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Abstract 

The significance of stress and burnout in a range of areas of human services provision 

is clearly established (Dyer & Quine, 1998; Gray-Stanley, 2009). The current body of 

knowledge related to stress experienced in the education sector is largely focused on 

provision in primary and secondary level sectors. Third level education is presently 

experiencing very significant levels of change due to increased student numbers, 

changes in the type and range of provision available and proposed developments in 

relation to a reconfiguration of third level educational provision (HEA 2014, Lucey 

2014, Hunt 2011). As stress is considered to impact greatly on both the individual and 

at an organisational level, a greater understanding of this concept may be important in 

this current climate of change.  

 

The psychological syndrome of burnout is regarded as one of the most serious 

consequences of the experience of stress, and has been found to be correlated with the 

various roles and activities academics are engaged in. This research aims to measure 

levels of burnout in a sample of academic staff in a selected third level institution in 

Ireland.  The study utilized Maslach’s burnout inventory for educational professionals 

(1996) to measure self-reported levels of burnout. This study is part of a broader piece 

of research examining emotional health and well-being in a range of professionals 

involved in the provision of human services.  

 

Previous research in the area of teaching has revealed high levels of stress and 

burnout and related this primarily to the workplace environment and job requirements 

within the workplace (Maslach & Jackson, 1988).  This research aims to provide an 

accurate profile in relation to the specific risk of burnout among a group of 

educational professionals, and to consider these in relation to both individual and 

organisational factors, which can be related to the main areas within the scale used.  
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1. Introduction  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that educators within third level institutes in Ireland are 

experiencing higher levels of stress than previously experienced, within the context of 

a changing landscape of third level education in Ireland.  International research 

suggests a similar profile with regard to increase in stress.  Taken together with a 

consideration of the vast impact of the experience of stress within academic 

institutions and teaching generally, there appears to be a need to develop a greater 

understanding of this experience with a view to identifying any potential stressors and 

moderators of such an effect.  

The current research emerged as a result of focussing on the role of stress and burnout 

in social care environments.  Previous research conducted by the research team 

explored the presence of stress and burnout among social care staff in services in 

Ireland, with results indicating relatively low levels of self-reported stress among 

front line professionals (McLean & Tuite, 2014).  Organisational support and self-

compassion were both found to be moderating factors with regard to experience of 

stress, while other authors have emphasised the role of emotional intelligence (Shier 

& Graham, 2010), self-efficacy and sense of control (Gibbons, 2010).  

Perceptions of stress  

Findings from research have consistently identified the perception by those outside of 

academia of the academic environment as one that is relatively stress free (Fisher, 

1994; Avargues, 2006), this is thought to be largely due to the stability of 

employment, perceived low workload and freedom to peruse one’s own research 

interests with the added benefit of flexibility in relation to time worked. It can be 

argued, however, that recent changes in the third level education system have very 

significantly impacted on a number of these conditions and opportunities. Navarro & 

Borda Mas (2010) highlight economic and social changes, decreasing resources, 

budget cuts, job insecurity and changes in role expectations related to academic 

performance as being significant within the third level sector.  The increase in 

numbers of students and work requirements has also impacted on the level of social 

interaction academics may have with their students, this is further influenced by 
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changes in information and communication technologies utilised in the educational 

context which may lead to less face to face contact between academic staff and 

students (Reddy & Poornima, 2012).  

Other common challenges associated with stress within academia have been 

consistently identified as work overload, time constraints, lack of promotion 

opportunities and inadequate management. (Kinman, 1998; Kinman, 2001; Winefield 

& Jarrett, 2001).  Personal factors may also play a role in the experience of stress and 

research has highlighted factors such as high self-expectations, lack of community, 

poor interactions with colleagues, and perceived lack of control or input over 

decisions made as being influential (Gillespe, 2001).  Research conducted with 

academic staff in South Africa, has suggested gender and age differences with regard 

to experience of stress, with staff who are more experienced in the role being 

subjected to the highest level of stress, possibly due to higher job demands 

(Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2008).  In contrast a number of studies have found 

significant coping skills among more experienced staff members and higher levels of 

stress among those new to the profession (Winfield et al, 2002).  Winfield et al (2002) 

also suggest that female academics reported higher levels of physical ill health, due to 

stress than males.  Dua (1994) proposes a link between role conflict experienced by 

female staff in relation to family life and professional life, in comparison to male staff 

members. It is interesting to consider key differences such as these, as it can be 

argued, academics are not  a homogenous group of professionals and will have very 

different experiences and qualifications based on discipline expertise and academic 

role. The profile of academic staff within the Institute of Technology sector in Ireland 

is influenced by historical legacies and the original vision for individual institutes and 

the sector as a whole.  Institutes of Technology developed from the RTC (Regional 

Technical College) system which was originally envisaged as a setting for further 

study in the areas of vocational and technical education.  This has led to considerable 

diversity in terms of background, experience and qualification levels of those 

employed.  The development of specific criteria for designation as a Technological 

University has seen a drive towards encouraging higher numbers of staff to work 

towards the attainment of further post-graduate qualifications.    
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The Consequences of Stress 

Individual consequences of stress have been well documented and researched in 

relation to physical and emotional health outcomes in all aspects of life.  

Psychological wellbeing amongst academics has been found to be relatively poor and 

a significant consequence of occupational stress experienced.  A UK study by Kinman 

& Jones (2003) has associated academic stress with job dissatisfaction, increased 

smoking, alcohol and drug use, decreases in productivity and to impact on to overall 

quality of life.  Research suggests occupational stress can lead to deterioration in 

teaching and research performance (Dick 1992; Singh et al. 1998), increased 

absenteeism and ultimately considerations of leaving the profession (Blix et al. 1994; 

Seiler and Pearson 1985).  According to Maslach and Leiter (1995), the ‘burned out’ 

educator may have a negative impact on students’ well-being and performance.   

 

Moderators of the effect  

Research evidence suggests that a number of factors may be significant in moderating 

the effects of stress and burnout and that organisational factors can be quite significant 

in terms of supporting staff to ensure emotional health and well-being are enhanced 

(Stamper & Johlke 2003).  Strong relationships with supervisors, appropriate 

performance management and development systems and creating an open climate for 

discussion and decision making have all been found to be significant in relation to 

reducing the likelihood of staff experiencing stress and burnout (Pathak 2012).  Clear 

expectations regarding roles and responsibilities and having realistic targets in relation 

measures of performance are consistently cited by staff involved in human services 

provision as being key to ensuring high levels of job satisfaction and feelings of 

personal accomplishment.  Formal team decision making forums may be effective in 

ensuring all members of staff have an opportunity to contribute to team decision 

making (Vagg & Spielberger 1998).  Anecdotal evidence suggests that the increasing 

workload allocated to academics may result in less cohesive teams and weaker bonds 

between team members, this may be particularly pressing in an academic environment 

as the individual nature of the role involves an elevated risk of becoming isolated 

from other team members.   
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Personal moderators:  

 A body of research points to the importance of emotional and psychological 

resilience as a preventative factor which enhances the likelihood of an individual 

being able to withstand many forms of adversity including stress.  Whilst a range of 

personal factors impact upon levels of resilience there is significant capacity to build 

resilience at an individual level through learning coping skills, ensuring an 

appropriate work life balance, involvement in a range of non-work related activities 

and developing an effective network of personal supports.   

 

Burnout 

 “There is debate in the literature as to the precise definition of burnout (Brill, 1984), 

but it represents a significant component of chronic stress, containing elements of 

chronic exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced feeling of personal 

accomplishment”.  (Maslach, 1996 cited in Redmond et al, 2012: 10). 

The current study focussed on the three components of burnout identified above 

(chronic exhaustion, depersonalisation and a reduced feeling of personal 

accomplishment).  Where burnout becomes an issue at an individual or institutional 

level there are likely to be significant adverse consequences for the institution, the 

individual and those availing of study opportunities at the institution.  The expanding 

role of the educator at primary and secondary level is well documented (Maslach, 

Jackson & Leiter, 1996) as educators are required to engage with and respond to 

student issues which go beyond the traditional educational role.  This may involve 

dealing with students with substance misuse issues, significant behavioural problems 

and challenging family circumstances.  Anecdotal evidence suggests a similar pattern 

at third level as educators are required to adopt something of a pastoral role with 

regard to engaging and retaining students who may be struggling with the demands of 

academic life.  The competing demands of providing this type of individual support 

whilst also catering to increasing numbers of students with reduced levels of student 

contact presents a significant personal and professional challenge to many academics. 
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2. Methodology 

The current study involved administering the MBI_Educators Survey to 42 staff 

members drawn from across a variety of departments in a selected Institute of 

Technology in Ireland.  Surveys were administered through September and October 

(2014).  The response rate for surveys was 60% (n=42).   All surveys were 

anonymous, were scored by the research team and included a cover page requesting 

brief demographic data in relation to age, gender, qualification level, length of time in 

employment etc.   

MBI-educators survey  

The MBI Educators Survey (Maslach & Jackson) is made up of 22 items which are 

scored numerically, and all items relate to the broad area of job related feelings. Three 

subscales are calculated, based on the scoring provided within the scale. Emotional 

exhaustion refers to feelings of being emotionally overextended while 

depersonalisation refers to a negative, callous detached response to other people.  

Reduced personal accomplishment refers to a reduction in ones feeling of 

accomplishment and personal accomplishment in ones work.  

3. Findings  

Emotional Exhaustion (EE) 

Preliminary findings indicated moderate levels of emotional exhaustion among 

respondents.    Previous research by the team identified comparatively low levels of 

emotional exhaustion among a sample of front-line social care practitioners who were 

administered the MBI Human Services Survey.  A score between 17 and 26 for the 

emotional exhaustion sub scale is deemed to be moderate.  The mean score for 

emotional exhaustion across the sample was 19.23.  This is at the lower end of the 

moderate range.   
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics and the corresponding mean scores for each 
subscale of the Maslach Burnout Inventory.   

 
Emotional exhaustion was negatively correlated with age.  Younger respondents were 

more likely to experience higher levels of emotional exhaustion, while females scored 

marginally higher in relation to emotional exhaustion, as indicated in Table 1.   Staff 

who were employed 3-6 years were more likely to report higher levels of emotional 

exhaustion than those employed less time or for more years. 

 
Table 2: The comparison of Respondent Scores to National Norms  
 

Burnout	  Scales	  	   	   	  
	   Academic	  Staff	  (n=42)	  	  

	  
M	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (SD)	  	  

National	  Norms	  for	  
Secondary	  teachers	  
(n=	  4163)	  	  
M	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (SD)	  	  

Emotional	  Exhaustion	  	   19.23	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  9.55	   21.25	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  11.01	  
Depersonalisation	  	   6.16	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  5.37	   11.00	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  6.19	  
Personal	  Accomplishment	  	   34.16	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  6.72	   33.54	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  6.89	  
	   	   	  

 
 

 

	   Emotional	  Exhaustion:	  (EE)	  
M	  	  	  	  	  (SD)	  

Depersonalisation:	  (DP)	  
M	  	  	  	  	  (SD)	  

Personal	  
Accomplishmen
t:	  (PA)	  	  
M	  	  	  	  	  (SD)	  

Gender	  	  
	  	  	  	  Male	  	  

	  	  
18.23	  	  	  (9.17)	  

	  
6.23	  (6.07)	  

	  
33.3	  (7.2)	  

	  	  	  	  Female	  	   20.24	  (10.04)	  	   6.09	  (4.73)	  	   35	  	  	  	  (6.25)	  	  
Length	  
Service	  
0-‐3	  

	  
	  
12.5	  	  (8.06)	  

	  
	  
4.25	  (4.19)	  

	  
	  
32.7	  (8.01)	  

3-‐6	   23.5	  (5.64)	   7.3	  (.39)	   32.3	  (7.31)	  
6-‐10	   18.3	  (9.83)	   6.93	  (6.5)	   34.6	  (7.05)	  
10+	   18.28	  (11.84)	   4.55	  (3.88)	  	   36.5	  (5.34)	  
Age	  
19-‐39	  

	  
28.5	  (3.53)	  

	  
8.5	  (2.12)	  

	  
33.0	  (5.65)	  

30-‐39	   17.86	  (7.55)	   8.0	  (6.51)	   35.13	  (6.96)	  
40-‐49	   20.52	  (11.79)	   4.94(5.13)	   34.58	  (6.9)	  
50-‐59	   15.14	  (6.84)	  	   5.0	  (3.16)	   32.85	  (6.12)	  
60-‐69	   3	   24	   28	  
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DP: Depersonalisation 

The findings indicated low levels of depersonalisation, with a score of between 0 and 

8 deemed low in relation to depersonalisation.  Respondents consistently reported 

levels of depersonalisation in the single figures with a mean score of 6.26, which 

places respondents at the higher end of the low range.  A number of respondents 

scored zero in relation to depersonalisation.  Age was found to correlate significantly 

with depersonalisation with younger staff experiencing higher levels of 

depersonalisation. Male respondents reported marginally higher rates of 

depersonalisation than females.   

PA: Personal Accomplishment 

Preliminary findings with regard to personal accomplishment indicated high levels of 

variation with a small majority of staff falling into the moderate category.  Levels of 

personal accomplishment is reverse scored with zero to 30 being categorised as high, 

31-36 as moderate and 37 or over as low.  The mean score reported for personal 

accomplishment was 34.16, which places respondents in the mid-point of the 

moderate range in relation to personal accomplishment.  Personal accomplishment 

was negatively correlated with age with lower levels of personal accomplishment 

experienced by younger respondents, and little variation across the staff that had 

varying lengths of service within the Institute.  Females reported higher levels of 

personal accomplishment than males with the mean value for females being 35.0 and 

the mean value for males being 33.3. 

4. Implications of Findings 

In the current study the majority of respondents sample reported moderate levels of 

professional burnout due to moderate emotional exhaustion and personal 

accomplishment scores.  Reddy and Poornima (2012) examined levels of emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalisation and personal accomplishment within academic staff in 

an Indian University and found levels similar to those found in the current study. 

There was a finding of moderate to high emotional exhaustion in the sample surveyed.  

There was a mixed finding in relation to personal accomplishment with a mix of 

academics reporting high, moderate and low levels of personal accomplishment 

within the same workplace.  The researchers suggest that institutional policies of 
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setting goals and providing support to accomplish these may increase personal 

accomplishment within this context.  Previous research found (Gibbons, 2010) self-

efficacy and sense of control have been reported to be moderating factors in relation 

to staff experiences of stress. The majority of staff reported relatively low levels of 

depersonalisation and this is an interesting finding in relation to increased numbers of 

students and less face to face direct contact with students (through the use of 

information technology and online teaching methods).    

Stress and burnout in academic staff has implications for staff (physical and 

psychological manifestations), and it has been argued can result in anxiety and an 

increase in sick leave (Dua, 1994).  In terms of the implications for teaching and 

learning and particularly assessment there is evidence that stress is associated with the 

time that a professional dedicates to research, publication and general professional 

development (Boyd & Wylie, 1994).  In order to extend the research profile of an 

Institute, it may be firstly important to consider the levels of stress and burnout 

reported by the academic staff and consider strategies to address this in order to 

develop self-efficacy in relation to research, but in addition to develop coping 

mechanisms in relation to the experience of stress.  

 

5. Limitations 

There are a number of limitations evident with regard to this piece of work.  The 

sample size chosen was relatively small and reflects the exploratory nature of the 

study.  Although all departments were represented within the study there was a slight 

over-representation of staff from within humanities.  The study did not involve any 

follow up element to identify the views of non-respondents or to identify reasons for 

not participating.  The scales for the study were administered in late September and 

October which is very early in the academic year.  A repeat or follow up study later in 

the year may have produced some variation in results.  The study also had a single 

focus on one institution and therefore findings may not translate across the sector, 

there is significant variation regarding work practices, organisational structures and 

systems in place to support staff across the Institute of Technology sector.  Work 

practices and delivery modes are significantly different from the University sector, 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Athlone Institute of Technology, Co. Westmeath, Ireland, Dec. 5, 2014  
 

11 
 
 

thus the study is not intended to be representative of the third level sector as a whole.  

The study took place in an institution which is in the process of undergoing very 

significant structural change in the near future, it is difficult to determine the type of 

impact this may be having on staff members who are at risk of burnout.   

Significant organisational change may be perceived as offering the opportunity for 

improved work practices, a fresh approach to work or new opportunities for 

development and training or be seen as a significant threat which carries the burden of 

further work for an individual already feeling under significant pressure.   

6. Conclusions and Future Work 

Winfield et al (2002) in a longitudinal research conducted in Australia have 

documented the physical, emotional and behavioural manifestations of stress and 

future research in an Irish context could explore this further.  The interplay between a 

range of environmental and personality factors are thought to cause burnout and an 

effective response requires intervention at an individual and organizational level.  

Greenglass (2000) highlighted how high self-efficacy was also found to be related to 

lower emotional exhaustion and lower levels of psychological distress for workers. 

Social support has been put forward as a possible moderator of stress and burnout in a 

variety of professional roles and as such the role of academics in supporting each 

other can be further emphasised within a college setting, with greater awareness of the 

need for this support. The use of employee assistance packages to address issues of 

stress and accompanying issues for staff can be very successful and there is evidence 

supporting the need for staff behaviour programmes and training to recognise the 

signs of stress in staff and within people themselves.  Stress as issue within the lives 

of academics appears to be relatively poorly understood with significant scope to 

extend the knowledge base concerning this.  The changing face of the Irish education 

system presents many opportunities for those employed in Irish institutions, however 

there may be a need to give consideration to the significant challenges it is likely to 

pose for a range of employees. 
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