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Introduction

Academic work life today is characterized by increased 
demands in terms of workload, publication pressure, large-
scale organizational change, and cutbacks in government 
funding (Bentley et al., 2010; Gomes et al., 2013). Most uni-
versities record an increase in student numbers in addition 
to an increase in administrative duties among university 
employees (Naidoo-Chetty & Plessis, 2021). Despite the fact 
that such increased demands may have serious consequences 
for faculty and staff in terms of psychological health and 
well-being, research on occupational stress and burnout 
among university teaching staff is relatively scarce (Naidoo-
Chetty & Plessis, 2021; Watts & Robertson, 2011). In a sys-
tematic literature review of burnout in university teaching 
staff, Watts and Robertson (2011) found only 12 published 
studies that met the criteria of being empirical studies and 
having sufficient methodological rigor to be included in an 
appraisal of the burnout literature in this population. The 
authors concluded that burnout is a considerable risk within 
full-time university teaching staff, but because of the limited 
number of studies and differing research techniques used, the 
individual and organizational predictors of stress and burn-
out in this population may not be representative.

The Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) model has been 
used extensively in burnout research over the years. The 
JD-R model, which was proposed by Demerouti et al. (2001), 
assumes that two processes are operating regarding work 

behavior. On one hand, high job demands require employees 
to increase effort and mobilize active coping responses that 
over time may deplete or exhaust their energy, resulting in 
burnout (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). The second process is a 
motivational process in which job resources may reduce 
demands and facilitate achievement of work goals through 
the positive influence of work engagement (Bakker et al., 
2010; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Furthermore, the JD-R 
model proposes that burnout leads to negative work out-
comes (health problems, reduced productivity, intention to 
quit), whereas engagement leads to positive work outcomes 
(commitment, work performance) (Demerouti et al., 2001; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

A recently published review identified six articles pub-
lished between 2014 and 2019 using the JD-R model among 
academic employees to identify job demands and resources 
inherent in the academic occupation (Naidoo-Chetty & 
Plessis, 2021). Some of the identified job demands include 
workload, work pressure, job insecurity, conflict with col-
leagues, and work–family conflict. Some of the identified 
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job resources include autonomy, social support (from super-
visors or colleagues), performance feedback, and self-devel-
opment opportunities. Naidoo-Chetty and Plessis (2021) 
underline the importance of further research in the field.

In a longitudinal test of the model in a sample of Australian 
academics (Boyd et al., 2011), the results indicated robust 
longitudinal support for the motivational pathway proposed 
by the model. Time 1 resources predicted reduced job  
strain and increased organizational commitment. The health 
impairment pathway was only partially supported. The 
results also indicated the importance of two job resources, 
procedural fairness and autonomy, for the well-being of aca-
demics (Boyd et al., 2011). On the other hand, two cross-
sectional studies conducted among university teachers in 
China (Han et al., 2020) and among faculty members in uni-
versities in the Czech Republic (Mudrak et al., 2018) found 
support for the health impairment and motivational processes 
as proposed by the JD-R model. A meta-analytic review that 
validated the assumptions of the JD-R model concludes that 
it “. . . is an excellent theoretical basis to describe employee 
well-being in a broad range of organisations and occupa-
tional fields” (Lesener et al., 2019, p. 96).

Occupational stress over time may lead to negative conse-
quences for individuals in terms of work quality, productiv-
ity, and health and well-being (Cooper et al., 2001). Burnout 
is characterized by feelings of emotional exhaustion (e.g., 
feeling emotionally drained and exhausted), cynicism (e.g., 
becoming cynical and negative), and reduced professional 
efficacy (e.g., feelings of reduced professional competence), 
and is a response to chronic job stress (Maslach, 1998). It is 
also well known that prolonged occupational stress has nega-
tive consequences for organizations in terms of lost produc-
tivity and turnover. Much less is known about the specific 
impact of stress in the university sector (Gillespie et al., 
2001). In a study of the causes and consequences of occupa-
tional stress in Australian universities (Gillespie et al., 2001), 
the researchers found that the most common sources of stress 
reported by faculty and staff from 15 Australian universities 
were lack of funding, resources, and support; task overload; 
poor leadership and management; job insecurity; and lack of 
promotion, reward, and recognition. These sources of stress 
had consequences both at the professional level (poor job 
performance, poor work relationships, low commitment, and 
withdrawal from role) and at the personal level (physical and 
psychological health problems, strained personal relation-
ships, and poor quality of life). These consequences were 
moderated by both job resources (social support, recognition 
and achievement, flexible work) and personal resources 
(stress management techniques, work–home balance, tight 
role boundaries).

A study tested the Demand–Control–Support model in 
166 academics at a U.K. university (McClenahan et al., 
2007). The results indicated additive effects of job demands 
and control on psychological well-being, and of job demands 
and support on both burnout and job satisfaction. No support 

was found for the hypothesized three-way interaction 
between demands, control, and support (McClenahan et al., 
2007).

Barkhuizen et al. (2014) found that burnout was posi-
tively related to physical symptoms of stress as well as 
stress-induced mental health problems. A study of educator’s 
burnout in South Africa (Pretorius, 1994) found that role 
conflict, role ambiguity, and number of students were posi-
tively related to emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, 
whereas participation in decision making was positively 
related to personal accomplishment.

A sample of multi-occupational staff at a Spanish univer-
sity was studied to assess risk of certain burnout types 
(Montero-Marin et al., 2011). This cross-sectional study 
found that employees working more than 40 hr per week as 
opposed to those working fewer than 35 hr per week were 
more at risk for “frenetic” burnout. Administrative and ser-
vice personnel had a greater risk of “underchallenged” burn-
out than academic staff, and those working more than 16 
years had greater risk for “worn-out” burnout compared with 
those with less than 4 hr of service (Montero-Marin et al., 
2011).

A study conducted by Converso et al. (2019) examined 
the relation of two job demands, that is, work overload and 
conflict among colleagues, with burnout, and workaholism, 
and found that the associations were in the expected direc-
tions. A report on working conditions for Norwegian aca-
demics (Bentley et al., 2010) indicated that a number of 
these stressors also may exist at Norwegian universities. A 
significant percentage (20% or more) of faculty reported 
dissatisfaction with teaching facilities, technological sup-
port for teaching, equipment and instruments for research, 
and administrative support for teaching and research. While 
most academics were satisfied with their job and career, 
almost 40% indicated that the job also represented a consid-
erable amount of personal strain. Communication and man-
agement support were also sources of dissatisfaction, and 
almost 40% indicated lack of competent leadership by top 
management. Another report on working hours among fac-
ulty working in Norwegian universities and university col-
leges indicated long working hours (46.7 hr/week) and 
dissatisfaction with the time allocated to do research 
(Egeland & Bergene, 2012). These reports suggest some 
existing job demands among Norwegian academics, but 
there are no studies that have looked at the relationship of 
such demands to individual health and well-being and 
important organizational outcomes in Norway.

While it is important to understand the factors in the 
workplace that may lead to occupational stress, it is also 
important to understand what could turn this around and lead 
to people feeling engaged, motivated, and performing opti-
mally (Bakker, 2017; Richardsen, 2019). The trend toward 
positive psychology represents a shift in focus toward human 
strength and optimal functioning rather than on weaknesses 
and poor functioning (Fairlie, 2017; Linley et al., 2006). It 
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will be beneficial for our understanding of individuals and 
organizations to look at the role of a more positive state of 
mind, that is, engagement with work (Demerouti et al., 
2001). Engagement with work has been defined as the oppo-
site of stress and burnout (Maslach, 1998; Maslach & Leiter, 
1997), or a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 
that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2002). It repre-
sents a motivational process in which available job resources 
will stimulate activity and work performance (Bakker et al., 
2003). The fact that many Norwegian academics report high 
job and career satisfaction (Bentley et al., 2010) indicates 
that there are aspects of the academic work situation that 
contribute to work engagement and motivation to perform.

International studies of academic staff have found that  
job resources are positively related to work engagement. In 
a study of 422 academicians from universities all around 
Turkey, it was found that resources such as autonomy, social 
support from colleagues, coaching by senior staff, task sig-
nificance, and opportunities for personal development were 
all strong predictors of job engagement (Altunel et al., 2015). 
The study by Converso et al. (2019) found that meaningful-
ness and reward were positively related to engagement. Eldor 
and Shoshani (2016) studied 226 Israeli teachers and found 
that expressions of compassion from colleagues and princi-
pals related positively to teachers’ emotional vigor, organiza-
tional commitment, and job satisfaction, and also helped 
teachers cope with stressful teaching conditions. Job demands 
(workload) and resources (supervisor support, role clarity, 
and task characteristics) predicted burnout and engagement 
among 595 academics from six South African universities, as 
hypothesized by the JD-R model (Barkhuizen et al., 2014). 
Their results also showed a strong indirect effect of disposi-
tional optimism on burnout, engagement, ill health, and  
organizational commitment. Dispositional optimism was 
negatively related to burnout and had a strong positive rela-
tionship with job resources, indicating that personal resources 
in the form of a generalized expectation of positive outcomes 
in various life domains affected the ability to control and 
influence one’s work environment (Barkhuizen et al., 2014).

Some studies have looked at the relationship between job 
engagement and various work outcomes. For example, 
Lauring and Selmer (2015) found that the various aspects of 
job engagement were differentially related to work outcomes 
in a sample of expatriate academics in Singapore. Physical 
engagement or vigor was positively associated with adjust-
ment to the job and actual work performance, emotional 
engagement or dedication was associated with shorter time 
to proficiency in the job and high job satisfaction, while cog-
nitive engagement or the ability to be absorbed in one’s work 
was associated with reduced satisfaction and well-being 
(Lauring & Selmer, 2015). Barkhuizen et al. (2014) found 
that engagement was positively associated with organiza-
tional commitment. Similarly, a study of lecturers at a 

university in Indonesia found that engagement was related to 
job satisfaction, which in turn was associated with organiza-
tional citizenship behavior (Affandi et al., 2019). Another 
study of lecturers from Indonesia found that job resources 
moderated the relationship between job demands and engage-
ment (Nurendra, 2018). A study conducted in Jordanian uni-
versities found that the relationship between job demands 
and resources on engagement was mediated by job satisfac-
tion (Alzyoud, 2016).

To sum up, some research examining burnout and engage-
ment in different universities all over the world has been con-
ducted, but there is still a need to develop knowledge that 
provides the basis for evidence-based practice for promoting 
health and productivity in academic work life in Norway or 
Scandinavia. That is because the Nordic countries stand out 
in terms of strong trade unions and good welfare regulations 
such as parental leave, 5 weeks paid vacation, and sick leave 
pay. An important aspect is to discover factors that may pro-
tect the individual against excessive work demands and 
burnout and that foster engagement. The aim of the current 
study was to identify job demands (workload, work conflicts, 
and work–family conflicts) and job resources (autonomy, 
leader support, leader trust, and procedural justice) that were 
related to burnout and engagement in a sample of Norwegian 
university staff. In accordance with previously published 
studies, job demands were expected to be positively related 
to burnout and negatively related to engagement, while job 
resources were expected to be negatively related to burnout 
and positively related to engagement (Han et al., 2020; 
Kaiser et al., 2020; Martinussen et al., 2017; Mudrak et al., 
2018).

Leadership has traditionally not been included in the 
JD-R model; however, more recent studies have indicated 
that positive or constructive leadership may be seen as a job 
resource (Kaiser et al., 2020), and also that the effect may be 
indirect by moderating the effects of demands and resources 
on burnout (Schaufeli, 2015). We therefore wanted to exam-
ine the potential moderating effect of leadership on the rela-
tionship between job demands and burnout and engagement. 
We hypothesized that leadership would have a buffering 
impact on the negative effects that job demands can have on 
burnout and engagement.

Another aim was to compare the level of engagement and 
burnout in the current sample with the level of engagement 
and burnout among other samples such as different occupa-
tional groups in Norway. It was expected that the mean level 
of burnout and engagement would be comparable with the 
mean level of burnout and engagement in other occupational 
groups in Norway. However, we also expect that the mean 
level of burnout and engagement among Norwegian aca-
demic staff would be more favorable than compared with 
foreign academic staff, possibly because of better working 
conditions such as paid maternity leave or sick leave and 
strong trade unions in Norway.
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Method

Participants and Procedure

The questionnaires and the information letters were distrib-
uted to members of the Norwegian Association of Researchers 
(NAR) at one of the larger universities in Norway by local 
union representatives in 2013. The NAR is the largest trade 
union at the university, organizing staff with higher educa-
tion from all disciplines. It included both academic, techni-
cal, and administrative staff working at the university. The 
completed forms were returned in stamped and addressed 
envelopes to the Norwegian Business School. The study was 
approved by the Norwegian Data Inspectorate. The total 
number of union members was approximately 700 when the 
survey was distributed, and the number of participants who 
answered the questionnaire was 238, which results in a 
response rate of 34%. The mean age of the participants was 
48.23 (SD = 10.00, n = 235) and about 61% (n = 143) of 
the sample were women. The mean number of working hours 
per week was 44.07 (SD = 8.85, n = 231); 80% (n = 189) of 
the sample had a scientific position and 31% (n = 74) of the 
sample had leader responsibility.

Measures

Demographic variables and aspects of the workplace. The sur-
vey included demographic variables (e.g., age, gender) and 
questions about type of position, leadership responsibilities 
(yes/no), and working hours per week.

Job demands. Workload was assessed with a scale derived 
from the Total Workload Questionnaire (TWQ; Østlyngen 
et al., 2003). The scale includes five items (e.g., “How stress-
ful is your job?” or “Do you feel that you have too much to 
do?”), measured from 1 (not at all) to 7 (to a very large 
extent). The degree of work conflict and work–family conflict 
was measured with four questions from McKeen and Burke 
(1991; for example, “I often experience conflicts with other 
colleagues at work” or “I often feel a conflict between my 
work and my family roles or other obligations”). Cronbach`s 
alpha was adequate for workload (α = .71) and work con-
flict (α = .72), and good for work–family conflict (α = .85). 
These three job demands have been used in previously con-
ducted research and found to be important predictors for 
worker well-being in different samples of health care profes-
sionals (Kaiser et al., 2020; Martinussen et al., 2017).

Job resources. Autonomy in the workplace was also measured 
by a scale obtained from the TWQ (Østlyngen et al., 2003) 
and has been used in previous research in different samples of 
health care professionals (Kaiser et al., 2020; Martinussen 
et al., 2017). The scale includes five items (e.g., “To what 
extent do you have direct influence on what you do in your 
job?” or “To what extent can you, on your own initiative, real-
ize your own ideas in your job?”), measured from 1 (not at 

all) to 7 (to a very large extent). Cronbach’s alpha was good 
for autonomy (α = .88). Two scales were used to assess dif-
ferent aspects of leadership, including Leader Support which 
included six items (Kuvaas & Dysvik, 2010), and Leader 
Trust with eight items from Winefield et al. (2003). The ques-
tions included in the Leader Support scale (e.g., “My superior 
really cares about my opinions” or “takes an interest in my 
well-being at work”) were answered on a 5-point scale (1 = 
completely agree to 5 = completely disagree). The questions 
included in the Leader Trust scale (e.g., “My department 
head/leader can be trusted”) were answered on a 5-point scale 
(1 = completely agree to 5 = completely disagree). Cron-
bach’s alpha was excellent for both Leader Support and 
Leader Trust (α = .93 and α = .96). Aspects of organiza-
tional justice were measured with the scale Procedural Jus-
tice. The questions were used in a previous study of Australian 
researchers (Winefield et al., 2003) and included a total of 
five questions (e.g., “at my university, the procedures for 
advancement are fair”) answered on a 5-point scale from 1 
(completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The estimated 
Cronbach’s alpha was good (α = .82).

Employee well-being. To measure engagement, the short ver-
sion of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) was 
used (Nerstad et al., 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2006). The psy-
chometric properties of the Norwegian version of the scale 
have been found to be good among different Norwegian 
samples (Nerstad et al., 2010). It consists of three scales: 
Vitality, Enthusiasm, and Ability for Introspection. In this 
study, the total score was used, as measured by nine items 
(e.g., “I am full of energy in my work,” “I am proud of the 
work I do,” or “I feel happy when I am immersed in my 
work”). The questions were rated on a scale from 0 (never) to 
6 (every day). Cronbach`s alpha for the scale was excellent 
(α = .91). The subscale Exhaustion from the Norwegian ver-
sion of the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey 
(MBI-GS) was used as it represents the core dimension of 
burnout (Maslach et al., 1996; Richardsen & Martinussen, 
2005). The psychometric properties of the Norwegian ver-
sion of the inventory have been found to be good among 
different Norwegian samples (Richardsen & Martinussen, 
2005). The scale ranges from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). The 
scale consists of five items (e.g., “I feel emotionally drained 
by my work” or “I feel exhausted by the end of the work-
day”). Internal consistency was excellent (α = .87).

Data Analysis

The statistical analyses were performed with the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, Version 26). 
Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for the different scales. 
Values above .70 are considered as adequate, values of .80 or 
above as good, and values of .90 or higher as excellent 
(European Federation of Psychologists’ Association, 2013). 
Because the two scales Leader Support and Leader Trust 
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were highly correlated (r = .83, p < .01), they were com-
bined into one scale called Leadership (α = .97; 14 items). 
Two hierarchical multiple regression analyses were con-
ducted to predict Burnout, measured by its core dimension 
exhaustion, and Engagement (see Figure 1). We controlled 
for demographic characteristics—age in years, sex (women 
or men), type of position (technical/administrative or scien-
tific), work hours per week, and leadership responsibility 
(yes or no)—in Step 1, and continued by entering job 
demands in Step 2—workload, work conflict, and work–
family conflict—and job resources in Step 3—autonomy, 
leadership, and procedural justice. Furthermore, Step 4 
included interaction terms between Workload, Work Conflict 
and Work–Family Conflict, and Leadership, respectively, to 
examine the potential moderating effect of leadership on the 
relationship between job demands and burnout and engage-
ment. For this purpose, all independent, continuous predic-
tors were centered as suggested by Aiken and West (1991). 
In addition to those analyses, t tests were conducted to com-
pare burnout and engagement of the current sample with 
other samples. Effect sizes of Hedges’s g = 0.20 indicate 
small effect sizes, while Hedges’s g of 0.50 and 0.80 indicate 
medium and large effect sizes (Cohen, 1988).

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations, and the 
correlations between the variables. All correlations were in 
the expected directions. The strongest correlations were found 
between workload and burnout (r = .44, p < .01), and work–
family conflict and burnout (r = .44, p < .01). Leadership 
was negatively correlated with burnout (r = −.19, p < .01) 
and positively correlated with engagement (r = .19, p < .01).

Predicting Burnout and Engagement

Table 2 presents the results of the hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analyses for the prediction of burnout and engagement. 
The model explained 39% the variance in burnout and 33% in 
engagement. Demographic characteristics (Step 1) explained 
a significant amount of variance in engagement (11%) but not 
in burnout (1%). Job demands on Step 2 (workload, work 
conflict, and work–family conflict) added most of the 
explained variance to burnout (32%) and 8% to engagement. 
Job resources on Step 3 explained most of the variance in 
engagement (13%) and only 6% in burnout. The only signifi-
cant job resource for engagement was autonomy, which was 
also significantly and negatively related to burnout. The inter-
action terms between the three different job demands and 
leadership were not significant for any of the outcomes.

Burnout and Engagement in Different Groups

Burnout in terms of exhaustion was significantly lower in the 
current sample (M = 1.86, SD = 1.32, n = 238) compared 
with exhaustion in a sample of academics in the United 
Kingdom (M = 2.73, SD = 1.67, n = 166; t = 5.83, p < 
.001, Hedges’s g = 0.59; McClenahan et al., 2007) or 
exhaustion among a sample of four different Norwegian 
occupational groups (M = 2.17, SD = 1.32, n = 1,590; t = 
3.37, p < .001, Hedges’s g = 0.23; Richardsen & Martinussen, 
2005). There was no significant difference in exhaustion 
between the current sample and a sample of Norwegian 
health care workers (M = 1.71, SD = 1.25, n = 485; t = 
−1.49, p > .05, Hedges’s g = 0.12; Kaiser et al., 2020).

Engagement was significantly higher in the current sam-
ple (M = 4.36, SD = 1.07, n = 238) compared with engage-
ment across different occupational groups in Norway (M = 
3.92, SD = 1.20, n = 1,266; t = −5.27, p < .001; Nerstad 

Figure 1. Theoretical model of the hierarchical multiple regression analyses to predict burnout and engagement.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Variables in the Study (n = 236–238).

Variables M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.

Demographics
  1.  Age in years 48.23 10.00 —  
  2.  Sex (0 = women,  

1 = men)
— — .15* —  

  3.  Position (0 = 
administrative, 1 = 
scientific)

— — .14* .04 —  

  4.  Leader responsibility 
(0 = yes, 1 = no)

— — −.16* .02 .07 —  

  5.  Work hours per week 44.07 8.85 .07 .05 .24** −.23** —  
Job demands
  6. Workload 4.15 1.05 .05 −.00 .07 −.13* .24** —  
  7. Work conflict 2.01 1.17 .09 .07 .19** −.03 .14* .24** —  
  8. Work–family conflict 3.32 1.75 −.28** −.05 .01 −.12 .26** .43** .20** —  
Job resources
  9. Autonomy 5.07 1.06 −.11 .01 .09 −.12 −.00 −.32** −.17** −.12 —  
 10. Leadership 3.49 1.05 −.17** −.04 −.24** −.06 −.04 −.11 −.43** −.03 .31** —  
 11. Procedural justice 2.75 0.76 .05 −.06 −.01 −.19** −.01 −.06 −.15* .00 .29** .33** —  
Worker well-being
 12. Burnout 1.86 1.32 −.08 −.04 .05 −.03 .05 .44** .29* .44** −.34** −.19** −.15* —
 13. Engagement 4.36 1.07 .06 −.14* .19** −.16* .17* −.16* −.12 −.15* .43** .19** .23** −.39**

*p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed).

Table 2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis Results for the Prediction of Burnout and Engagement (n = 228).

Predictor

Burnout Engagement

ΔR2 B ΔR2 B

Step 1: Demographics .01 .11***  
 Age in years −.00 −.00
 Sex (0 = women, 1 = men) −.01 −.35**
 Position (0 = administrative, 1 = scientific) .06 .54**
 Leader responsibility (0 = yes, 1 = no) −.02 −.22
 Work hours per week −.02** .02**
Step 2: Job demands .32*** .08***  
 Workload .31*** −.07
 Work conflict .21** −.08
 Work–family conflict .21*** −.07
Step 3: Job resources .06*** .13***  
 Autonomy −.28*** .29***
 Leadership −.03 .07
 Procedural justice −.07 .16
Step 4: Interaction .01 .01  
 Workload × Leadership .09 .04
 Work Conflict × Leadership .08 −.09
 Work–Family Conflict × Leadership −.00 .01
Total R2 .39*** .33***  

Note. The unstandardized B coefficients were from the final model with all four steps included.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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et al., 2010). The effect size was small (Hedges’s g = 0.37). 
There was no difference in engagement between the current 
sample and a sample of Norwegian health care workers (M 
= 4.42, SD = 1.01, n = 485; t = 0.74, p > .05, Hedges’s g 
= 0.06; Kaiser et al., 2020).

Discussion

The present study investigated the relationship between vari-
ous work demands typical in academic settings and common 
resources for psychological health and well-being in a 
Norwegian university. All job demands (workload, work 
conflict, and work–family conflict) were related to burnout 
indicating the need to keep these occupational stressors low. 
This finding is in line with results from previous research 
(Aronsson et al., 2017). Studies over the past 30 years have 
shown that workload (Alarcon, 2011; Richardsen et al., 
1992), work conflicts, and work–family conflicts (Kaiser 
et al., 2020; Martinussen et al., 2007, 2017; Martinussen & 
Richardsen, 2006; Richardsen et al., 2006) are contributing 
to the exhaustion that characterizes burnout.

At the same time, important work resources such as social 
support, autonomy, opportunities to learn and develop, and 
performance feedback have frequently been associated with 
engagement (Bakker et al., 2003; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 
In the current study, autonomy was negatively related to 
burnout indicating a protective functioning for the develop-
ment of exhaustion. Autonomy was the only significant pre-
dictor for engagement in the regression model considering 
job demands and resources, underlining the twofold impor-
tance of giving the university staff freedom to organize their 
work. Procedural justice was not significantly related to 
burnout or engagement in the regression model. These find-
ings are not in line with results from Boyd et al. (2011) in a 
longitudinal study of Australian academics, who identified 
the importance of the two job resources, procedural fairness 
and autonomy, for the well-being of academics. In addition, 
the job resource of leadership, that consisted of leader sup-
port and leader trust, was not a significant predictor for any 
of the outcomes nor did it moderate the effect of job demands 
on burnout or engagement. This is surprising as poor leader-
ship and management were found to be a source of stress by 
faculty and staff from different Australian universities 
(Gillespie et al., 2001). Similarly, a report on working condi-
tions for Norwegian academics (Bentley et al., 2010) indi-
cated a lack of competent leadership as a source of 
dissatisfaction. Schaufeli (2015) found that leadership had 
only an indirect effect on employee burnout and engage-
ment, and developing leadership behavior was found to be a 
moderator between human resource practices and worker 
well-being in a study of seven larger organizations in 
Belgium (Marescaux et al., 2019). However, in our study, 
leader support and trust were negatively related to work con-
flict and positively related to autonomy and procedural 

justice. Thus, it may be that good leadership in an academic 
setting involves directly reducing work conflicts and sup-
porting autonomy of academic staff, while making sure that 
organizational procedures are fair and just.

The findings of the present study indicate that the level of 
exhaustion was lower in the present sample compared with 
the level of exhaustion in another university sample from the 
United Kingdom or among other Norwegian occupational 
groups, except for Norwegian health care workers. At the 
same time, the level of engagement was relatively high in the 
current sample especially compared with a sample among 
different Norwegian occupational groups, except for the 
level of engagement in Norwegian health care workers. 
Taking into account the assumptions of the JD-R model, 
these findings might indicate a good balance between job 
demands and job resources among Norwegian university 
staff. However, universities and colleges all over the world, 
Norway included, are undergoing large-scale organizational 
change. These changes include restructuring, mergers 
between institutions, and government funding increasingly 
based on performance (e.g., publishing, graduating students). 
While traditionally thought of as a low-stress occupation 
because of tenure, flexibility, autonomy in terms of pursuing 
research interests, and “perks” such as sabbaticals and con-
ference travels, there are now a number of research reports 
that show increases in stress among academic and general 
staff at universities around the world (Gillespie et al., 2001; 
Gomes et al., 2013). Many of the advantages of working in 
academia may have eroded, there are increased workloads, 
salaries are lower compared with the commercial sector, and 
there is increased pressure to obtain external research fund-
ing and to publish. In a multinational survey of university 
faculty in Norway, Finland, Germany, Great Britain, the 
United States, Canada, and Australia (Bentley et al., 2010), 
the results indicated that a higher percentage of Norwegian 
university employees reported that working conditions had 
become worse over the past years, than university employees 
in the other countries. These findings indicate a need for 
identifying relevant job demands and job resources in the 
university setting to adapt the workplace accordingly and to 
further promote healthy workplaces in Norwegian universi-
ties in the future.

Limitations

Limitations of the study were that cross-sectional data were 
used in the analyses and that it is not possible to make causal 
conclusions (Kesmodel, 2018). The use of self-report ques-
tionnaires in research is an effective way for collecting a 
large amount of data. However, self-report questionnaires 
may be prone to common method bias as the independent 
and dependent variables are based on the same measures 
filled in by the same sample who might, in addition, have 
answered questions in a socially desirable way (Jordan & 



8 SAGE Open

Troth, 2020). Another limitation is the low response rate of 
about 34% in the current study. However, even lower 
response rates (23%) among academic staff have been 
reported by McClenahan et al. (2007).

Conclusion

The present study examined the relationship between factors 
of the work environment and employee health. What consti-
tutes a job resource or a job demand might vary from occupa-
tion to occupation. It is, therefore, important to discover 
factors that may protect or harm the individual workers’ 
health and well-being. The current study is one of very few to 
investigate the relationship of such factors among Norwegian 
academics. The sector is characterized by high workload, 
high achievement pressure, and frequent organizational 
changes. The findings of the current study provide the basis 
for evidence-based practice for promoting health in academic 
work life. While it is common for academics to work long 
hours, the results suggest that to reduce the risk of burnout, 
academic leaders and HR (human resources) departments 
would do well to monitor workloads for their academic staff. 
Similarly, reducing work conflict and work–family interfer-
ence will help academic staff to balance demands both on and 
off the job. Academic leaders would also do well to support 
the autonomy that academics so highly value in their jobs. 
Being able to decide how to structure and prioritize their own 
work seems to alleviate the emotional exhaustion of burnout 
and at the same time increase the excitement, dedication, and 
commitment that characterize work engagement. The study 
shows that burnout in this occupational group is less of a 
problem than in many other occupations, and that engage-
ment is high. It is unclear how the increased demands of 
academic work, such as large-scale organizational change, 
increased administrative work, and pressure to obtain research 
funding and to publish, will affect academic staff over time. 
More longitudinal research is needed to examine how changes 
in the workplace may affect worker health and engagement. 
The challenge for leaders will be to identify and support 
desired job resources among employees working at universi-
ties to maintain a high level of engagement with work. A 
combination of quantitative and qualitative methods could 
provide more clarity on these issues.
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