all the time as to why I make certain decisions, but that I’'m being
trusted by my bosses that | have the organisation or client’s interest at heart.

Participant 1 made it very clear that being able to make decisions on his own and being
trusted is essential. Indeed, autonomy is concerned with the amount of flexibility, freedom, and
independence in deciding how work is done (Avinandan & Neeru, 2006). Self-Determination
Theory as proposed by Deci and Ryan (1985), states that the experience of having autonomy,
alongside relatedness and feeling competence, are needed to foster intrinsic motivation to
enhance growth and wellbeing. At the workplace, these factors can have a significant impact
on learning, achievement, employee motivation, wellness, and productivity (Ryan & Deci,
2017).

Moreover, the consequences of not having adequate autonomy at work is described by
participant 3 in focus group 5: “If the workplace is very rigid and inflexible and the boss is
very top-down, | think someone said earlier about finding the rules very micromanaging...then
it gets very suffocating and difficult to work.”

This extract demonstrates that in addition to the lack of autonomy, the unnecessary
scrutiny and micromanagement style implemented by supervisors can result in an undesirable
psychological consequence of developing negative emotions such as anxiety and “feeling
trapped.” This suggests that having autonomy at work not only contributes to mental wellbeing
at work, but the lack of it is likely to contribute to negative psychological consequences.

The experience of autonomy was found to be positively associated with numerous
wellbeing outcomes such as self-esteem and self-actualization (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The
experience of job autonomy as a key ingredient in psychological wellbeing and workplace
wellbeing has similarly been well-documented (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Employees are more
likely to be satisfied with the jobs and more trusting of their organisations (Deci et al., 1989)
and experience greater wellbeing (Baard et al., 2004; Deci et al., 2001; Lynch et al., 2005)
when their managers are autonomy supportive. Further, Deci and Ryan (2008) argued that the
basic psychological needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy are universal across
different cultures with research supporting that the satisfaction of the autonomy need enhances
psychological wellbeing in both Western and Eastern cultures. The current study supported the
theory proposed by Deci and Ryan (2008) that autonomy is universal across different cultures
as well as supported the earlier study by Wyatt and Wah (2001) that Singapore employees
value having autonomy at work despite Singapore being a more collectivist country. This is in
contrary to the notion that employees in collectivistic societies place less emphasis on job
autonomy as compared to employees in individualistic societies (Shi, 2011), which suggests
the uniqueness of the workplace in the Singapore context.



1994 The Qualitative Report 2024

Role Clarity

The second theme that emerged, role clarity, refers to the degree to which employees
receive sufficient information as well as understanding to complete tasks and perform their role
(Nansubuga & Munene, 2013). Participants highlighted the need for clear expectations so that
the job can be performed with confidence thereby helping to reduce feelings of uncertainty and
confusion. As shared by participant 1 in focus group 3: ““...with clearer expectations from the
superiors and clearer instructions...you accomplish what is it that you're supposed to do...that
gives you the satisfaction at work too, and that defines who you are in the long run too.”

On the other hand, the lack of role clarity can have negative consequences. Participant
1 in focus group 4 highlighted that without such clarity, it is inevitable that problems would
surface at work: “They expect you know. What’s your expectation? What’s your expectation
or your so-called protocol from your department? You don’t explain to people, but you just say
it. Of course, issues are bound to happen.”

Indeed, role clarity has been widely acknowledged as an important factor in reducing
work stress thereby enhancing employee mental wellbeing (Ganster & Schaubroeck, 1991). It
helps employees understand their role thereby increasing the perceptions of competence
(Wynne & Stringer, 1997) and avoiding unnecessary workload (Choo, 2017). Although a lack
of role clarity exists in every job and role to some degree which can indirectly encourage an
employee’s learning and problem-solving skills (Savelsbergh et al., 2012), a high degree of a
lack of role clarity can generate an unhealthy level of stress and frustration at the job
(Schaubroeck et al., 2006) thereby decreasing job performance (Gilboa et al., 2008).

Work-Life Balance

The third theme was the participants’ expression of the need for work-life balance to
achieve better wellbeing at work. Work-life balance can be defined as how employees fulfil
their multiple roles effectively in both the work and non-work domains alongside their
immediate priorities in life (Kalliath & Brough, 2008). As illustrated by participant 1 from
focus group 2: “There are more and more people who actually choose to be single and not have
families or have animals or have partners of the same gender. They are different. Families come
in all shapes and sizes.”

This excerpt suggests that life outside work can include people who have traditional
family duties such as being a parent, but also include people who choose to pursue other
personal interests such as having partners of the same gender and caring for pets. This points
to a shift in attitude and behaviour toward engaging in non-traditional choices or leisure
activities in Singapore, and having a work-life balance is essential for employees regardless of
the choices they make in their personal lives.

Having a balanced work-life is also concordant with one’s life (Chandra, 2012) and
having the opportunity to do what matters apart from work (Kossek et al., 2014) was recognized
by participant 5 in focus group 6:

For me, mental wellbeing at work means able to have a good work-life balance
in terms of able to go home on time and the work that I'm given...flexibility
work time should be something that should be done to encourage the work-life
balance...I value other things more than work, much more than work...

Participant 5 in this quote pointed out that having a work-balance is a personal
responsibility as well as an organisational responsibility, suggesting that workplace support for
work-life balance is essential or it would be difficult for the employee to execute it. As
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highlighted by Wyatt and Wah (2001) who found that Singaporean employees placed a
significant emphasis on family and social life and therefore tended to avoid shift work,
employees in collectivistic country such as Singapore are also more likely to comply with
bosses’ instructions (Le et al., 2020). It is vital to proactively emphasize the need for work-life
balance at the personal as well as organisational level.

Learning and Professional Development

The fourth theme that emerged was the participants’ need for learning experiences that
are related to their job or role. This can be termed as professional development (Hayes, 2010).
Specifically, participation in professional development enables an employee to learn and apply
new knowledge and skills leading to improved job performance. Workplace learning can
consist of both formal and informal learning (Marsick & Watkins, 1990), has been found to be
associated with several positive employee outcomes such as self-confidence, job satisfaction
(Huo & Boxall, 2020) and wellbeing (Michalos, 2008). Participant 3 in focus group 5 explained
the need for such learning so that professional growth is not stagnant: “...being able to attend
workshops...professional development type seminars to improve on my skills...I think that’s
very important for me to constantly be improving my skill set...so that you’re constantly
evolving and you’re not staying stagnant...”

Participant 5 emphasized the need for continuous learning to stay relevant at work.
Indeed, the experience of learning generates numerous positive changes for the employees such
as enhancing their skills and competence helping them to manage their work demands more
effectively (Holman & Wall, 2002). This in turn generates higher levels of work engagement,
since work engagement contributes positively to employee health and wellbeing and
organisational outcomes (Halbesleben, 2010; Salanova et al., 2010).

The experience of learning can also come from colleagues who are more senior at work
when participants shared what made them “feel good” at work. As explained by participant 5
in focus group: “I am still learning at work... I'm always learning from the seniors.”

This excerpt suggests that the experience of learning from colleagues who are more
senior at work can have a significant impact on wellbeing; it may be that the relationship
between the employee and the senior is more heavily emphasized in an employee-supervisor
relationship owing to the higher degree of power distance found in collectivistic cultures (Huo
& Boxall, 2020) such as Singapore. This appears to support the collectivist and Confucian view
whereby the mentorship provided by the seniors signifies two unique aspects in the Singapore
context; first, employees prefer learning from their seniors due to the authority they command.
Second, the support provided by the seniors becomes more family-like and can extend beyond
the professional work context into the personal life context (Zhou et al., 2019) thereby
increasing the “feel good” positive affect.

Thus, as employees actively and voluntarily seek learning and professional
development, it is also vital that organisations provide such opportunities. Consistent with the
findings by Wyatt and Wah (2001) which found that Singaporean employees highly valued
stimulating opportunities, it was important for them to receive ongoing learning as well as
opportunity to fully utilise their abilities and apply what was learned.

Meaningful Work

The fifth theme relates to the participants’ view of living a good life which involves
experiencing meaningfulness at work. The ability to acquire meaning from one’s experiences
in life plays a critical role in one’s psychological wellbeing (King et al., 2006; Ryff & Singer,
1998). Although individuals can experience wellbeing at the global (life) and domain (work)
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levels (Steger & Dik, 2009), meaningful work refers to the extent employees derive meaning
from work (domain level) thereby increasing their level of wellbeing. This importance of
meaningful work was emphasized by participant 2 in focus group 4:

...one other element which is meaningful work...key factor for wellbeing so I
can have a good cause. | have good colleagues, we all have coffee, but then
there’s nothing very meaningful to do. Meaning for what is translated into
fulfilment, satisfaction, work satisfaction, stuff like that.

Participant 2 defined meaning at work as a form of personal fulfillment and satisfaction
which underpins her wellbeing. Offering another view, participant 5 in focus group 5
highlighted that she was motivated to find meaning at work rather than just earning a salary; in
fact, she wanted to have a positive impact on people and the society:

...another thing that will contribute to my wellbeing at work will be the sense
that I’m actually contributing, the sense that I am actually making an impact...
if ’'m paid a lot but I don’t feel as if I’'m making a contribution or a change or
a difference in somebody’s life, then I think I’ll feel very bothered by it...

Steger et al. (2012) defined meaningful work as comprising three components from the
eudaimonic viewpoint - positive meaning in work, work to create meaning, and the belief that
work contributes to the greater good. Arnold et al. (2007) found that people who experience
meaningful work also experience greater wellbeing including psychological wellbeing and
mental health. Greater job satisfaction has also been found when employees report their work
as meaningful (Kamdron, 2005) and when they perceive their work contributes to a greater
cause (Sparks & Schenk, 2001). Although Singapore places high emphasis on personal income
as measures of success (Fen et al., 2013), the current study has revealed that employees also
place great emphasis on the importance and value of having meaningful work.

Accomplishment

The sixth theme that emerged relates to accomplishment, which can be objectively
quantified and sought after even if it does not bring about a sense of meaning for the individual
(Lovett & Lovett, 2016). This can include extrinsic rewards and successes where strong
performance is often the focus in Western societies (Butler & Kern, 2016). Moreover,
accomplishment can involve having self-efficacy and utilizing different skillsets necessary in
the completion of tasks and achieving goals, thereby resulting in increased wellbeing (Butler
& Kern, 2016). The current study found that subjective feelings of accomplishment to be an
important factor contributing to workplace wellbeing.

Participant 5 from focus group 6 described her sense of accomplishment and “feel
good” feeling as a journey of having mastery and working towards achieving a goal, which in
turn gave her a sense of meaning:

...everyone finds meaning in a different way. If I feel like I am helping the
company, then I feel good about it...we have a new acquisition and we're just
trying to integrate a new entity and seeing that's slowly coming together, |
enjoyed that part of it. (F6P5)

Sharing a slightly different view, Participant 1 from focus group 3 commented:
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I think work, to a certain extent, defines our identity...if it is meaningful and
you know you're contributing, you have accomplished something...more than
just feeling good, but I'm not sure whether you equate feeling accomplished
being able to contribute as just a good feeling or there's more to...

Her view suggests that work gave her a sense of identity as well as a sense of
accomplishment that goes beyond the hedonic viewpoint of “feeling good,” which suggests
positive psychological functioning including meaning and realising one’s potential in life.

Indeed, competence forms one of the three tenets in underpinning human thriving
through the satisfaction of the core human psychological needs in the Self-Determination
Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Having a sense of accomplishment which involves working
toward and achieving goals, master and efficacy, is important at work (Butler & Kern, 2016).
Beyond material success, Singaporean employees are likely to value a subjective sense of
accomplishment. This may stem from their changing needs and expectations as a high level of
education and standards of living are already achieved through an objective sense of
accomplishment. Moreover, there is positive correlation between having a subjective sense of
achievement and positive affect (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2000) which in turn is one of the important
factors in building good relationships with other people (Moore et al., 2018).

Person-Organisation Fit

The seventh theme relates to the participants’ view on person-organisation fit. Several
definitions of fit exist between an employee and their work environment (Hoffman & Woehr,
2006). Of relevance to the current study, person-organisation fit refers to the extent that an
employee’s characteristics such as personality, philosophy, values, skills, abilities, attitudes,
and needs concur with those of the organisation (Aamodt, 2016). Knowledge and skillsets for
the job are no longer sufficient employees to be satisfied and productive, as differences in
personal values and organisational values can result in increased stress level, reduced job
satisfaction and higher employee turnover (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Srivastava, 2011). It is
also important for individuals to fulfil their higher order needs such as internal prosocial values
(Hu et al., 2016) which then leads to increased psychological wellbeing (Chung et al., 2019).
For example, participant 4 from focus group 5 shared:

..it's important that whichever company you work in, the direction align with
your internal needs...not just grow, it has to be a good fit as well...take for
example, if you a person who's an introvert, and your current job require you to
be an extrovert to meet with your client, you'll feel very uncomfortable...say if
you're looking at an individual personal point of view, then the company has to
be a fit for the person instead of the other way round.

He spoke of the need to shift of responsibility toward the organisation in eliciting the
needs of employees and creating opportunities and roles most suited for them thereby ensuring
a good person-organisation fit. As pointed out by Aamodt (2016), employees are likely to
experience a heightened level of stress when there is a lack of good fit, and employees whose
needs are not met are also likely to be dissatisfied.

A good person-organisational fit occurs when the employee’s characteristics match
those of the organisation, and this in turn helps to enhance employee’s intrinsic motivations,
and job involvement (Leung & Chaturvedi, 2011). From the Self-Determination Theory
perspective (Deci & Ryan, 2000), a good fit between the employees and their organisation in
terms of similar values and a match of skills and abilities to the demands of the job satisfies
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their psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness, leading to greater
commitment to the organisation and work performance (Greguras & Diefendorff, 2009). In
turn, the satisfaction of these three psychological needs improves wellbeing (Deci & Ryan,
2000). Further, research has suggested that generalization of an employee’s fit with the
organisation is an important area of investigation cross-culturally (Gelfand et al., 2007). In the
study conducted by Greguras and Diefendorff (2009) with Singaporean employees in the non-
Western Asian context, the findings showed the relevance of person-organisation fit in
predicting employees’ attitudes and behaviours from the self-determination theory perspective.
The current study expands on the study by Greguras and Diefendorff to investigate the extent
identified factors contributing to workplace mental wellbeing predicts employee outcomes
within the Singaporean context.

Organisational Support

The eighth theme that emerged was the participants’ view on the importance of
organisational support. Organisational support refers to the extent the employees view their
organisation as taking an interest in their wellbeing and valuing their contributions
(Eisenberger et al., 1986). It can come in various ways such as appreciating the efforts put in
by the employees, assisting them in times of need such as sickness, providing them with
stimulating work and ensuring a good working environment for them (Aubé et al., 2007). The
support provided can also be socioemotional in nature such as showing concern and respect for
the employees (Aselage & Eisenberger, 2003). As expressed by participant 1 from focus group
2:

They actually get speakers to come into the office to talk about various types of
mental health issues that they can experience at work. I think it's interesting that
companies are starting to do that, but they are more supportive companies.

This quote illustrates the importance for organisations to genuinely care for their
employees’ wellbeing and to provide the necessary means to support them such as promoting
mental wellbeing initiatives. However, she also noted that such support is uncommon in
Singapore. It is important for the organisation to have the appropriate means to provide help in
a timely manner when employees encounter difficulties at work. A strong organisational
support system is necessary to reduce a sense of helplessness which would have a negative
impact on mental wellbeing. Perceived organisational support is an important factor in
enhancing employee psychological wellbeing (Kurtessis et al., 2017); employees are more
likely to identify with and commit to the organisation when they perceive adequate
organisational support as meeting their socioemotional needs including approval, increased
self-esteem and emotional support thereby leading to better wellbeing. Employees who are
treated well are also more likely to have a greater emotional affinity with their organisations
leading to improved work performance (Aselage & Eisenberger, 2003). Consistent with the
findings by Wyatt and Wah (2001), Singaporean employees emphasized the importance of
management support and understanding.

Overarching Theme 2: Workplace Relationships
Co-worker Relationships

The ninth theme captured the importance and the need for employees to have good
relationship with one another. This is important from a basic human need perspective that
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humans are social beings with a fundamental need to interact, connect and belong (Baumeister
& Leary, 1995). From a social wellbeing perspective, having positive relationships with others
enhances positive mental health, and increasing educational level is also likely to contribute to
increased social wellbeing (Keyes, 1998). In the Singapore context where there is a generally
a high level of educational level amongst employees, social wellbeing remains the focus at the
workplace where employees can tap into the usefulness of having positive co-worker
relationships. As described by participant 2 from focus group 3:

... even though we had a bad superior or management, I think the colleagues is
more important because | think it's like a safety net for your opinions and
decisions in work...for us to feel safe at work...it creates that bond. I'm not in
this alone...my feelings are valid...

This excerpt illustrates how having a close relationship with colleagues can provide
significant support especially in times of stress. This relationship creates emotional safety net
in which they find comfort in sharing their emotions and feeling supported. The theme of co-
worker relationship epitomizes the fundamental human need to form social bonds. People form
interpersonal bonds and friendships from a range of experiences and from having the
opportunity to interact frequently (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Relatedness, described as being
socially connected, is a basic psychological need through which colleagues feel cared for one
another as members of the same group (Ryan & Deci, 2017), thereby contributing to employee
wellbeing. This also highlighted the need for interpersonal harmony within amongst co-
workers in a collectivistic culture in Singapore as indicated by the earlier study by Wyatt and
Wah (2001).

Support from Boss

The tenth theme involved participants’ significant emphasis on the relationship with the
boss. Together with having positive relationships with colleagues, this completes the
overarching need for humans to connect with one another as social beings. However, there are
key differences - having a good relationship with the boss entails receiving various forms of
support from them in a way that would help them perform to the best of their abilities thereby
enhancing their wellbeing. These forms of support can include both professional support and
emotional support. As participant 1 from focus group 6 explained:

Having a boss that is approachable is also good for the mental wellbeing...
relations between the colleagues, between the bosses are the most important
because we don't just work alone, we work with people...like right now, the
company I'm working in, there is completely no politics at all. Everyone is very
upfront with each other...

This excerpt illustrates the importance for the boss to be approachable so that
difficulties at work can be shared and communicated honestly and openly without any
repercussion. As she stated, the absence of office politics at her workplace lies in the way that
every person including the boss at the workplace was able to express honest opinions. In fact,
the smaller organisation she was working at is suggestive of the “family culture” in Singapore
in which every employee is valued like a family member and shows concern and care openly
thereby creating a sense of belonging and togetherness (Low, 2011).

A leader, such as the boss, can be described as any person who can exert an influence
over another person or a team toward achieving a goal (Bryman, 1996). Although it is often
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challenging to ascertain what makes a good leader (Pastorino, & Doyle-Portillo, 2019),
Sivanathan et al. (2004) highlighted the importance of enhancing employee wellbeing through
having a positive leader. In the Singapore context, participants also expected greater emotional
support from their boss in in the form of a “family culture,” which is in line with the Confucian
view that people preserve relationships in a family-like manner (Li, 2007).

Overarching Theme 3: Organisational Culture
Fairness

The eleventh theme relates to fairness, which is one of the most basic concerns in
society. Perceptions of fairness refer to how employees perceive fairness in terms of how equal
they are being treated in two main areas, namely, distributive and procedural fairness
(Brotheridge, 2003). Distributive fairness refers to the equal distribution of outcome related
resources such as work, privileges and responsibilities, whereas procedural fairness refers to
the extent to which the decision-making process is fair, open, informative, and respectful
(Prilleltensky, 2011).

Particularly, unfairness in the form of favouritism has been highlighted by participant
1 from focus group 2:

...In companies that are very old-school thinking...not keeping on times with
their business methods and the way they conduct businesses, but also in other
issues, being fair to males and females and not playing favouritism. There are
still companies that do not reward on merit but reward on PR skills...US
companies getting more aware of such issues, but I don't think in Asia, this has
been raised yet and | don't think we're close in Singapore.

In this excerpt, several important issues were raised by participant 1. First, as a female,
she experienced favouritism being exhibited in the form of gender bias where one gender was
given access to unfair privileges. Second, rewards for employee were based on their
relationship with the management team. Third, a comparison was made between Asia and the
US indicating different organisational processes. In Singapore, organisations appear to be
lagging Western countries in terms of providing fair and equal treatment to employees.
Although Singapore has been heavily influenced by Western business cultures, “guanxi,” a
personal relationship that brings two people closer together (Chen & Tjosvold, 2007) is still
prevalent. A person with a better “guanxi” could be better taken care of as compared to others
(Yang, 2013), and it determines whether an employee is rewarded fairly or not.

Employees view fairness seriously because perceptions of fairness allow one to feel
more control over what they do, to feel belonged, to feel worthy and to experience
meaningfulness at work (Cropanzano et al., 2001). On the contrary, low levels of perceived
fairness also double as a work stressor thereby decreasing employee health, wellbeing, and
performance (Fujishiro, 2005). Moreover, the perceptions of fairness can in turn influence
employees’ attitudes toward the organisation and their subsequent behaviours (Blader, & Tyler,
2005) such as lack of commitment and high turnover rate, however, employees who are treated
fairly are more likely to stay on with the organisation (Ruiz-Quintanilla & Blancero, 1996).

Transparency

The twelfth theme that emerged relates to transparency, which is concerned with
information and the sharing of information, pleasant or unpleasant (Farrell, 2016); employees
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would generally expect transparency in the decision-making process at work. Further,
transparency can involve having three characteristics, namely, disclosure, clarity, and accuracy
(Schnackenberg & Tomlinson, 2016); disclosure refers to the extent that relevant information
is received in a timely manner; clarity refers to how well the information received is
understood; accuracy refers to the correctness of the information received. Importantly, each
of these characteristics helps mediate the positive relationship between transparency and trust,
both of which promote a greater sense of employee affective commitment thereby also
indirectly improve the psychological wellbeing of employees (Klimchak et al., 2020). As
shared by participant 6 from focus group 1: “...is important to have a company which fosters
transparency...if you're working with somebody who is toxic, people are unreliable you can’t
trust them then you are less likely to also want to share your problem...”

This quote underscored the association between trust and transparency in a positive
relationship, and transparency is also dependent on trust (Rawlins, 2008). Trust is important
because an employee may not know if a colleague would divulge and use the information
maliciously. Transparency thus helps to mitigate such negative experiences which in turn
reduces the level of anxiety and uncertainty at the workplace (Rawlins, 2008). Transparency in
this context also ensures that the employees are made aware of how rewards are distributed
according to merits thereby reducing speculation, mistrust and rumours.

Moreover, fostering transparency in terms of having clear communication within the
organisation helps to reduce stress and uncertainty; it also helps to build trust which further
motivates employees to work together toward achieving organisational goals (Farrell, 2016).
Transparency is also important in terms of respect for one another and relationship building
because people who communicate transparently are often held in higher regard than those who
did not (Auger, 2014). Thus, transparency helps to lubricate good relationships within the
organisation. This is critical in the Singapore workplace where relationships with one another
are highly valued.

Employee Recognition

The final thirteenth theme involves the participants’ need to be recognised and
appreciated for their effort they put in for their organisation which in turn, helps to enhance
their level of wellbeing. As expressed by participant 2 from focus group 1:

...they don't need to get me gifts...all they need to say is thank you, and if they
appreciate for all my training. You feel good enough. I think, appreciation, it
means a lot...thank you from a big, big boss and all, oh no, thank you, it's very
hard for them to say thank you sometimes...

Participant 2 brought awareness to the fact that recognition can be shown in ways such
as being acknowledged, being appreciated, or being endorsed that one has done something
positive or accomplished something (Caligiuri et al., 2010). Saying thank you, giving praises,
acknowledging and appreciating ideas being provided and being respected are forms of non-
monetary recognition (Nolan, 2012). This suggests that both monetary rewards and non-
monetary rewards such as employee recognition can positively impact on job satisfaction and
employee motivation (Tessema et al., 2013).

The need for recognition amongst employees is ubiquitous regardless of the type or
status of the job (Brun & Dugas, 2008). Brun and Dugas identified four employee recognition
approaches, namely, personal recognition, recognition of work practices, recognition of job
dedication and recognition of results. In turn, these approaches are vital in fulfilling employees’
needs in two ways - being recognised as a unique and whole person from the humanistic
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perspective and being appreciated from the contribution they make from the work
psychodynamics perspective.

Recognition is an important factor because it helps increase employee motivation
(Grawitch et al., 2006; Saunderson, 2004) and makes work more meaningful (Pavlish & Hunt,
2012). Employee recognition is also crucial for mental health at the workplace (Brun & Dugas,
2008), and a low level of employee recognition is associated with lower a level of employee
mental health (Dextras-Gauthier & Marchand, 2016). Thus, employee recognition helps
employees increase their mental wellbeing through several pathways including recognising
them as dignified persons, enhancing their growth at work, and helping them attribute greater
meaning to their work (Grawitch et al., 2006). Consistent with the previous study by Wyatt and
Wah (2001), Singaporean employees wanted to be treated with respect as a person and expected
that their good performance be recognized.

Discussion

Employee mental wellbeing is attracting increasingly significant interest where more
awareness has been created especially from the government in Singapore. Consequently,
Singapore is still lagging its Western counterparts in several areas such as promoting mental
health and wellbeing initiatives within the organisation. For example, when compared to other
countries, Singapore scored low in terms of happiness and life satisfaction despite achieving a
high level of material standard (Vaingankar et al., 2011). In Singapore, there is also a general
lack of awareness and high level of stigma regarding mental health issues amongst the general
population (Chong, 2007) and even amongst the general health professionals and spiritual
leaders (Tonsing, 2017).

The current study aimed to elicit the perspectives from Singaporean employees in
relation to mental wellbeing at the workplace. Thirteen organisational factors were delineated:
accomplishment, autonomy, co-worker relationship, employee recognition, fairness, learning
and professional development, meaningful work, organisational support, person-organisational
fit, role clarity, support from boss, transparency, and work-life balance. These identified factors
are consistent with previous literature and research in that improving each of these factors is
likely to bring about improved mental wellbeing for the employees. Individual-based
interventions are inadequate in addressing employee mental wellbeing; rather, a more
comprehensive approach in the form of support involving active contributions and
interventions from the organisation is needed (Noblet & LaMontagne, 2006). Improving
employee wellbeing is important because employees with better mental wellbeing in turn helps
to improve several important outcomes such as interpersonal relationships, physical health, and
productivity (Dickson-Swift et al., 2014).

Although these 13 factors are also commonly found in workplace wellbeing research,
the expression of these factors was unique to the Singapore context. Indeed, Sandberg et al.
(2012) presented factors specific to the Singapore workplace and family contexts. For example,
the working environment is still uncompromising in terms of having flexible work options
compared to the United States and other developed countries. Only 13% of employees in
Singapore indicated having flexible work options in 2007, and even if such flexible working
conditions are available, employees are not utilising them fully (Hill, 2007). Some of the
reasons could be attributed to the employees’ fear of being perceived negatively and
discouraging organisational culture (Jones et al., 2008).

The current study indicated that having a work-balance was important and it is a
responsibility borne by both the employee and the organisation. However, it is likely that
employees may find it challenging to assert their work-life balance needs owing to the
collectivistic culture in Singapore where they tend to comply with their bosses’ instructions
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instead (Le et al., 2020). Moreover, Lim (2010) argued that in Singapore, work-life balance is
promoted for reasons not for employee wellbeing but for productivity and profits, and
employees are made to bear more responsibility for their own wellbeing rather than a genuine
collective effort borne together with the organisation.

In terms of learning at work, participants turned to their seniors and enjoyed the learning
process from them. This is in line with research by Huo and Boxall (2020) who found that
learning is more effective when it is conducted through one of a higher seniority as compared
to a co-worker due to the power distance culture inherent in Eastern societies. In fact, learning
from a co-worker can be viewed unfavourably as one perceives oneself as being incompetent
compared to the co-worker (Huo & Boxall, 2020). Moreover, the support provided by the
seniors appears to support the collectivist and Confucian view whereby the mentorship
provided by the seniors goes beyond workplace learning and extends into the personal life
context (Zhou et al., 2019). This was evident when participants expected their bosses to provide
emotional support in addition to professional support in the form of a “family culture.”

Singapore retains some of the traditional attitudes involving rigid regulations and
values. Although there is a strong focus on preserving interpersonal harmony within group
members including colleagues and bosses as found in collectivistic cultures, the notion of
“quanxi’ through which an employee with a better relationship with the boss or people of higher
status to as secure better opportunities at work, is still prevalent. Quanxi appears to be a
common phenomenon in Singapore whereby informal social exchanges such as having lunch
and dinner are used to facilitate favourable outcomes for the parties involved such as getting a
better work role or move up the ranks in the organisation (Bian & Ang, 1997). This
phenomenon continues to persist as evidenced in the current study, 23 years after the study
conducted by Bian and Ang. As such, the themes of fairness and employee recognition are
important factors in ensuring fair opportunities and recognition are provided for every
employee in the Singapore context.

The current study also revealed the importance of having autonomy at work despite
Singapore being more likely to be subjected to power distance. Power distance refers to the
extent employees accept the unequal share of power in an organisation (Hofstede, 1980). As
explained by Wyatt and Wah (2001), the need to have more autonomy at work can be attributed
to the higher educational level and living standards of Singaporean employees who now value
greater control over their work. In a study conducted by Tan and Chong (2003) in Singapore,
the authors similarly highlighted the importance of providing autonomy to employees allowing
them to participate in the decision-making process through a conducive organisation culture
that actively encourages it. This in turn would help change perceptions of power distance and
make employees feel more valued within the organisation.

There is a greater focus on meaningful work with a view of having a greater positive
impact on the society beyond monetary rewards or material success. In fact, none of the
participants mentioned the need for extrinsic aspirations such as better pay or more power. This
suggests that a further accumulation of wealth in a developed country does not necessarily
result in increased wellbeing (Bunge, 2012; Easterlin, 2017; Mikucka & Sarracino, 2014), and
flourishing in different areas of life including work life goes beyond the traditional
measurement of success in monetary terms (Seligman, 2011). Moreover, the notion of “family”
appears to have shifted from the traditional family ties to one that involves other personal
pursuits such as social and health-related activities and having pets. Thus, it is important
employees have a work-life balance so they can spend their time off pursuing personal interests.
Indeed, a general household survey report provided by the Singapore government in 2015
indicated a significant increase in households with a single person and married couple who
have no children (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2015), leaving people with more time
and energy to pursue personal interests.
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Lastly, consistent with the eudaimonic view from the Self-Determination Theory
perspective (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan et al., 2008), the current study suggests that the pursuit
of intrinsic goals and values such as personal growth, learning, meaning, interpersonal
relationships and contribution to the society through the satisfaction of the basic psychological
needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, helps contribute to greater wellbeing.
Although 13 organisational factors tied to mental wellbeing unique to the Singapore context
were found with some manifested differently as compared to Western cultures, Ryan and Deci
(2017) argued that basic psychological needs are universal and apply to all humans across
cultures.

The concept of wellbeing is complex and encompasses many elements of human
experiences. Moreover, the conceptualisation and manifestation of mental wellbeing is
similarly subject to cultural differences and influences (Fen et al., 2013; Vaingankar et al.,
2011). Regarding workplace wellbeing, Chari et al. (2018) argued for a new framework of
worker wellbeing as a conceptualisation to include multiple domains, subdomains, and
subdomain constructs. Through a review and synthesis of existing literature with the findings
of the current study, this research has highlighted the importance of acknowledging a socio-
cultural perspective in the Singapore context in establishing the structure of workplace
wellbeing dimensions. While these workplace wellbeing dimensions found in the current study
are largely consistent with existing literature, the nuances of the expression of these factors are
unique only in the Singapore context which is made up of a multi-ethnic society embodying
both Western and Eastern values. The use of a qualitative approach in the current study has
allowed for the exploration of Singapore workplace wellbeing in greater details and depth.
Thus, this research has not only established the concept of workplace wellbeing in the unique
Singapore context, but also helped reinforced the notion that the local and cultural context plays
a crucial role in influencing how people experience wellbeing from their unique socio-cultural
positions.

Study Strengths and Limitation

The use of qualitative methods in research study is important (Barker et al., 2016).
Firstly, it allows for a more complex phenomenon, that is, workplace mental wellbeing in
Singapore, to be examined in greater details and depth; secondly, it provides participants the
opportunity to respond in their own ways as well as their own words; thirdly, participants were
given “a voice” and their views were heard, which otherwise would be under-represented in
other research studies. As far as the researcher is aware of, the current study is the first
exploratory study to obtain in-depth perspectives from Singaporean employees in relation to
workplace mental wellbeing with 13 wellbeing dimensions identified.

Notwithstanding, two limitations were noted. Firstly, the researchers acknowledged
that a variety of industries exists in Singapore with different working situations that were not
captured in this sample. However, this study was not designed to be representative of all
workplaces across all industries. Secondly, the researchers acknowledged their own theoretical
commitment for the data to be imbued with meanings, and the interpretations of the data were
implicitly shaped by theory and past research pertaining to psychological wellbeing and
workplace wellbeing.

Conclusions
A high level of mental wellbeing among the populace benefits employers, employees,

and the whole society. The current study is the first in Singapore to examine and reveal
important mental wellbeing dimensions which are culturally relevant and meaningful at the
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workplace in the Singapore context. Moving forward, the current findings, that is, the 13
identified themes, will be taken to develop and validate a new Singapore Workplace Wellbeing
Questionnaire through subsequent quantitative studies. It is expected that the new scale can be
used as a valid and reliable tool for the screening of workplace mental wellbeing in Singapore.
This will in turn assist in future development of appropriate workplace interventions aimed at
improving employee outcomes. The implications of culturally appropriate interventions for
mental wellbeing are widespread and are essential as this will ultimately contribute to improved
health outcomes in the population in Singapore which in turn will sustain long term economic
growth and success.
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