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ABSTRACT

BURNOUT, SELF-EFFICACY, AND COPING STRATEGIES AMONG COLLEGE
FACULTY

Jordan M Ball

Old Dominion University, 2021
Director: Dr. Miguel Padilla

Due to the changing college environment, university faculty are faced with a serious
burden to support their university. University faculty are expected to satisfy numerous job
demands, and these demands in turn lead to burnout, a chronic response to job stressors. Burnout
is an essential component of occupational research as it relates to other negative outcomes, such
as turnover and decreased performance. Because of this, it behooves both faculty and universities
to employ methods that decrease burnout. Research concerning other populations indicates that
certain personal resources can decrease burnout. Therefore, the current study seeks to determine
if coping strategies and self-efficacy are useful for decreasing burnout. Furthermore, this study
distinguishes between research and non-research universities following the Carnegie
Classifications. Faculty were collected from five universities from the Eastern United States. The
results suggest that faculty at both types of universities experience levels of burnout similar to
that of medical professionals. Approach-based coping strategies can be useful in decreasing
burnout, but avoidance-based coping strategies only serve to potentially increase burnout.
Despite expectations, self-efficacy was not related to burnout, and potential explanations are
offered. In conclusion, burnout is an important consideration for both individual faculty members
as well as higher education institutions in general, and approach-based coping strategies may be

helpful for reducing burnout levels.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

The higher education environment has rapidly changed over the past decades in various
ways (Schuster & Finkelstein, 2006). For example, public funding has decreased in recent years
(DeBot & Reich, 2015), forcing universities to transition from a teaching-learning model to a
business model (Padilla & Thompson, 2016). At the unseen intersection of this transition lies
university faculty, who are encumbered by many job demands. In addition to teaching courses,
faculty are required to conduct research and secure grant funding on a regular basis. Faculty also
engage in job-related tasks (e.g., serving on thesis/dissertation committees), graduate and
undergraduate advising, academic service (e.g., university committees, reviewing professional
manuscripts, etc.), and community involvement. From the perspective of the Job-Demand
Control Model (Karasek, 1979; Johnson & Hall, 1988), this increase in job demands should also
be accompanied by a physiological and psychological cost. One such psychological cost is
burnout (also known as emotional exhaustion), and faculty at research universities tend to
experience high levels of it (Padilla & Thompson, 2016). In fact, Padilla and Thompson found
that 27% of their sample experienced high levels of burnout, most of which was attributed to
tenured and tenured track faculty. This is a concern because burnout is a key contributor to
employee turnover (Marchand & Vandenberghe, 2016). In conjunction with this, the position of
university faculty has seen little growth in recent years: data show that the number of faculty
employed in 2017 was 3.98 million, which is a negligible increase from the 3.92 million in 2011
(U.S. Department of Education, 2012, 2019). As such, the position of university faculty may not
be as desirable as it once was to individuals who are entering the job market with advanced

degrees. The combination of the potential of increased turnover due to burnout and a decreased
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flow of new junior faculty makes faculty retention a priority. However, does this pattern hold for
faculty at non-research universities?

When it comes to research about university faculty, non-research universities are often
overlooked. Faculty at non-research universities are not expected to produce research at the same
intensity but are expected to teach more. For faculty at non-research universities, teaching and
service tend to be contributing factors to tenure promotion and salary increases (Shepherd et al.,
2009). As such, faculty at non-research universities are not encumbered by the “publish or
perish” mindset but may experience an “edify or die” mindset that could also lead to burnout.
Therefore, faculty at non-research and research universities may both be experiencing burnout,
but the source of the burnout may be different.

From a human capital perspective, burnout is an issue that is being addressed across
many different occupations. In particular, burnout in university faculty is a potential retention
concern because individuals who experience high levels of stress and burnout are more likely to
voluntarily turnover or express intent to quit (Rush et al., 1995; Wright & Cropanzano, 1998;
Wanberg & Banas, 2000; Marchand & Vandenberghe, 2016; Bakker et al., 2008). In this respect,
this study examined the roles of coping strategies and self-efficacy as mitigating factors of
burnout among university faculty at non-research and research universities.

Burnout

Burnout is a form of occupational stress that is a chronic response to job stressors
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Maslach et al., 1996; Maslach et al., 2001). Burnout is related to
various outcomes in the workplace, such as satisfaction and commitment, and has three
dimensions: emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced personal accomplishment. Despite

having three dimensions, emotional exhaustion is the most relevant and pertinent to the
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workplace, and university faculty are no exception. Furthermore, when people think of burnout it
typically manifests as emotional exhaustion (Padilla & Thompson, 2016). Thus, the current
study uses burnout and emotional exhaustion interchangeably.

Burnout is not unique to college faculty, but they are especially at risk. Lackritz (2004)
estimates roughly 20% of all university faculty experience high levels of burnout, a figure
similar to the 27% found by Padilla and Thompson (2016). Even outside of the US, faculty
experience levels of burnout that are unusually high in comparison to workers in non-academic
sectors (Azeem & Nazir, 2008; Biron et al., 2008; Johnson et al., 2018). In terms of what
contributes to burnout, the largest factor in research universities is the pressure to secure grants
and publish in peer-reviewed journals (Padilla & Thompson, 2016). Conducting research is a
central component of the professorial role at research universities and cannot simply be excised
or outsourced in order to lessen faculty burnout. As for non-research universities, having a heavy
course load is presumably a major contributing factor to faculty burnout, but likewise cannot be
avoided. It then follows that alternatives are needed to reduce or mitigate the burnout that faculty
at either university type experience.

Recently, Bakker & Demerouti (2007) and Demerouti et al. (2001) developed the job
demands and resource (JD-R) model (Figure 1). The JD-R can be applied to any field or job
because rather than focusing on specific tasks or factors of an occupation, the model looks at
demands and resources available to the individual (Bakker et al., 2003). According to Karasek
(1979) and Bakker & Demerouti (2007), job demands are aspects of a job that require effort and
are therefore associated with psychological or physiological costs. On the other hand, job

resources are defined as
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“aspects of the job that are functional in achieving work goals, reducing job demands
and the associated physiological and psychological costs, or stimulating personal
growth, learning, and development” (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, p. 312).

From a university faculty standpoint, examples of job demands include, but are not
limited to, the pressure to publish and all the associated tasks that encompass teaching (grading,
meeting with students, creating exams, and so on). An example of job resources for university
faculty includes autonomy of research, as faculty generally pursue research topics of interest as

they see fit.

Figure 1

Job Demands and Resources Model (Bakker et al., 2008)

Performance

Job
Resources

The current study focuses primarily on the path of job demands to exhaustion but
incorporates individual resources beyond the scope of the JD-R that may influence exhaustion.
While the JD-R focuses primarily on workplace aspects, it is important to factor in the individual
resources that workers carry with them into a workplace. However, it remains to be seen what
individual resources faculty have at their disposal as no research has shed light on this topic. This

IS an issue as job resources are negatively associated with job demands, and job demands are
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positively associated with burnout (i.e., emotional exhaustion). Specifically, fewer available
resources increases job demands, which in turn raises the potential for burnout (see Figure 1).

Here, interest is on how to effectively mitigate this burnout to help create a better
working environment for university faculty. While the JD-R model lends itself to the current
study well in that it provides an understanding of the context in which job demands might affect
burnout for college faculty, it largely ignores individual resources, which are resources that are
unique to the individual. One such resource that might be available to college faculty is
self-efficacy.

Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is generally defined as a personal confidence in one’s ability to accomplish
a task, and can take several forms (Bandura, 1977). Broadly speaking, self-efficacy has been
shown to negatively relate to stress (El-sayed et al., 2014). In an academic context, this is best
described as academic self-efficacy, or

“an estimate of confidence in one’s ability to perform various tasks classified as
research, service, and teaching in a university setting” (Landino & Owen, 1988, p. 2).

In Landino and Owen’s (1988) study, academic self-efficacy was a result (outcome) of
various factors such as age and position, and three models of self-efficacy were proposed: one
for research, one for service, and one for teaching. However, more recent studies do not consider
self-efficacy as an outcome, but as a predictor. For example, Schaubroeck and Merritt (1997)
indicate that self-efficacy moderates the relationship between job control and stress, where job
control is defined as the perceived amount of control over one’s job. It was initially thought that
increasing job control would lead to less stress, but this is only true when an individual has high

self-efficacy (Schaubroeck & Merritt, 1997). On the other hand, for faculty with low self-
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efficacy, increasing their job control would be detrimental in nature (increase stress). Therefore,
it seems that it would be effective to address to the root cause of low self-efficacy in university
faculty. However, faculty self-efficacy has been difficult to define and measure.

A recent endeavor to typify the self-efficacy of faculty has resulted in four domains:
research, teaching, personal, and social (Shavaran et al., 2012). After developing a scale
specifically for faculty self-efficacy, this study determined that there were no differences in
self-efficacy amongst university faculty by gender or by rank (lecturer, assistant, associate
professor, and full professor), indicating that self-efficacy (or lack thereof) is a largely stable
construct that remains unchanged as faculty gain more experience. This scale will be discussed
in further detail later as it was employed for the current research.

Coping Strategies

Coping strategies may also serve as a mitigating factor for burnout. In this respect,
coping strategies have also been shown to be useful for reducing burnout and stress. Generally,
coping strategies research has led to the development of many different forms of coping
strategies such as approach vs. avoidance, problem-focused vs. emotion-focused, active vs.
passive, and so on (Skinner et al., 2003). Due to the many different forms of coping, research on
the topic is expansive. Broadly speaking, various coping strategies have been shown to be
effective tools for reducing burnout (Shimazu & Kosugi, 2003; Anshel, 2000; Leiter, 1991;
Rowe, 2000). Furthermore, coping strategies have been shown to be effective at decreasing job
strain when combined with self-efficacy (Jex et al., 2001).

Research on university faculty primarily focuses on positive coping strategies and
illustrates the capability of coping to effectively reduce stress and burnout (Osipow & Davis,

1988; Lease, 1999). Of the many forms of positive coping strategies, social support, recreation,
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and self-care were the most effective for college faculty, and Lease (1999) suggested that
universities implement plans to promote the use of these strategies among university faculty.
These types of social and recreational coping strategies have also been shown to be effective for
faculty regardless of age, rank, or gender (Richard & Krieshok, 1989). Workplace social support
(e.g., receiving support from colleagues or superiors) also helped to decrease the negative effects
(e.g., burnout and stress) of job demands for faculty (Moeller & Chung-yan, 2013), indicating
that faculty pursue a variety of social support systems in order to cope with job demands.

A theoretical distinction that was followed in the current research is that of approach-
based coping versus avoidance-based coping. Avoidance based coping has been shown to relate
to greater psychological distress (Solomon et al., 1989; Williams et al., 1994). On the other hand,
research has supported the capability of approach-based coping to reduce burnout (Guerrero,
2003). Given the nature of the study concerning how faculty members attempt to deal with their
burnout, the distinction of approach- versus avoidance-based coping was deemed most
appropriate because these coping strategies are defined as “Cognitive and emotional activity that
is oriented either toward or away from threat” (Roth & Cohen, 1986, p. 813). Here, the threat in
question is the job demands that cause burnout. The question then becomes, do faculty members
engage in cognitive or emotional activity that orients them toward the stressor or away from the
stressor as a way to cope? Given the previous research concerning this approach to coping
strategies, it is clear that approach-based coping might be an efficacious tool for university
faculty. Furthermore, research has shown a positive relationship between approach-based coping
strategies and self-efficacy (Devenport & Lane, 2006; Veresova & Mala, 2012). Because of this,

the interaction between coping strategies and self-efficacy should be taken into account.
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The Current Study

This study acknowledges the need to better understand faculty and the stress placed on
them by their work environment. While the literature concerning self-efficacy and coping
strategies listed above seem to be viable options for college faculty, most of it is decades
removed from the status quo. As mentioned before, between then and now, the college
environment has shifted drastically. As such, do these findings still hold true? Based on the
previously discussed research, the current study arrived at the following hypotheses:

H1: Job demands will be positively related to burnout (emotional exhaustion).

H2: Self-efficacy will be negatively related to burnout, such that higher self-efficacy will
decrease burnout.

H3: Approach-based coping will be negatively related to burnout, such that greater use of
approach-based coping will decrease burnout.

H4: Avoidance-based coping will be positively related to burnout, such that greater use of
avoidance-based coping will increase burnout.

H5: The relationship between self-efficacy and burnout will be influenced by coping
strategies. Overall, the relationship between self-efficacy and burnout will be
negative for both avoidance- and approach-based coping. However, the relationship
will be stronger for individuals who use approach-based coping.

Proposed Model

Based on the hypotheses above, the model in Figure 2 is proposed. Due to prior research

on burnout (i.e., emotional exhaustion), coping strategies, and self-efficacy, it is anticipated that

this model will be retained. The model will still hold despite faculty at research and non-research
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universities experiencing different work stressors (e.g., secure grants & publish vs. heavy course

load).

Figure 2

Proposed model to address hypotheses

Job Demands H1
Self-efficacy (SE) H2
SE x ApC
H5 Burnout
SE x AvC
\ | Approach-Based H3
Coping Strategies
(ApC)
H4

Avoidance-Based
Coping Strategies
(AvC)

Research Questions

It is important to note that much of the research concerning university faculty is
conducted at large, research intensive universities. However, faculty at smaller non-research
universities represent a sizeable population of higher education. For example, data from Carnegie
Classifications (2018) recent update indicates that there are 575 baccalaureate (i.e., non-research)
universities, which is slightly more than the 418 Doctoral (i.e., research) universities. Despite

being more in quantity, non-research universities do not employ more faculty than their research
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counterparts. Data collected in 2012 by the U.S. Department of Education indicate that while
Doctoral universities employ roughly 1.2 million faculty, baccalaureate universities employ
192,767 faculty. Despite being the minority, 200,000 represents a number of faculty that should
no longer be ignored and will thus be a focus of the current research.

To differentiate between a “research university” and a “non-research university,” the
2018 Carnegie Classifications system was followed. Of the seven classifications, the two that
were used for this study were “doctoral universities with very high research activities” and
“baccalaureate colleges.” These categories were chosen because high research activity
universities have the most pressure to produce research (i.e., “research university”), and
baccalaureate colleges mimic non-research universities more closely. This will allow for equal
representation of both types of universities. Non-research universities tend to be smaller, and
consequently have less faculty. Therefore, more non-research universities than research
universities were used so as to collect a relatively similar sample size.

For non-research universities, faculty are not traditionally expected to conduct research at
the same level as research universities. This is not to say that faculty at non-research universities
do not conduct research; it is just not expected to the same degree as research universities. While
it may seem that faculty at these universities would experience less burnout than their research
counterparts, the lack of focus on research only means that faculty at non-research universities
are required to teach more. While a faculty member at a research university might teach two
courses a semester, a faculty member at a non-research university might be expected to teach at
least four courses a semester. The increased teaching demands are presumed to contribute to

burnout.
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Furthermore, faculty at non-research universities are often encumbered by undergraduate
advising. At research universities, this obligation is instead given to non-tenure track faculty
rather than tenure track faculty or advising offices. Despite having differences in job demands, it
is expected that university faculty at these institutions will also experience high levels of
burnout. Little to no research has been conducted on faculty at non-research universities. As
such, these research questions will contribute to the literature by highlighting the necessity of
incorporating these faculty members into the overall dialogue. Regarding non-research
universities, the current study arrived at the following research questions:

RQ1: Faculty at non-research universities will not experience different levels of burnout

to those at research universities.

RQ2: Time spent teaching at non-research universities will be the largest contributing

factor of faculty burnout.

RQ3: Faculty at non-research universities will spend significantly more time advising

than faculty at research universities.

RQ4: Time spent advising will be positively related to burnout among non-research

university faculty.
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CHAPTER 1l

METHOD

Participants

A power analysis was conducted on the hypothesized multiple linear regression model to
determine the number of participants needed using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009). A minimum of
103 participants was required to detect a small effect (R? = .12) using an alpha of .05, a power of
.8, and 6 predictors (1Vs). Approximately 200 faculty provided usable responses. The final
sample was comprised of one research university and four non-research universities along the
Eastern United States.
Procedure

After receiving human subject approval from the researchers’ home university
Institutional Review Board (IRB), participants were recruited via faculty email. The battery
included the measures for each construct (burnout, coping strategies, self-efficacy, and job
demands), as well as demographic information. Individual demographics were also collected
(age, ethnicity, etc.), as well as faculty specific demographics, such as job status (i.e., associate
professor, professor, and so on), and position description (tenure track vs. non-tenure track).

Time of semester has been shown to influence the stress and coping patterns for college
professors (Brown et al., 1986a, 1986b). In other words, a faculty member at the beginning of the
semester (i.e., has relatively few demands at the time) will be experiencing drastically different
demands from a faculty member during the middle of a semester (i.e., around midterms). During
different times of stress and demands, faculty members will resort to using different coping
patterns. This presents an issue for the current study, as coping behaviors are a main focus. Time

of semester is, therefore, a confounding variable that needs to be controlled for. In light of this,
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all faculty were contacted at the same time, and responses were collected during a three-week
timeframe of a semester; for the current study, faculty were contacted two weeks before the
beginning of the fall semester and were contacted with a reminder email to participate two weeks
later. This ensured that all the faculty who participated were experiencing similar levels of job
demands. After assuring anonymity and their right to leave the survey at any given time,
participants had the option to complete an online survey. Participants were entered into a raffle
for a gift card for their participation. Furthermore, they were informed that they will have the
opportunity to contact the researcher after the data has been analyzed should they want to be
informed of the findings. To further ensure anonymity, no specific information regarding the
college/university of the participant was collected.
Measures

Job Demands. Following the research conducted by Padilla & Thompson (2016), job
demands was assessed by five items to determine how much time faculty spend on each of the
following job demands: teaching, service, grant writing, research, and advising. For each job
demand, participants were asked how many hours (on average) they spend each week doing that
activity. Service hours includes any service specifically for the department, university, or
college. Distinctions will be made between teaching and advising, as well as research and grant
writing. Teaching includes actual class time in preparation for class, and meeting with students
about class related issues (in hours per week), whereas advising refers to meeting with students
to discuss their professional development and progression through their required course plan
(also in hours per week). While it is commonly thought to be one and the same, research and

grant writing are distinguished here following the example by Padilla & Thompson (2016). Grant
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writing refers specifically to looking for, writing, and applying for grants. Research, on the other
hand, refers to all aspects of research that exclude the aforementioned grant-related activities.

College Faculty Efficacy Scale. Developed by Shavaran et al. (2012), this efficacy scale
was designed specifically for college faculty. With an overall alpha of .83, the scale includes four
factors related to college faculty efficacy: research (o = .83), teaching (o = .79), social (o = .78),
and personal self-efficacy (a =.81). As is evident from the scale (see Appendix A), the items
were not translated into English adequately. As such, the items were adjusted for readability.
Two alternative items were created for each of the original 18 items from Shavaran et al. (2012)
for a total of 54 items. One item was corrected for grammar by the researcher, and another item
was corrected using a grammatical editing software. A pilot study was then conducted using M-
Turk. Participants were asked which of the three versions is the most understandable, and
consensus determined readability. The item that received the most support was used in this
version of the study. Because this was merely an attempt to determine readability, it was not
necessary for participants to meet any demographic requirements (least of all being a faculty
member). An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted on the final data from college
faculty to assure that the original factor structure remained unchanged with the grammatical
adjustments to the items.

Coping Strategies. As previously stated, coping strategies and the research thereof are
widespread. However, Nelson and Sutton (1990) concluded that coping strategy measures
created for life stressors (e.g., the Ways of Coping Checklist) may not be useful for occupational
stress research. Given the occupational focus of the current research (i.e., how job demands
directly relate to burnout), it was imperative to identify a measure created specifically for

occupation-based coping. The 27-item modified version of the job coping strategy scale (JCSC)
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was used (Dewe, 1990; Brown et al., 2002). The JCSC is comprised of three factors: task
focused coping (a = 0.78; i.e., approach-based coping, 12 items), avoidance coping (a = 0.77, 11
items), and emotion focused coping (a = 0.65, 4 items). Participants respond to how often they
use each technique in the workplace on Likert scale items ranging from 1 (“Never”) to 5
(“Always”). Example items include “Get advice and suggestions from someone else at work”
and “Throw yourself into work and work harder and longer.” For the current study, only the
Avoidance-Coping and Task-Focused coping subscales were used.

Burnout. Burnout was assessed using the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Emotional
Exhaustion subscale (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Example items include “I feel emotionally
drained from my work™ and “I feel used up at the end of the day.” Items are arranged on a Likert
scale ranging from 1 (“Very Strongly Disagree”) to 7 (“Very Strongly Agree”). Internal

consistency of the MBI Emotional Exhaustion subscale is good (o = .90, Maslach et al., 1996).
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CHAPTER Il

RESULTS

Data Cleaning and Creation of New Variables

Data were cleaned in order to eliminate participants who did not provide sufficient
information to conduct analyses. Participants who did not respond to at least 50% of the
necessary items to conduct analyses were removed from the dataset. Furthermore, one participant
was removed after indicating that he/she was not a faculty member, but instead an administrator.
Administrative members were not part of this study, and so these data were removed. This
yielded a final usable dataset of 194 participants. Most participants were Non-Tenure Track
faculty (40.2%), followed by Tenured (25.8%), Tenure Track (24.2%), and Other (9.8%). Further

demographic information can be found in tables 1 and 2.

Table 1

Demographics by gender and race/ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity

Other African Asian/Pacific  Caucasian/  Latino/ Mixed Total
American/Black Islander White Hispanic
Male 2 1 2 48 3 1 57
Female 2 6 4 77 0 2 91
Other/ 1 0 0 0 0 0 1
nonbinary
Total 5 7 6 125 3 3 149
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Table 2

Demographics by discipline and job position

Job Position
(0] DP EP FP AcP AtP AdP VP L | Total
Other 1 0 0 2 3 1 2 0 0 0 9
Arts and 0 1 0 5 3 2 10 1 5 1 28
Letters
Business 0 0 0 2 2 7 5 0 1 1 18
Education 2 0 0 6 9 4 13 0 4 2 40
Engineering 0 0 0 1 2 0 1 0 2 0 6
Humanities 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 4
Health 1 0 0 2 4 3 1 0 0 2 13
Sciences
Social 0 0 0 1 3 3 2 0 1 0 10
Sciences
Life Sciences 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1
Sciences 0 1 1 2 4 3 0 1 5 0 17
Total 4 2 1 23 31 23 35 2 19 6 146

Note. O = Other, DP = Distinguished Professor, EP = Eminent Professor, FP = Full Professor,
AcP = Associate Professor, AtP = Assistant Professor, AdP = Adjunct Professor, VP = Visiting
Professor, L = Lecturer, | = Instructor.

In order to create the variables used for analyses, items in each scale were summed to
create composite scores. Scores for relevant subscales were also summed and included in the
analyses where relevant. For creation of interaction effect terms, the scores were first centered at

the mean before being multiplied together. Only the variables that were used in the interaction
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terms were centered; thus, job demands was left uncentered, w