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Abstract

The days when academe was regarded as a low-stress working environment were over. In the midst of
changing environment alongside with advanced technology, teaching professionals experienced great
pressure to stay abreast with new knowledge, skills or undertake new tasks. When academics do not
experience a sense of well-being at work and feel lack of competencies, this may lead academics to
experience high level of stress or even leave the teaching professions. Therefore, this study was conducted
to examine the background characteristics of academics in private universities in Malaysia with burnout
characteristics. A total of 229 academicians from private universities in Malaysia were recruited
conveniently for this study. This study revealed approximately 6% of the academics demonstrated burnout
characteristics and they were generally young with junior academic rank. In addition, lower total quality of
working life score was found for those academics who exhibited burnout characteristics. In conclusion, it
is essential for universities to recognize burnout because of its detrimental effects not only on academics,
but also on the well-being of students. Hence, this study highly recommends universities to develop and
implement appropriate intervention strategies to equip academics with necessary skills to combat burnout.

Keywords: Academic Burnout; Maslach Burnout Inventory — Educators Survey; Work-Related Quality of
Life Scale; Malaysia

Introduction They were expected to apply the same teaching
Traditionally, an academic was perceived as a method to teach students from generation to
knowledgeable person whose main duty was to generation. Generally, academics were well
dispense information or knowledge to students. respected by communities and they were expected
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to stand in front of the class delivering the same
lessons year after year (Lanier, 1997).

Today, with massive revolutions in knowledge,
information technology, and public demand for
better teaching and learning quality, academics
experience tremendous pressure to equip
themselves to live up to such demands. Apart
from disseminating knowledge, the day-to-day job
of an academic encompasses exposing and
directing  students to different learning
opportunities (Lanier, 1997). There are increasing
demands for qualified academics who can provide
future generations with quality education in a
cyber environment (Darling-Hammond, 2005;
Kirby et al. 2006). In addition, academics have
been subjected to higher pressure by community
to expand their roles beyond education. For
example, since academics are considered
frontliners in dealing with students, therefore, they
are expected to have frequent interactions with
students to correct their social problems such as
family  problems,  relationship  problems,
addictions to drug or alcohol. All these demanding
expectations can ultimately lead academics to feel
demotivated towards their jobs (Maslach, Jackson
& Leiter, 1996). It is well documented that
younger academics were more likely to evidence
signs of burnout than their older counterparts
(Schwab, 1995). It was revealed that impact of
burnout on academics also have consequences on
the educational performance and well-being of
students (Maslach & Leiter, 1995).

The concept of “burnout” was first introduced in
the 1970s and it was defined as a feeling of failure
and being worn out (Freudenberger, 1974).
Another definition of burnout was a progressive
loss of idealism, energy and purpose (Edelwich&
Brodsky, 1980). This concept was further defined
as a state of physical emotional and mental
exhaustion (Pines & Aronson, 1981) or a coping
mechanism to working conditions that are
stressful, demanding and lacked recognition
(Sarros & Densten, 1989). Burnout can be
regarded as a response to prolonged emotional
demands and stress at work, and is a composite
measure comprising of three subscales namely
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and loss

of a sense of personal accomplishment (Maslach,
Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001).

In order to cope with the rapid changes in the
work environment, significant pressure has been
placed on academics to adopt and adapt new
knowledge and skills required to perform new
tasks efficiently and effectively (Smylie, 1999).
When academics do not experience a sense of
well-being at work, the ultimate consequences
were to leave the professions (Ramsey, 2000) or
suffer high levels of stress (Trent, 1997).

Academic’s well-being has been found to be
related to job satisfaction. Factors such as stress,
burnout, work overload, and job dissatisfaction
were found to contribute to teachers leaving the
profession (Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Aspects
such as workplace conditions, administrative
control and organizational culture were found to
be associated with job satisfactions among
academics (Certo & Fox, 2002).

Another recent study conducted in the United
Kingdom concluded the amount of stress that
academics experience was on the rise. This was
because the academics were experiencing job
insecurity, poor working relationships with
colleagues, lack of job control, inadequate
resources and communication, and lack of levels
of support from the university (Edwards, Van
Laar & Easton, 2009).

An international systematic review study,
comparing data across 12 countries, reported
young full-time university academics appeared
more vulnerable and suffered from greater
emotional exhaustion. The study suggested gender
had an impact on burnout. For example, male
academics had higher depersonalization scores,
while female academics tend to have higher
emotional exhaustion due to multiple roles at
work and at home. Factors such as high numbers
of students, greater interactions with students and
high contact hours with students appeared to
predispose academics to burnout (Watts &
Robertson, 2011).

The days when academe was regarded as a low-
stress working environment are over. In the midst
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of changing environment alongside with advanced
technology, teaching professionals experienced
great pressure to stay abreast with new knowledge
and skills or to undertake new tasks (Smylie,
1999). When academics do not experience a sense
of well-bring at work and feel lack of
competencies, this may lead to academics
experiencing high levels of stress (Trent, 1997) or
even leaving the teaching profession (Macdonald,
1999). Burnout has a detrimental effect on
individuals and the level of burnout is very likely
to impact the quality of services (Maslach &
Goldberg, 1998; Maslach & Leiter, 1997).
Therefore, the intention of this study is to examine
the demographic background of academics in
private universities in Malaysia with burnout
characteristics. The secondary objective of this
study was to examine whether the distribution of
the total quality of working life score is
significantly different among academics with and
without burnout characteristics.

Malaysia

Malaysia is a multi-racial country located in
Southeast Asia with an approximate population
size of 29 million. It comprises 13 states, 11 on
the Peninsula and 2 on the island of Borneo. The
predominant racial group is Malay, follows by
Chinese and Indian. The official language is
Bahasa Malaysia and the official religion is Islam.
The majority of the population is able to speak
and write in at least two languages (Department of
Statistics Malaysia, 2013).

Methods
Study instruments

1. Maslach Burnout Inventory — Educators Survey
(MBI-ES)

Teaching professionals nowadays are under
tremendous pressure by the community to expand
their roles beyond education. Since academics
often are the first point of contact for students,
therefore, they are expected to have frequent
interactions and provide pastoral care to students
with social problems such as family problems,
relationship problems, addiction to drugs or

alcohol-related issues. All these demanding
expectations can gradually cause academics to
feel  fatigue, emotional exhaustion and
demotivation towards their job. The Maslach
Burnout Inventory — Educators Survey (MBI-ES)
was developed specifically to measure these
aspects of burnout in educators. It comprises a
total of 22 items measured on a seven-point Likert
scale from 0 (never) to 6 (everyday) from 3
subscales, 1) emotional exhaustion (EE) refers to
development of fatigue and tired feeling as a
result of overextended emotional energies; 2)
personal ~ accomplishment  (PA)  assesses
educator’s achievements and accomplishments in
contributing to students’ development; and 3)
depersonalization (DP) exists when educators
experience negative feeling towards their students.
To facilitate easier interpretation, the score for
each subscale can further be categorized into Low,
Average and High (Maslach, Jackson & Leiter,
1996).

It was documented in a recent study that the
characteristics of burnout can be defined as
individuals who have high scores in both the EE
and DP subscales and low scores in the PA
subscale (Pillay, Goddard & Wilss, 2005).

2. Work-Related Quality of Life (WRQoL) Scale

The Work Related Quality of Life (WRQoL) scale
was developed and established by a group of
psychologists from the University of Portsmouth,
who ultimately formed a company called Quality
of Working Life (QoWL). This scale has been
enhanced after years of research incorporating
feedback from more than 15,000 employees from
the public sector. The WRQoL scale consists of
24 items evaluated on a five-point Likert scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)
from 6 subscales such as 1) general well-being, 2)
home-work interface, 3) job-career satisfaction, 4)
control at work, 5) working conditions and 6)
stress at work. Higher total score obtained from
this scale can be interpreted as better quality of
working life. To further enhance the interpretation
of the scale, the quality of working life can be
categorized into Low, Average and High (Quality
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of Working Life (QoWL), 2012; Easton & Van
Laar, 2012).

Permission was obtained from the Mind Garden,
Inc. and Quality of Working Life to translate the
English version of the MBI-ES and the WRQoL
Scale into Bahasa Malaysia. These instruments
have been cross-culturally translated, adapted and
validated in Malaysia (Chen et al., 2014). Both the
Malay MBI-ES and the Malay WRQoL scales are
self-administrative questionnaires and it took
approximately 30 minutes to complete them.

Sample size justifications

It was suggested to have a minimum of 5
respondents per item (Gorsuch, 1983) or 10
respondents per item (Everitt, 1975) in any
questionnaire. Assuming 10 respondents were
needed for each item per questionnaire, then, 220
respondents were required in this study.

Respondents

This study was approved by the Medical Research
Ethics Committee, Ministry of Health Malaysia
and also the SEGi University Ethics Committee.
Informed consent was received from a total of 229
respondents recruited in this cross sectional study
during the period of January to August 2013. The
respondents were at least 21 years old and
proficient in Bahasa Malaysia. They were
academics with various academic ranks and were
recruited on voluntary basis from private
universities located in the Klang Valley area.
Table 1: Demographic background

Statistical analyses

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
respondents’ demographic background. Due to
non-normality distribution, Mann-Whitney U test
was used to test the hypothesis that the
distribution of the quality of working life score
was significantly different for those with and
without  burnout  characteristics.  Statistical
significance was set at 5% level. All missing data
were excluded from analysis using IBM SPSS
version 20.

Results

Table 1 revealed approximately 6% of the
academics was found to have burnout
characteristics in this study. The results further
showed those with burnout characteristics were
generally younger academics with a median age of
35 years, from the racial groups of Chinese
(85.7%) with academic rank of associate lecturer
(50.0%) followed by lecturer (41.7%) and senior
lecturer (8.3%). The percentage of burnout
characteristics was found to be equally split
between male (50.0%) and female (50.0%)
academics as well as single (46.2%) and married
(46.2%) academics.

Demographic Burnout No Burnout Total
Characteristics Characteristics N=229
N=14 N=215
Age in years
Mean + SD 35.6+5.6 36.8+8.9 36.7+8.8
Median (min, max) 35 (27, 47) 36 (24, 66) 36 (24, 66)
Age group in years (n,
%)
21-30 2 (16.7) 53 (27.6) 55 (27.0)
31-40 8 (66.7) 92 (47.9) 100 (49.0)
41-50 2 (16.7) 31 (16.1) 33 (16.2)
> 50 0(0) 16 (8.3) 16 (7.8)
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Demographic Burnout No Burnout Total
Characteristics Characteristics N=229
N=14 N=215
Gender (n, %)
Male 7 (50.0) 64 (29.8) 71 (31.0)
Female 7 (50.0) 151 (70.2) 158 (69.0)
Race (n, %)
Malay 2 (14.3) 68 (31.8) 70 (30.7)
Chinese 12 (85.7) 100 (46.7) 112 (49.1)
Indian 0(0) 42 (19.6) 42 (18.4)
Others 0(0) 4(1.9) 4 (1.8)
Marital status (n, %)
Single 6 (46.2) 68 (31.6) 74 (32.5)
Married 6 (46.2) 140 (65.1) 146 (64.0)
Divorced 0 (0) 7(3.3) 7(3.1)
Widowed 1(7.7) 0 (0) 1(0.4)
Rank™ (n, %)
Associate Lecturer 6 (50.0) 100 (48.3) 106 (48.4)
Lecturer 5(41.7) 80 (38.6) 85 (38.8)
Senior Lecturer 1(8.3) 22 (10.6) 23 (10.5)
Associate Professor / 0 (0) 5(2.4) 5(2.3)
Professor

* The rank of the respondents was categorized
based on their reported monthly salary according
to the academic salary scale in Curtin University
Sarawak Malaysia website
(http://www.curtin.edu.my/staff/academic_salary.
htm)

The results in Table 2 revealed the distribution of
the quality of working life score was significantly
different for those with and without burnout
characteristics (p-value < 0.001). As expected,
higher quality of working life score was observed
for academics without burnout characteristics.

An in-depth analysis on the subscales of WRQoL
scale further revealed the general well-being score
was statistically significant for those academics
who and without burnout characteristics (p-value
< 0.001). Specifically, more than half of
academics (78.6%) with burnout characteristics
reported only low general well-being, while

almost half (48.4%) of those without burnout
characteristics reported average general well-
being. On the other hand, subscales such as job-
career satisfaction (p-value = 0.006) and working
conditions (p-value = 0.005) could potentially
contribute to the difference in quality of working
life experienced by academics with and without
burnout characteristics. In general, the majority of
the academics who experienced burnout
characteristics had low perception of overall life
satisfaction (general well-being), lack of support
from employer in home and work life balance
(home-work interface), lack of employee’s
involvement in the decisions that affect their work
(control at work), dissatisfactory feelings towards
fundamental resources and necessities provided to
perform the job effectively (working conditions),
average feeling of satisfaction towards their job
(Job and career satisfaction), and average level of
stress at work (stress at work).
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Table 2 Quality of working life score

Burnout No burnout Total p-value
Characteristics Characteristics
Quality of working N=14 N=215 N=229
life score
Mean score + SD 67.9+11.0 80.5+12.1 79.7+12.4
Median score (min, 70 (45, 89) 81 (33, 105) 81 (33, 105) <0.001%"
max)
Subscales, n (%)
General Well- <0.001™
Being
Low 11 (78.6) 55 (25.6) 66 (28.8)
Average 2 (14.3) 104 (48.4) 106 (46.3)
High 1(7.1) 56 (26.0) 57 (24.9)
Home-Work 0.077°
Interface
Low 9 (64.3) 82 (38.1) 91 (39.7)
Average 4 (28.6) 61 (28.4) 65 (28.4)
High 1(7.1) 72 (33.5) 73 (31.9)
Job-Career 0.006™
Satisfaction
Low 6 (42.9) 28 (13.0) 34 (14.8)
Average 5 (35.7) 77 (35.8) 82 (35.8)
High 3(21.4) 110 (51.2) 113 (49.3)
Control at Work 0.107°
Low 9 (64.3) 80 (37.2) 89 (38.9)
Average 4 (28.6) 83 (38.6) 87 (38.0)
High 1(7.1) 52 (24.4) 53 (23.1)
Working 0.005"
Conditions
Low 9 (64.3) 53 (24.7) 62 (27.1)
Average 2 (14.3) 47 (21.9) 49 (21.4)
High 3(21.4) 115 (53.5) 118 (51.5)
Stress at Work 0.019°
Low 5 (35.7) 37 (17.2) 42 (18.3)
Average 7 (50.0) 65 (30.2) 72 (31.4)
High 2 (14.3) 113 (52.6) 115 (50.2)

2 p-value was calculated based on Mann-Whitney U Test: ~ for p < 0.05

b p-value was calculated based on Chi-Square Test: ~ for p < 0.05

Figure 1 presented the distribution of the total
quality of working life score for academics with
and without burnout characteristics. As expected,
the total quality of working life score was higher
especially for academics without burnout
characteristics. Interestingly, borderline cases for
3 academics without burnout characteristics but

exhibited low total quality of working life score
were shown in this figure. Further analysis
revealed respondent no. 23, who was a Chinese,
married, female associate lecturer in her late 30s,
had low scores in both DP and PA subscales, but a
high score in EE subscale. On the other hand,
respondent no.182 was a Chinese, married, male
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associate lecturer in mid 30s age range, who had
high score in both EE and PA subscales, but only
average scores in DP subscale. Respondent no. 58,

who was a male, single, young, academic in his
late 20s, had a high score in EE subscale but only
average scores in both DP and PA subscales.

Figure 1: Boxplot comparing the total score of quality of working life by academics with and without the

characteristics of burnout
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Discussions

Previous studies found significant differences in
level of burnout among academics across
demographic factors such as gender, age, marital
status, academic rank and workload (Jackson et
al., 1993; Kim-Wan, 1991).Work related stress,
which is commonly caused by factors such as
workload, time pressure, working conditions, lack
of facilities and students’ misbehavior, played an
essential role in predicting the level of burnout
among academics (Ganster & Schanbroek, 1991;
Kim-Wan, 1991; Kokkinos, 2007; Moore, 2001,
Salami, 2011).

T
Lecturers with Burnout Characteristics

This study indicated those reported with burnout
characteristics were young academics. This
observation was consistent with findings reported
in the past (Jackson et al., 1993; Kim-Wan, 1991,
Hind, Dornbusch & Scott, 1974; Watts &
Robertson, 2011). Specifically, academics in the
age group of 31-40 were found to experience the
highest level of burnout. This was potentially due
to younger academics being more likely to be
exhausted when involving in undergraduate
teaching as opposed to graduate teaching
(Barkhuizen, Rothmann & Tytherleigh, 2004,
Hind, Dornbusch & Scott, 1974; Kokkinos, 2007).
Another possible explanation is younger
academics struggle through hurdles of academic
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rank and international recognition as opposed to
the senior academics (Blix et al., 1994).
Therefore, younger academics tend to have higher
expectations and always want to achieve more.
Hence, they are more prone to stress and burnout
(Kokkinos, 2007).

It was found in this study that those with burnout
characteristics were academics with junior
academic ranks such as associate lecturers,
lecturers or senior lecturers. Academic rank was
found to be a significant factor in predicting
academic burnout (Barkhuizen, Rothmann &
Tytherleigh, 2004). Past studies argued that higher
level of burnout among the junior academics was
mainly due to higher teaching load in additions to
conducting research (Kokkinos, 2007; Ghorpade,
Lackritz & Singh, 2007).

Higher level of burnout was revealed among
female academics (Barkhuizen, Rothmann, &
Tytherleigh, 2004; Blix et al., 1994; Cordes, &
Dougherty, 1993; Ghorpade, Lackritz & Singh,
2007; Hind, Dornbusch & Scott, 1974; Lackritz,
2004), mainly because female academics are more
likely to be emotionally exhausted compared to
their counterparts (Adekola, 2010). On the other
hand, different  research  findings also
acknowledged that men are also susceptible to
experience burnout (Olorunsola, 2013). Therefore,
it was interesting for this study to reveal no
difference in the level of burnout between male
and female academics. This observation was
consistent with findings reported in past studies
(Hakanen, 1999; Shanafelt et al., 2009). A
possible explanation to this observation is
increasing pace of work and the growing lack of
job security have made burnout a common risk to
the health and well being of men and women
(Yolert & Bostanci, 2012).

In this study, no difference of burnout level was
found according to marital status. This
observation was consistent with findings reported
previously (Evans et al., 2006; Gursel, Sunbul &
Sari, 2002). One possible explanation to this could
be single academics were more prone to burnout
due to struggle with academic rank and also
international recognition. On the other hand,

although  more experienced and married
academics may already have developed coping
strategies with burnout, their level of stress was
also elevated due to the responsibilities in caring
for both children and also the aging parents in a
family (Neal & Hammer, 2010; Nichols & Junk,
1997).

Higher burnout was found to be linked to poor job
satisfaction (Evans et al., 2006; Gursel, Sunbul &
Sari, 2002; Koustelios & Tsigilis, 2005; Ogresta,
Rusac & Zorec, 2008; Ozyurt, Hayran & Sur,
2006; Renzi et al., 2005). Job satisfaction refers to
the emotions, behaviors and the preferences about
work (Ozyurt, Hayran & Sur, 2006). Another
study argued favorable working environment,
defined as work place that is clean, safe, quite,
conducive, cozy, spacious, well-ventilated and
with sufficient lighting, could boost the morale of
academics to satisfaction and possibly prevent
burnout (Renzi et al., 2005). Therefore, it was
expected for this study to reveal lower total
quality of working life score for those academics
who exhibited burnout characteristics.

In conclusion, the characteristics of burnout were
revealed particularly for younger academics (aged
between 21 to 40 years old) with junior academic
rank such as associate lecturer, lecturer and senior
lecturer. It is essential for universities to recognize
burnout because of its detrimental effects not only
on academics, but also on the well-being of
students. Therefore, appropriate intervention
strategies which will emphasize improvement of
the academics’ skills in classroom management
and time management should be developed and
adopted as part of the professional development in
academics. These strategies could even be
incorporated into the orientation program of new
academics, to ensure they are well equipped with
the necessary support, knowledge and skills to
combat burnout. In addition, academics should
improve or expand their social networks for
appropriate social supports when they have job
related problems. On the other hand, burnout
related assessment should be conducted
particularly among the young academics with
junior academic rank from time to time to ensure
they receive relevant levels of support from the
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university. Apart from the above, it would be
beneficial to conduct a longitudinal study to
examine the effectiveness of the above mentioned
strategies in helping the young academics with
junior academic rank to combat burnout.

Limitations exist in this study. The findings in this
study were solely based on self-report measures,
therefore, it would provide more comprehensive
perspectives in applying in-depth interview
techniques as well as focus group discussion
methods to further complement and support the
observations of this study. Nevertheless, the
present study provided an insight about the
burnout level of academics in private universities
in Malaysia.
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