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Abstract 

The business world is changing fast, experiencing more far-reaching, global opportunities 

than ever before due to technology and the need for real-time information. A significant 

result of this growth is the emergent need for accounting professionals to enhance their 

skills in the workplace. Accounting professionals are now facilitators of strategy and 

transformation, where change implementation has become the expected role. This 

requires new sets of skills, additional training, and heavier workloads than ever before. 

However, under this work environment, the balance between job demands and available 

resources increases exposure to stress potentially leading to burnout. The research 

problem addressed in the study concentrated on the prevalence of burnout in U.S. 

accounting professionals and the exploration of areas in the work environment (i.e., areas 

of worklife) that may influence burnout. The majority of studies on burnout in the work 

environment has centered primarily on human service professions (e.g., medical field, 

nursing, education) and is largely unexplored among accounting professionals. The 

survey instruments used in the research study were the Maslach Burnout Inventory–

General Survey and the Areas of Worklife Survey administered to SurveyMonkey 

Audience participants via an online survey. Of the 433 potential participants, 302 

responded to the e-mail invitation and ultimately, 200 completed surveys were obtained 

for data analysis. The results of the research study verified that accounting professionals 

in the sample, at least to some degree, demonstrated an inconsistent burnout pattern by 

exhibiting low levels of exhaustion, high levels of professional efficacy, with high levels 

of cynicism. From a statistical standpoint, the findings were rather consistent with 

previous research and only the observed levels of cynicism varied from normative results. 
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Regardless, these findings underline the significance between the work environment and 

burnout, especially within the cynicism–reward relationship. In the end, the research 

study served to generate a more critical understanding of burnout among accounting 

professionals. 
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CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION 

Introduction to the Problem 

The business world is changing fast, experiencing more far-reaching, global 

opportunities than ever before due to technology and the need for real-time information. 

A significant result of this growth is the emergent need for accounting professionals to 

enhance their skills in the workplace. Why accounting professionals? According to D. J. 

Cooper and Morgan (2013), the influence accounting has on the economy and society is 

rather pervasive from resource allocation to operating efficiencies from capital needs to 

affecting culture and the environment. These authors stated specifically, “Accounting is 

clearly technical, but it is much more . . . since how and what we account for affects 

everyone in society; there is a ‘public interest’ at stake” (D. J. Cooper & Morgan, 2013, 

p. 418). As a result, employers have recognized the important role of accounting 

professionals in this new environment beyond technical reporting. In fact, the enduring 

perception that the professional accountant is only a ‘number cruncher’ is no longer an 

accurate representation. Accounting professionals are now facilitators of strategy and 

transformation, where change implementation has become the expected role. The bottom 

line is “accounting plays a prominent role in global economics” (Kennedy, 2013, p. 2). 

This requires new sets of skills, additional training, and heavier workloads than ever 

before (Ozkan & Ozdevecioğlu, 2013). However, under this work environment, the 

balance between job demands and available resources come into question. 
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Accountants may find their job demands far outweigh the resources to perform 

tasks efficiently or simply put, to do their job (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). As Ozkan and 

Ozdevecioğlu (2013) stated, “Factors such as punctuality, intolerance for mistakes, heavy 

workload, continuous changes in the regulations in force and the need for high level of 

concentration are working conditions which increase the level of stress in this profession 

[the accounting profession]” (p. 2786). This suggests continued exposure to stress in the 

work environment may lead to burnout (Hollett-Haudeberet, Mulki, & Fournier, 2011; 

Lewin & Sager, 2007). Therefore, the research problem addressed in the study 

concentrated on the prevalence of burnout in U.S. accounting professionals and the 

exploration of areas in the work environment (i.e., areas of worklife) that may influence 

burnout. 

 

Background of the Study 

The burnout syndrome, as some have come to refer to the condition including 

Maslach and Jackson (1981); Shepherd, Tashchian, and Ridnour (2011); and Worley, 

Vassar, Wheeler, and Barnes (2008), is slowly growing in strength and expected to 

increase exponentially over the next 10 years (Nash, 2013). Burnout is a conceptual 

phenomenon first coined in the 1970s (Freudenberger, 1974). In his seminal work, 

Freudenberger (1974) described burnout from a conceptual standpoint that includes 

physical signs (e.g., exhaustion, fatigue) and behavioral signs (e.g., promptness of anger, 

immediate frustration). This is the seminal definition of burnout, but many have 

alternative interpretations. For example, Maslach and Jackson defined burnout as “a 

syndrome of emotional exhaustion and cynicism that occurs frequently among 
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individuals who do ‘people work’ of some kind” (p. 99). They further stipulated that a 

major component of burnout is emotional exhaustion. 

On the other hand, Shirom (2003) defined burnout “as an affective reaction to 

ongoing stress whose core content is the gradual depletion over time of individuals’ 

intrinsic energetic resources” (p. 1). These resources may include emotional exhaustion, 

physical fatigue, and cognitive weariness (Shirom, 2003). The primary component that 

comes forth in these conceptual definitions of burnout centers on the concept of 

exhaustion, which has become the primary component of burnout in the literature 

(Densten, 2001; Ružić, 2013). 

Burnout research has increasingly become a subject of interest in the academic 

field (Rupert, Miller, & Dorociak, 2015). From a research standpoint, the majority of 

studies on burnout have centered on human service professions (e.g., medical field, 

nursing, education; Daniels et al., 2013; Fernet, Guay, & Senécal, 2004; Gomes, Faria, & 

Goncalves, 2013; Taris, 2006). Nevertheless, burnout is a behavioral concept not 

unknown to the business world, especially in the accounting profession. 

Burnout in accounting is a phenomenon found within the spectrum of behavioral 

accounting. Research within this subdiscipline has grown since the 1970s (Brown, 1981; 

Castellano & Roehm, 1977; Chow, 1983; Dent, 1991; Hofstedt & Kinard, 1970; Libby, 

1979; Lord, 1989; Ozkan & Ozdevecioğlu, 2013; Pany & Reckers, 1980; Pasewark & 

Viator, 2006) and there are several recent literature reviews devoted to the subject 

behavioral accounting attempts to investigate the human element behind accounting 

(Balachandran, 1985). More specifically, behavioral accounting endeavors to understand 

the relationship between accounting, individuals, and the work environment (Angay & 
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Ersoy, 2010). Even though behavioral accounting has progressed as an important area of 

research, burnout on accounting behavior has yet to receive much focus. As Tugend 

(2013) commented, “Researchers say stress is to burnout as feeling blue is to clinical 

depression—a much more serious and long-term problem that doesn’t get the attention it 

should, but can affect all aspects of our lives and workplace” (para. 3). Accounting 

professionals are no exception to exhibiting burnout tendencies in the work environment. 

Accountants of all types may experience burnout, which may initiate an 

abandonment of responsibilities, reduce job satisfaction, augment absenteeism, turnover, 

illness, and relegated quality (Eastman, 1996; Lackritz, 2004). As Kennedy (2013) 

postulated, “As people are accounting firms’ assets, it is therefore essential for 

accounting firms to know how to help retain their key employees to meet their business 

needs” (p. ii). The same holds true for accounting professionals from public to private 

organizations. Furthermore, a better understanding of how burnout affects those in the 

accounting profession may allow firms (both public and private organizations) to 

improve how they manage resources to relieve or mitigate the negative effects of burnout 

and augment employee work–life balance. Therefore, it is necessary to explore and 

discuss the likelihood of burnout and its antecedents (i.e., areas of worklife) among 

accounting professionals. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Professional accountants have become business partners, strategic decision 

makers, and overall leaders in the fast-paced economy. This has resulted in a heightened 

concern regarding their overall health and burnout tendencies (Nash, 2013; Ozkan & 
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Ozdevecioğlu, 2013), which might affect business performance. Accounting is the 

“language of business” (The Pathways Commission, 2012, p. 22) and is highly important 

to the business world. Accounting information leads to improved business decisions. As 

Drucker (2004) commented, “Making good decisions is a crucial skill at every level” (p. 

61). However, with advancements in technology, globalization, new competition, and 

increased regulation, accounting professionals have become much more than technical 

information stockbrokers. 

Burnout has become a growing epidemic and as Nash (2013) indicated, “Rising 

numbers of sufferers has ensured growing awareness and acceptance [of the condition] 

. . . and it is now recognised as a serious issue by many employers and employees” (para. 

6). Therefore, the research problem addressed in the study concentrated on the prevalence 

of burnout among accounting professionals and to explore factors or areas in the work 

environment (i.e., areas of worklife) that may influence burnout. In other words, the 

research study explored antecedents of burnout within an accounting context. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative, exploratory survey research study was to apply 

the conservation of resources (COR) theory to investigate the relationship between the six 

areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) as defined 

by the Areas of Worklife Survey (AWS; Leiter & Maslach, 2000) and the three variables 

of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–GS; Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 

1996) among U.S. accounting professionals. The AWS measured the independent 
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variables of the areas of worklife. The MBI–GS instrument measured the dependent 

variables of burnout. 

 

Rationale 

Burnout has become a growing concern not only from a psychological standpoint, 

but also from a global perspective. As Nash (2013) specified, the “burnout syndrome is a 

silent epidemic . . . and is predicted by the World Health Organization to become a global 

pandemic in the next decade” (para. 1). With the increase in market demands, the 

pressure of global business, the growth of technology, and the real-time needs of today’s 

organizations, burnout or in effect job burnout, has become an important consideration to 

meet business needs. The accounting professional is no stranger to the burnout 

phenomenon (Fogarty, Singh, Rhoads, & Moore, 2000; Guthrie & Jones, 2012; Herda & 

Lavelle, 2012). 

There has been significant research investigating the relationship between the 

work environment and job burnout, but a dearth of knowledge exists within an 

accounting context. Job burnout has been linked to job outcomes including performance 

issues, lack of engagement and satisfaction, and increased turnover (Fogarty et al., 2000; 

A. Jones, Guthrie, & Iyer, 2012; A. Jones, Norman, & Wier, 2010). Therefore, a better 

understanding of the work environment on job burnout may help organizations improve 

on managing resources, namely employee well-being, and improve on mitigating the 

effects of the phenomenon. 
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Research Questions 

The research study concentrated on the following omnibus research question and 

research subquestion. 

Omnibus Research Question: To what degree do the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey (AWS) explain the variability of burnout levels experienced by 

accounting professionals using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–

GS)? 

Research Subquestion: Is there a correlation between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and burnout 

variables (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the AWS and 

MBI–GS, respectively? 

 

Significance of the Study 

Accounting professionals are assets to an organization (just like any level of 

employee) and consequently, employee retention and well-being become fundamental 

considerations as organizations move forward in a global economy and assess strategy, 

resources, and other business needs (Kennedy, 2013). This notion holds true for 

accounting professionals in all types of companies from public to private organizations. 

A better understanding of how burnout affects those in the accounting profession will 

allow firms to improve on managing resources (namely human capital) and facilitate 

ways to lessen the negative effects of burnout. 
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Therefore, the intent of this current study was to contribute to the field of 

organization and management by investigating the relationship between the work 

environment and burnout among accounting professionals. More specifically, the 

research study was significant because it built upon and enhanced prior burnout studies 

through an application and understanding of the relationship between one’s work 

environment and burnout through a theoretical/conceptual framework (i.e., COR theory). 

Moreover, by moving beyond investigating the three variables of burnout in seclusion 

(including exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy), the investigation ascertained 

the influences of burnout as perceived and explored through specific areas of worklife 

(workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) as operationalized through 

the AWS. 

While the MBI–GS alone provided a validated measure of burnout symptoms, the 

addition of the AWS facilitated a way to understand what influenced burnout in the 

workplace among accounting professionals. The opportunity to investigate the 

antecedents of burnout from an accounting perspective provided new insight into how 

burnout influences the performance of accounting professionals on the job and indicated 

possible ways of mitigating the burnout experience, improving worker performance, and 

ultimately enhancing business outcomes. Additionally, the research study assisted in 

understanding how the work environment influences the level of burnout beyond auditing 

and tax accounting areas. These areas have largely been unexplored in the literature, 

especially when combining the MBI–GS and AWS. The results will ultimately assist in 

improving employee productivity, employee retention, and perhaps the bottom line. 
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Definition of Terms 

Accounting. The information system that provides financial data from an 

organization’s business activities during a given time period to interested parties 

including managers, board members, stockholders, and other related investors (W. T. 

Harrison, Horngren, & Thomas, 2015). Accounting is the process of providing 

information for decision-making purposes (Bragg, 2010; W. T. Harrison et al., 2015). 

Accounting professional. Business professionals with experience from 

accounting technician (e.g., bookkeeper; Bragg, 2010) all the way to those individuals 

with professional designations (e.g., Certified Public Accountant [CPA]; Carey, 1968; 

Dirsmith, Covaleski, & Samuel, 2015; Yee, 2001) whether degreed or nondegreed. 

Areas of worklife. Those areas or “organizational conditions” (Leiter & Maslach, 

2004, p. 94) of the work environment that may have an effect on the burnout experience 

or engagement ultimately influencing business outcomes important to both the individual 

worker and the organization itself. The areas of worklife variables (including as the 

“demands and resource predictors” (Lee & Ashforth, 1996, p. 123) of the work 

environment. 

Burnout (or job burnout). The construct of burnout (or job burnout) is defined as 

a heightened level of exhaustion where one is not able to perform work responsibilities 

due to a high level of cynicism about the value surrounding one’s line of work and to a 

greater degree, self-doubt of one’s ability to perform (i.e., lack of professional efficacy; 

Maslach, Leiter, & Jackson, 1996). As Leiter and Maslach (2004) indicated, burnout 

represents “a psychological syndrome of exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy [in the 
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research study, professional efficacy], which is experienced in response to chronic job 

stressors” (p. 93). 

Community. The quality of an organization’s social support and collaboration in 

the work environment (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). A lack of community may be indicative 

of burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

Control. The chance to make decisions, including problem solving to fulfill one’s 

job responsibilities. A lack of control represents a poor job–person fit in the work 

environment (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

Cynicism. An attitude and coping mechanism of exhaustion, which results in 

distancing oneself from work (Maslach et al., 1996). A high level of cynicism may be 

indicative of burnout (Maslach et al., 1996). 

Exhaustion. A state of general fatigue due to overextension and feeling overly 

exhausted at work (Maslach et al., 1996). A high level of exhaustion may indicate the 

presence of burnout (Maslach et al., 1996). 

Fairness. The magnitude of “consistent and equitable rules for everyone” (Leiter 

& Maslach, 2011, p. 8). A low level of fairness in the work environment may lead to 

incidences of burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

Professional efficacy. One’s expectations and self-assessment of work 

effectiveness (Maslach et al., 1996). More specifically, professional efficacy concentrates 

on how good one feels about their work and how well they are doing. A low score of 

professional efficacy may be representative of burnout (Maslach et al., 1996). 
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Reward. The recognition one receives through contributions in the work 

environment (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). A low level of reward may be indicative of job 

burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

Values. Those ideals that are important to both the organization and its employees 

(Leiter & Maslach, 2011). A work environment with high values may exhibit an absence 

of the burnout condition (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

Workload. The amount of work to be completed over a certain time period (Leiter 

& Maslach, 2011). A consistent, sustainable workload signals belonging and an absence 

of burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

 

Assumptions and Limitations 

Similar to research studies in general, this exploration did not exist without some 

assumptions and limitations regarding the theoretical framework, the topic of burnout and 

the work environment, methodology, and statistical tests used in the data analysis. 

Theoretical Assumptions 

This quantitative, nonexperimental research study proposed the COR theory 

would help yield beneficial information for employers and accounting professionals 

regarding burnout and the work environment. More specifically, the focus on the resource 

side of the employee worklife would reveal useful and timely information to help 

mitigate the burnout experience. Another theoretical assumption centers on the concept of 

“resource loss” (Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008, p. 3). In general, resource loss is an event 

or happening people try to avoid at great risk (Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008). 
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COR theory concentrates on how individuals attempt to mitigate resource loss 

(Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008; Shirom, 2003) and maximize resource gain (Gorgievski & 

Hobfoll, 2008). As Gorgievski and Hobfoll (2008) stipulated, 

Burnout is the end state of a long-term process of resource loss that gradually 

develops over time depleting energetic resources . . . whereas engagement is the 

resultant of the inverted process of real or anticipated resource gain enhancing 

energetic resources. (p. 3) 

 

Therefore, resource loss was an important concept within the burnout phenomenon. 

These theoretical assumptions, however, may limit the knowledge obtained using 

resource theoretical frameworks employed in burnout research such as the job–fit model 

and the job demands–resources model. 

Topical Assumptions 

The research study solely concentrated on the level of burnout among accounting 

professionals and potential influences (or antecedents) of the work environment that may 

influence the condition. The study, however, did not explore the concept of stress in 

general. Additionally, only a limited number of demographic variables were engaged in 

the research study (e.g., age, gender, race, type of industry you work in, job title, number 

of years of experience, the region where you work, marital status, level of education) and 

considered valid in terms of answering the omnibus research question and research 

subquestion. 

Another topical assumption surrounding the research study was the conjecture of 

a gap within the behavioral accounting literature on burnout. Based on the literature 

review, no such investigations were located linking burnout (as measured using the MBI–

GS and work environmental factors (as gauged by the AWS) for accounting 
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professionals. An exhaustive search on burnout and the areas of worklife were performed 

within scholarly journals such as Accounting Horizons; Accounting, Organizations and 

Society; and Work & Stress, among others. 

Methodological Assumptions 

The research study incorporated a quantitative, nonexperimental multiple 

regression analysis research design. Quantitative studies stem from the worldview of 

postpositivism where “the knowledge that develops . . . is based on careful observation 

and measurement of the objective reality that exists ‘out there’ in the world” (ontological 

assumption; Creswell, 2009, p. 7). In this sense, one poses a research question (or 

hypotheses) they want to answer through scientific and objective means (i.e., in the 

course of data collection using instruments and statistical analysis; epistemological 

assumption). The strength of this philosophic worldview comes from its reduced 

variability on bias due to the primary belief in a singular reality (Creswell, 2009). On the 

other hand, a serious side effect of postpositivism is the lack of understanding the human 

component within social interaction (i.e., the qualitative strand). As such, a more 

pragmatic approach might be to combine both quantitative and qualitative paradigms into 

a mixed methods examination to provide an all-inclusive or holistic account of the 

phenomenon under study (Bryman, 2006; Creswell & Clark, 2011). A mixed methods 

investigation may have provided some additional meaningful results. However, due to 

time and cost constraints, a mixed methods research study was not plausible. 

Some additional methodological assumptions surrounded research participants. 

These assumptions included expectations that participants were active in their reality, 

maintained a mental record of the phenomenon under investigation, experienced burnout, 
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and completed the online survey as themselves (Isabella, 1990). These participant 

assumptions lead to the assumption of honesty, specifically centering on the validity and 

reliability of the data. Participant responses may not demonstrate similar validity and 

reliability levels as compared to normative and other research studies presented in the 

burnout literature. This not necessarily a negative research result, but there is always 

room for differences. This assumption reflects similar assumptions within research 

studies found in the literature. 

The final methodological assumption highlighted the importance of experience in 

the final sample. More specifically, the sample included participants with a variety of 

experiences from different industries of varying size. The goal was to obtain research 

participants with varied experience as opposed to a single-set group. The more variety in 

the sample, the greater the likelihood of obtaining a more holistic picture of the burnout 

experience among accounting professionals and the opportunity to explore diverse 

perceptions of the work environment that may have contributed to the levels of burnout 

experienced in the sample. The more range in the sample, the less likelihood of reaching 

erroneous conclusions regarding the relationships between the predictor and criterion 

variables (Passer, 2014). 

Statistical Assumptions 

W. P. Jones and Kottler (2006) maintained statistical assumptions require 

clarification before a final decision determines the specific statistical test used for a 

research study. Moreover, violating these assumptions can drastically change how the 

results are interpreted (Mertler & Vannatta, 2004). Multiple regression involved the 

following six assumptions: (a) random sampling (Nolan & Heinzen, 2014), (b) survey 
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data existed at the interval level (Baker, Hardyk, & Petrinovich, 1966; Labovitz, 1967; 

Sullivan & Artino, 2013), (c) linearity (i.e. the variable measurements exhibited linear 

behavior; Laerd Statistics, 2013; Nolan & Heinzen, 2014), (d) measurement reliability 

(i.e., consistency between the variables of interest and survey instrument; Laerd 

Statistics, 2013; Nolan & Heinzen, 2014), (e) homoscedasticity (i.e., the sample derives 

from a population of similar variance; also referred to as the homogeneity of variance; 

Laerd Statistics, 2013; Nolan & Heinzen, 2014), and (f) and normality (i.e., the data 

conforms to a normal distribution; Laerd Statistics, 2013; Nolan & Heinzen, 2014). 

The central limit theorem dictates that large samples tend to exhibit normality or 

normal behavior. However, the research study incorporated a sample size of 206 

participants, which exceeded the deemed minimum requirement for statistical 

assumptions under a parametric lens (Berenson, Levine, & Krehbiel, 2006). Nevertheless, 

external validity was still a necessary consideration even with a small sample size (Leedy 

& Ormrod, 2005). In addition, statistical significance (i.e., the degree to which the actual 

results vary from the null hypotheses) was set at p < .05. This level was assumed as an 

optimal threshold for significance given the nature of the research study and the sample 

size. 

The final statistical assumption surrounds the issue of multicollinearity. 

Multicollinearity represents an extensive correlation among independent or predictor 

variables (Berry, 1993; Marill, 2004; Poole & O’Farrell, 1970). When correlation is high 

among predictor variables, determining the influence of the predictor variables on the 

dependent variables becomes rather difficult (i.e., very hard to separate the effects of each 

predictor variable; Garson, 2015). As a result, multicollinearity was an important 
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consideration in the multiple regression analysis for the combined influence of predictor 

and controlling variables. Both the tolerance statistic and the variable inflation factor 

(VIF) helped assess multicollinearity among the predictor variables. 

Limitations 

In quantitative research, limitations represent weaknesses in the research design 

of the study (Creswell, 2009). As a result, limitations may have an effect on the results 

and there are limitations to the research study. One limitation centered on research 

participants who met the inclusion criteria. The research study was limited by the 

willingness of individual participation, participants’ experience in completing online 

surveys, the ability of participants to comprehend the purpose and objectives of the 

investigation, and the honesty of participant responses without bias. More specifically, 

responses made by research participants were representative of their true feelings (or 

perceptions) related to the worklife environment as accounting professionals. However, 

due to the process surrounding sample selection and survey delivery, control over 

participant responses was limited. 

Another limitation of the research study focused on the generalizability or 

external validity of the findings. In general, the transferability or generalizability of 

research findings depends on the trustworthiness, background, and experience of 

participants along with the handling of statistical data. As stated previously, participant 

honesty represents a limitation. Another influence on external validity centered on the use 

of a self-reported designation of burnout based on a random sample of SurveyMonkey 

Audience volunteers. Even though SurveyMonkey claimed a random sample, this does 
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not completely guarantee the sample is representative of the U.S. population of 

accounting professionals. 

Moreover, in regards to sample selection, the research study may have been 

limited by the size of the sample (i.e., 206 Audience volunteers). Was the sample size 

large enough to help answer the omnibus research question, research subquestion, and 

hypotheses? Even though the central limit theorem supports the sample size of the study 

from a statistical standpoint, the sample many not represent all accounting professionals 

in the United States. The specificity of the sample such focusing solely on U.S. 

accounting professionals not separated by industry or company, the potential 

administering difficulties in disseminating the online survey, and bias are other 

generalizability concerns. Additionally, the purpose of the study concentrated on 

evaluating potential relationships between the areas of worklife and burnout and not 

causality. This latter limitation influences internal validity. These factors all play a part in 

the reduced generalizability of the research findings (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). 

 

Conceptual Framework 

The theory used to help explain the reasons behind potential relationships 

between burnout and the areas of worklife factors was the COR theory (Alarcon, 

Edwards, & Menke, 2011; Hobfoll, 1989; Niebusch, 2012). The conceptual framework 

applied in the research study is presented in Figure 1. 

In general, stress results in the loss of resources (Niebusch, 2012) and the six 

areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) represent 

“job stressors that contribute to burnout” (Leiter & Maslach, 2011, p. 12). In the research 
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study, however, these job stressors were explored from a resource perspective. In fact, the 

AWS variables are often referred to as the “demands and resource predictors” (Lee & 

Ashforth, 1996, p. 123) of the work environment. As a result, COR theory was employed 

to help understand the link between the predictor and criterion variables within the 

perspective of resource loss. 

 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

Chapter 2 examines in detail the literature reviewed for the research study. The 

chapter incorporates a discussion of the burnout construct (exhaustion, cynicism, and 

professional efficacy), reviews theoretical positions of burnout, describes burnout from 

an organizational perspective concentrating on the six areas of worklife (workload, 

control, reward, community, fairness, and values) as antecedents to the burnout condition, 

and connects COR theory to both burnout and the areas of worklife variables. 

Furthermore, the chapter includes a review of the literature surrounding the quantitative 

methodology and the chosen instruments for data collection. 

Chapter 3 moves beyond the literature to outline the methodology used in the 

investigation reiterating the purpose of the research study, the research design, the target 

population, the recruitment and selection process, data analysis plan, ethical 

considerations surrounding the investigation, and expected findings. Chapter 4 includes a 

discussion of the results of the statistical analyses. Finally, Chapter 5 combines the 

literature and findings of the research study and implications towards research and 

practice, including limitations and recommendations for further and future research. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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CHAPTER 2.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The phenomenon of burnout is a multidimensional concept studied extensively 

throughout the literature in various occupations from human service areas to accounting 

professionals. Since the study focused on burnout and the areas of worklife from an 

accounting professional standpoint, the literature review presented in this chapter first 

highlights burnout from a high-level perspective covering the makeup of the phenomenon 

itself (e.g., the historical side of burnout, consequences of the phenomenon) followed by 

a discussion of the three variables of burnout as measured by the MBI–GS including 

exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. The next section centers on the work 

environment, especially the identification and influence of the six areas of worklife on 

burnout as gauged by the AWS. Next, information on the accounting profession is 

presented followed by a discussion of the theoretical foundation, COR theory. The final 

sections highlight burnout in the accounting profession, provide a brief overview of the 

methodology, including the instrumentation used, and concludes with an overall 

summary of Chapter 2. 

 

Burnout 

Freudenberger (1974) viewed burnout as a chronic condition that emanated from 

the individual person. This definition eventually changed to treat burnout as “a state of 
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fatigue or frustration brought about by devotion to a cause, a way of life, or a relationship 

that failed to produce the expected rewards” (Freudenberger & Richelson, 1980, p. 13). 

Burnout is considered to include emotional exhaustion (or exhaustion; referring to a 

lessening of an individual’s emotional resources), depersonalization (or cynicism; 

referring to a negative feeling of detachment from work), and personal accomplishment 

(or professional efficacy; referring to the feeling of ineptitude or the ineffectual ability to 

produce value at work; lack of self-confidence; Schaufeli et al., 1996; Schaufeli, 

Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002). In everyday vernacular, the meaning of 

burnout appears synonymous or interchangeable with the term stress. However, these 

concepts are quite distinct and this difference is important to understand because stress is 

not burnout and vice versa. The purpose of the research study highlights the burnout 

phenomenon, which is normally the result of prolonged stress. A generic comparison is 

presented in the following paragraph to differentiate both concepts. 

Burnout appears to evolve from stress itself (Pines & Keinan, 2005) and 

alternative definitions related to the cause of burnout make this point. Maslach, Schaufeli, 

and Leiter (2001) defined burnout as a long-term problem resulting from an elongated 

reaction to affective and social stressors and pressures in the work environment. 

Similarly, Hobfoll and Shirom (2000) surmised burnout was a direct result of 

experiencing chronic job stress. Additionally, C. L. Cooper, Dewe, and O’Driscoll (2001) 

viewed burnout from a comparable perspective whereas Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) 

entertained the notion burnout is a consequence of work environment stress related to job 

demands. Moreover, chronic occupational stress has been labeled “the putative cause of 

burnout” (Bianchi, Laurent, Brisson, & Schonfeld, 2015, p. 353). This impression further 
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supports the view that burnout may exist as a subsection of stress (Francis, Hills, & 

Kaldor, 2009; Pines & Keinan, 2005). Childs and Stoeber (2012) emphasized the concept 

of burnout has evolved into a highly researched outcome of persistent and grave stress 

among varying occupations, including in academic settings among students. Regardless 

of the specific perspective, stress appears to be the forerunner to the burnout condition. 

The burnout condition negatively influences organizations, employees, and 

customers leading to poor business outcomes. On a more individual level, burnout has 

been linked to health issues (e.g., depression, insomnia), pessimism towards work and 

self, employee turnover and absenteeism, substance abuse, compulsive behavior, and 

marital and family issues (Hakanen, Schaufeli, & Ahola, 2008; Maudgalya, Wallace, 

Daraiseh, & Salem, 2006; Schaufeli, Bakker, van der Heijden, & Prins, 2009; Schaufeli 

et al., 1996; Thoresen, Kaplan, Barsky, Warren, & de Chermont, 2003). The product of 

prolonged stress is burnout and the more that stress does endure the greater possibility of 

occurrence (Henley, 2009). This conceptual understanding and consequences of burnout 

are the direct result of burnout investigations over the past 30 years (Maslach, Leiter, & 

Jackson, 2012). 

Historical Perspective 

Burnout is a complex, multifaceted phenomenon that came to the forefront of 

behavioral and psychological research in the early 1970s. The pioneers of burnout were 

most notably Herbert Freudenberger (1974), a psychiatrist who focused on burnout from 

an intrinsic perspective (and stressors) and Christina Maslach (1976), a social 

psychologist who concentrated on external stressors to the condition. In his seminal work, 

Freudenberger described burnout from a conceptual standpoint centering on physical 
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signs (e.g., exhaustion, fatigue) and behavioral signs (e.g., promptness of anger, 

immediate frustration). He further commented that burnout is more common in 

individuals who are more “dedicated and committed” (Freudenberger, 1974, p. 161) and 

more likely to “walk into a burn-out trap” (p. 161). In essence, Freudenberger viewed the 

concept of burnout and its effect on the individual person. 

While Freudenberger (1974) asserted burnout arises from the individual person, 

Maslach (1976) believed burnout existed as a chronic condition that emanates from the 

work environment. She concentrated on interviews of human service professionals to 

help describe how job stressors influence burnout. How an individual can cope with on-

the-job stressors adds weight to the burnout condition (Maslach et al., 2001). In other 

words, variations in coping mechanisms may have significant implications for the 

individual person and his/her demonstrated behavior in the work environment (Maslach 

et al., 2001). This understanding of the burnout phenomenon led to the development of 

the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), which is considered the primary instrument for 

burnout diagnosis (Cox, Tisserand, & Taris, 2005; De Silva, Hewage, & Fonseka, 2009; 

Phronebarger, 2014). 

Both Freudenberger (1974) and Maslach (1976) performed investigations that 

advanced the burnout phenomenon, however, the majority of the early research on 

burnout came from qualitative investigations of human service professionals employing 

interviews, case studies, and observations to assist with understanding experiences behind 

the phenomenon (Phronebarger, 2014). Initially, burnout was considered a human service 

issue due to emotional engagements with clients and overarching demands (Kalimo, 

Pahkin, Mutanen, & Toppinen-Tanner, 2003; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Nevertheless, 
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as Maslach et al. (2001) and Kalimo et al. (2003) stipulated, the work environment may 

play a greater role in burnout outside of human service professions. Kalimo et al. 

indicated, “However, it became evident over the years that burnout may develop in all 

kinds of work situations where the coping resources of individuals are exceeded” (p. 

110). This led to the examination of burnout among other occupations (e.g., Fogarty et 

al., 2000; Kalbers & Fogarty, 2005; Lindblom, Linton, Fedeli, & Bryngelsson, 2006; 

Ružić, 2013; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998; Toppinen-Tanner, Kalimo, & Mutanen, 2002), 

not just human service professionals and education (Kalimo et al., 2003). The following 

section discusses burnout in detail from a more theoretical standpoint. 

Burnout Construct and Measures 

The burnout construct. Freudenberger (1974) believed burnout was a condition 

that manifests from within the individual and defined by individual behavior to chronic 

stressors. Additionally, burnout represented a feeling of being worn out or a state of 

exhaustion as a direct result of high demands with limited resources (Freudenberger, 

1974). More specifically, burnout stemmed from the individual and from those people 

with excessive demands and wants. Freudenberger stipulated burnout evolved from the 

pressure of the human service environment, whereby personal resources give way to a 

system breakdown. The important things to note about Freudenberger’s point of view is 

that burnout usually sneaks up on a person and therefore, goes unnoticed. While burnout 

may commence from within, another competing thought surrounding the burnout 

phenomenon is that burnout is extrinsically motivated and may emanate from the work 

environment. This was largely Maslach’s (1976) primary belief and contention. 
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Maslach and Jackson (1981) defined burnout as a condition of emotional 

exhaustion and cynicism encompassing individuals within human service vocations. They 

further commented a major component of burnout surrounds emotional exhaustion. They 

viewed human service vocations as “people work” (Maslach & Jackson, 1981, p. 99), 

which from their perspective, generally means burnout may occur in almost any 

professional vocation including and beyond human service occupations. More 

specifically, burnout represents a consequence of the fast-paced work environment 

people have grown accustomed to over time. 

Due to the growth in globalization, advancements in technology, and the greater 

focus on an organization’s bottom line, burnout has resulted in what Maslach and Leiter 

(1997) called the “erosion of engagement” (p. 23) with the job, including an “erosion of 

emotions” (p. 23) resulting in a poor job–person fit. Ultimately, an erosion of engagement 

leads to a disengaged employee where anxiety and depression replace the eagerness to 

learn and enjoyment on the job as a direct consequence of the work environment 

(Maslach & Leiter, 1997). As in employee layoffs, for example, this process may lead to 

a lack of employee trust and commitment to the organization resulting in an incongruity 

with the work environment or a low job–person fit (Cascio & Aguinis, 2011). Cascio and 

Aguinis (2011) stipulated, “At the level of society, massive layoffs may contribute to 

high levels of cynicism within a nation’s workforce” (p. 49). Thus, the job–person fit 

decreases as burnout comes to the forefront. 

From the perspective of job–person fit, burnout derives from the breakdown of 

the six areas of worklife factors as defined by Leiter and Maslach (2000). The six areas of 

worklife include workload overload, lack of control on the job, a failed reward system, 
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little to no sense of community or social relationships within the work environment, 

unfair or inequitable treatment among and between employees, and an overall mismatch 

between individual and organizational values (Leiter & Maslach, 2000). Phronebarger 

(2014) suggested job demands affect worker productivity and the potential imbalance 

influences performance in the work environment. Therefore, a reciprocal continuum 

results leading to burnout. Therefore, it makes sense that burnout may in fact be 

characterized as a product of the work environment. 

Some additional thoughts on the burnout phenomenon link burnout to the loss of 

energetic resources. For example, Shirom (2003) surmised burnout is more of an 

emotional reaction to prolonged stress as a direct result of depleting individual energetic 

resources over time such as emotional exhaustion, physical fatigue, and cognitive 

weariness. According to Edelwich and Brodsky (1980), burnout corresponds to a loss of 

purpose paralleling a lack of energy. Malakh-Pines, Aronson, and Kafry (1981), however, 

perceived burnout from a state of exhaustion, including physical, mental, and cognitive 

exhaustion. Sarros and Densten (1989) viewed burnout as a defective coping mechanism 

to a work environment encapsulated by stress, heavy working demands, or simply lacking 

challenge and proper recognition of one’s efforts. The primary component that comes 

forth in these conceptual definitions of burnout surrounds the concept of exhaustion. As 

Tugend (2013) commented, “Researchers say stress is to burnout as feeling a little blue is 

to clinical depression—a much more serious and long-term problem that doesn’t get the 

attention it should, but can affect all aspects of our lives and workplace” (para. 3). 

Exhaustion has been coupled with low levels of job performance, citizenship behavior, 

and customer satisfaction (Childs & Stoeber, 2012; Taris, 2006). 
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The burnout measures. The construct of burnout is defined as a heightened level 

of exhaustion where one is not able to perform work responsibilities due to a high level of 

cynicism about the value surrounding one’s line of work and to a greater degree, self-

doubt of one’s ability to perform (Maslach et al., 1996). This self-doubt represents the 

lack of professional efficacy in the burnout literature. As Leiter and Maslach (2004) 

indicated, burnout represents a mental, psychological syndrome of exhaustion, cynicism, 

and lower professional efficacy, as a direct consequence of chronic stress in the 

workplace. The burnout construct consists of three variables including exhaustion, 

cynicism, and professional efficacy and each variable needs to be assessed individually 

(Maslach et al., 1996; Phronebarger, 2014) to ascertain levels of burnout. 

 

Work Environment 

The work environment represents the situational context of one’s worklife. It is 

the environment where resources are provided, help is offered, and communication runs 

almost 24/7 in some cases. Furthermore, the work environment is a social environment of 

interaction and knowledge transfer where ideas and the chain of command flourish. This 

environment is also one of stress, continuous demand, and ultimately the burnout 

condition. There has been quite a history of research and job–person fit models designed 

specifically for understanding the relationship between one’s work environment and 

burnout as a behavioral phenomenon (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). One such job–person fit 

model called the AWS developed by Leiter and Maslach. 

Due to the need for a broader, contextual influence on the burnout condition 

(Leiter & Maslach, 2011), the AWS incorporates this contextual focus and additionally 
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concentrates on six areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, 

and values). The authors suggested the AWS “focus[es] . . . on the enduring working 

relationship that people have with their job” (Leiter & Maslach, 2011, p. 2) while 

assessing the work environment’s influence on the burnout condition or the overall job–

fit scenario. 

Leiter and Maslach (2004) explained the areas of worklife as those areas or 

“organizational conditions” (p. 94) of the work environment that may have an effect on 

the burnout experience or engagement. These areas ultimately influence business 

outcomes important to both the individual worker and the organization itself. The areas of 

worklife aid in facilitating a way to understand the job–fit scenario in regards to the 

burnout phenomenon (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). More plainly, the areas of worklife 

variables help understand the equivalence between the person on the job and the work 

environment (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). However, burnout research further views the 

areas of worklife as those “demands and resource predictors” (Lee & Ashforth, 1996, p. 

123) of the work environment. This latter definition represents the resource view of the 

areas of worklife. 

The workload factor, however, is influenced by the amount of available resources 

and an important antecedent of burnout particularly surrounding the exhaustion variable 

(Al-Imam & Al-Sobayel, 2014). If resources have been reduced, threatened, or simply 

depleted to the point of not meeting demands or specific business outcomes, burnout may 

result (Reinardy, 2013). In burnout studies incorporating the AWS (e.g., Gregory & 

Menser, 2015; L. Lawson, 2011; Leiter & Maslach, 2004; Vittoria, 2011), the six 

independent variables were found to influence burnout (Vittoria, 2011). The AWS 
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variables include workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values. Both 

burnout and the areas of worklife were investigated under the conceptual framework of 

the COR theory. 

 

Conservation of Resources Theory 

Within the organizational behavior literature, COR theory has become one of the 

most commonly mentioned theoretical or conceptual frameworks (Halbesleben, Neveu, 

Paustian-Underdahl, & Westman, 2014). COR theory is a motivational theory that 

stipulates when motives are endangered or refused, stress follows and comes to the 

forefront (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). This theory’s central concept is resource loss, which 

simply refers to individuals with high resources will most likely avoid burnout than those 

who have fewer resources (Alarcon et al., 2011; Hobfoll, 1989). Hobfoll (1989) specified 

resources represent “objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that are 

valued by the individual . . . [resources include] mastery, self-esteem, learned 

resourcefulness, socioeconomic status and, employment” (p. 516). Resources that 

individuals may value include both concrete and abstract structures including food, 

shelter, self-worth, self-esteem, work, promotional prospects, family and marriage, 

finances, skills, culture, and physical and mental energies (Alvaro et al., 2010; Park, 

Jacob, Wagner, & Baiden, 2014; Westman, Hobfoll, Chen, Davidson, & Laski, 2005). 

Resources related to the work environment can be categorized as psychosocial work 

factors (e.g., work content, work demands, social support) that are important 

considerations in ascertaining the burnout condition (Lindblom et al., 2006). 
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An important note about the concept of resources is they vary between individuals 

and largely depend on personal experiences (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Furthermore, 

resources are value-added elements that may institute change and aid in the acquisition of 

supplementary resources (Alvaro et al., 2010). As Campbell, Perry, Maertz, Allen, and 

Griffeth (2013) indicated, “Resources are those objects, conditions, energy, or personal 

characteristics that enable employees to accomplish goals and protect personal well-

being” (p. 760). These resources may include control (Day, Sibley, Scott, Tallon, & 

Ackroyd-Stolarz, 2009; Heaney, Price, & Rafferty, 1995; Lindblom et al., 2006), social 

support (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter, 2011; Fernet, Gagné, & Austin, 2010; Heaney et al., 

1995; Lindblom et al., 2006), values (Lindblom et al., 2006), and coping strategies such 

as family time, sense of humor, and self-awareness (Gupta, Paterson, Lysaght, & von 

Zweck, 2012). 

COR theory stipulates three stressful events may lead to burnout. These stressful 

events may occur when an individual (a) loses resources, (b) becomes threatened with 

resource loss, and/or (c) fails to acquire resources after a significant resource investment 

(Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008; Shirom, 2003). Along with resource loss, COR theory 

contends that individuals have an inherent motivation “to obtain, retain, and protect that 

which they value” (Shirom, 2003, p. 9). Therefore, when stress comes about, COR theory 

predicts people will attempt to mitigate resource loss (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 

1989; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). Those that overlook resource loss or individuals who are 

unable to obtain resources after significant investment may experience negative outcomes 

such as burnout (Reinardy, 2013; Taris, Schreurs, & Schaufeli, 1999). This suggests that 

COR theory has a strong motivational component as well. 
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COR theory consists of three overarching principles. The first principle 

concentrates on the motivational power of resource loss as compared to resource gain. 

More specifically, individuals who experience resource loss can either motivate 

themselves to improve resource gain or simply focus on their weaknesses, exhibit 

negative behavior, and suffer further loss (aka the loss spiral; Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 

2008; Shirom, 2003). This principle is closely tied in with the concept of 

conscientiousness within COR theory. According to Alarcon et al. (2011), 

conscientiousness represents an individual who is highly self-directed, desires 

achievement, organized, maintains a level of responsibility, and aware of both intrinsic 

and extrinsic surroundings. As a resource, the more an individual is conscientious about 

his/her surroundings, the greater likelihood of mitigating burnout (Alarcon et al., 2011). 

The opposite may also result if an individual is less conscientious (Alarcon et al., 2011). 

The second principle concentrates on investing in resources to help guard against 

resource losses, restore resources lost, and push forth to gather additional resources to 

prevent future deficits (Alarcon et al., 2011). In this sense, low resource investment may 

result in further loss (Alarcon et al., 2011). Finally, the third principle indicates burnout is 

a long-term process that unfolds over time (Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008; Shirom, 2003). 

Several studies on burnout, stress, and job demands have incorporated the use of COR 

theory as a conceptual framework and found support for these three core principles 

(Alarcon et al., 2011; Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti, & Xanthopoulou, 2007; Demerouti, 

Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2000; Hakanen, Bakker, & Demerouti, 2005; Hobfoll, 

2001; Hobfoll, Johnson, Ennis, & Jackson, 2003; Hobfoll & Lilly, 1993; Lee & Ashforth, 

1996). COR theory facilitates a way to understand the link between the work 
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environment and burnout from the perspective of resource loss, which is considered a 

behavioral concept. 

However, the exploration into how resources influence organizations has been 

examined under several theoretical and conceptual frameworks such as the resource-

based theory (Acedo, Barroso, & Galan, 2006; Conner, 1991) including its theoretical 

extensions of the knowledge-based theory of the firm (Arend, Patel, & Park, 2014; 

Nickerson & Zenger, 2004), and the dynamic capability perspective (Barreto, 2010; 

Teece, 2009; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997), and finally the popular job demand–

resources model (Crawford, LePine, & Rich, 2010; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). The 

resource-based theory (and related theories) are more of a system-wide set of theories and 

the job demand–resources model centers on how both job demands and resources buffer 

the link between burnout and engagement (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011). Conversely, 

COR theory concentrates more specifically on the resource concept than those other 

resource-related theories. 

The Burnout Process From the COR Perspective 

COR theory has been labeled as one of the theories of burnout, which “links 

resource utilization to the etiology of burnout through a motivational process” (Park et 

al., 2014, p. 608). In other words, COR theory is a motivational theory that has opened 

avenues to help understand the burnout process though a resource-based perspective in 

many different types of work environments (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Lee & Ashforth, 

1996). Individuals are motivated to protect against resource loss when threatened and in 

turn, utilize other resources in the process (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). This 

is a vicious cycle of resource depletion and if continued, burnout may result due to 
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perceived or actual loss and even the lack of intrinsic energy may help augment the 

process (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). Therefore, resource depletion appears to strengthen 

the occurrence of burnout (Shirom, 2003). Additionally, work conditions surrounding 

role stressors, employee training, community and support, and autonomy have been tied 

to burnout and explained by COR theory (Park et al., 2014; Rod & Ashill, 2009; Shirom, 

Nirel, & Vinokur, 2010). This evidence suggests a strong link between burnout and COR 

theory. 

As stated previously, burnout is a multidimensional construct of exhaustion, 

cynicism, and professional efficacy (Maslach et al., 1996). There is a demonstrated link 

between resources and cynicism and professional efficacy (Maslach et al., 1996). For 

example, Demerouti et al. (2000) demonstrated job resources were a better predictor of 

disengagement than exhaustion. Disengagement is similar to burnout concepts of 

cynicism and lack of professional efficacy. In the same study, job demands predicted 

exhaustion over disengagement (Demerouti et al., 2000). Yet, in another study, 

Halbesleben and Bowler (2007) explained emotional exhaustion as an element of 

resource depletion and found an inverse relationship with in-role performance. The 

higher the emotional exhaustion, the lower the performance outcome. Nevertheless, there 

appears to exist a link between the three burnout factors and resources and COR theory is 

one resource perspective to support this link. 

The Areas of Worklife From the COR Perspective 

In general, stress results in the loss of resources (Niebusch, 2012) and the six 

areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) represent 

workplace stressors that are precursors to the burnout condition (Leiter & Maslach, 
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2011). Moreover, the areas of worklife variables are often referred to as the “demands 

and resource predictors” (Lee & Ashforth, 1996, p. 123) of the work environment. As 

resources, the areas of worklife variables are valuable to the point they help improve the 

job–person fit in the work environment (Halbesleben et al., 2014). With the exception of 

workload, these resources are considered finite or fixed requiring the proper allocation to 

achieve the most optimal job–person fit (Halbesleben et al., 2014). This notion relates to 

COR theory in that resource loss and misallocation may result in poor decision making 

and a potential missed opportunity (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Furthermore, COR theory 

contends when the areas of worklife are reduced, threatened, or simply depleted to the 

point of not meeting business outcomes, burnout may result (Reinardy, 2013). Since 

COR theory primarily focuses on how resources influence burnout, viewing the areas of 

worklife variables as resources is an important component in understanding the 

relationship between the work environment and the burnout phenomenon among 

accounting professionals. 

 

Accounting and the Accounting Professional 

Accounting is the “language of business” (The Pathways Commission, 2012, p. 

22) and is highly important to the business world. Furthermore, 

Accounting is a system for recognizing, organizing, analyzing, and reporting 

information about the financial transactions that affect an organization. The goal 

of this system is to provide users [e.g., management, stockholders, employees, 

creditors, suppliers, government agencies] with relevant, timely information that 

helps them make better economic decisions. (Kelly, McGowen, & Williams, 

2014, p. 115) 

 

This is largely the work and business of accounting professionals. 
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This group of professionals represent the backbone of every business and are 

important to the accounting profession, its reputation, and level of trustworthiness among 

the public (International Federation of Accountants, 2005). They are the number 

crunchers and the facilitators of past accounting (financial and managerial) knowledge. 

Moreover, the accounting function provides valuable insight into the effectiveness of 

other business functions and processes. The accounting professional supports cost 

accounting and other financial information, promotes data analysis, and ultimately 

influences the decision-making efforts of various business departments (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2014). However, there are misconceptions surrounding the role of accounting 

professionals within a business enterprise. 

As stated by accountants at Caterpillar, “In the old days . . . a plant accountant . . . 

didn’t have much responsibility other than to cost the product” (Siegel, Sorensen, 

Klammer, & Richtermeyer, 2010, p. 37). Accountants worked in silos and in some 

respects, were simply number technicians for collecting and organizing data. However, 

the role of the accounting professional has become more diverse, global, and is changing 

(G. Jones & Abraham, 2007). An example of this change is the increased responsibilities 

of the management accountant transitioning from a function of financial responsibility to 

an area of strategic influence (R. Lawson, 2009). 

The professional accountant’s role is transforming due to market demands and the 

pressure of global business. With the advancements in technology, the prominence of 

data analytics, and the new mantra of cutting costs while maintaining quality, many 

organizations have had to rethink the current role of managerial accounting. As an 

example, data analytics has converted the accounting professional’s role to decision 
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advisor (Schneider, Dai, Janvrin, Ajayi, & Raschke, 2015). The area of data analytics 

represents the process of applying statistical techniques to structured and unstructured 

data for decision-making purposes (Schneider et al., 2015). Schneider et al. (2015) noted 

the accounting professional today has the important role of providing vital support to 

decision makers (i.e., senior management) through complex data analytics that stems 

from informational sources beyond historical accounting systems. Additionally, 

according to studies performed by the Institute of Management Accountants over the last 

decade, the shift from information collector and assembler to data analysis have provided 

more opportunity for accounting professionals to partake in decision-making activities 

(R. Lawson, 2009). Moreover, accounting professionals are even beginning to provide 

information on enhancing customer and product efficiencies through profitability analysis 

and focusing on improving business processes (R. Lawson, 2009). Similar transitions in 

job demands and responsibilities are evident in many areas of accounting from public to 

private enterprises. With such an immediate transition, accounting professionals may find 

it more difficult to complete jobs efficiently and effectively due to increased demands 

and lack of resources (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Weick, 1983), which may lead to 

behavioral issues on the job and burnout. 

 

Burnout and the Accounting Profession 

Accounting professionals no longer just focus on the technical side of accounting, 

but now must have enhanced competencies and incorporate more soft skills, such as 

communication and leadership capabilities into their repertoire (Stovall & Stovall, 2009). 

This change has transitioned the accounting professional from the technical side of the 
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accounting process to decision support (Gayle, 2013) and thus repositioning them to have 

a more prominent role in global business (Kennedy, 2013). This requires new sets of 

skills, additional training, and a heavier workload than ever before (Ozkan & 

Ozdevecioğlu, 2013). However, this evolving role encompasses greater pressure placed 

on the accounting professional leading to burnout and reduced engagement. Furthermore, 

the amount of information accounting professionals need to review and interpret has 

increased, requiring a more real-time focus often with limited resources (The Pathways 

Commission, 2012). As a result, accountants may find their job demands far outweigh the 

resources to perform tasks efficiently or simply put, to do their job (Maslach & Jackson, 

1981; Weick, 1983). In a report issued by Deloitte and Touche, dissatisfaction with the 

working environment in various types of organizations demonstrated roughly half of the 

accounting professionals debated about leaving their current place of employment while 

30% were searching for a new job (as cited in Cepin, 2011). Such turnover can have a 

serious impact on a firm’s overall profitability (Eyden, 2013). 

As Ozkan and Ozdevecioğlu (2013) commented, 

Factors such as punctuality, intolerance for mistakes, heavy workload, continuous 

changes in the regulations in force and the need for high level of concentration are 

working conditions which increase the level of stress in this profession [i.e., the 

accounting profession]. (p. 2786) 

 

This may initiate an abandonment of responsibilities, lack of engagement, reduce job 

satisfaction, augment absenteeism, turnover, illness, and relegated quality (Eastman, 

1996; Lackritz, 2004). Therefore, all directions are pointing to the perception that 

continued exposure to stress in the work environment among accounting professionals 

may lead to burnout (Hollett-Haudeberet et al., 2011; Lewin & Sager, 2007). Since 



www.manaraa.com

 

38 

accounting professionals represent the knowledge assets of an organization, it becomes 

increasingly important for retention purposes to keep value-added employees to help 

fulfill business goals and objectives (Kennedy, 2013). The study of burnout among 

accounting professionals and the influence of the work environment falls under 

behavioral accounting research. 

 

Behavioral Accounting Research 

Behavioral accounting refers to the study of how accounting information 

influences or affects behavior (Hofstedt & Kinard, 1970). Perhaps a more precise 

definition of behavioral accounting focuses on “the application of science concepts to 

some areas of accounting research such as budgeting, decision making, control and 

financial reporting” (Balachandran, 1985, p. 20). This area of research attempts to 

analyze the human element behind the accounting function (Balachandran, 1985). 

According to Hofstedt and Kinard (1970), three perspectives address the area of 

behavioral accounting research including (a) the influence of the accountant’s function on 

behavior, (b) the accountant’s behavior, and (c) the effect accounting information may 

have on users of financial information. The focus of this current research study 

spotlighted the responsibilities of accountants and consequently, the resulting influence 

the work environment has on the behavior of accountants. 

Behavioral accounting research is a subdiscipline of accounting research and has 

been a growing field since the 1970s (Castellano & Roehm, 1977; Hofstedt & Kinard, 

1970; Meyer & Rigsby, 2001). Meyer and Rigsby (2001) commented the development of 

a separate and distinct journal (i.e., Behavioral Research in Accounting) by the American 
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Accounting Association was the direct result of the value of behavioral accounting 

research and interest at the time. Research studies in behavioral accounting have included 

auditing practices (Beck, Fuller, Muriel, & Reid, 2013), professional judgment and 

decision making (Fengchun, Hess, Valacich, & Sweeney, 2014; Solomon & Trotman, 

2003; Wright & Wright, 2014), management credibility (Krische, Sanders, & Smith, 

2014), behavioral thought (Lord, 1989), behavior within the budget process (Argyris, 

1952; Churchill & Cooper, 1965), performance evaluation (Birnberg, Frieze, & Shields, 

1977; Kruis & Widener, 2014; Shields, 1980) and accounting behavior under 

International Financial Reporting Standards (Bailey & Sawers, 2012; Peytcheva, Wright, 

& Majoor, 2014). These studies mark the importance and growth of behavioral 

accounting research. Nonetheless, the phenomenon of burnout on accounting behavior 

has yet to receive much attention, but the burnout phenomenon has not been completely 

overlooked in general accounting research. 

Accounting research has recognized job burnout is connected to negative job 

outcomes, such as poor performance, low engagement, reduced satisfaction, and high 

turnover (Fogarty et al., 2000; A. Jones et al., 2012; A. Jones et al., 2010). Furthermore, 

the burnout condition does in fact occur among accounting professionals, including 

within internal auditing (Fogarty & Kalbers, 2006; Kalbers & Fogarty, 2005; Kusel & 

Deyoub, 1983), within corporate accounting departments (Figler, 1980), and within 

public accounting (Guthrie & Jones, 2012; Law, Sweeney, & Summers, 2008; Rose, 

1986; Utami & Supriyadi, 2013). 

For example, Fogarty et al. (2000) found a significant correlation between 

emotional exhaustion and turnover, including job satisfaction. The purpose of their 
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investigation was to explore how the burnout phenomenon influenced the accounting 

profession within the auditing area and the role the construct played within a role stress 

model (Angay & Ersoy, 2010). While the study demonstrated the existence of burnout 

among accounting professionals, the authors specifically noted the direct relationship 

between the level of personal accomplishment and one’s performance on the job (Fogarty 

et al., 2000). As a result, Fogarty et al. ascertained that job burnout was significantly 

correlated with poor job performance. As Guthrie and Jones (2012) summarized, the 

evidence “supports that burnout is associated with decreased job satisfaction and a 

declining spiral whereby employees feel trapped in their jobs with a lack of control over 

their situation and a lack of confidence” (p. 392). This evidence suggested a negative 

relationship between the work environment and burnout from the perspective of resource 

loss. This finding surrounded the areas of worklife factor of control and the professional 

efficacy burnout variable. 

Similarly, in an investigation into the effect of public accounting workload during 

tax season on burnout potential, Sweeney and Summers (2002) found the extra workload 

burden during the busy season raised burnout experiences to high levels. Prior studies 

even noted the lack of audit quality that may result from workload overload (López & 

Peters, 2012). Herda and Lavelle (2012) discovered comparable results after performing 

their own investigation into auditor burnout. This evidence insinuates a strong connection 

between workload and burnout providing additional support regarding the work 

environment’s influence over burnout. 

Herda and Lavelle (2012) explored the impact of firm commitment and 

perceptions of fairness on both burnout and turnover intention by surveying 204 auditing 
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professionals at two public accounting firms. Herda and Lavelle found firm commitment 

exhibited a negative relationship to auditor burnout and turnover intentions, whereas the 

latter two constructs had a positive relationship. In other words, the lack of firm 

commitment may lead to a disparity in organizational values and higher employee 

turnover because of burnout. Additionally, the study revealed that perceptions of fairness 

reduced burnout levels and turnover intentions (Herda & Lavelle, 2012). As a result of 

this finding, Herda and Lavelle stipulated organizational fairness has an important role as 

one of the stimulating factors in understanding the auditor–firm relationship and how this 

relationship may lead to lower levels of burnout and turnover. If left unchecked, however, 

burnout among accounting professionals may lead to lack of engagement, turnover, or in 

a worst-case scenario, a departure from public accounting all together (Guthrie & Jones, 

2012). 

The aforementioned studies provide support for the existence of burnout among 

accounting professionals. Additionally, there is evidence regarding how the work 

environment may augment the condition (Fogarty et al., 2000; Guthrie & Jones, 2012). 

Outside of firm commitment and perceived fairness, Almer and Kaplan (2002) and A. 

Jones et al. (2010) explored how certain strategies taken by organizations or the 

employees themselves may help mitigate the effects of burnout. Almer and Kaplan 

explored the effect of flexible working arrangements on the burnout condition and 

behavioral business outcomes and effectively determined that CPAs with flexible 

working arrangements fared better and experienced less burnout than CPAs without such 

work arrangements. 



www.manaraa.com

 

42 

In a similar way, A. Jones et al. (2010) ascertained how living a healthy lifestyle 

might help reduce the negative burnout outcomes in public accounting professionals. 

Interestingly, in this same study, Jones et al. discovered that psychological well-being is 

highly influenced by role stress and burnout ultimately leading to poor job outcomes. As 

Herda (2012) suggested, fairness among public accounting firms regarding organizational 

decisions may in fact, lessen the burnout condition, reduce employee turnover, and 

possibly augment new business opportunities through former employees. Although these 

studies primarily focus on public accounting, it does suggest that burnout is a growing 

concern in the accounting profession as a whole and influenced not only by the behavior 

of the individual, but also by the work environment highlighting factors such as workload 

and fairness. 

The majority of studies on burnout and burnout in the work environment have 

centered primarily on human service professions (e.g., medical field, nursing, education), 

nevertheless, exploring this phenomenon is not new territory in the accounting world. 

Many of the studies on burnout in the accounting profession have focused specifically on 

the external audit function (i.e., public accounting; Guthrie & Jones, 2012; Law et al., 

2008; Rose, 1986; Utami & Supriyadi, 2013). However, in a study of work–life balance 

factors (including burnout), Buchheit, Dalton, Harp, and Hollingsworth (2014) 

investigated perceptions of other categories of accounting professionals including tax and 

private accounting employees. Nonetheless, Buchheit et al. primarily focused on the 

auditing professional. As a result, there appears a lack of research on exploring the 

burnout concept beyond the context of the auditing area. Additionally, Rutherford, 
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Hamwi, Friend, and Hartmann (2011) pinpointed the need for further research on the 

antecedents of burnout, such as workplace factors. 

 

Research Methodology 

Research Design 

Research designs are the plans and procedures that bridge the gap between 

general assumptions about phenomena to the processes used for data collection and 

analysis (Creswell, 2009). In other words, a research design helps keep the arrangement 

of a research investigation organized in a systematic way. As Trochim (2006) indicated, 

the “research design can be thought of as the structure of research . . . it is the ‘glue’ that 

holds all of the elements in a research project together” (para. 1). There are three types of 

research designs including quantitative, qualitative, and mixed method approaches 

(Creswell, 2009). In this investigation, the research study concentrated on a quantitative, 

nonexperimental research design to examine the importance of burnout among 

accounting professionals. 

The choice of a quantitative methodology was primarily due to the lack of 

research in the accounting and behavioral accounting literature on how the work 

environment may influence the prevalence of burnout within the accounting profession. 

As a result, the goal was to explore factors of the work environment and the burnout 

phenomenon that have largely been overlooked in the literature from an accounting 

standpoint. Moreover, the overall goal of the research study was to describe trends and 

explain relationships among variables (Field, 2009). This required selecting a research 

design that allowed for comparison, the determination of correlation among variables, 
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and the potential predictive capabilities of relationships (Holton & Burnett, 2005). 

Furthermore, quantitative designs are normally applied when a conceptual framework is 

used to facilitate a way to explore a set of hypotheses and provide evidence to either 

support or repudiate expectations (Creswell, 2009). Therefore, a quantitative approach 

seemed the most appropriate research design given the lack of research in the topical 

areas and the goals of the research study. 

Online Data Collection 

The research study incorporated a quantitative, nonexperimental analysis design 

concentrating on online survey research as the primary data collection method to address 

the relationship between burnout and the work environment among accounting 

professionals. The choice of online survey research was due to several reasons including 

improving the reliability of data collection (Robson & McCartan, 2015), the ability to 

reach participants and obtain robust data from a larger geographic area (Hewson, Vogel, 

& Laurent, 2015), and the cost efficiences associated in performing research online 

(Rasmussen, 2008). Furthermore, the majority of studies that investigated the burnout 

phenomenon and the work environment employed a quantitative research design with 

survey research (Gascón et al., 2013; Gregory & Menser, 2015; Gupta et al., 2012; Leiter 

& Maslach, 2004). 

Online survey research helps ensure a higher level of reliability. With all 

participants receiving the same survey with identical questions, the issue of reliability in 

data collection becomes less questionable (Robson & McCartan, 2015). Traditionally, 

survey research studies were more hands-on whereas today, technology has made the 

data collection process less tedious and more proficient (Couper & Miller, 2008; Frippiat 
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& Marquis, 2010; Rasmussen, 2008). With the Internet and the research possibilities 

provided by the online environment in general, the use of online surveys has increased 

and grown in popularity (Frippiat & Marquis, 2010; Miller, 2014; Vehovar & Manfreda, 

2008). In addition, online research affords opportunities to develop and distribute surveys 

more easily, expand participant scope across a greater geographical area, and most 

importantly, reduce overhead in performing research (Evans & Mathur, 2005; Frippiat & 

Marquis, 2010; Miller, 2014; Rasmussen, 2008). Nevertheless, online survey research 

does have some disadvantages. 

With online survey research, there have been issues surrounding sample 

recruitment due to unequal access to the Internet, bandwidth size, lack of processing 

speed, and web browser complications (Rasmussen, 2008). As Rasmussen (2008) further 

indicated, “The [web] survey method can, to some extent, be seen as a victim of its own 

success” (p. 89). Similar to telephone surveys, once a survey method or process reaches 

maturity, people are simply disinclined to participate. Perhaps, potential participants are 

exhausted from all of the survey inquiries and reluctant to involve themselves due to lack 

of incentives. Additionally, while manual surveys take time to assemble and tabulate, 

online research appears biased to those who use the Internet and limited in scope as e-

mail addresses of willing participants are ready for survey delivery (Miller, 2014). 

Regardless, the advantages of web survey research far outweigh the disadvantages. 

Rasmussen (2008) commented that perhaps the most important element driving 

online research is the opportunity to acquire validated quantitative data that parallels 

authentic real-life behavior of participants. The essence of quantitative research mirrors 

Rasmussen’s point in that the purpose of such a research design is to objectively observe 



www.manaraa.com

 

46 

and measure the tangible, real world (Creswell, 2009). Therefore, the work of 

quantitative research is to determine the appropriate numeric measurements to observe 

the objective reality (Creswell, 2009). The inclusion of online survey research presented 

the greatest opportunity to achieve this objective. 

Recruitment Process 

The recruitment process includes both the dissemination and management of the 

online survey. Within the recruitment process, one of the most important elements in 

quantitative research is the concept of random sampling. Random sampling provides an 

equal chance of selection among the population (C. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2011; Nolan 

& Heinzen, 2014; Passer, 2014). Furthermore, it represents a higher level of quality over 

other types of sampling such as convenience sampling where participants are selected for 

a particular purpose without random consideration (Plonsky & Gass, 2011). 

SurveyMonkey (a third-party vendor) controlled both the dissemination and management 

of the online surveys and ensured random sampling in the data collection process. 

SurveyMonkey (2015) confirms random samples through regularly performed 

benchmarking surveys. However, facilitating the recruitment process through a third-

party vendor may have some drawbacks. 

With online surveys, third-party vendors screen potential participants (Brandon, 

Long, Loraas, Mueller-Phillips, & Vansant, 2014; Buchanan & Hvizdak, 2009), but that 

process may not prevent individuals from misrepresenting who they are or even in 

providing false statements. Often, third-party vendors offer rewards for participation such 

as cash and gift cards, which may lead to ethical concerns regarding poor quality 

responses (Brandon et al., 2014). SurveyMonkey believes by offering noncash offerings 
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including donations to favorite charities and sweepstakes entries, high-quality responses 

are more likely (Brandon et al., 2014). Nevertheless, the convenience of randomly 

sampling a targeted population (in this case, accounting professionals), the ability to 

collect and download data to SPSS for analysis, and the degree of trustworthiness in 

participant responses, made the use of SurveyMonkey the ideal venue for sample 

selection (Brandon et al., 2014) and data collection. Overall, SurveyMonkey distributed 

online survey invites to Audience volunteers who met the inclusion criteria. Through 

random selection, participants were sent a link to the online informed consent form, 

online survey, and demographic questions. Once data collection was complete, 

participant responses were collected and downloaded from the SurveyMonkey servers to 

an encrypted portable external drive. 

 

Instrumentation 

The survey instruments used in the research study were the MBI–GS and AWS. 

The MBI–GS and its variants are the most recognized measurements of burnout while the 

AWS is not as widespread; the survey highlights the degree of fit between the individual 

person within the context of the work environment (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). The 

developers of the AWS stipulated, 

The notion of “fit” is often presumed to predict such outcomes as choice of 

job/occupation or of organization (entry issues), or adjustment to the job 

(newcomer issues). In contrast, burnout involves a later point in the process, when 

the person has been working for a while and is experiencing a more chronic misfit 

between self and the job. (Leiter & Maslach, 2011, p. 2) 

 

Leiter and Maslach (2011) suggested burnout represents a chronic condition that occurs 

over time and requires investigating the phenomena by perceiving the work environment 



www.manaraa.com

 

48 

more holistically rather than from an individualistic perspective. In other words, the 

examination of burnout and the work environment needs to move away from measures of 

personal outcomes to the reasons for burnout (i.e., the antecedents of burnout evolving 

from the work environment). The combination of these two survey instruments provided 

an opportunity to understand the interaction and accounting behavior within the context 

of the work setting. 

Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey 

The burnout phenomenon has been measured using one of the three versions of 

the MBI, which is the most popular measure of burnout with more than 90% of research 

studies, including dissertations employing the instrument (De Silva et al., 2009). The 

three versions of the MBI include the original Human Services Survey (MBI–HSS), the 

Educators Survey (MBI–ES), and the MBI–GS. The authors found inconsistent results 

among the three scales or measures of burnout in the original survey when investigating 

non-human service professions (Maslach et al., 1996). As a result, the MBI–ES and 

MBI–GS were created to focus on those occupations that involved educators and 

professions with minimal human contact, respectively. According to Maslach et al., the 

MBI–GS was developed to assist in ascertaining burnout among professions “with only 

casual contact with people” (p. 20). Since the current research study concentrated on 

accounting professionals who are deemed to exhibit “casual contact” (Maslach et al., 

1996, p. 20) and also not involving educators, the MBI–GS was deemed the appropriate 

instrument to use. Overall, the instrument investigates the burnout phenomenon from 

other occupational groups beyond human service positions and educational professionals 

(Maslach et al., 1996). 
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The MBI–GS shares many similarities with the other two MBI surveys, but the 

primary difference resides in the instrument’s emphasis on work performance (Maslach 

et al., 1996). In general, the MBI–GS describes burnout as a predicament (or crisis) 

between the individual worker and the work environment and less focused on difficulties 

with colleagues and other employees (Maslach et al., 1996). In other words, the MBI–GS 

measures the relationship between employees and their individual work environment; 

from engagement (e.g., energetic, engaged, confident, dedicated to one’s work) to 

burnout (i.e., a phenomenon marked by exhaustion, cynicism, and lack of confidence in 

performance; Maslach et al., 1996). The MBI–GS is a work-focused instrument that 

helped assess the burnout condition among accounting professionals incorporating three 

variables: exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. 

The MBI–GS instrument is considered both reliable (Maslach et al., 1996; 

Reinardy, 2013) and valid (Mäkikangas, Hätinen, Kinnunen, & Pekkonen, 2011; Maslach 

et al., 1996) in regards to investigating the burnout phenomenon among professionals 

outside of human services. When exploring the associations between work qualities, 

personal resources, and the burnout condition among Finland workers over the long-term, 

Kalimo et al. (2003) exhibited Cronbach’s alpha scores for exhaustion of .96, for 

cynicism of .90, and for diminished professional efficacy of .87. Similarly, Chirkowska-

Smolak and Kleka (2011) found reliability scores of .819 for exhaustion, .736 for 

cynicism, and .641 for professional efficacy in a study examining burnout various 

occupational groups in Poland. The authors stipulated their particular investigation 

“provided support for the three-factor structure of the MBI–GS in a Polish sample of 

three different occupational groups, confirming the cross-national validity of this 
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instrument, and demonstrating that burnout is not limited to human service professions” 

(Chirkowska-Smolak & Kleka, 2011, p. 93). Reinardy (2013) employed the MBI–GS 

instrument to research burnout within the journalism profession and reported Cronbach’s 

alpha scores of .89, .84, and .76 for exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy, 

respectively. The research in this section demonstrates the reliability and validity of the 

MBI–GS instrument. 

Many research studies, however, either used a modified or reduced version of the 

original survey or the MBI–GS in combination with other instruments (e.g., Kalbers & 

Fogarty, 2005; Lindblom et al., 2006; Plana, Fabregat, & Gassió, 2003; Reinardy, 2013; 

Ružić, 2013). For example, a reduced version of the MBI was used to study the burnout 

phenomenon in the sales profession. In the research study, Ružić (2013) wanted to 

determine if salespeople in the Republic of Croatia experienced burnout and whether age, 

gender, years spent in the profession, education, and marital status influenced the 

phenomenon. While the results indicated burnout at low levels in Croatia overall, 

younger professionals experienced burnout more than the older professionals. This 

suggested that age was an influencing factor. Ružić further noted level of education 

played a role in burnout. More specifically, participants in the sample with more 

education experienced lower levels of burnout. From the resource perspective, an 

individual with more education, and thus higher resource levels, may not experience 

burnout at levels felt by those with little to no education. 

Reinardy (2013) employed the MBI–GS instrument to investigate burnout in the 

newspaper industry regarding how the three components of the MBI–GS instrument 

measured burnout among laid-off journalists. The study viewed trust, morale, and job 
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satisfaction (the independent variables) as resources, which the author surmised would 

exhibit similar results found in prior studies. Furthermore, the study incorporated the use 

of the COR theory as the conceptual framework to help explain the findings from a 

resource perspective. Reinardy found support for all three components of burnout and 

specified majority of the participants exhibited traditional burnout symptoms. The studies 

in this section provided evidence that supports the use of the MBI–GS instrument in 

examining the burnout condition. However, to assess the work environment’s influence 

on the three burnout variables requires defining elements of the work environment. As 

such, the AWS was selected as the primary measure of the work environment. 

Areas of Worklife Survey 

Leiter and Maslach (2011) developed the AWS to ascertain the job–person fit 

between the individual and the work environment. The instrument was primarily created 

to spotlight how the broader, more situated worklife context of the individual influences 

burnout. The authors believed prior frameworks that addressed this relationship 

overlooked the stressors and concentrated on personality, job description, and individual 

job tasks rather than the situated context of an individual’s work environment (Leiter & 

Maslach, 2011). They claimed burnout was a phenomenon that comes from working on 

the job and over time developing a degree of persistent (or chronic) job–person misfit 

between the individual and the job (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). The job reference in this 

case involves the influence of the work environment. Therefore, AWS centers on the 

relationship employees have with their job and highlights six areas of worklife that may 

influence burnout including workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values. 
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Similar to the MBI–GS instrument, the AWS has demonstrated strong reliability 

and construct validity scores (Gascón et al., 2013; Gregory & Menser, 2015; Leiter & 

Maslach, 2011). According to Maslach and Leiter (2008), the AWS has shown consistent 

factor structure and demonstrated reliability scores (workload (.70), control (.70), reward 

(.82), community (.82), fairness (.82), and values (.74) across various types of samples. 

For example, in a study examining the six areas of worklife factors among approximately 

1,000 workers in a large organization across two different points in time, Maslach and 

Leiter exhibited reliability scores at or above .70 at both intervals. Additionally, a 

confirmatory factor analysis performed by Leiter and Maslach (2004) demonstrated, “The 

six factor solution was found to be an excellent fit to the data . . . with all factors loading 

significantly on the appropriate item” (p. 106). Leiter and Maslach also indicated the areas 

of worklife factors “showed consistently high correlations” (p. 102) with the MBI–GS 

instrument highlighting the relevance to the burnout experience. They also found support 

for the construct validity of the six-factor structure of the AWS by examining qualitative 

entries by participants in a hospital research study. The findings were highly correlated 

with the areas of worklife factors (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). Gregory and Menser (2015), 

Leiter and Maslach (2004), L. Lawson (2011), and Vittoria (2011) all found the six 

independent areas of worklife variables did in fact influence burnout to some degree. 

Partnership of MBI–GS and AWS in the Research 

Leiter and Maslach (2004) investigated a hypothesized mediation model 

integrating the elements of both the MBI–GS and AWS. In their seminal article, Leiter 

and Maslach performed a longitudinal and cross-sectional analysis of the hypothesized 

model. The purpose of the cross-sectional analysis was to examine the central 
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relationship of the hypothesized mediation model. In general, the hypothesized model 

proposed the larger the job–person misfit an individual does experience in the work 

environment, the greater risk of burnout; alternatively, the less job–person misfit, the less 

risk of burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). The authors found support for the hypothesized 

model and were surprised by how well the AWS variables predicted burnout. They noted 

the importance and strength of each variable in the prediction of the three factors of 

burnout. In other words, the AWS variables alone were not strong predictors of burnout 

and the relationship enhanced when combined. 

The longitudinal analysis investigated the MBI/AWS factors at three different 

time intervals. In the longitudinal analysis, the authors noted the general pattern of model 

held consistent with a specific time period, which suggested that predicting the path from 

one burnout variable to the next time period may be difficult. Nevertheless, the 

relationship between some of the AWS variables (e.g., workload, fairness, values) at 

Time 1 predicted burnout at Time 2. These results provide solid support regarding the 

importance and influence of the AWS variables on burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). 

Similar findings were found by Gregory and Menser (2015) in a study that 

researched burnout among primary care physicians at a large healthcare organization in 

the United States. Gregory and Menser found support for the original hypothesized model 

and concluded the hypothesized model provided an insightful look into the antecedents of 

stress within the work environment. Additionally, Gregory and Menser further surmised 

the hypothesized model provided a catalyst to help improve burnout in the workplace 

among physicians. Therefore, it appears the work environment may in fact influence or 

even drive burnout in the workplace. 
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The MBI–GS has been used in the majority of burnout research studies (De Silva 

et al., 2009). Similarly, the AWS has become an authoritative survey research instrument 

for analyzing the influence of the work environment (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Gascón 

et al., 2013; L. Lawson, 2011; Leiter & Maslach, 2004). Furthermore, the instrument is 

often combined with the MBI–GS to identify areas of improvement and enhance 

engagement (Gupta et al., 2012). As Gascón et al. (2013) pointed out, the AWS 

Is a good instrument for assessing relationships between employees and their 

organizations that relate to the three dimensions of burnout . . . [is] an important 

tool for assessing quality of worklife in organizations . . . [and] provides an 

excellent tool for the early prediction of burnout. (p. 10) 

 

Maslach et al. (2012) supported this contention and believed the use of both instruments 

together may help in pinpointing current issues, foreshadow possible future problems, 

and provide the impetus to foster a method for early burnout detection. As a result, the 

inclusion of these two survey instruments provided the means to gauge the potential 

relationship between burnout and the areas of worklife and ultimately, provided support 

for the posed omnibus research question, research subquestion, and hypotheses. 

 

Summary 

The research study concentrated on the importance of examining burnout among 

accounting professionals, specifically highlighting how the work environment (i.e., areas 

of worklife) may influence the prevalence of burnout. Accounting professionals 

experience burnout due to increased pressure in the work environment as a direct result of 

the growth of technology, the global economic environment, and the additional skills that 

employers now require (e.g., soft skills such as leadership, communication). This may 
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lead to burnout and other on-the-job complications such as reduced effort, absenteeism, 

and turnover. These complications create a negative work environment that may impose 

unsuccessful business outcomes and diminish the bottom line. Therefore, it is important 

to explore and discuss the potential of burnout and its antecedents among accounting 

professionals. 

The purpose of Chapter 2 was to present an evaluative summary of the literature 

encompassing the phenomenon of burnout and the work environment under the 

theoretical/conceptual basis of COR theory. The literature review presented in this 

chapter highlighted the relationship between burnout and the areas of worklife outside of 

the accounting profession. These relationships provided the necessary background of the 

phenomenon, but also pointed to the dearth of burnout investigations within the 

accounting and behavioral accounting literature. Additionally, the literature identified the 

need to explore specific antecedents of burnout, namely the areas of worklife factors, 

using COR theory. 

COR theory is based on the idea individuals are motivated to conserve and 

acquire resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014). The literature supports the notion that 

elements of the work environment or the areas of worklife as resources may influence the 

burnout condition (Lee & Ashforth, 1996). Additionally, the literature supports the 

contention the six areas of worklife are strong predictors of the phenomenon (Lee & 

Ashforth, 1996; Leiter & Maslach, 2004). From the COR perspective, the threat of 

resource loss may drive individuals to protect current resources and strive to obtain new 

resources to lessen the negative effects of burnout (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Reinardy, 

2013). COR theory helps explain and understand the influence of resources as 
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antecedents of burnout in the work environment (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993; Maslach et al., 

1996; Park et al., 2014; Rod & Ashill, 2009; Shirom, 2003; Shirom et al., 2010). 

However, to investigate this relationship required two surveys that have proven reliable 

and valid in the literature. 

The chapter further detailed the research methodology, including the research 

design and survey instruments used to explore the relationship between the work 

environment and burnout—the MBI–GS and AWS. A quantitative methodology was 

selected for its focus on examining variable relationships and the opportunity to 

statistically measure participant responses using online survey research. The MBI–GS 

and AWS have been examined together in prior studies centering on the human service 

professions and other non-human service occupations. These same studies provided 

evidence of the surveys application and significant relationships (Leiter & Maslach, 

2004). Additionally, both instruments have demonstrated solid reliability and validity 

scores (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). As a result, these two surveys in combination helped 

reveal relationships between the elements of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and 

professional efficacy) and the six areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values) among accounting professionals in the current study. 
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CHAPTER 3.  METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this quantitative, exploratory research investigation is to apply the 

COR theory to explore the relationship between the work environment (i.e., areas of 

worklife; Leiter & Maslach, 2000) and burnout (Schaufeli et al., 1996) among U.S. 

accounting professionals. Since job burnout has been linked to negative job outcomes, 

(Fogarty et al., 2000; A. Jones et al., 2012; A. Jones et al., 2010), a more thorough 

understanding of the work environment on job burnout is needed, especially within the 

accounting profession. Although investigations exist regarding the relationship between 

the work environment and job burnout, the dearth of research in the area suggests the 

need for more knowledge and understanding of this relationship. As a result, the research 

investigation helps to fill this gap and may help organizations improve on mitigating the 

effects of the burnout condition. 

 

Research Design 

As Trochim (2006) denoted, “Research design can be thought of as the structure 

of research . . . it is the ‘glue’ that holds all of the elements in a research project together” 

(para. 1). With that in mind, the research study incorporated a quantitative, 

nonexperimental multiple linear regression analysis design. The research design evolved 
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from normative studies on burnout performed by Schaufeli et al. (1996) and the work 

environment pioneered by Leiter and Maslach (2011). These normative studies crossed a 

variety of occupational settings and assessed burnout and factors of the work 

environment individually and in combination. However, these normative research studies 

and several of the investigations mentioned in Chapter 2 did not explore both constructs 

by isolating specific professions, but rather treated the variety of professions as a singular 

sample. Therefore, the goal was to add research with a more exclusive focus on one 

professional occupation and work setting—the accounting professional. 

The research problem explored in this investigation concentrated on the 

prevalence of burnout in accounting professionals and factors in the work environment 

(i.e., areas of worklife) that may have influenced the burnout condition. However, the 

specific focus of the analysis centered on resource quality of the work environment 

(Leiter & Maslach, 2011). These relationships have yet to find coverage in the accounting 

literature (Buchheit et al., 2014) or more specifically, the behavioral accounting 

literature. As a result, the research study attempted to begin to fill this gap by employing 

a quantitative, nonexperimental multiple linear regression analysis design with the 

overarching goal to examine the potential relationships between variables (Bates, 2005; 

Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). 

The research design concentrated on survey research addressing the relationship 

between burnout (the dependent or criterion variables) as measured by the MBI–GS with 

specific areas of worklife factors (the independent or predictor variables) as identified by 

the AWS among accounting professionals. The combination of these two surveys gauged 

the potential relationship between burnout and the predictor variables. These instruments 
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provided support for the omnibus research question, research subquestion, and related 

hypotheses and ultimately, helped address the research problem. 

 

Population and Sample 

The population for the research study centered on all accounting professionals 

within the United States. Historically and even today, an accounting professional is one 

that has been designated as a CPA (Carey, 1968; Dirsmith et al., 2015; Yee, 2001). 

According to the International Federation of Accountants (2005), a professional 

accountant is one who exhibits professionalism (having the skills, knowledge, and 

commitment to integrity with qualified oversight) as an accountant (with focus on 

professional standards in the reporting of financial information) in business (whether for-

profit or not-for-profit) who supports management and helps in achieving value for 

stakeholders. The accounting roles these professionals partake in encompass traditional 

accounting tasks (e.g., processing accounts receivable and payable transactions) to new, 

more complex tasks associated with hedge accounting, cost analysis, and software 

implementation (Bragg, 2010). Therefore, in the research study, accounting professionals 

included business professionals with accounting experience from accounting technician 

(e.g., bookkeeper) to individuals with professional designations (e.g., CPA) whether 

degreed or nondegreed. The final sample was determined using SurveyMonkey Audience 

participants. 

SurveyMonkey randomly selected Audience volunteers of accounting 

professionals (a) who performed an accounting role at their respective organization (e.g., 

accounts payable, accounts receivable, payroll, internal and external auditor, tax, 
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financial analysis); (b) who had at least one year of experience; and (c) who was 18 years 

of age or older. These inclusion criteria had an all-inclusive focus to meet the desired 

sample size. The objective was not to limit the potential sample size by incorporating 

more inclusion or exclusion criteria. This provided the chance not only to achieve more 

of a holistic sample (i.e., a sample covering many accounting areas from different 

industries), but also provided the advantage of a larger sample (reducing sampling error; 

Vogt, 2007). Nevertheless, determination of the sample size incorporates several 

elements including significance, power level, and effect size (J. Cohen, 1992). 

The determination of sample size was an important part of the research planning 

and design process (J. Cohen, 1992). It is one of the primary ingredients to power 

analysis along with the significance criterion, the desired power level (or statistical 

power), and effect size (J. Cohen, 1992). Commonly, research investigations often use 

0.05 and 0.80 or 80% as the conventional or traditional values for significance and 

power, respectively (J. Cohen, 1992). J. Cohen (1992) stipulated these values address 

Type I (the risk associated with rejecting a true null hypothesis) and Type II (the risk of 

accepting a false null hypothesis) errors. In fact, Type II errors may be mitigated due to 

the use of power analysis (Bosco, Aguinis, Singh, Field, & Pierce, 2014; J. Cohen, 1992). 

As a result, these same values for significance level and statistical power were used in the 

research study for calculating the minimal sample size. 

The sample size for the research study was determined using G*Power software 

(downloaded free from the Internet). Within the statistical software, an F test statistical 

test of a multiple linear regression was selected, including a fixed model, and R² 

deviation from zero with nine predictor variables. Suggestions from J. Cohen (1992); 
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Prajapati, Dunne, and Armstrong (2010); and dissertation research of similar type (e.g., S. 

Harrison, 2013; L. Lawson, 2011) were engaged to determine the minimum sample size. 

With an effect size 0.15, an error probability of 0.05, and statistical power of 0.80, the 

minimum sample size calculated was 98 using G*Power software. 

Typically, the largest calculated minimum sample size (in this case, 98 

participants) would have been used, however, to help meet the normality assumption and 

mitigate Type I and Type II errors, data collection incorporated survey data from at least 

200 accounting professionals using SurveyMonkey Audience. If responses from 200 

accounting professionals were not received, the sample size of 98 calculated by the 

G*Power software would still have been enough to meet the goals of the research study. 

Research studies that incorporated similar instruments and variables (e.g., Al-Imam & 

Al-Sobayel, 2014; S. Harrison, 2013; Niebusch, 2012) experienced similar sample sizes. 

Moreover, the sample size estimate of 98 is greater than the minimum sample size 

required for parametric investigations (N = 30) according to the central limit theorem 

(Berenson et al., 2006). In the end, survey data was collected from 206 SurveyMonkey 

Audience volunteers who met the inclusion criteria. 

 

Research Questions 

The research questions for the study were largely influenced by Leiter and 

Maslach’s (2004) psychometric study, which lead to the development of the AWS and 

exploration into the AWS variables on burnout as measured by the MBI–GS. In both of 

these investigations, strong support was found for the six items of the AWS (workload, 

control, reward, community, fairness, and values) in terms of structure and relationship 
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with the three burnout elements of exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy (Leiter 

& Maslach, 2004). While Leiter and Maslach (2004) utilized a sample consisting of 

professionals from various work settings (mostly human service workers), the objective 

was to understand the relationship between the work environment and burnout among 

accounting professionals. As a result, the omnibus research question and research 

subquestion not only highlighted the purpose of the study, but also sought greater insight 

into the work environment and burnout relationship. The research study concentrated on 

the following omnibus research question and research subquestion. 

Omnibus Research Question: To what degree do the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey (AWS) explain the variability of burnout levels experienced by 

accounting professionals using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–

GS)? 

Research Subquestion: Is there a correlation between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and burnout 

variables (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the AWS and 

MBI–GS, respectively? 

 

Hypotheses 

The hypotheses for the research study principally resulted from studies performed 

by Leiter and Maslach (2004) to validate the structure of the AWS variables and their 

relationship with burnout. These same studies, however, presented only the basic 

descriptive statistics (e.g., mean, standard deviation) and demonstrated significance 
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through correlation analysis (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). First and foremost, the objective 

was to examine the relationship between the AWS and MBI–GS instruments and most 

importantly, move beyond correlation to incorporate multiple regression in the analysis. 

Multiple regression centers on the extent to which the areas of worklife can explain or 

predict the levels of burnout experienced by accounting professionals in the sample. 

While correlation analysis facilitated an understanding how areas of worklife influenced 

burnout among accounting professionals and the degree of congruence or fit between the 

individual and their work environment, multiple linear regression helped assess the 

“predictive value of the worklife factors in facilitating burnout” (L. Lawson, 2011, p. 

114). 

H01: There is no significant linear relationship between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals using the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey. 

HA1: There is a significant linear relationship between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals using the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey. 

A subhypothesis was created for Hypothesis 1 to fully examine the hypothesis: 

SubH01: There is no significant correlation between the areas of worklife 

variables and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals. 

SubHA1: There is a significant correlation between the areas of worklife variables 

and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals. 
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Pearson correlation coefficient was employed to investigate the subhypotheses. 

The Pearson correlation coefficient examined whether a possible linear relationship 

existed between the predictor and criterion variables (Nolan & Heinzen, 2014). As a 

result, the direction and strength among the variables were of primary interest for 

examining the subhypotheses (Heiman, 2014; Vogt, 2007). The correlation coefficient (r) 

helped to connect this part of the data analysis with the rest of the investigation. In 

general, a coefficient of +1 implies a perfect, positive correlation whereas a coefficient of 

-1 has the opposite effect. The significance, however, only becomes true if the value of p, 

a measure of significance, is less than or equal to .95. According to Field (2009), a 95% 

confidence level with a confidence interval of ±5% is considered normal conditions for 

research studies of this type. All AWS and MBI–GS variables were measured at the 

interval level. 

 

Instrumentation 

L. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) explained that survey instruments 

“gather data at a particular point in time with the intention of describing the nature of 

existing conditions, or identifying standards against which existing conditions can be 

compared, or determining the relationships that exist between specific events” (p. 256). 

The purpose of using survey instruments within the research study met these three 

objectives. More specifically, the research design incorporated the use of multiple linear 

regression analysis for the existence of potential relationships and the degree of influence 

the areas of worklife may have on the dependent variables of burnout. 
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Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey 

Origin of the MBI–GS. The original MBI–HSS is the most popular instrument 

when examining the burnout phenomenon (De Silva et al., 2009). In the beginning, 

however, the original survey was dedicated to investigating burnout from a human 

service perspective. At that time, it was believed the concept of burnout arose from those 

professions with substantial human interaction. Therefore, the MBI–HSS became the 

recommended instrument for those researching burnout. 

As the study of burnout increased from a non-human service perspective, many 

investigations found inconsistent results (Schaufeli et al., 1996). More specifically, the 

three variables of the MBI–HSS (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal 

accomplishment) were not revealing similar findings. As Schaufeli et al. (1996) 

indicated, “In particular the Depersonalization and Emotional Exhaustion subscales 

tended to collapse into one factor when groups other than human service providers the 

MBI–HSS. In other words, the original three-factor structure did not provide a robust 

measure” (p. 19). Therefore, as burnout transitioned from a human service context to 

include non-human service professions, two additional versions were developed to 

address the lack of research in this area—the MBI–ES for education and the MBI–GS for 

all other non-human service occupations. 

The MBI–ES and the MBI–HSS are similar instruments except the word recipient 

was switched to student and the focus became more specific centering on education 

rather than human services in general (Schaufeli et al., 1996). Conversely, the primary 

distinction between the MBI–GS and the MBI–HSS is how burnout spotlights less on the 

human interaction and more on work performance (Maslach et al., 1996). The MBI–GS 
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instrument has been used to assess burnout among various occupational groups including 

the sales profession (Ružić, 2013), journalism (Reinardy, 2013), the business side of 

education (Maslach & Leiter, 2008), therapy (Al-Imam & Al-Sobayel, 2014; Gupta et al., 

2012), and among several subsets of professionals including managers, technologists, 

psychologists, and nurses (Lindblom et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 1996). The instrument 

has also been utilized to examine non-human service samples internationally within 

countries such as Poland (Chirkowska-Smolak & Kleka, 2011), Spain (Gascón et al., 

2013), and Finland (Kalimo et al., 2003; Schaufeli, Leiter, & Kalimo, 1995). 

The instrument. The MBI–GS instrument measures the burnout phenomenon 

through three variables including exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. Due to 

the complex nature of burnout, high scores of exhaustion and cynicism with low scores 

on the professional efficacy scale are not necessarily suggestive of burnout. In essence, 

only one variable is needed to assess the potential of burnout. As a result, each of the 

three burnout variables was investigated individually to properly assess the burnout 

condition (Maslach et al., 1996; Phronebarger, 2014). A composite or overall score of 

burnout was not determined for purposes of the research investigation. 

The survey consists of 16 statements that require participants to indicate how 

often they experience a certain job-related feeling such as “I feel emotionally drained 

from my work.” or “In my opinion, I’m good at my job.” These statements are based on a 

7-point Likert-type scale from 0 (never) to 6 (every day; Schaufeli et al., 1996). In 

general, the MBI–GS instrument assumes the exhaustion and cynicism variables are 

negatively correlated with professional efficacy (Maslach et al., 1996). Therefore, the 
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MBI–GS “provide[s] a three-dimensional perspective on burnout” (Maslach et al., 1996, 

p. 21) measured on an interval scale. 

Areas of Worklife Survey 

Origin of the AWS. The development of the AWS originated from the need to 

advance an instrument that focused more on the work environment’s influence on 

burnout among individual workers. The authors of the AWS analyzed prior studies 

investigating this relationship primarily concentrated on burnout from the perspective of 

the individual (e.g., personality, job descriptions, job tasks) as opposed to the overall 

situation, worklife context surrounding the individual worker. Leiter and Maslach (2011) 

argued, “Many of these interactional models view[ed] person and environment as 

independent entities, but characterize[ed] them along commensurate dimensions so that 

the degree of fit, or congruence, between person and environment can be assessed” (p. 2). 

They further stressed prior investigations largely overlooked the individual as a 

more intricate element of emotions, motivations, and stress (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

Additionally, the job element was more task-oriented rather than viewed from a 

contextual perspective (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). More plainly, the understanding of job 

lacked other influencing environmental factors such as workload or community. The 

AWS was thus developed to assess the missing worklife context of burnout by 

investigating six primary factors or areas of worklife including workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values. These variables are thought to be the “organizational 

conditions” (Leiter & Maslach, 2004, p. 94) and the “demands and resource predictors” 

(Lee & Ashforth, 1996, p. 123) of the work environment. The AWS has been used to 

examine worklife conditions within journalism (Reinardy, 2013), healthcare (Gregory & 
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Menser, 2015; Leiter & Maslach, 2004, 2011), education (Leiter & Maslach, 2004), and 

law (Vittoria, 2011). Similar to the MBI–GS instrument, the AWS has been used to assist 

in assessing the worklife conditions in other countries including Spain (Gascón et al., 

2013), Canada, Italy, and Finland (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). 

The instrument. The work environment is highly complex. Maslach and Leiter 

(1997) believed this truth and stipulated such complexities make it very difficult or rather 

impractical to incorporate all potential worklife areas into a research study. As such, the 

AWS identifies six worklife areas that were comprehensively reviewed in the literature 

and found to be significant components of the burnout phenomenon (Cordes & 

Dougherty, 1993; L. Lawson, 2011; Leiter & Maslach, 2004; Maslach & Leiter, 1997; 

Maslach et al., 2001). Similar to the MBI–GS variables, any of the six worklife variables 

may represent a burnout factor if a high degree of incongruence is found (L. Lawson, 

2011; Leiter & Maslach, 2004; Maslach & Leiter, 1997; Maslach et al., 2001). 

The quantitative, interval data generated by the AWS are separate and distinct 

(Leiter & Maslach, 2011). The survey contains 28 items consisting of both positive and 

negative word statements and participants respond to each statement based on a 5-point 

Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree; Leiter & Maslach, 2000). 

The authors stated a score of more than 3 indicates a greater job–person fit or congruence 

against a score of less than 3, where increased degree incongruence between the 

individual and the work environment may exist (Leiter & Maslach, 2000). As a side note, 

a score of 3 denotes a “Hard to Decide” (Leiter & Maslach, 2000, p. 9) category, which 

essentially means a neutral choice. The authors indicated the six AWS factors have 

demonstrated a strong relationship (or correlation) with the MBI–GS instrument (which 
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can be used by all job types or occupations; Leiter & Maslach, 2011; Maslach & Leiter, 

1997). 

 

Data Collection 

SurveyMonkey Audience achieved the final sample in the research study. The 

choice of using an online research instrument delivery system was due to cost and time 

restrictions. Moreover, the convenience of randomly sampling a targeted population (in 

this case, accounting professionals), the ability to collect and download data to SPSS for 

analysis, and the degree of trustworthiness in participant responses, made the use of 

SurveyMonkey Audience the ideal venue for sample selection (Brandon et al., 2014). 

Nevertheless, perhaps the primary reason centered on random sampling. 

Random sampling provided the opportunity for an equal chance of selection 

among the population (C. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2011; Nolan & Heinzen, 2014; Passer, 

2014). Simply put, random sampling is an indicator of methodological quality in a 

quantitative investigation (Plonsky & Gass, 2011). SurveyMonkey (2015) routinely 

performs benchmarking surveys to make sure participants are representative of the U.S. 

population. Therefore, SurveyMonkey Audience provided greater validity and reliability 

regarding the sampling frame, recruitment and selection, and overall participant privacy 

and confidentiality. Furthermore, by handling the administration of the online surveys, 

the use of SurveyMonkey Audience reduced the likelihood of bias. 

Dissemination of the Online Survey 

SurveyMonkey distributed online survey invites to Audience volunteers who met 

the inclusion criteria. Once volunteers clicked the link from the invite, they were taken to 
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the informed consent form. The informed consent form contained specifics regarding the 

research study, including procedures employed during the study such as the steps 

surrounding privacy and confidentiality, participant rights to withdraw from the research 

study, and potential risks and benefits of participation (Duffy & Chenail, 2009; 

Sarantakos, 2005; Wester, 2011).  The informed consent form also indicated the inclusion 

criteria for recruitment purposes. 

At the end of the informed consent form, participants had the option to accept or 

decline participation. Those individuals who declined selected the “I Disagree” button, 

excluded themselves from the research study, and automatically received a message of 

ineligibility. As a result, they did not contribute any information to the research study. 

Conversely, participation was confirmed (i.e., accepted) once participants clicked the “I 

Agree” button and received a message of eligibility. SurveyMonkey randomly selected 

the participants and did not assign them to specific groups. 

Management of the Online Survey 

The primary data collection method in the research study involved the use of the 

MBI–GS and AWS measurement instruments. SurveyMonkey disseminated both surveys 

to participants and managed the overall data collection process. In most cases, the online 

survey took an average of fewer than 10 minutes and 206 completed responses were 

received within three days. SurveyMonkey later indicated the minimum sample size was 

achieved within less than one week and subsequently closed the survey. Survey data was 

collected from SurveyMonkey’s website, downloaded to one encrypted, external hard 

drive, and promptly stored in a combination locked safe for data analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

According to Leiter and Maslach (2004), correlations and multiple regression 

statistical analysis techniques may be used to investigate relationships among variables 

and the prediction of MBI results. Therefore, while correlation analysis (i.e., Pearson 

correlation coefficient) was used to investigate relationships and test assumptions, 

multiple regression techniques elevated the analysis to investigate the predictability of 

burnout via the areas of worklife variables. Both statistical evaluations aided in 

understanding the effect of burnout in the workplace among accounting professionals. 

The initial step in the data analysis, however, concentrated on developing a sample 

profile of the online survey data to help gauge the context of the sample. 

The survey data was downloaded, including demographic information, from the 

SurveyMonkey website to begin data analysis. Descriptive statistics were calculated and 

the demographic information collected (e.g., age, gender, race, type of industry, job title, 

number of years of experience, region of employment, marital status, level of education) 

were used to help understand the makeup of the sample. The data analysis consisted of 

calculated frequencies and various percentages for this purpose. The next step was to 

statistically review data from each of the two surveys separately. 

The MBI–GS assesses burnout based on individual responses regarding three 

variables including exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. Individual scores 

were tabulated for each burnout variable and then combined for an aggregate total for 

overall burnout experienced in the sample. This aggregate total was then placed into one 

of three levels of burnout as indicated by the MBI Manual, which includes high, 

moderate, or low levels. Subsequently, each variable’s total was divided by the number of 
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related items on the MBI–GS instrument (Maslach et al., 1996). This calculation 

provided a sense of how each variable on the survey contributed to burnout among 

accounting professionals in the sample. When completed, the burnout component scores 

and aggregate score can then be matched against normative values presented in the MBI 

Manual (Maslach et al., 1996; Zalaquett & Wood, 1997). Independent t tests were 

performed for this comparative purpose. Additionally, these scores also provide the 

opportunity to compare with other participant responses demographics and information 

on job characteristics (Maslach et al., 1996). The AWS variables of workload, control, 

reward, community, fairness, and values were treated in a similar manner. This initial 

analysis was followed by multiple regression and correlation statistical techniques. 

Multiple linear regression was employed in this investigation to evaluate the 

degree to which the six areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, 

fairness, and values) actually explained the variability of burnout levels experienced by 

accounting professionals. More plainly, the statistical test explored the explanatory value 

the areas of worklife may have in foretelling the burnout condition individually among 

the accounting professionals in the sample (L. Lawson, 2011). Three separate multiple 

regressions were developed with the help of SPSS statistical software to conduct the data 

analysis. Each multiple regression centered on all of the areas of worklife variables at 

once with only one of the burnout variables. As indicated by L. Lawson (2011) in a 

similar analysis, 

The correlations provided a descriptive and explanatory analysis with regard to 

the relationship of burnout with the six contextual work factors, and the 

regressions provided a descriptive and explanatory analysis with regard to the 

predictability of the contextual work factors in facilitating burnout. (p. 114) 
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However, survey data was first examined in lieu of the various assumptions regarding 

multiple regression. This preliminary step was necessary to validate the robustness of the 

survey data (Laerd Statistics, 2013). 

The assumptions of multiple linear regression included the independence of 

observations, linearity (both collectively and individually between the independent and 

dependent variables), homoscedasticity, lack of multicollinearity, the nonexistence of 

outliers, high leverage points, large influence points, and finally, normality (Laerd 

Statistics, 2013). The Durbin–Watson statistical test was incorporated into the research 

study to help investigate the independence of observations or the lack thereof (Laerd 

Statistics, 2013). Additionally, scatterplot diagrams for each pair of predictor/criterion 

variables and in total were assessed for linearity, focusing on the nonlinear pieces of the 

relationship and homoscedasticity (Osborne & Waters, 2002). As Osborne and Waters 

(2002) stipulated, the preparation of scatterplot diagrams is the preferable method for 

ascertaining linearity in multiple linear regression analysis. 

Another assumption of multiple linear regression is a special condition called 

multicollinearity. If predictor variables are highly correlated, a condition called 

multicollinearity (Berry, 1993; Marill, 2004; Poole & O’Farrell, 1970), some overlap 

may occur influencing how much the independent variables combined account for the 

variance in the criterion variables. To examine for possible multicollinearity among the 

six areas of worklife variables, a Pearson correlation coefficient matrix was developed to 

explore the correlation among all predictor variable pairs (Rumsey, 2009). In general, a 

strong relationship between two predictor variables (a correlation above/below +0.7 or     

-0.7, respectively) indicates multicollinearity. In the research study, multicollinearity was 



www.manaraa.com

 

74 

not found among the independent variable data (see Table 11 in Chapter 4; Laerd 

Statistics, 2013; Rumsey, 2009). 

Furthermore, as another test for multicollinearity and correlation, data analysis 

incorporated calculating tolerance and VIF values (Laerd Statistics, 2013). Values for the 

tolerance statistics of less than 0.1 and for the VIF test of greater than 10, provides 

evidence of multicollinearity (Mertler & Vannatta, 2004). The calculated values for the 

both the tolerance and VIF statistics for this sample data bypassed those guidelines. It 

appeared the independent variables in this analysis were not highly correlated. As a 

result, multicollinearity was not an issue in the research study. 

The final two assumptions concentrated on detecting outliers, looking at leverage, 

influential points, and assessing the normality of the data. The first three were 

investigated using scatterplots and CaseWare Diagnostics under SPSS (Laerd Statistics, 

2013). Normality, however, was ascertained through histograms, P-P plots, and a normal 

Q-Q plot in SPSS (Laerd Statistics, 2013). As a side note, multiple linear regression does 

assume the data used in a research study represents a normal distribution (Osborne & 

Waters, 2002; Poole & O’Farrell, 1970). 

With this in mind and for further verification of normality, data plots, skew 

values, kurtosis indicators and frequency distributions were included in the analysis 

(Osborne & Waters, 2002). The assumptions previously described and their examination 

assisted in determining whether a relationship existed between the predictor and criterion 

variables. Fortunately, the assumptions for multiple linear regression were true to form in 

this investigation. If any of the assumptions had failed, however, the application of 

specific statistical tests including time series methods, data transformations, and so forth, 
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within SPSS would have been employed to help improve the outcomes (Laerd Statistics, 

2013). 

Some additional considerations for data analysis included how to handle missing 

data and examining the fit of the multiple linear regression model. Since both the MBI–

GS and AWS were administered through SurveyMonkey, there was the possibility that 

not all respondents submitted a completed version. In such instances, those responses 

were discarded from the data analysis. As Rumsey (2009) indicated, “For any model 

selection procedure, assessing the fit of each model being considered is built into the 

process” (p. 110). With that in mind, the adjusted R2 value that resulted from the multiple 

linear regression analysis and the F test within the analysis of variance (ANOVA) were 

reviewed for model fit. 

On average, the adjusted R2 value is more favorable to R2, because the latter value 

will keep increasing with each predictor variable added to the analysis (Rumsey, 2009). 

This may lead to false interpretations. As such, the adjusted R2 value considers all the 

variables in the analysis and lowers the R2 figure as more predictor variables are 

considered (Rumsey, 2009). Thus, adjusted R2 is a control mechanism to help prevent the 

inclusion of too many predictor variables. Conversely, the F test examines whether the 

independent variables of the multiple regression model significantly predict the 

dependent variable and ultimately, the overall model fit for the data (Laerd Statistics, 

2013). The adjusted R2 values calculated for each of the three multiple regression models 

were .406, .368, and .312 for exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy, 

respectively. While these adjusted R2 values do not appear as high predictors of the 
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burnout dependent variables, the F test for each of the three separate multiple regressions 

indicate the models represent a strong fit for the data. 

 

Validity and Reliability 

In quantitative research, one of the most important elements to improve on is the 

quality and robustness of the analysis. This assists in establishing the validity and 

reliability of the employed survey instrument. Creswell and Clark (2011) stipulated that 

quantitative research needs to “consider the validity of the conclusions . . . to reduce 

threats to internal and external validity” (p. 211). Internal validity refers to elements of 

the research design including procedures, treatments, or participant experiences that may 

influence drawing reasonable conclusions (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Vogt, 2007). 

Conversely, external validity represents the ability to generalize the results to other 

populations and settings (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Vogt, 2007). The limited population in 

this investigation ultimately influences the overall “reasoning about cause and effect” 

(Vogt, 2007, p. 122) or outcomes and likewise, the generalization of the sample. In the 

research study, however, proving validity depended mostly on the degree of congruency 

between the survey measurement and expectations (Vogt, 2007). With this in mind, the 

specific validity question encircled construct validity or more specifically, convergent 

validity. 

Convergent validity is a version of construct validity that refers to the “extent to 

which a test correlates with other tests of the same construct” (Meltzoff, 1998, p. 281). 

By comparing similar research studies that focused on burnout and the areas of worklife 

factors, the results of this investigation might show similar relationships and thus, 



www.manaraa.com

 

77 

positive convergent validity or correlation (Vogt, 2007). This procedure was performed 

and further explanation is provided in Chapter 5. Additional elements of consideration in 

this analysis related to weak construct operationalization and faulty statistical analysis 

(Vogt, 2007). Nevertheless, the relationships identified compared to other research 

studies of similar design helped minimize these operationalization threats. Another area 

of concern in this quantitative investigation was the reliability of the data. While validity 

often times refers to the overall accuracy of the research design, reliability assists in 

determining the accuracy of the specific measurements used in the investigation (Vogt, 

2007). 

The concept of reliability focuses on the consistency of the survey instrument 

(Vogt, 2007). More specifically, does the instrument provide a consistent measurement 

across a variety of research investigations and perhaps over time? The research study 

concentrated on internal consistency reliability, which represents the consistency among 

survey items (Meltzoff, 1998). One of the statistical tools or general estimators of internal 

consistency reliability (and the test used in the research study) was Cronbach’s alpha, the 

coefficient alpha test. The purpose of Cronbach’s alpha was to assist in accessing the 

reliability of both the MBI–GS and AWS (Meltzoff, 1998; Vogt, 2007). This reliability 

test helped ensure the consistency and partial accuracy of the existing sample and 

statistical analysis (Vogt, 2007). For more detail on the validity and reliability for the 

current study, see Chapter 5. The following sections highlight both the validity and 

reliability of each instrument in the literature. 
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Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey 

The MBI–GS instrument has been judged a valid (Mäkikangas et al., 2011; 

Maslach et al., 1996) and reliable (Maslach et al., 1996; Reinardy, 2013) survey. For 

example, in national samples (e.g., Dutch, Finnish, Canadian samples), the assumed 

negative relationship between exhaustion and cynicism and the level of professional 

efficacy was consistent across various occupations from clerical staff to management 

(Maslach et al., 1996). Within the same study, the Dutch sample exhibited consistent 

stability (or reliability) coefficients for exhaustion (.65), cynicism (.60), and professional 

efficacy (.67; Maslach et al., 1996). Leiter and Durop (1996) noted similar results in a 

research study investigating the MBI–HSS. According to Madsen (2004), a relatively 

high stability coefficient indicates less fluctuation over time and “signals both 

measurement reliability and response continuity” (p. 1063). Furthermore, Schaufeli et al. 

(1995) found the three variables of the MBI–GS instrument were consistent with other 

burnout variables such as work overload, role conflict, and organizational commitment. 

Additionally, when comparing positive and negative qualitative comments with 

quantitative data from the MBI–GS instrument, Leiter and Schaufeli validated the 

relationship between the three variables (Maslach et al., 1996). Similarly, in an 

investigation of burnout among a variety of occupations in Poland, Chirkowska-Smolak 

and Kleka (2011) found support for the three-factor of structure of the MBI–GS. The 

authors confirmed the use of the MBI–GS beyond the human service professions. Other 

studies supported both the validity (Gregory & Menser, 2015) and reliability Gregory & 

Menser, 2015; Reinardy, 2013) of the MBI–GS instrument. Each burnout variable was 

assessed individually in these research studies. As Maslach et al. (1996) surmised, 
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“Together, these analyses support the expectation that the MBI–GS measures a state of 

burnout that is consistent with that measured by the MBI–HSS among human service 

providers and with theoretical considerations regarding the burnout concept” (p. 25). 

Thus, the validity of the three-dimensional perspective on burnout appears to hold. 

From a reliability perspective, the MBI–GS instrument has demonstrated 

consistent reliability scores. For example, in a study of resources and burnout among 

Finland employees, Kalimo et al. (2003) revealed Cronbach’s alpha scores for the three 

factors of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and decreased professional efficacy) above .80. 

Chirkowska-Smolak and Kleka (2011) demonstrated strong internal consistency of .819 

for exhaustion, .736 for cynicism, and .641 for professional efficacy. Additionally, in an 

investigation of burnout in journalism, Reinardy (2013) revealed Cronbach’s alpha scores 

of greater than .70 for each of the three areas of burnout. Accordingly, this support 

provides strong evidence regarding reliability of the MBI–GS instrument. 

Areas of Worklife Survey 

Similar to the MBI–GS instrument, the AWS measurement tool has demonstrated 

robust validity and reliability scores. For validity, Leiter and Maslach (2011) compared 

the quantitative data from the AWS with qualitative comments from a hospital study 

involving 1,443 participants. Most of the comments involved complaints organized into 

one of the six areas of worklife scales. Interestingly enough, the authors found complaints 

matched up appropriately with the six AWS variables effectively demonstrating the 

validity of the AWS. Additional studies have provided support for the six-factor structure 

of the AWS (e.g., Gascón et al., 2013; Gregory & Menser, 2015; Leiter & Maslach, 

2004) and internal consistency (e.g., Gascón et al., 2013; Gregory & Menser, 2015; 
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Maslach & Leiter, 2008). Maslach and Leiter (2008) performed an investigation into the 

areas of worklife among a sample of over 1,000 workers employed at a large 

organization. The sample was surveyed at two different points to assess the influence of 

the AWS variables over time. Maslach and Leiter found consistency with the AWS at 

each time interval. Correspondingly, based on a normative sample of 456 healthcare 

providers over a one-year period, Leiter and Maslach (2011) found consistent test–retest 

correlations (a statistical test of reliability) ranging from .51 to .62. This indicated a 

strong level of correlation, but the authors caution these scores may vary with time and 

can change if an individual’s relationship with the work environment changes. Leiter and 

Maslach (2004) also indicated the areas of worklife factors was highly correlated with the 

MBI–GS instrument highlighting the relevance to the burnout experience. Several studies 

have highlighted the significant connection between the AWS variables and burnout (e.g., 

Gregory & Menser, 2015; L. Lawson, 2011; Vittoria, 2011). In other words, they all 

found the six independent areas of worklife variables did in fact influence burnout to 

some degree. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical compliance focuses on protecting those who participate in research 

studies. In accordance with ethical standards, it becomes increasingly important to report 

verifiable data with an audit trail for example and data that can be replicated through 

other investigations (Horner & Minifie, 2011). If this is not accomplished, the ethics 

behind the investigation may come into question (Horner & Minifie, 2011). Ethical 

considerations began with the overall research design. 



www.manaraa.com

 

81 

The research design for a quantitative investigation needs proper consideration to 

provide support for the research questions and related hypotheses. This generally means 

formulating the research questions in a way that demonstrates the research problem, 

selecting constructs, variables, aligning operational definitions, and employing 

measurements that may lead to the appropriate resolution (Vogt, 2007). The development 

of the proper research design also highlights the importance of considering ethical 

hindrances. 

In the research study, one of the objectives concentrated on the alignment from 

the research design phase all the way through to data analysis and presentation. During 

the investigation, acknowledging the lack of experience in statistical analysis and the use 

of specialized software was the first step in addressing ethical concerns. As a result, 

various statistical materials and advice was sought to ensure data analysis was properly 

undertaken. 

Beyond proficiency in statistical software, Marshall and Rossman (2011) went on 

to indicate a trustworthy investigation further depends on how “ethically engaged” (p. 44) 

one is during the research process and how the study is handled. Thus, it appears being 

ethically engaged requires not only abiding by ethical principles, but also relying on some 

common sense that comes through experience. This becomes especially important in data 

collection in regards to informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and in data analysis 

in the online environment (Buchanan, Aycock, Dexter, Dittrich, & Hvizdak, 2011). This 

also includes decisions that highlight participant recruitment and selection. 

Participants included in the final sample served a pivotal role in investigating the 

omnibus research question. The criteria for participant selection included professionals 
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(a) who perform an accounting role in their respective organization, (b) who have at least 

one year of experience, and (c) who are 18 years of age or older. Since the focus of the 

research study centered on analyzing burnout and areas of worklife factors among 

accounting professionals, it was very important and practical to select participants with 

accounting experience. The key was to randomly select participants to avoid blindly 

favoring some over others. This is the essence of equitable treatment. For example, the 

use of a nonprobability technique, such as purposeful sampling, may not seem equitable 

in terms of participant selection. By its very definition, the term nonprobability insinuates 

a lack of randomly sampling the targeted population. Random sampling provided the 

opportunity for an equal chance of selection among the population and thus helped 

reduce bias (C. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2011). This is one of the reasons why 

SurveyMonkey Audience participants were utilized. Using a third-party vendor, provided 

greater validity and reliability regarding the sampling frame, recruitment and selection, 

and overall participant privacy and confidentiality. 

Using the G*Power software and with the help of SurveyMonkey Audience, the 

sample was selected to be a conservative generalization of the population of accounting 

professionals across the United States. SurveyMonkey (2015) regularly performs 

benchmark surveys of its Audience participants to make sure they are representative of 

the U.S. population. Additionally, the use of a third-party provider afforded the 

opportunity to investigate a section of the U.S. population of accounting professionals 

with minimal recruiting effort (Gayle, 2013). By separating the administration of the 

online survey, the use of SurveyMonkey Audience reduced the likelihood of bias. As a 

result, SurveyMonkey’s methodology and the potential to explore a cross-section of 
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accounting professionals across the United States, was the best option to help answer the 

omnibus research question and research subquestion. SurveyMonkey was also utilized 

due to cost and time restrictions. From an analysis standpoint, the G*Power software has 

often been used for sample selection procedures in studies of this type (e.g., Gayle, 2013; 

Stephenson, 2012). This enabled the opportunity to focus the results on a given 

population to provide reliable and valid contributions to the specific population and 

theory under analysis. 

Another ethical consideration centered on participant honesty in completing the 

online surveys and the risk of misrepresentation. With online surveys, third-party 

providers screen potential participants (Brandon et al., 2014; Buchanan & Hvizdak, 

2009), but that process may not prevent individuals from producing false statements 

about their experience. As an enticement to enhance honesty and achieve quality 

responses, third-party vendors can offer rewards for participation such as cash and gift 

cards (Brandon et al., 2014). SurveyMonkey is a strong proponent of this method and 

believes higher quality responses are received as a result (Brandon et al., 2014). Along 

these same lines, the benefits and risks of participation are other ethical areas that need 

consideration. 

The Belmont Report discusses the principle of beneficence or what is commonly 

referred to as the “do no harm” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 47) philosophy 

surrounding research with human participants. In other words, one needs to design the 

research study so participants are not harmed during the process (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Wester, 2011). In the research study, there was no risk 

responses would harm participants or others. Wester (2011) stressed the “do no harm” 
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philosophy emphasizes “protecting participants from harm before, during, and after the 

study” (p. 302). To further this objective, information from participants was kept 

anonymous and confidential. The overall goal of these procedures was to reduce (or 

minimize) any participant vulnerability to harm. 

Alternatively, another way to satisfy the beneficence principle is to notify 

participants of the benefits and risks of the research study through a formal, informed 

consent form (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). As an ethical practice, informed consent 

represents an ongoing procedure that continues throughout the research process (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011). The “do no harm” philosophy of the Belmont Report also extends to 

the confidentiality and anonymity of participants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Wester, 

2011). For that reason, participants’ private information was not disclosed to outside 

parties. Furthermore, the informed consent form included information that summarized 

the purpose of the research study, the procedures performed, a statement indicating the 

research study was voluntary, the participant’s right to terminate the survey at any time, 

and the procedures employed to protect participant privacy and confidentiality (e.g., 

prohibiting access to sensitive data; Duffy & Chenail, 2009; Sarantakos, 2005; Vogt, 

2007; Wester, 2011). 

In regards to the accuracy of reported results, the ethical consideration focused on 

validity and reliability concerns in quantitative research studies. The results were not 

manipulated to serve any specific agenda and thus, the data and analysis remained true to 

form. Participants were not simply as “a means to further knowledge” (Walker, 2007, p. 

38), but more as a vessel that added or contributed to the body of knowledge. 

Additionally, Creswell and Clark (2011) stipulated that the design of quantitative 
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research requires contemplating threats to internal and external validity. Internal validity 

refers to elements of the research design including procedures, treatments, or participant 

experiences that may influence drawing reasonable conclusions (Creswell & Clark, 2011; 

Vogt, 2007). Conversely, external validity represents the ability to generalize the results 

beyond the original sample and context (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Vogt, 2007). 

The threats to both internal and external validity fall under limitations within a 

research design. In the research study, internal validity concentrated on the threats to 

conclusions whereas external validity focused on the transferability or generalizability of 

the findings and convergent validity (Vogt, 2007). Participants were randomly selected 

based on a set criterion (internal validity), which may have influenced a specific desired 

outcome (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Vogt, 2007). In addition, the limited population will 

influence the management of replication studies. Also, convergent validity was an ethical 

factor. 

Convergent validity represents the degree to which a statistical test compares to 

other statistical tests examining the same construct (Meltzoff, 1998). This level of 

validity may be achieved by comparing and contrasting how the instrumentation fared in 

similar studies. Other ethical considerations centered on the strength of the 

operationalized constructs and flawed statistical analysis and reasoning (Vogt, 2007). The 

relationships identified in the study were comparable to other research studies of similar 

research design. This finding helped mitigate these ethical issues. Correspondingly, 

curtailing the statistical analysis threat relating to reliability involved performing the 

coefficient alpha test or Cronbach’s alpha. 
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In the research study, Cronbach’s alpha test aided in accessing the reliability of 

both measurements (Meltzoff, 1998). This reliability test helped ensure the consistency of 

the existing sample and statistical analysis. Overall, the validity and reliability of the 

current investigation was effectively evaluated through comparisons with the literature 

and the Cronbach’s alpha calculation resulting in authentic and trustworthy research. 

The final ethical consideration centered on data storage for protecting both the 

confidentiality and the anonymity of participants. This consideration not only began with 

administering informed consent, but also securing private information and other research 

data within a password encrypted portable hard drive, which was removed to a secure 

system, and not requiring participants to reveal personal, identifiable information (e.g., 

name, phone number, home address). More specifically, survey data information was 

kept on an encrypted portable drive that was securely locked in a cabinet when not in use. 

As required by Capella Institutional Review Board guidelines, all data related to the 

research study will be destroyed after seven years, at which time the protected USB drive 

will be broken in half and rendered unusable. Moreover, any paper copies of notes and 

observations will be destroyed immediately upon completion and publication of the 

research study. The information will be shredded and sent to a recycling center for 

disposal. With all of these performed ethical procedures, the notion that ethics is “always 

in progress” (Davies & Dodd, 2002, p. 281) was followed from research design all the 

way through data collection and analysis. 
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Summary 

This chapter focused on the methodology aspect of the research study. The 

research investigation incorporated a quantitative, nonexperimental, multiple regression 

research design with the use of online research for data collection. The purpose for the 

research design was largely based on normative studies using both the MBI–GS and 

AWS. The inclusion of these two surveys in tandem helped gauge the relationship 

between the areas of worklife factors and burnout. The discussion in this chapter 

provided a brief history on the development of these two instruments, their use in the 

literature, their makeup, and overall contributions to the current investigation. Data 

collection and data analysis were also discussed in this chapter. 

SurveyMonkey was employed to assist in the dissemination and management of 

the online survey, which involved recruitment, data management, and selecting the final 

random sample. SurveyMonkey Audience members were asked to participate in the 

research study via an e-mail delivered by the third-party provider. SurveyMonkey 

maintained survey data on encrypted SSL server for later use. Participant responses were 

downloaded to an encrypted, portable drive and analyzed using SPSS 23 software. 

The data analysis process encompassed the use of multiple regression techniques 

to provide support for the omnibus research question and related hypotheses. This first 

included examining that data against the assumptions of multiple regression to help verify 

the normality of the data, multicollinearity, the fitness of the model among other 

statistical assumptions. Data analysis further involved assessing the validity and 

reliability of the research design and measurement instruments. Within this chapter, 

information was presented that verified the validity and reliability of these two 
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instruments in the literature and within the current study. Additionally, ethical 

considerations surrounding the research were presented to ascertain, explain, and discuss 

the importance of participant privacy, confidentiality, protection from due harm, data 

security, and the validity and reliability of the results to present trustworthy and honest 

research. 

In summary, Chapter 3 discussed the methodology behind the current research 

study including the research design, the instruments used for data collection, the 

statistical tools employed for data analysis, and procedures undertaken to protect 

participant information. The procedures mentioned in this chapter set forth the foundation 

to conduct and present a more valid and reliable research study. The next chapter focuses 

on the results of the statistical analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4.  RESULTS 

Introduction 

The influence of the work environment on burnout in the accounting profession 

has become an important concern (Hollett-Haudeberet et al., 2011; Lewin & Sager, 

2007). However, there is a lack of research investigating the relationship between the two 

concepts in both the accounting and the behavioral accounting literature. Since burnout 

has become a growing global matter (Nash, 2013), the importance of this exploratory 

research not only surrounds the discussion of accounting professional burnout, but also 

on its antecedents (Rutherford et al., 2011). Therefore, the purpose of the current 

quantitative, nonexperimental research study was to investigate the relationship between 

the six areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) as 

defined by the AWS (Leiter & Maslach, 2000) and the three variables of burnout 

(exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the MBI–GS (Schaufeli 

et al., 1996) among U.S. accounting professionals. 

Chapter 4 begins with a restatement of the omnibus research question, research 

subquestion, hypothesis, and related subhypothesis followed by a description of the 

population and sample from a quantitative perspective. The next section highlights 

descriptive statistics to provide the context of the sample. A summary of the results 

follows with a more explanatory and illustrative breakdown of the analysis and results by 

hypothesis statement and conclusion. The current research study explored the relationship 
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between areas of the work environment and burnout by posing the following omnibus 

research question and research subquestion. 

 

Research Questions 

Omnibus Research Question: To what degree do the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey (AWS) explain the variability of burnout levels experienced by 

accounting professionals using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–

GS)? 

Research Subquestion: Is there a correlation between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and burnout 

variables (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the AWS and 

MBI–GS, respectively? 

 

Description of Population and Sample 

The research investigation centered on a population of accounting professionals 

with the following characteristics, including participants (a) who performed an 

accounting role at their respective organization (e.g., accounts payable, accounts 

receivable, payroll, internal and external auditor, tax, financial analysis), (b) who had at 

least one year of experience, and (c) who was 18 years of age or older. Recruitment and 

selection were based on these inclusion criteria and potential participants who failed to 

meet these requirements were excluded from the investigation. 
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SurveyMonkey randomly selected 433 potential subjects from its Audience 

database who met the inclusion criteria and sent then e-mail invitations. According to a 

SurveyMonkey representative, the “exact figure [from their database] we cannot share. 

Partially because it’s always changing. Every day new [Audience] panelists are added, 

certain ones quit or are removed, and other are in temporary quarantines” (S. Kramer, 

personal communication, November 30, 2015). Of the 433 potential participants, 302 

responded to the e-mail invitation. 

The total sample size calculated using G*Power software was 98 participants. The 

decision was made to collect at least 200 completed surveys rather than the calculated 

minimum sample size of 98 for the purpose of reducing sampling error (Type I and/or 

Type II) and to increase the likelihood of a normal distribution of the collected data 

(Vogt, 2007). The survey was active for three days and no reminder e-mails were 

necessary. Overall, 206 completed surveys were obtained at the end of the data 

collection, which represented an overall 48% response rate. 

Descriptive Statistics 

The sample was comprised of 206 accounting professionals randomly selected by 

SurveyMonkey from across the United States with the majority residing in the South 

region (34.5%) in such states as Maryland, Kentucky, Florida, Texas, and the District of 

Columbia. The breakdown of the sample by region is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Sample of Accounting Professionals by Region 

Region n % 

Northeast 59 28.6 

South 71 34.5 

Midwest 45 21.8 

West 29 14.1 

Prefer not to answer 2 1.0 

 
Note. N = 206. Northeast region includes Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut, 

Rhode Island, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania. South region includes Maryland, Delaware, West 

Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, 

Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas, and the District of Columbia. Midwest region includes North 

Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri, Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, Michigan, 

Indiana, and Ohio. West region includes Washington, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Oregon, California, 

Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, Alaska, and Hawaii. 

 

 

According to the data collected, a majority of the respondents were women with 

167 (81.1%) in the sample while only 38 (18.4%) of males completed the online survey. 

The age of the sample centered on the ranges 18–29 (21.4%), 30–44 (33.4%), and 45–59 

(29.6%). A greater part of the sample was White (79.1%), however, the sample did 

include Black or African Americans (6.8%) and Asians (8.7%) with more than half of 

respondents (52.4%) who were married. The level of education among the respondents 

varied between some college (21.4%) through graduate level (14.5%). The largest portion 

of respondents had reached the bachelor’s level (36.9%), but the majority of participants 

reported at least some college experience. Sample demographics for gender, age range, 

race, marital status, and level of education are summarized and provided in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Gender, Age Range, Race, Marital Status, and Level of Education of Sample of 

Accounting Professionals 

 

Demographic n % 

Gender     

Male 38 18.4 

Female 167 81.1 

Prefer not to answer 1 0.5 

Age range     

18–29 44 21.4 

30–44 69 33.4 

45–59 61 29.6 

60 and above 30 14.6 

Prefer not to answer 2 1.0 

Race     

White 163 79.1 

Black or African American 14 6.8 

Hispanic 6 2.9 

American Indian or Alaska Native 1 0.5 

Asian 18 8.7 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 0 0.0 

Some other race 1 0.5 

Two or more races 2 1.0 

Prefer not to answer 1 0.5 

Marital status   

Married 108 52.4 

Never married (or single) 52 25.2 

Separated 4 2.0 

Divorced or widowed 40 19.4 

Prefer not to answer 2 1.0 

Level of education   

Did not finish high school 1 0.5 

High school degree or equivalent 13 6.3 

Some college, but no degree 44 21.4 

Associate’s degree 41 19.9 

Bachelor’s degree 76 36.9 

Graduate degree 30 14.5 

Prefer not to answer 1 0.5 

 

 

As expected, the largest portion of accounting professionals (32.0%) worked in 

the finance and insurance industry while another sizable segment of the sample was 
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employed in the professional, scientific, and technical services industry (9.2%). This 

latter industry primarily consists of CPAs, non-CPAs, and areas of other professional 

services. The years of experience of the participants at their current place of employment 

concentrated on the one to 10-year period for less than half the sample (45.6%). 

However, 31 of the respondents did not answer this demographic question. As a result, 

the years of experience are presented in Table 3 with percentages based on the original 

206 respondent sample and valid percentages. With valid percentages, SPSS was able to 

calculate the years of experience including only those respondents who answered the 

related online survey question. In this case, 175 participants of the 206 sample provided a 

response to the degree of experience at their current place of employment. This increased 

the one to 10-year period from 45.6% to more than 50%. Sample demographics by Type 

of Industry and Job Title are also included in Table 3. 

 

Summary of Results 

Two hundred and six SurveyMonkey Audience volunteers completed the online 

survey in its entirety. The data analysis incorporated the use of multiple regression and 

Pearson correlation coefficient computations to provide support for the following 

omnibus research question and research subquestion. 

Omnibus Research Question 

To what degree do the six areas of worklife variables (workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of Worklife Survey (AWS) explain the 

variability of burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals using the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–GS)? 
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Table 3. Sample of Accounting Professionals by Type of Industry, Job Title, and Years of 

Experience 

 

 
Note. N = 206. The valid % column for years of experience was based on a total sample size of 175 

participants. 

 

 

The findings revealed that two of the regression models explained more of the 

variability (R2) of burnout levels experienced by the sample of accounting professionals. 

Demographic n % Valid % 

Type of industry    

Accommodation and food services 2 1.0 - 

Administration, business support & waste management services 10 4.9 - 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting 3 1.5 - 

Arts, entertainment and recreation 4 1.9 - 

Construction 12 5.8 - 

Educational Services 12 5.8 - 

Finance and insurance 66 32.0 - 

Government & Not-for-profit 12 5.8 - 

Healthcare and social assistance 15 7.3 - 

Information 3 1.5 - 

Manufacturing 14 6.8 - 

Professional, scientific and technical services 19 9.2 - 

Real estate and rental and leasing 5 2.4 - 

Retail trade 8 3.9 - 

Transportation and warehousing 8 3.9 - 

Utilities 3 1.5 - 

Wholesale trade 4 1.9 - 

Prefer not to answer 6 2.8 - 

Job title    

Owner/Executive/C-Level 14 6.8 - 

Senior management 22 10.7 - 

Middle management 50 24.3 - 

Intermediate 109 52.9 - 

Prefer not to answer 11 5.3 - 

Years of experience    

1–10 94 45.6 53.7 

11–20 35 17.0 20.0 

21–30 20 9.7 11.4 

31–40 2 1.0 1.1 

More than 40 1 0.5 0.6 

Prefer not to answer 23 11.2 13.2 

No response 31 15.0 0.0 
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More precisely, exhaustion and cynicism regression models explained 42.4% (adjusted 

value of 40.6%) and 38.7% (adjusted value of 36.8%) respectively with beta coefficients 

of statistical significance surrounding workload and reward. Professional efficacy, on the 

other hand, explained only 33.3% (adjusted value of 31.2%) of the variation with beta 

coefficients of statistical significance for control, reward, and fairness. The ANOVA tests 

revealed significant F scores indicated not only a linear relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables, but also support for a good model fit with the data 

and evidence that substantiates the alternative hypothesis relating to the omnibus research 

question. Both workload and reward contributed more to the explanation for the 

experienced levels of exhaustion and cynicism in the sample of accounting professionals. 

Research Subquestion 

Is there a correlation between the six areas of worklife variables (workload, 

control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and burnout variables (exhaustion, 

cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the AWS and MBI–GS, 

respectively? 

The findings of the Pearson correlation coefficient analysis overall demonstrated a 

significant relationship between the variables of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and 

professional efficacy) and the six areas of worklife variables (workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values). The data showed that majority of the areas of worklife 

variables exhibited a significant negative relationship with a medium strength of 

association for both exhaustion and cynicism. Conversely, the data revealed a positive 

relationship with a small to medium strength of association with professional efficacy. At 

the individual level, the greatest correlations and largest strength of association existed 
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between the exhaustion–workload (r = -.59), cynicism–reward (r = -.54), and 

professional efficacy–control (r = .52) relationships. This means workload and reward 

exhibited a negative relationship with both exhaustion and cynicism, while control 

demonstrated a positive relationship with professional efficacy among the sample of 

accounting professionals. Therefore, these findings provide evidence for the alternative 

hypothesis statement under the research subquestion and further helps explain the 

findings for the omnibus research question. Furthermore, the findings support the high 

level of cynicism reported among the sample. 

 

Details of Analysis and Results 

Data Collection and Preparation 

SurveyMonkey collected and received completed surveys from 206 accounting 

professionals across the United States. The third-party vendor selected Audience 

participants (a) who performed an accounting role at their respective organization (e.g., 

accounts payable, accounts receivable, payroll, internal and external auditor, tax, 

financial analysis); (b) who had at least one year of experience; and (c) who was 18 years 

of age or older. Audience participants who did not meet the inclusion criteria were 

omitted from the investigation. SurveyMonkey controlled the data collection process to 

mitigate bias. 

SurveyMonkey was able to achieve more than the desired sample size of 200 

participants after three days. The online survey closed after 206 completed surveys were 

downloaded to a protected, encrypted portable memory stick. The raw data was promptly 

exported to Microsoft Excel for data preparation, screening, coding, and the handling of 
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missing data. Excel provided the means to help convert the raw data for analysis 

purposes. Additionally, each independent and dependent variable were treated separately 

during the conversion process. 

The burnout variables of exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy (the 

dependent variables) were converted to calculate a total score per variable to assess the 

prevalence of burnout among the sample, including their relevant mean scores. The 

process for the areas of worklife variables of workload, control, reward, community, 

fairness, and values (the independent variables) was treated in the same manner. 

However, based on recommendations from Leiter and Maslach (2011), some of the 

survey items relating to workload, reward, community, and fairness were reverse scored. 

Reverse scoring means that negatively worded items within the online survey were 

valued differently (i.e., items marked 1, 2, 3, for example, were scored 5, 4, 3, 

respectively; Leiter & Maslach, 2011). The majority of the data preparation and 

eventually regression analysis, however, focused on mean scores of each of the nine 

variables. 

Detail of Data Analysis 

The data analysis segment of the research study involved two parts. The first part 

concentrated on examining individually the burnout variables as measured by the MBI–

GS and worklife variables as gauged by the AWS. The second part of the analysis 

focused on validating the assumptions and performing multiple regression analysis to 

evaluate the relationship between the independent and dependent variables. 

As will be discussed later in the chapter, the original 206-participant sample was 

reduced to 200 respondents due to outliers associated with the professional efficacy 
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variable. Table 4 summarizes the sample means and standard deviations for all nine 

variables before and after the outliers were removed. Although removing the outliers 

helped meet the assumptions of multiple regression, the information in Table 4 indicates 

a slight increase in the mean for all variables except fairness and values. Additionally, all 

variables experienced a small increase in calculated standard deviation scores other than 

professional efficacy. Overall, not much difference noted in the updated sample without 

the outliers. 

 

Table 4. Sample Means and Standard Deviations 

Variable 

With outliers 

 

Without outliers 

M SD M SD 

Burnout      

Exhaustion 2.497 1.708  2.520 1.721 

Cynicism 2.529 1.695  2.564 1.702 

Professional efficacy 4.870 1.128  4.973 .966 

Areas of worklife      

Workload 3.233 .810  3.243 .819 

Control 3.740 .865  3.742 .867 

Reward 3.384 1.001  3.393 1.014 

Community 3.620 .804  3.620 .813 

Fairness 3.160 .902  3.157 .915 

Values 3.687 .810  3.678 .811 

 

 

Burnout and the MBI–GS. According to Maslach et al. (1996), burnout is 

associated with high levels of exhaustion and cynicism with low levels of professional 

efficacy. Nevertheless, since burnout is such a complex phenomenon, specific observed 

levels of each variable may be indicative of the condition (Maslach et al., 1996; 

Phronebarger, 2014). As a result, the burnout variables of exhaustion, cynicism, and 
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professional efficacy were treated separately in this analysis. Tables 5 and 6 demonstrate 

the prevalence of burnout among the sample in total and by mean scores. 

 

Table 5. Prevalence of Burnout Among Accounting Professionals Under Total Scores 

MBI–GS subscale 

With outliers 

 

Without outliers 

f % f % 

Exhaustion      

High (≥ 16) 72 34.95  72 36.00 

Moderate (11–15) 39 18.93  36 18.00 

Low (≤ 10) 95 46.12  92 46.00 

Cynicism      

High (≥ 11) 108 52.43  107 53.50 

Moderate (6–10) 48 23.30  45 22.50 

Low (≤ 5) 50 24.27  48 24.00 

Professional efficacy      

High (≥ 30) 119 57.77  119 59.50 

Moderate (24–29) 51 24.76  51 25.50 

Low (≤ 23) 36 17.47  30 15.00 

 

 

The data presented in Table 5 does not indicate a substantial difference between 

the scores with outliers and the scores without outliers. Under both scenarios, the overall 

sample did not appear to exhibit the burnout condition with majority of the sample 

demonstrating low exhaustion (46.12%; 46.00%) and high professional efficacy (57.77%; 

59.50%). Interestingly enough, a significant portion of the sample did experience high 

levels of cynicism (52.43%; 53.50%). On a variable-by-variable basis, the degree of 

cynicism highlighted in Table 5 among the sample does point towards the presence of 

burnout among accounting professionals. 

 



www.manaraa.com

 

101 

Table 6. Prevalence of Burnout Under Mean Scores 

MBI–GS subscale 

 

With outliers 

 

Without outliers 

M 

 

SD 

 

Level of 

burnout 

 

M 

 

SD 

 

Level of 

burnout 

 

Exhaustion        

High (≥ 3.20)        

Moderate (2.01–3.19) 2.50 1.71 Moderate  2.52 1.72 Moderate 

Low (≤ 2.00)        

Cynicism        

High (≥ 2.20) 2.53 1.70 High  2.56 1.70 High 

Moderate (1.01–2.19)        

Low (≤ 1.00)        

Professional efficacy        

High (≤ 4.00)        

Moderate (4.01–4.99) 4.87 1.13 Moderate  4.97 .97 Moderate 

Low (≥ 5.00)        

 

 

Maslach et al. (1996) stipulated that most burnout research reports the mean 

scores to obtain another measurement of burnout. Similar to the results presented in Table 

5, the mean variable scores in Table 6 demonstrated moderate levels of both exhaustion 

and professional efficacy and high levels of the cynicism variable. This was the same 

result under the sample with outliers and the reduced sample without outliers. In 

combination, the analysis of the sample and mean scores indicated a moderate existence 

of burnout, but on an individual basis, burnout appeared among the sample of accounting 

professionals due to the high levels of exhibited cynicism. This finding suggests an 

inconsistent pattern of burnout among the sample of accounting professionals. 

As an additional analysis, the means associated with total scores of burnout 

among the sample in Table 5 were compared with normative means established by 
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Maslach et al. (1996) using independent t tests for significance. The analysis is presented 

in Table 7 and concentrated on the reduced sample size of 200 as a result of removing 

outliers associated with professional efficacy. 

 

Table 7. Means Comparison With Normative Sample (MBI–GS) Without Outliers 

MBI–GS subscale M SD t df p (two-tailed) 

Exhaustion      

Normative 20.99 10.75    

    10.974 11,265 < .0001* 

Sample 12.60 8.60    

Cynicism      

Normative 8.73 5.89    

    9.640 11,265 < .0001* 

Sample 12.82 8.51    

Professional efficacy      

Normative 34.58 7.11    

    9.372 11,265 < .0001* 

Sample 29.84 5.79    

 
Note. N = 200. The original sample of 206 was reduced due to the removal of outliers associated with 

professional efficacy. The normative sample includes various occupations (N = 11,067) using the MBI-HSS 

instrument.  The normative data are from Maslach Burnout Inventory Manual (3rd ed.), p. 8, by C. 

Maslach, S. Jackson, & M. P. Leiter, Menlo Park, CA: Mind Garden, Inc. Copyright 1996 by Mind Garden, 

Inc. Reprinted with permission. 

*p < .05. 

 

The normative comparison in Table 7 illustrates that both normative means of 

exhaustion (M = 20.99, SD = 10.75) and professional efficacy (M = 34.58, SD = 7.11) 

were greater than the related sample means (exhaustion, M = 12.60, SD = 8.60; 

professional efficacy, M = 29.84, SD = 5.79). Additionally, the sample mean for cynicism 

(M = 12.82, SD = 8.51) was larger than the normative data (M = 8.73, SD = 5.89). Of 

course, the difference in normative and sample means was largely the result of varied 
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sample size. More importantly, however, the independent t tests indicated significant 

differences were found between the normative data and the sample data for all three 

burnout variables of exhaustion, t(11,265) = 10.974, p < .0001, two-tailed; cynicism, 

t(11,265) = 9.640, p < .0001, two-tailed; and professional efficacy, t(11,265) = 9.372, p < 

.0001, two-tailed. Therefore, the experience of burnout appears prevalent in the 

normative data for exhaustion (M = 20.99) and within the sample data for cynicism (M = 

12.82). 

This evidence is important for the prevalence of burnout in the sample, but 

determining the causes of the observed level of cynicism will provide a more detailed 

analysis. More specifically, while the MBI–GS provides a validated measure of burnout 

symptoms, the survey alone does not provide any indication as to what influenced the 

observed values for each burnout variable among the sample of accounting professionals, 

especially in investigating burnout in the workplace. The AWS fulfills this purpose. An 

analysis of the work environment appears in the next section including a comparison with 

normative data. 

Work environment and the AWS. The AWS views the work environment as 

highly influential antecedents to burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). Within the survey, 

there are six areas of worklife factors that have been considered important elements 

affecting the burnout condition (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). The six areas of worklife 

include workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values. In general, an 

observed score of 2.99 or less indicates a mismatch between an individual and his or her 

job (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). A score of 3.01 and above indicate a high level of 

congruity or job–person fit while a score of 3.00 represents a neutral observed score or 
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“Hard to Decide” (Leiter & Maslach, 2000, p. 9) whether the incongruity or congruity 

exists. Similar to the three MBI–GS variables, any one of the six AWS variables can lead 

to burnout if observed levels are low enough (Leiter & Maslach, 2004, 2011). The 

observed levels of mismatch/congruence with the work environment for the sample are 

presented in Table 8 for both the original and reduced sample. As noted earlier, not much 

difference noted between the two samples. 

The data displayed in Table 8 indicates that under all six AWS variables, more 

than half of the sample perceived a positive job–person fit. This means that more than 

50% of the sample experienced no mismatch, but a congruent relationship between their 

job and work environment. Therefore, the data suggests within the majority of the sample 

of accounting professionals, the six AWS variables did not influence burnout. Even 

though this finding supported the low level of exhaustion and high levels of professional 

efficacy among the sample, it did not explain the elevated observed scores of cynicism 

reported by respondents. This suggests the AWS variables may not completely explain 

the degree of cynicism experienced within the sample and some other variable may be 

involved. 

As a supplemental analysis, the means associated with total scores of 

mismatch/congruence among the sample in Table 8 were compared with normative 

means established by Leiter and Maslach (2011) using independent t tests for 

significance. The analysis is presented in Table 9 concentrated on the reduced sample 

size of 200 as a result of removing outliers associated with professional efficacy. 
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Table 8. Level of Mismatch/Congruence With Work Environment 

AWS subscale 

With outliers  Without outliers 

f %  f % 

Workload      

Mismatch (1.00–2.99) 72 34.95  70 35.00 

Hard to decide (3.00) 14 6.80  11 5.50 

Congruence (3.01–5.00) 120 58.25  119 59.50 

Control      

Mismatch (1.00–2.99) 34 16.51  33 16.50 

Hard to decide (3.00) 8 3.88  6 3.00 

Congruence (3.01–5.00) 164 79.61  161 80.50 

Reward      

Mismatch (1.00–2.99) 56 27.18  56 28.00 

Hard to decide (3.00) 34 16.51  29 14.50 

Congruence (3.01–5.00) 116 56.31  115 57.50 

Community      

Mismatch (1.00–2.99) 37 17.96  37 18.50 

Hard to decide (3.00) 11 5.34  10 5.00 

Congruence (3.01–5.00) 158 76.70  153 76.50 

Fairness      

Mismatch (1.00–2.99) 73 35.44  73 36.50 

Hard to decide (3.00) 17 8.25  16 8.00 

Congruence (3.01–5.00) 116 56.31  111 55.50 

Values      

Mismatch (1.00–2.99) 33 16.02  33 16.50 

Hard to decide (3.00) 13 6.31  12 6.00 

Congruence (3.01–5.00) 160 77.67  155 77.50 

 
Note. N = 200. The original sample of 206 was reduced due to the removal of outliers associated with 

professional efficacy. 

 

 

The mean comparison with the normative sample presented in Table 9 

demonstrates a similar result as the burnout variables of exhaustion, cynicism, and 

professional efficacy (i.e., the sample demonstrated higher mean scores than the 

normative values under the AWS). This supports the contention the sample of accounting 
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professionals experienced more congruency or job–person fit above normative 

respondents. Additionally, the independent t tests for the six areas of worklife variables in 

the sample were significant compared to the normative data (e.g., fairness, t[22,746] = 

7.840, p < .0001, two-tailed). 

 

Table 9. Means Comparison With Normative Sample (AWS) Without Outliers 

AWS subscale N M SD t df 

p (two-

tailed) 

 

Workload       

Normative 22,582 2.96 .80    

     4. 927 22,780 < 0.0001* 

Sample 200 3.24 .82    

Control       

Normative 22,588 3.31 .86    

     7.039 22,786 < 0.0001* 

Sample 200 3.74 .87    

Reward       

Normative 22,588 3.19 .89    

     3.160 22,786 = 0.0016* 

Sample 200 3.39 1.01    

Community       

Normative 22,572 3.38 .84    

     4.024 22,770 < 0.0001* 

Sample 200 3.62 .81    

Fairness       

Normative 22,548 2.78 .80    

     6.679 22,746 < 0.0001* 

Sample 200 3.16 .91    

Values       

Normative 22,523 3.24 .79    

     7.840 22,721 < 0.0001* 

Sample 200 3.68 .81    

 
Note. N = 200. The original sample of 206 was reduced due to the removal of outliers associated with 

professional efficacy. The normative data are from Areas of Worklife Survey Manual (5th ed.), p. 13, by M. 

P. Leiter & C. Maslach, 2011, Menlo Park, CA: Mind Garden, Inc. Copyright 2011 by Mind Garden, Inc. 

Reprinted with permission. 

*p < .05. 
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The normative comparisons in Tables 7 and 9 provide consistent evidence for the 

observed scores of exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy in regards to the 

prevalence of burnout among accounting professionals (see Tables 5 and 6). Similarly, 

the normative comparisons demonstrated a comparable pattern among the six areas of 

worklife concerning job–person fit (see Table 8). Nevertheless, the comparison did little 

to clarify the reasons for the noted scores of cynicism among the sample of accounting 

professionals. As a result, to assist in further understanding burnout as demonstrated by 

the high levels of cynicism found in the analysis, it is important to comment on any 

relationships between burnout and the areas of worklife. This was accomplished through 

multiple regression analysis. The following section attends to these relationships, assists 

in comprehending the perceived scores of the cynicism variable, and provides support for 

the omnibus research question and research subquestion. However, the initial and final 

analysis concentrated on investigating the assumptions of multiple regression and 

regression coefficients using the reduced sample due to removing outliers related to the 

professional efficacy variable. 

Multiple regression assumptions and analysis. The omnibus research question 

asked, To what degree do the six areas of worklife variables (workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of Worklife Survey (AWS) explain the 

variability of burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals using the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–GS)? Based on the data analysis presented up 

to this point, the answer to the omnibus research question is rather negligible in regards to 

the cynicism variable. More specifically, the observed values of the AWS variables do 

not explain the level of cynicism noted among the sample of accounting professionals. To 
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examine the variability in burnout levels as indicated in the omnibus research question, 

multiple regression analysis was incorporated into the research methodology. As with all 

statistical choices, however, the examination of related assumptions was the first step in 

the analysis. 

Examining assumptions and order of testing. The assumptions for multiple 

regression include independence of observations, linearity between the independent and 

dependent variables, homoscedasticity, no multicollinearity, no appearance of significant 

outliers, leverage points, or influential points, and the presence of a normal distribution 

among the data (Laerd Statistics, 2013). According to Laerd Statistics (2013), validating 

these assumptions helps in the accuracy of the analysis and prediction, assists in making 

sure the multiple regression models actually fit the data, improves the possibility of 

assessing the variability between the dependent and independent variables, and augments 

hypothesis testing of the regression equation. These assumptions must be examined 

before multiple regression begins otherwise the analysis may be distorted (Vogt, 2007) 

and results difficult to interpret (Zikmund, Babin, Carr, & Griffin, 2010). 

Independence of observations (or errors). The independence of observations 

assumption highlights the need for independence regarding the observations in the 

investigation. In other words, the assumption focuses on making sure no autocorrelation 

(or high levels of correlation) exist among the errors noted in the analysis. The Durbin–

Watson test was employed to examine the independence of observations assumption 

within SPSS. This test calculates values between 1 and 4 where values closer to 1 

indicate a negative correlation and values near 4 reveal a more positive correlation. 

Durbin–Watson scores close to 2 provide an indication of a lack of correlation or no 
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autocorrelation among the observations. As indicated in Table 10, all three of the burnout 

variables exhibited Durbin–Watson scores around 2, exhaustion (2.257), cynicism 

(2.104), and professional efficacy (2.027) with the original 206 participant sample. Even 

when outliers were removed, Durbin–Watson scores appeared reasonable for exhaustion 

(2.245), cynicism (2.147), and professional efficacy (2.125). Therefore, the independence 

of observations assumption was not violated. 

Linearity. The linearity assumption highlights that combined independent 

variables exhibit a linear relationship with the dependent variables. This assumption was 

validated using SPSS by reviewing a scatterplot of the residuals against the predicted 

values for all of the three dependent variables and partial regression plots. The SPSS 

results for residuals and predicted values for exhaustion are presented in Figure 2. A 

similar depiction was found for both cynicism and professional efficacy. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Residuals and predicted values for exhaustion. 
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Table 10. Independence of Observations Assumption Validation Summary 

Variables 

 

Independence of 

observations (Durbin–

Watson test = 2) 

 

 

Multicollinearity 

 

 

Leverage points 

(Centered leverage 

values < .2) 

 

 

Influential points 

(Cook’s distance 

values < 1) 

 

Tolerance 

(values > .1) 

 

 

VIF (values < 10) 

 

With 

outliers 

 

Without 

outliers 

 

With 

outliers 

 

Without 

outliers 

 

With 

outliers 

 

Without 

outliers 

 

With 

outliers 

 

Without 

outliers 

 

With 

outliers 

 

Without 

outliers 

 

Exhaustion 2.257 2.245        .131 .132  .123 .120 

Cynicism 2.104 2.147        .131 .132  .104 .101 

Professional 

efficacy 

 

2.027 2.125        .131 .132  .060 .073 

 

Workload    .756 .758  1.323 1.320       

Control    .551 .552  1.813 1.812       

Reward    .408 .400  2.450 2.502       

Community    .457 .459  2.187 2.181       

Fairness    .359 .357  2.785 2.803       

Values    .495 .495  2.018 2.021       

 

 

1
1
0
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All of the partial plots (i.e., graphs of each dependent variable against each 

independent variable) demonstrated a similar linear relationship. Figure 3 presents the 

partial plot for exhaustion and workload. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Partial plot for exhaustion and workload. 

 

Homoscedasticity. Homoscedasticity concentrates on the how the residuals are 

plotted in relationship to the dependent variables. More specifically, if the residuals 

significantly increase or decrease as dependent variables change, then heteroscedasticity 

has been achieved and the assumption of homoscedasticity failed. As presented in Figure 

2, homoscedasticity is present because as dependent variables change (moving from left 
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to right), the residuals appear somewhat consistent. Therefore, the assumption of 

homoscedasticity holds true. 

Multicollinearity. The multicollinearity assumption centers on the independence 

of the independent variables. In other words, the independent variables should not exhibit 

a high correlation. Two types of analyses were performed to test the multicollinearity 

assumption. The first analysis was the Pearson correlation coefficient statistical test or 

simply correlation and the second was calculating both the tolerance and VIF values. 

Correlations (whether positive or negative) above .70, tolerance values of less than 0.1, 

and VIF scores of greater than 10, may indicate multicollinearity. Table 11 presents the 

results of the correlational analysis among the independent variables. As indicated, none 

of the independent variables demonstrated a correlational value above .70. 

Correspondingly, tolerance/VIF values presented in Table 10 were also within 

appropriate ranges. Therefore, multicollinearity did not appear to be present among the 

independent variables. 

Outliers. The detection of outliers using SPSS CaseWare Diagnostics, calculating 

centered leverage points, and assessing influential points is extremely important within a 

research investigation. Without such exploration, final results may be skewed. CaseWare 

Diagnostics within SPSS was utilized to help pinpoint potential outliers and if 

discovered, corresponding leverage values and influential points were investigated. As 

Laerd Statistics (2013) suggested, all three measures need consideration for determining 

the existence of outliers. There were no observations that appeared as potential outliers 

via CaseWare Diagnostics for both exhaustion and cynicism. 
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Table 11. Correlation Between Areas of Worklife Variables 

AWS subscale 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Workload 1.00 .34** .39** .24** .41** .18* 

2. Control - 1.00 .54** .55** .59** .55** 

3. Reward - - 1.00 .66** .70** .60** 

4. Community - - - 1.00 .66** .54** 

5. Fairness - - - - 1.00 .64** 

6. Values - - - - - 1.00 

 
Note. N = 200. 

*Correlation is significant at the p < .05, two tailed. **Correlation is significant at the p < .01, two-tailed. 

 

However, four outliers were found for professional efficacy. As a result, centered 

leverage values and Cook’s distance (a measure of influence) were utilized to examine 

influential points among those four potential outliers. The results are presented in Table 

10. In general, centered leverage values of less than 0.2 and Cook’s distance calculations 

of 1 or less are safe. The results in Table 10 indicate safe leverage and influential points. 

Upon further examination into the outliers, however, all four observations 

experienced lower levels of professional efficacy when compared to the rest of the 

sample. Additionally, each respondent had varied demographics. As Keith (2015) 

explained, “If a number of outliers share characteristics in common and are 

systematically different from other cases, it may suggest that a different regression is 

needed” (pp. 199–200). While systematically different, the four outliers did have some 

commonality in regards to professional efficacy scores, but diverged from a demographic 

standpoint (e.g., respondents from different backgrounds). This suggests the four outliers 
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may exist as a product of normal variation (Keith, 2015). Nevertheless, the four outliers 

were removed to prevent distorting the results. The analysis was then performed without 

the outliers and all multiple regression assumptions were met with the exception of two 

additional outliers corresponding to the professional efficacy variable. In a similar 

fashion, these outliers were also removed and the analysis was performed a third time. 

The data analysis appeared to meet the multiple regression assumptions after the third 

attempt reducing the sample size from 206 to 200 participants. 

Normal distribution. The purpose of this assumption is to have the ability to run 

inferential statistics for statistical significance. In this sense, the residuals need to exhibit 

a normal distribution. A histogram with an applied normal curve and P-P plot were 

incorporated into the analysis to test the normality assumption. The residuals should 

demonstrate an approximate normal distribution and within the P-P plot, the residuals 

must align along the diagonal line to meet this assumption. After the removal of the 

outliers, all of the three burnout variables passed the normality assumption. The 

histogram and P-P plot for professional efficacy are presented in Figures 4 and 5 as an 

example. 
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Figure 4. Histogram for professional efficacy. 

 

Figure 5. P-P plot for professional efficacy. 
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In the end, removing the outliers related to professional efficacy improved 

normality of the residuals and helped meet all of the multiple regression assumptions. 

Since none of the multiple regression assumptions were violated, multiple regression 

appeared appropriate for analyzing the sample of accounting professionals. 

Results of multiple regression. The results of the three separate multiple 

regression analyses are presented according to the research-question method of 

organization. This method displays results and explanations by omnibus research 

question and/or research subquestion. The multiple regression analysis and explanation 

that follow begins with investigating the omnibus research question and related 

hypothesis. This is shadowed by the research subquestion and corresponding 

subhypothesis to provide additional support for the omnibus research question. Based on 

the research and data analysis presented, the objective of either rejecting or accepting the 

null hypothesis for each hypothesis statement was achieved in the investigation. 

Omnibus research question. To what degree do the six areas of worklife variables 

(workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of Worklife 

Survey (AWS) explain the variability of burnout levels experienced by accounting 

professionals using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–GS)? 

Hypotheses for the omnibus research question. H01: There is no significant linear 

relationship between the six areas of worklife variables (workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of Worklife Survey and burnout levels 

experienced by accounting professionals using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General 

Survey. 
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HA1: There is a significant linear relationship between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals using the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey. 

The variability between the areas of worklife and burnout demonstrated by the 

accounting professionals was assessed in the sample via three separate, standard multiple 

linear regressions using SPSS 23 software. A standard multiple linear regression was 

appropriate because the goal of the research study centered on the variance between 

predictor and criterion variables at the interval level (Zikmund et al., 2010). This 

statistical test involved the enter method in SPSS where all independent variables were 

entered simultaneously into the model. In the research study, the independent variables 

included workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values and the dependent 

variables were exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. 

The F test was used to determine collectively the predictability of the independent 

worklife variables on burnout, linearity, and model fit (Laerd Statistics, 2013). 

Additionally, the R2 (or the multiple correlation coefficient of determination) and the 

adjusted R2 values were employed to ascertain the degree of variability or how much of 

the variance in exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy can be explained by the 

areas of worklife factors (Laerd Statistics, 2013). The t test was incorporated into the 

analysis as a way to assess the significance of the regression while beta coefficients 

helped determine the magnitude and direction of the overall relationships (Laerd 

Statistics, 2013). The results of the three separate multiple regression analyses appear in 

Tables 12 through 20 based on the reduced sample of 200 participants as a result of 
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removing outliers associated with the professional efficacy variable. Each set of 

regression analysis includes a model summary, an ANOVA summary, and a regression 

coefficients summary table. 

Tables 12 through 14 examined the relationship between exhaustion and the six 

areas of worklife factors. As the information in Table 12 suggests, the six areas of 

worklife collectively predicted exhaustion with R2 = .424, R2
adj = .406, F(6, 193) = 

23.647, and p = .000. Furthermore, the regression model indicated in Table 12, accounted 

for 42.4% of the variance in exhaustion, adjusted value equaled 40.6% of the variance. 

Table 13 presents the results of the ANOVA analysis, which demonstrates the linearity of 

the model. The F test is significant at p < .05 suggesting a linear relationship between 

exhaustion and the six areas of worklife factors and a good model fit with the data. 

 

Table 12. Exhaustion and Areas of Worklife Model Summary 

R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. error of the estimate 

.651a .424 .406 1.326 

 
Note. N = 200. 
aIndependent or predictor variables: (Constant), Values, Workload, Community, Control, Reward, Fairness. 
bDependent or criterion variable: Exhaustion. 
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Table 13. Exhaustion and Areas of Worklife ANOVA Summarya 

Model SS df MS F Sig. 

Regression 249.628 6 41.605 23.647 .000b 

Residual 339.572 193 1.759   

Total 589.200 199    

 
Note. N = 200.  
aDependent or criterion variable: Exhaustion. bIndependent or predictor variables: (Constant), Values, 

Workload, Community, Control, Reward, Fairness. 

 

 

Table 14 displays the coefficient results. The t test indicates only the independent 

variables of workload and reward predicted exhaustion on an individual basis. Each 

significant area of worklife variable was negatively correlated with exhaustion. More 

specifically, the lower job–person fit (or lack of congruence) for the variables of 

workload and reward, the greater the level of cynicism. Conversely, the higher the job–

person fit for the areas of workload and reward, the lower the experienced cynicism. An 

interesting finding, however, related to the coefficient of community. Even though the t 

test indicated no significance between the variable, the coefficient exhibited a positive 

relationship with exhaustion (B = .040). Generally, as exhaustion increases, the level of 

community would decrease (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). This was not the normative result 

found in the research investigation. Perhaps this finding explains the high levels of 

congruency or job–person fit observed in Table 8. 
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Table 14. Multiple Regression Analysis for Exhaustiona 

Model B Std. error β t p Partial r Part r 

Constant 7.578 .594  12.748 .000   

Workload -.970 .132 -.462 -7.357 .000 -.468 -.402 

Control -.012 .146 -.006 -.081 .936 -.006 -.004 

Reward -.472 .147 -.278 -3.218 .002 -.226 -.176 

Community .040 .171 .019 .235 .815 .017 .013 

Fairness -.061 .172 -.033 -.356 .722 -.026 -.019 

Values -.059 .165 -.028 -.358 .721 -.026 -.020 

 
Note. N = 200. 
aDependent Variable: Exhaustion.  

 

Tables 15 through 17 looked at the relationship between cynicism and the six 

areas of worklife factors. As the information in Table 15 reveals, the six areas of worklife 

collectively predicted cynicism with R2 = .387, R2
adj = .368, F(6, 193) = 20.276, and p = 

.000. Overall, the regression model indicated in Table 15, accounted for 38.7% of the 

variance in cynicism, adjusted value equaled 36.8% of the variance. 

Table 16 presents the results of the ANOVA analysis focusing on the linearity of 

the regression model. The F test is significant at p < .05 insinuating a linear relationship 

between cynicism and the six areas of worklife factors and a good model fit with the data. 

Table 17 displays the coefficient results and similar to exhaustion, both workload and 

reward predicted cynicism on an individual basis. These two variables were negatively 

correlated with exhaustion, which means a negative or inverse relationship was 

demonstrated between workload and reward and cynicism among the sample of 
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accounting professionals. As cynicism increased, the levels of workload and reward had 

the opposite effect resulting in a poor job–person fit scenario. However, the coefficient 

relating to community indicated a positive relationship. This finding was similar to 

exhaustion in that as cynicism increased the community an individual experienced in the 

workplace increased. The normative results defined the cynicism–community 

relationship as a negative relationship (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

 

Table 15. Cynicism and Areas of Worklife Model Summaryb 

R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. error of the estimate 

.622a .387 .368 1.354 

 
Note. N = 200. 
aIndependent or predictor variables: (Constant), Values, Workload, Community, Control, Reward, Fairness. 
bDependent or criterion variable: Cynicism. 
 

 

Table 16. Cynicism and Areas of Worklife ANOVA Summarya 

Model SS df MS F Sig. 

Regression 222.972 6 37.162 20.276 .000b 

Residual 353.729 193 1.833   

Total 576.701 199    

 
Note. N = 200. 
aDependent or criterion variable: Cynicism. bIndependent or predictor variables: (Constant), Values, 

Workload, Community, Control, Reward, Fairness. 
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Table 17. Multiple Regression Analysis for Cynicisma 

Model B Std. error β t p Partial r Part r 

Constant 7.291 .607   12.017 .000     

Workload -.594 .135 -.286 -4.411 .000 -.303 -.249 

Control -.106 .149 -.054 -.712 .477 -.051 -.040 

Reward -.638 .150 -.380 -4.262 .000 -.293 -.240 

Community .226 .174 .108 1.300 .195 .093 .073 

Fairness -.104 .176 -.056 -.590 .556 -.042 -.033 

Values -.199 .168 -.095 -1.183 .238 -.085 -.067 

 
Note. N = 200. 
aDependent or criterion variable: Cynicism. 

 

Tables 18 through 20 explored the relationship between professional efficacy and 

the six areas of worklife factors. The information in Table 18 indicates the six areas of 

worklife collectively predicted exhaustion with R2 = .333, R2
adj = .312, F(6, 193) = 

16.069, and p = .000. With this data, the regression model indicated in Table 18, 

accounted for 33.3% of the variance in professional efficacy, adjusted value equaled 

31.2% of the variance. 

Table 19 reveals the results of the ANOVA analysis. The F test is significant at p 

< .05 demonstrating a linear relationship between professional efficacy and the six areas 

of worklife factors and a good model fit with the data. Table 19 displays the coefficient 

results and the areas of worklife variables of control, reward, and fairness produced 

significant findings. In other words, each of those three variables predicted professional 

on an individual level. As expected, both areas of worklife variables of control and 
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reward were positively correlated with professional efficacy. More specifically, as control 

and reward increased, so did an individual’s professional efficacy on the job. 

Interestingly enough, fairness was significant at predicting professional efficacy on an 

individual basis, however, the regression coefficient highlighted a negative relationship 

with the dependent variable. This finding was not expected and insinuates as the level of 

fairness increased, the level of professional efficacy decreased among the sample of 

accounting professionals. This goes against normative results, which indicates an increase 

in professional efficacy or a positive relationship (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

 

Table 18. Professional Efficacy and Areas of Worklife Model Summaryb 

R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. error of the estimate 

.577a .333 .312 .801 

 
Note. N = 200. 
aIndependent or predictor variables: (Constant), Values, Workload, Community, Control, Reward, Fairness. 
bDependent or criterion variable: Professional Efficacy. 

 

 

Table 19. Professional Efficacy and Areas of Worklife ANOVA Summarya 

Model SS df MS F Sig. 

Regression 61.815 6 10.303 16.069 .000b 

Residual 123.742 193 .641   

Total 185.557 199    

 
Note. N = 200. 
aDependent or criterion variable: Professional Efficacy. bIndependent or predictor variables: (Constant), 

Values, Workload, Community, Control, Reward, Fairness.  
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Table 20. Multiple Regression Analysis for Professional Efficacya 

Model B Std. error β t p Partial r Part r 

Constant 2.573 .359  7.171 .000   

Workload .024 .080 .020 .303 .762 .022 .018 

Control .532 .088 .478 6.036 .000 .398 .355 

Reward .309 .089 .324 3.484 .001 .243 .205 

Community .027 .103 .023 .263 .793 .019 .015 

Fairness -.334 .104 -.317 -3.216 .002 -.226 -.189 

Values .065 .099 .055 .658 .511 .047 .039 

 
Note. N = 200. 
aDependent or criterion variable: Professional Efficacy. 

 

Although some interesting findings were discovered by performing multiple 

regression analysis, the F test for each predictor–criterion variable pair was significant at 

p < .05, indicating a linear relationship between the three variables of burnout and the six 

areas of worklife factors for the regression and a good model fit on a total basis. At the 

individual level, significance was only found between workload and reward for both 

exhaustion and cynicism; significance was also discovered between control, reward, 

fairness and professional efficacy. Based on the findings, support was found for the 

alternative hypothesis in that there appears a significant linear relationship between the 

areas of worklife variables using the AWS and burnout levels experienced by accounting 

professionals using the MBI–GS instrument for the multiple regression as a whole, 

including at the variable level. 
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Research subquestion. Is there a correlation between the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and burnout 

variables (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the AWS and 

MBI–GS, respectively? 

A subhypothesis was created for Hypothesis 1 to fully examine the research 

subquestion and hypothesis: 

SubH01: There is no significant correlation between the areas of worklife 

variables and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals. 

SubHA1: There is a significant correlation between the areas of worklife variables 

and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals. 

The examination of burnout and the influence of the work environment 

incorporated an omnibus research question that explored the variability between the areas 

of worklife and the burnout variables of exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. 

To that end, a Pearson correlation coefficient test was included not only to assess 

multicollinearity, but also to determine if a possible relationship existed between the 

predictor and criterion variables in the research study. The correlation analysis for each 

burnout variable was performed separately and represents the analysis for the 

subhypothesis under the research subquestion. The correlational analysis was based on 

the reduced sample of 200 participants, which excluded the outliers related to 

professional efficacy. The correlation results between exhaustion, cynicism, and 

professional efficacy and the six areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values) are presented in Table 21. 
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Table 21. Correlation Between Burnout and Areas of Worklife 

Subscale Workload Control Reward Community Fairness Values 

Exhaustion -.59** -.34** -.49** -.31** -.43** -.29** 

Cynicism -.47** -.38** -.54** -.33** -.46** -.38** 

Professional efficacy .19** .52** .42** .33** .25** .33** 

 
Note. N = 200. 

**Correlation is significant at p < .01, two-tailed. 

 

The results in Table 21 indicate a significant relationship between exhaustion and 

the six areas of worklife (p < .01, two-tailed) including workload (r = -.59), control (r =   

-.34), reward (r = -.49), community (r = -.31), fairness (r = -.43), and values (r = -.29). 

The data suggests a negative relationship with the majority of the correlations in the small 

to medium range (J. Cohen, 1988, 1992). However, the one relationship that exhibited the 

largest relationship was the correlation between exhaustion and workload (r = -.59; J. 

Cohen, 1988, 1992). In other words, the results imply that as exhaustion increases, the 

amount of workload diminishes to a greater degree than other areas of worklife variables. 

Yet, the results provide moderate evidence that with increases in the exhaustion variable 

comes less control over one’s job, reduced reward, a lack of community, a negative view 

of fairness, and a conflict of values among the population of accounting professionals. 

These correlational results are consistent with normative findings (Leiter & Maslach, 

2011). 

Additionally, the results in Table 21 indicate a significant relationship between 

cynicism and the six areas of worklife (p < .01, two-tailed) including workload (r = -.47), 
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control (r = -.38), reward (r = -.54), community (r = -.33), fairness (r = -.46), and values 

(r = -.38). The data suggests a negative relationship with the majority of the areas of 

worklife variables demonstrating a medium strength of association (J. Cohen, 1988, 

1992). Nevertheless, the correlation between cynicism and reward (r = -.54) suggests the 

largest association (J. Cohen, 1988, 1992). Therefore, as cynicism increases, reward 

diminishes. The results also imply that as cynicism increases, the individual in the work 

environment may experience reduced workload, less control and autonomy on the job, a 

lowered sense of community, fairness issues, and value conflicts. Similar to exhaustion, 

these correlations are indicative of the relationships found in normative samples (Leiter & 

Maslach, 2011). The sample of accounting professionals appeared to experience these 

latter areas of worklife variables to a lesser degree than the reward variable. 

Furthermore, the results in Table 21 indicate a significant relationship between 

professional efficacy and the six areas of worklife (p < .01, two-tailed) including 

workload (r = .19), control (r = .52), reward (r = .42), community (r = .33), fairness (r = 

.25), and values (r = .33). The data suggests a positive relationship with the majority of 

the correlations exhibiting a small to medium strength of association (J. Cohen, 1988, 

1992). However, control exhibited the largest association (r = .52; J. Cohen, 1988, 1992). 

Overall, the results imply that as professional efficacy increases, the work environment 

improves with additional workload and responsibilities, more control and autonomy on 

the job, additional reward, more community, experienced fairness, and congruent values 

between the individual and the organization. Similar to both exhaustion and cynicism, 

these correlations agree with normative findings (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 
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Based on the correlational results presented in Table 21, there appears a 

significant correlation between the areas of worklife variables and burnout levels 

experienced by accounting professionals in the sample. Therefore, the null statement of 

Subhypothesis 1 was rejected because the results provided evidence there exists a 

significant correlation between the areas of worklife variables and burnout levels 

experienced by accounting professionals with stronger associations between the 

exhaustion–workload (r = -.59), cynicism–reward (r = -.54), and professional efficacy–

control (r = .52) relationships (J. Cohen, 1988, 1992). 

 

Summary 

The current research study concentrated on the relationship between burnout and 

the influence of specific areas of the work environment on the phenomenon. The omnibus 

research question asked, To what degree do the six areas of worklife variables (workload, 

control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of Worklife Survey 

(AWS) explain the variability of burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals 

using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–GS)? This omnibus 

research question represents both an explanatory and prediction-based element to aid in 

understanding the relationship between burnout and the work environment among 

accounting professionals. Multiple regression analysis between the areas of worklife and 

the burnout variables of exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy assisted in 

providing a more in-depth understanding of these relationships. 

The results demonstrated the exhaustion and cynicism regression models 

explained 42.4% (adjusted value of 40.6%) and 38.7% (adjusted value of 36.8%) of the 
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variability (R2) of burnout levels experienced by the sample of accounting professionals 

centering on higher beta coefficients for both the areas of worklife factors of workload 

and reward. Conversely, professional efficacy explained 33.3% (adjusted value of 31.2%) 

of the variation concentrating on lower beta coefficients for control, reward, and fairness. 

As these findings indicate and based on the ANOVA analysis, support was found for the 

alternative hypothesis relating to the omnibus research question. 

A research subquestion followed to help further investigate the omnibus research 

question. The research subquestion asked, Is there a correlation between the six areas of 

worklife variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and 

burnout variables (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the 

AWS and MBI–GS, respectively? Pearson correlation coefficient analysis not only 

provided support for specific multiple regression assumptions, but also demonstrated the 

strength and magnitude of the relationship between burnout and the work environment. 

The results of the Pearson correlation coefficient analysis revealed a significant 

relationship between the variables of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional 

efficacy) and the six areas of worklife variables (workload, control, reward, community, 

fairness, and values). More specifically, the data suggests overall that a significant 

negative relationship exists in the medium range of strength for cynicism while both 

exhaustion and professional efficacy exhibited a small to medium negative/positive level 

of association with the majority of the areas of worklife variables (J. Cohen, 1988, 1992). 

On an individual level, the greatest correlations and largest strength of association 

occurred among the exhaustion–workload (r = -.59), the cynicism–reward (r = -.54), and 

the professional efficacy–control relationships (r = .52). This evidence implies that as 
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exhaustion and cynicism increased among the sample of accounting professionals, the 

level of workload and reward decreased. The opposite appears true for professional 

efficacy and control. As control of one’s work environment increases, so does 

professional efficacy. The correlational results revealed significant relationships between 

burnout and the work environment, which provided evidence for the alternative 

hypothesis statement for Subhypothesis 1 under the research subquestion. In summary, 

both multiple regression analysis and the Pearson correlation coefficient analysis helped 

fully assess the hypothesis and subhypothesis statements in the research study. Chapter 5 

presents a discussion of these findings in detail. 
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CHAPTER 5.  DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Accounting professionals experience burnout due to increased pressure, which 

may result in turnover and reduced engagement on the job (Eastman, 1996; Lackritz, 

2004). Since human capital helps drive organizational performance, it becomes essential 

to understand how to improve employee retention in the accounting profession (Kennedy, 

2013). Moreover, this understanding may extend to areas of burnout prevention such as 

improving resource management to augmenting employee worklife balance. Therefore, it 

is important to continue exploring and discussing employee burnout potential and the 

causes of the phenomenon. 

The intent of the current investigation was to investigate the relationship between 

the work environment and burnout, namely how factors of the work environment 

influence the burnout condition. More specifically, the purpose of this quantitative, 

exploratory research was to apply the tenets of the COR theory (Alarcon et al., 2011; De 

Cuyper, Raeder, van der Heijden, & Wittekind, 2012; Gregory & Menser, 2015; Hobfoll, 

1989; Niebusch, 2012) towards understanding the relationship between the six areas of 

worklife as defined by the AWS (Leiter & Maslach, 2000) and three variables of burnout 

as measured by the MBI–GS (Schaufeli et al., 1996) among U.S. accounting 

professionals. 
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The independent variables of the areas of worklife signify the “demands and 

resource predictors” (Lee & Ashforth, 1996, p. 123) of the work environment and were 

measured by the AWS. For the research study, workload was linked to demand predictors 

while the areas of worklife variables of control, reward, community, fairness and values 

were considered resource predictors for accounting professionals within the COR 

theoretical framework. The MBI–GS instrument measured the dependent variables of 

burnout, including exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. The overall 

expectation was that the demand and resource predictors might possibly exhibit a 

relationship with the burnout condition as experienced by accounting professionals in the 

sample. 

As the closing chapter, the primary goal of Chapter 5 is to provide an overview 

and detailed discussion of the research study and apply the results from Chapter 4 to 

relevant literature brought forth in Chapter 2. Chapter 5 provides an interpretation of the 

research findings within the proposed conceptual framework, identifies and explains the 

implications of the findings for both scholars and practitioners, and presents 

recommendations for areas of further study based on the findings. Chapter 5 concludes 

with an overall summary of the research, including the realization of the objectives for 

the investigation followed by additional insight into how the research study advances 

current thought on burnout among accounting professionals. 

 

Summary of the Results 

The research study is significant because it highlights burnout among accounting 

professionals, which is an area not well explored in the behavioral accounting and 
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accounting research literature. Additionally, the current research builds upon and 

enhances prior burnout studies through a theoretical/conceptual framework (i.e., COR 

theory). COR theory was employed to help understand and explain the relationship of the 

work environment with burnout among a sample of accounting professionals. 

The three variables of burnout investigated were exhaustion, cynicism, and 

professional efficacy as measured by the MBI–GS and the assessment of the work 

environment included specific areas of worklife (workload, control, reward, community, 

fairness, and values) as operationalized through the AWS. The MBI–GS represents the 

most cited survey in burnout studies (De Silva et al., 2009) and with the AWS, the 

influences or antecedents of burnout in the workplace were ascertained. A quantitative, 

nonexperimental research design was employed to examine the importance of burnout 

among accounting professionals. 

The omnibus research question asked, To what degree do the six areas of worklife 

variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) using the Areas of 

Worklife Survey (AWS) explain the variability of burnout levels experienced by 

accounting professionals using the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI–

GS)? The results demonstrated that all three of the regression models explained the 

variability (R2) of burnout levels experienced by the sample of professional accountants. 

More specifically, while the exhaustion and cynicism regression models explained 42.4% 

(adjusted value of 40.6%) and 38.7% (adjusted value of 36.8%) of the variability of 

burnout levels, the regression model for professional efficacy explained 33.3% (adjusted 

value of 31.2%). These findings are considered at the moderate or medium level (J. 

Cohen, 1988, 1992). The ANOVA tests for the three regression models revealed 
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significance and scatterplot diagrams of the residuals against the predicted values and 

partial regression plots established linearity among the independent and dependent 

variables. The greatest contributors to explaining both exhaustion and cynicism emanated 

from workload and reward. Professional efficacy was best explained by the areas of 

worklife variables of control and reward. A research subquestion was posed to further 

explore the omnibus research question. 

The research subquestion asked, Is there a correlation between the six areas of 

worklife variables (workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values) and 

burnout variables (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) as measured by the 

AWS and MBI–GS, respectively? The Pearson correlation coefficient analysis indicated 

a significant relationship between the variables of burnout and the six areas of worklife 

variables. More specifically, the findings revealed a significant negative relationship 

between the areas of worklife variables and the burnout variables of exhaustion, 

cynicism, and a positive relationship with professional efficacy. In particular, the greatest 

level of significance and strength of association occurred among the exhaustion–

workload (r = -.59), the cynicism–reward (r = -.54), and professional efficacy–control (r 

= .52) relationships indicating a moderate to large association. However, as indicated by 

J. Cohen (1992) correlation conventions, the relationships are considered large 

associations. Overall, these findings support the alternative hypotheses for both the 

omnibus research question and research subquestion. However, these findings do not 

provide an explanation for the observed levels of cynicism and levels of congruence or 

job–person fit scores noted in the sample. Nevertheless, the findings reveal the 

importance of examining burnout and its antecedents among accounting professionals. 
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Discussion of the Results 

The purpose of the research study was to explore the relationship between burnout 

and the work environment. Of particular interest, the goal was to determine the work 

environment’s influence on the burnout condition. The MBI–GS was used to assess the 

three areas of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy) and the AWS 

helped examine the work environment concentrating on workload, control, reward, 

community, fairness, and values as the “demands and resource predictors” (Lee & 

Ashforth, 1996, p. 123) of the work environment. The omnibus research question focused 

on the variability of the relationship and the research subquestion contemplated the 

correlation or association between burnout and the areas of worklife. COR theory was 

used to interpret the results. 

Hobfoll (1989) developed the theoretical framework of COR theory to help 

explain how the loss of resources influences behavior. In the context of the research 

investigation, COR theory provided the vehicle to explain the effect the work 

environment has on burnout as experienced by accounting professionals. The theory is 

primarily based on the premise of resource loss where individuals accumulate additional 

resources to mitigate negative consequences. Simply put, in stressful work environments, 

this basis of supplementary resources helps protect against losses in resources such as 

self-esteem, employment experience, and knowledge (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll, 

1989; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). 

Observed Burnout Scores 

The typical burnout scenario among the variables is represented by elevated levels 

of exhaustion and cynicism with decreased professional efficacy (Maslach et al., 1996). 
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However, the sample of accounting professionals did not demonstrate burnout according 

to this standard. A large segment of the sample exhibited both low levels of exhaustion 

(i.e., 46.00% demonstrated a score of 10 or less on the MBI–GS) and high levels of 

professional efficacy (i.e., 59.50% demonstrated a score of 30 or more on the MBI–GS) 

with high levels of cynicism (i.e., 53.50% demonstrated a score of 11 or more on the 

MBI–GS). This evidence is not indicative of the typical burnout scenario when 

considering all three variables. Nevertheless, when one incorporates the high level of 

cynicism experienced in the sample on an individual basis, the prevalence of burnout was 

present (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). An equivalent outcome resulted when comparing the 

prevalence of burnout under mean scores with exhaustion and professional efficacy in the 

moderate level of burnout and cynicism in the high level. In relationship to normative 

mean data, independent t tests produced in conjunction with the multiple regression 

analysis revealed significant differences among all three variables of burnout. Therefore, 

the evidence provides partial support of the burnout condition among the sample of 

accounting professionals. 

Observed Work Environment Scores 

When examining the areas of worklife variables, the findings overwhelmingly 

indicated that more than half the sample (in some cases, over 70%) did not experience a 

level of mismatch or negative job–person fit, but rather a congruent relationship between 

themselves and the work environment. Consequently, the findings suggest the six areas of 

worklife variables failed to influence burnout among the sample of accounting 

professionals. Additionally, there was no evidence to the contrary when comparing the 

sample means to normative data. This normative comparison supported the high levels of 
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exhaustion, professional efficacy, and the degree of workplace congruence, but not the 

high levels of cynicism. These findings indicate that perhaps other variables outside the 

AWS may be influencing the observed cynicism scores among the sample of accounting 

professionals. Beyond descriptive statistics, multiple regression was then used to further 

the understanding of the relationships between burnout and the areas of worklife 

variables by assessing their variability and related correlations. 

Variability Between MBI–GS and AWS 

The omnibus research question concentrated on the degree of variability between 

the areas of worklife and burnout. That is, to what extent did the independent variables 

explain the burnout experience among the sample of accounting professionals? 

Collectively, the areas of worklife variables explained 42.4% (adjusted value 40.6%), 

38.7% (adjusted value 36.8%), and 33.3% (adjusted value 31.2%) of the variability in 

exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy, respectively. According to J. Cohen’s 

(1992) conventions, all three multiple regressions represent medium R2 values or medium 

effect sizes. Therefore, the evidence suggests that the observed variability in burnout 

scores is due to the combined influence of the six areas of worklife. Therefore, these 

findings support the alternative hypothesis. Additionally, the ANOVA analysis, 

specifically the F test, was significant for each of the three burnout variables insinuating 

a linear relationship between burnout and the work environment among the sample of 

accounting professionals and a good model fit with the data. This provides further 

support that collectively the areas of worklife explained the variability in exhaustion, 

cynicism, and professional efficacy. 
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On an individual basis, the greatest contribution as indicated by the regression 

coefficients for both the exhaustion and cynicism regressions originated from workload 

and reward (negative relationships). This means as the amount of workload decreases, 

which insinuates a lack of congruence or job–person fit, the greater degree of exhaustion 

experienced by the sample of accounting professionals. Similarly, as reward decreases, 

accounting professionals exhibit a higher level of cynicism. The largest contribution as 

indicated by the regression coefficients of the professional efficacy regression were 

control and reward (positive relationships). Simply put, as control and reward increases 

leading to more congruence in the workplace, the higher the professional efficacy 

exhibited by the respondents. 

The evidence for both exhaustion and professional efficacy regressions appear to 

explain the observed levels of congruence associated with workload (59.50%), control 

(80.50%), and reward (57.50%) among the sample of accounting professionals (see Table 

8). However, these findings do not explain the observed levels of cynicism experienced 

by the respondents (see Table 5), which suggests other variables outside the areas of 

worklife may clarify the reasons for the high degree of cynicism in the sample. 

Nevertheless, as suggested by Maslach and Leiter (2008), this semblance of 

inconsistency with cynicism represents an early indicator of burnout. 

Correlation Between MBI–GS and AWS 

The research subquestion focused on the direction and strength of the relationship 

or simply put, the correlation between the areas of worklife and burnout. More 

specifically, the null and alternative subhypotheses that accompanied the research 

subquestion examining correlation stated: 
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SubH01: There is no significant correlation between the areas of worklife 

variables and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals. 

SubHA1: There is a significant correlation between the areas of worklife variables 

and burnout levels experienced by accounting professionals. 

A significant relationship was found between all of the areas of worklife and the 

burnout variables of exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy with a medium to 

large strength of association. Using J. Cohen’s (1992) guidelines for evaluating the 

strength of a correlation, the largest correlations (0.50 or larger) were found between 

exhaustion–workload (r = -.59, p < .01), cynicism–reward (r = -.54, p < .01), and 

professional efficacy–control relationships (r = .52, p < .01). Similar to the results of the 

multiple regression analysis, the evidence from the Pearson correlation coefficient 

analysis supports the alternative hypothesis for the research subquestion. Nonetheless, the 

results failed to explain the observed cynicism levels noted by the sample of accounting 

professionals. Moreover, none of the AWS variables appeared to influence burnout given 

that more than 50% or a majority of the sample experienced a congruent relationship with 

the work environment or a positive job–person fit. This corroborates the contention with 

the multiple regression analysis there exists other variables external to the areas of 

worklife variables that may provide some explanation. 

Connections to COR Theory 

COR theory maintains that individuals have an inherent motivation “to obtain, 

retain, and protect that which they value” (Shirom, 2003, p. 9). As a result, when stress 

arises, COR theory predicts people will attempt to mitigate resource loss (Halbesleben et 

al., 2014; Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). The theory centers on the concept of 
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resource loss and the motivation behind maintaining resources to mitigate stress and 

eventually burnout. In other words, resource depletion appears to enhance the prevalence 

of burnout (Shirom, 2003). 

The AWS variables, with the exception of workload, were viewed as resources 

that individuals may use to help mitigate stress and ultimately, the burnout condition. 

Although workload is not a specific resource, the variable represents those job demands 

that may influence available resources, namely control, reward, community, fairness, and 

values. These variables are important in ascertaining the level of mismatch/congruence or 

job–person fit in the work environment (Halbesleben et al., 2014) and signify precursors 

of the burnout condition (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). These are important considerations 

when analyzing the burnout condition (Lindblom et al., 2006), especially when resource 

loss and misallocation of resources may lead to poor decision making, deficient business 

outcomes (Halbesleben et al., 2014), and burnout (Reinardy, 2013). 

Burnout is a multidimensional construct (Maslach et al., 1996) and therefore, each 

burnout variable must be considered separately to assess the burnout condition (Maslach 

et al., 1996; Phronebarger, 2014). The current investigation identified a high level of 

cynicism among the sample of accounting professionals with low levels of exhaustion 

and high professional efficacy scores. From a COR perspective, the sample of accounting 

professionals did not experience resource loss and exhibited exhaustion and professional 

efficacy scores that indicate possible resource attainment. The degree of cynicism, 

however, noted in the sample implied that burnout was present, however, no evidence 

was found among the areas of worklife variables to help explain these observations. Even 

though the areas of worklife variables of workload and especially reward appeared to 
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statistically explain cynicism levels, the actual cynicism scores among the sample 

indicated the possible involvement of other resources not considered in this investigation. 

From a statistical standpoint, however, the current investigation did highlight some 

potential resources to bear in mind when contemplating burnout. 

Resources provide employees with the means to accomplish goals, objectives, and 

a way for self-preservation (Campbell et al., 2013). Often these resources represent 

value-added components that facilitate change, provide additional resources (Alvaro et 

al., 2010), and act as coping mechanisms (Gupta et al., 2012). COR theory suggests 

companies consider job resources to help mitigate resource loss. The investigation found 

evidence that highlights the importance among specific resources focusing on the 

exhaustion–workload, cynicism–reward, and professional efficacy–control relationships. 

This suggests a work environment of accounting professionals that refrains from a 

manageable workload, deemphasizes reward, and diminishes control may ultimately lead 

to burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). 

The concept of workload equates with job demands where additional workload 

may lead to a more congruent work environment or job–person fit (Leiter & Maslach, 

2011). The concept of reward “addresses the extent to which rewards—monetary, social, 

and intrinsic—are consistent with expectations” (Leiter & Maslach, 2011, p. 5). Reward 

refers to both extrinsic (e.g., bonuses) and intrinsic (e.g., self-confidence, pride) rewards 

obtained through individual contribution in the workplace (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). A 

mismatch may occur if individuals experience a lack of recognition for their 

contributions. The concept of control aligns with the practice of accountability. Control 

gives individuals power over job duties, which makes them accountable for their work 
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(Leiter & Maslach, 2011). In this sense, more control leads to less of a mismatch and 

more congruency between the person and the work environment. This situation appears 

valid when COR theory is applied to the accounting profession. 

The role of the accounting professional has changed and requires a new set of 

competencies (i.e., resources) to remain competitive in the workplace. Ultimately, this 

change necessitates training and an even more demanding workload (Ozkan & 

Ozdevecioğlu, 2013). Accounting professionals, especially audit and tax professionals, 

work long hours affecting the ability to work effectively and efficiently leading to 

burnout and reduced engagement. Accounting professionals deal with more real-time 

information and additional responsibilities with limited resources (The Pathways 

Commission, 2012). As COR theory stipulates, resource loss can either motivate 

individuals to augment resource gain or fall into a resource loss spiral (Gorgievski & 

Hobfoll, 2008; Shirom, 2003). In other words, whether conscious of their surroundings or 

not, the individual eventually gives up and succumbs to the loss. 

As the evidence in the current investigation suggests, if accounting professionals 

give into the loss spiral due to a lack of workload balance, a lack of employer support or 

reward, and a lack of control, burnout may result. COR theory also postulates the need 

for resource investment to protect against resource loss. In this sense, low resource 

investment leads to further resource loss and vice versa. Nevertheless, this whole 

behavioral process to burnout is a long-term process that evolves over time. While the 

time element was not specifically addressed in the current investigation, burnout was 

evidenced due to the high levels of cynicism reported and the years of experience 

indicated by some respondents. As a result, a potential connection appears to exist 
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between time and burnout among accounting professionals. This evidence further 

suggests the strong linkage between burnout among accounting professionals and the 

essence of COR theory. 

 

Implications of the Study Results 

The research study focused on the essential argument that reduced resources 

increased the likelihood of burnout. As “demands and resource predictors” (Lee & 

Ashforth, 1996, p. 123), an increase or decrease in any of the AWS variables would result 

in burnout. More specifically, if an accounting professional experienced increased 

workload and/or diminished control, reward, community, fairness, and values job burnout 

would ensue and ultimately lead to poor work quality, low engagement, poor business 

outcomes, and high turnover (Fogarty et al., 2000, A. Jones et al., 2012; A. Jones et al., 

2010; Reinardy, 2013). This association among accounting professionals and burnout has 

been noted in the literature (Fogarty et al., 2000; A. Jones et al., 2012; A. Jones et al., 

2010). The current investigation found evidence that provides consistency for this 

relationship between burnout and the work environment as identified by accounting 

professionals in the sample. 

Theoretical Implications 

COR theory considers burnout a chronic condition that occurs gradually over time 

in the form of resource loss (Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008). Resource loss may lead to 

inadequate decision making and lost opportunities for improvement such as the most 

optimal job–person fit (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Burke (1989) contended that one of the 

focal points of stress in the workplace is loss. Some examples included mergers and 
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acquisition, company reorganizations, and employee insecurity all of which downsizes 

the workforce and/or has the potential to reduce the job availability (Hobfoll & Freedy, 

1993). The results of the research study support the contention that low resources (in the 

form of the areas of worklife variables) may ultimately lead to burnout. More 

specifically, resource depletion appeared to enhance the prevalent of burnout (Shirom, 

2003). This was an accurate interpretation based on the statistical analysis. Nevertheless, 

these results failed to explain the results of the observed scores of cynicism among the 

sample. The relationship that appears to provide an answer was the cynicism–reward 

relationship. 

In the case of accounting professionals, perhaps the work environment did not 

provide the necessary reward structure (extrinsic rewards) or measure of gratitude 

(intrinsic rewards) that would effectively offset the burnout condition. This means when 

accounting professionals experience reduced reward, the resulting outcomes (e.g., job 

quality) might not prove beneficial and as a result, performance on the job may suffer. As 

Fogarty et al. (2000) discovered investigating auditor burnout; job burnout was 

significantly correlated with low job performance. Guthrie and Jones (2012) surmised 

that burnout is linked to “a declining spiral” (p. 392) when a lack of control and self-

confidence breaks down. Although not directly stated, the results imply that heightened 

cynicism may play a role in this “declining spiral” (Guthrie & Jones, 2012, p. 392). From 

a COR standpoint, this suggests that deficiencies of control in one’s job and a lack of 

self-confidence (i.e., elevated cynicism) results in resource loss without the resource 

gains to help mitigate the overall loss. In essence, the cynicism–reward relationship may 

foreshadow the burnout condition and understanding this relationship may in fact 
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improve job quality, a concept that incorporates “job variety, significance, autonomy, 

feedback from coworkers, and feedback from the job itself” (Reinardy, 2013, p. 18). 

Therefore, the research investigation revealed some evidence supporting the basic 

premise of COR theory that when resources are low or diminished, burnout might ensue 

to a certain degree (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993; Reinardy, 2013). Notwithstanding, COR 

theory is an important consideration because the theory has the potential in helping 

identify the burnout condition. 

Organizational Implications 

The observed values for both exhaustion and professional efficacy indicated the 

absence of burnout and a more congruent relationship with the work environment. In 

addition, statistical significance was found for exhaustion, cynicism, and professional 

efficacy with the areas of worklife variables collectively. Nevertheless, the observed 

levels of cynicism were rather inconsistent with normative values, especially exhaustion, 

which insinuates burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). This was the most interesting finding 

given the observed values of cynicism and the result with the greatest implications for 

organizations based on the research study. 

The prevalence of burnout among the sample centered around cynicism with a 

regression model explaining 38.7% (adjusted value of 36.8%) of the variance in burnout 

levels. Both workload and reward were found to be significant predictors of cynicism. 

This finding suggests that among accounting professionals, burnout may exist as the 

result of both the actual nature of the work (i.e., workload) and the rewards of job 

performance or rewards of doing the job. However, reward exhibited a larger negative 

correlation with cynicism (r = -.54) than workload (r = -.47) using Pearson correlation 
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coefficient. More specifically, the lower the degree of congruence or job–person fit with 

the work environment (i.e., lower reward), the greater level of cynicism experienced by 

participants in the sample. Since there is an established link between resources and 

cynicism in the literature (Demerouti et al., 2000; Maslach et al., 1996), as a resource, 

reward appears to affect the burnout condition where cynicism is concerned. This finding 

within the relationship between burnout and the work environment is also consistent with 

COR theory. 

Given that a large amount of accounting professionals in the sample experienced 

high levels of cynicism (53.50%), the significant relationship between cynicism and 

reward (p < .000), and the large correlation noted among both variables (r = -.54), 

employers should give more attention to both extrinsic and intrinsic rewards and expend 

effort to make employees feel more satisfied with the workplace. Leiter and Maslach 

(2011) indicated, “An enjoyable workflow supports both psychological well-being and 

physical health, and is also the source of recognition from others” (p. 5). The current 

investigation and existing research (e.g., Chappell & Novak, 1992; Maslanka, 1996) 

demonstrate that lack of rewards (a resource loss) may augment one’s susceptibility to 

burnout in the form of prolonged cynicism and burnout. 

 

Limitations 

In research investigations, the documenting of design limitations presents the 

findings in context and provides an element of credibility to the investigation (Brutus, 

Aguinis, & Wassmer, 2013). The findings of the current research study are subject to 

certain limitations centering on the validity of the research design, and other 
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methodological, statistical, and theoretical issues including the reliability of the employed 

instruments, sample determination and focus, the use of a self-reported online 

questionnaire, the Hawthorne effect, and the use of a single theory to help explain the 

results. These limitations need consideration in light of interpreting the findings. 

According to Phillips (1987), “In general it must be recognized that there are no 

procedures that will regularly (or always) yield either sound data or true conclusions” (p. 

21). This accuracy (or validity) statement extends to both quantitative and qualitative 

research. As a result, precautions are needed to ensure and address validity concerns 

surrounding the reasonableness of the research design, including procedures performed 

and sample selection. The threats to both internal and external validity fall under 

limitations within a research design. 

The primary threat to internal validity from a quantitative standpoint concentrates 

on inaccuracies that may lead to faulty reasoning and conclusions (Vogt, 2007). For 

example, the sample provided by SurveyMonkey was based on certain criteria 

predisposing the sample to certain outcomes. This is similar to purposive sampling where 

the “sample is gathered deliberately, with a purpose in mind” (Vogt, 2007, p. 81) 

increasing the likelihood of bias. Bradburn, Sudman, Blair, and Stocking (1978) noted 

that reliance on survey data (i.e., self-reported information) is fundamentally biased. 

However, the primary difference between purposive sampling and the sampling in the 

research study is the inclusion of a randomized sample effectively reducing bias (Vogt, 

2007). Nevertheless, the limited population incorporated into this investigation ultimately 

affects the overall generalization or external validity of the findings. In the research 

study, however, proving validity depended mostly on “whether the instrument is actually 
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measuring what one intends it to measure” (Vogt, 2007, p. 120). As such, the primary 

validity question related to construct validity or more specifically, convergent validity. 

Convergent validity refers to the “extent to which a test correlates with other tests 

of the same construct” (Meltzoff, 1998, p. 281). By comparing similar research studies 

that analyzed burnout and the areas of worklife factors, the results of this investigation 

demonstrated similar relationships and thus, positive convergent validity. Additional 

elements of consideration in this analysis related to weak construct operationalization 

(threat to construct validity) and faulty statistical analysis (Vogt, 2007). The potential 

relationships identified throughout the research study compared to other research studies 

of similar design may help minimize these limitations. 

Correspondingly, mitigating the statistical analysis limitation relating to reliability 

involved performing the coefficient alpha test or Cronbach’s alpha. In this case, 

Cronbach’s alpha aided in accessing the reliability of both measurements to help 

demonstrate the “consistent accuracy of the measure[s]” (Meltzoff, 1998, p. 108). The 

calculated Cronbach’s alpha for the research study was .752, which indicates a relatively 

high internal consistency or reliable scale (Vogt, 2007). As a result, the reliability test 

helped ensure the consistency of the measurement instruments. However, the Cronbach’s 

alpha calculation largely depends on the sample in terms of investigating the appropriate 

population, sample selection, and the resulting trustworthiness of participant responses. 

The purpose of the research study was to ascertain the potential relationships 

between the six areas of worklife as defined by the AWS and the three burnout factors of 

exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy measured using the MBI–GS. The study 

did not focus on establishing causal relationships, but only examined the existence of 
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possible relationships. Furthermore, the research study did not explore other factors 

beyond the burnout experience and areas of worklife such as personality traits and stress 

in general. Burnout is a complex phenomenon (Maslach et al., 1996) and has been found 

to be affected by various factors including personality, outside environmental factors, and 

even emotional reaction (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; McCarthy, Lambert, O’Donnell, & 

Melendres, 2009). Moreover, the potential effects by industry or company size were not 

investigated and only U.S. accounting professionals were explored, excluding the 

possibility of international samples. Perhaps extending the data collection and analysis to 

include these additional areas may have provided a more holistic investigation, expanding 

the focus and scope of the sample. 

Alternatively, relying on a third-party vendor for sample selection may limit the 

results. The use of a third-party vendor to determine the target population and sampling 

frame, to disseminate the recruitment e-mails, to manage the online survey, and to 

initially handle participant responses facilitated a way to reduce bias. However, this lack 

of direct control may lead to a high level of risk involving survey administration and as a 

result, the final sample may not produce the desired outcomes and such reliance may call 

into question the reliability of data handling. The use of a self-reported online 

questionnaire with Likert scales may also limit the results. The findings of the research 

study are only accurate to the extent of participant truthfulness when completing the 

online survey, including the Hawthorne effect. 

The Hawthorne effect occurs because of participant awareness of the goal of the 

research study. More specifically, research participants become aware of the purpose for 

the exploration and in turn, complete the surveys to generate the perceived desired results 
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(Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). Whether done consciously or unconsciously, the bottom line 

is research participants could fabricate the results by providing responses that are based 

on the goals of the research and not their own perceptions (Gall et al., 2007). This 

limitation is inherent in survey research and also the result of employing a third-party 

vendor for sample selection and data collection. 

The final limitation centers on the use of one theory (i.e., COR theory) to help 

explain the findings. There are other resource theories that may have produced similar or 

even diverging results. These limitations may reduce the overall value and accuracy of 

the research, but they present opportunities for future research. As Brutus et al. (2013) 

stipulated, “While limitations raise awareness about shortcomings, directions for future 

research can point to possible solutions for these shortcomings” (p. 51). 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The findings, conclusions, and limitations stemming from the research study 

pinpoint the need for additional exploration into the complex phenomenon of burnout 

among accounting professionals. For example, respondent data indicated a large number 

of accounting professionals were female. This particular aspect was an interesting and 

unexpected result, but it was not investigated further in the research study. Although 

studies have been performed to examine gender differences and burnout among 

accounting professionals (e.g., Guthrie & Jones, 2012), more investigation behind the 

higher level of female respondents as antecedents to burnout may have fostered 

additional explanation for the findings and perhaps the reason for the high levels of 

cynicism noted in the sample. Future research should also focus on performing a 
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qualitative and/or mixed methods study to advance the scope of the current research and 

provide more variety in the research design. 

One of the inherent limitations of quantitative research is the lack of 

generalization due to the limited sample under investigation. The current investigation 

randomly sampled Audience members from the SurveyMonkey database and therefore, 

the results may not be generalizable to other accounting professionals who exist outside 

the database. In conjunction, the current research study explored the relationship between 

burnout and the work environment among accounting professionals with explicit criteria. 

Future research should expand on the scope of the sample to include accounting 

professionals beyond the United States. Additionally, replication studies are needed to 

facilitate comparison discourse surrounding the results. The findings did not agree with 

normative results. More specifically, exhaustion and cynicism did not exhibit a similar 

effect on burnout as in prior studies (Leiter & Maslach, 2011). As a result, future research 

should also incorporate a similar methodology to compare the results and help validate 

the results of the current study. 

Another area of beneficial research surrounds the possibility of causality. The 

research study incorporated a quantitative, nonexperimental research design and not an 

experiment. Accordingly, the findings (especially the correlation results) do not infer 

causation. The research study did not emphasize causal relationships, but only the 

possibility of relationships between burnout and the areas of worklife. Future research on 

causality may bring forth some insightful findings. In addition, while the literature points 

to other antecedents of burnout (e.g., Reinardy, 2013; Ružić, 2013), the current 

investigation highlighted six specific areas of the work environment over other potential 



www.manaraa.com

 

152 

factors such as personality traits, stress in general, other types emotional behavior, and 

demographic characteristics that may exert a positive or negative influence on burnout 

among accounting professionals. Furthermore, the investigation did not include any type 

of data comparison by industry or company size. In other words, participant 

demographics were largely ignored except to help gain an understanding of the context 

and makeup of the sample. Future studies might integrate demographic factors as 

additional independent variables to ascertain their specific influence on the burnout 

condition. 

The burnout condition is a complex phenomenon and plurality of research into the 

burnout phenomenon incorporates the use of the MBI in some form either for human 

services, education, or other occupations. Conceivably, a future study might investigate 

burnout and the work environment among accounting professionals with another burnout 

instrument such as the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (Demerouti, Bakker, Vardakou, & 

Kantas, 2003), the Burnout Measure (Malakh-Pines et al., 1981), or the Shirom–Melamed 

Burnout Measure (Hobfoll, 1989; Shirom, 2003). The use of various measures of burnout 

beyond the MBI might provide some additional insight into the study of accounting 

professionals and burnout. 

In the literature, burnout is considered a chronic condition over time. With this in 

mind, due to the inconsistencies in the observed burnout levels, another avenue of future 

research might include a longitudinal research design with data collection occurring at 

two or more different times during the year (e.g., during tax or auditing season). 

Additionally, an interesting future research opportunity may include a study that focuses 

on the relationship between burnout and the work environment as action research not 
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only to create awareness, but also to develop policies and procedures to assist in 

mitigating the condition. As a result, more research is needed to investigate how 

companies intervene to lessen burnout and the effect of such interventions. 

 

Conclusion 

The exploration into the burnout phenomenon and its predictors is considerable 

and has grown in importance since its inception by Freudenberger in 1974 (Coker & 

Omoluabi, 2009; Freudenberger & Richelson, 1980). As these explorations continue, the 

concept of burnout will become more robust and incorporate various theoretical 

frameworks to facilitate the understanding of the causes of the condition. In the case of 

the research study, the areas of worklife. 

Leiter and Maslach (2004) described the areas of worklife variables as 

“organizational conditions” (p. 94) of the workplace that may have an effect on the 

burnout experience or engagement and may lead to undesirable business outcomes 

including reduced productivity, decreased effectiveness, lowered satisfaction, morale, and 

organizational commitment (Angerer, 2003). In the research study, the areas of worklife 

variables facilitated a way to better understand burnout among accounting professionals. 

Overall, the results of the current investigation verified that accounting professionals in 

the sample, at least to some degree, demonstrated an inconsistent burnout pattern by 

exhibiting low levels of exhaustion, high levels of professional efficacy, with high levels 

of cynicism. This suggests the presence of burnout among the sample of accounting 

professionals (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). From a statistical standpoint, however, the 
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findings were rather consistent with previous research (Leiter & Maslach, 2011) and only 

the observed levels of cynicism varied from normative results. 

The findings further underlined the significance of the areas of worklife factors 

relationship with burnout. While the areas of worklife variables together helped explain 

the variance in burnout levels in regards to exhaustion and cynicism, the reward variable 

appeared more plausible as a potential enabler of the burnout condition (focusing on 

cynicism). Additionally, the cynicism–reward relationship exhibited the highest 

correlation among the areas of worklife variables. In other words, reward was marked by 

a greater correlation with cynicism than with any other burnout variable. The 

understanding of the cynicism–reward relationship represents an important consideration 

as business organizations and accounting professionals juggle with increased demands 

and with fewer resources to meet those demands. 

Both public and private organizations, public accounting firms, and the 

accounting profession may be able to apply the results of this investigation to help 

improve employee productivity among accounting professionals through awareness of 

the reward–burnout trigger, and ultimately augment business outcomes, retention rates, 

and the bottom line. As Ozkan and Ozdevecioğlu (2013) stressed, “Burnout is one of the 

most important psychological illnesses of this century. From this point of view, 

precautions should be taken, both individually and organizationally, to decrease the stress 

level of accountants” (p. 2795). The research study served to analyze the relationship 

between burnout and the work environment to generate a more critical understanding of 

burnout among accounting professionals. The research study does not denote the end of 
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the discussion, but hopefully, a continued discourse on addressing burnout in the 

accounting profession. 
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