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Abstract

Burnout has been identified as a significant issue among those in instructional positions. The purpose of the present research
was to identify and describe the status of burnout among higher education online instructors. The population for this study included
responses of 76 online instructors employed by baccalaureate granting institutions within the United States. A demographic survey
and the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES) were used to collect data from respondents. Data analysis
revealed online instructors possessed an average score on the emotional exhaustion subscale, high degree of depersonalization, and
low degree of personal accomplishment.
© 2007 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Online instructional delivery has become an important component in higher education (Farrington, 1999; Katz,
1999; Rickard, 1999). According to Huffstutter and Fields (2000), in 1999 one in three U.S. colleges offered some sort
of accredited online degree and one million students took online courses. Further, Allen and Seaman (2004) reported at
least 2 million higher education students were engaged in online learning in the year 2004. To date, more than
2.33 million college students are taking at least one online course (USA TODAY, 2006). This anytime, anywhere
delivery of courses by computer networks has become a viable alternative for students who either cannot or choose not
to travel to campuses to attend traditional class (Rovai & Gallien, 2005).

Levin (1997) established a basis for understanding how online teaching and learning presents new challenges for
instructors in colleges and universities. Hogan, McKnight, and Legier (2006) asserted that the complexity of the
learning paradigm increases because the instructor is not only responsible for lesson organization and the
characteristics of the instructor and students, but must also take into account the methods, content and delivery systems
employed in the distance learning environment. Further research has indicated the key competencies that are necessary
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for online instructors to be effective (Cyrs & Smith, 1988; Thach, 1994). More recently, Wilson, Ludwid-Hardman,
Thornam, and Dunlap (2004) asserted that instructors are a key component of asynchronous online courses because
they:

➢ Provide the infrastructure for learning (syllabus, calendar, communication tools, and instruction resources;
➢ Model effective participation, collaboration, and learning strategies;
➢ Monitor and assess learning and provide feedback, remediation, and grades;
➢ Troubleshoot and resolve instructional, interpersonal, and technical problems; and
➢ Create a learning community in which learners feel safe and connected and believe their contributions are valued.

One way for an online instructor to demonstrate the aforementioned components in an online environment is to be
online constantly, which can lead to burnout (Dunlap, 2005). Further, the online teaching environment offers a variety
of complexities, each of which could potentially lead to instructor burnout.

Initially, it is worth noting that faculty traditionally perceive teaching online as more work and more time consuming
than teaching a traditional course (Hislop & Ellis, 2004). With such a stigma attached to online instruction, this
becomes a major workplace stressor; possibly leading to burnout symptoms. In addition, because of the additional
training and knowledge required to effectively teach online, it is reasonable to conclude that additional faculty effort
would be needed; another possible source of burnout for online faculty. Shea (2006) indicated that students report
higher levels of learning community and teaching effectiveness in situations when they perceive higher levels of
teaching presence, such as active directed facilitation and effective instructional design practices. Certainly the process
of acquiring the knowledge and training to deliver effective online instruction could be a source of added stress and/or
burnout to faculty.

The growth of distance education in higher education establishes a need to examine burnout specific to online
instructors. Although burnout among educators has been studied, no specific work has been conducted relative to
burnout among higher education online instructors.

The present research examines burnout among higher education faculty members instructing online courses.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine levels of burnout among university faculty instructing courses in an
online learning environment. Specifically, the present research examined the following research questions:

1. To what degree does burnout occur in higher education online instructors?
2. Is there a significant relationship between gender and burnout level of higher education online instructors?
3. How do measures of burnout among higher education online instructors compare with the existing normative data of

educators?

In an effort to answer these questions, the term “online instructor”must be operationally defined. For purposes of the
present research, the term “online instructor” indicates a college or university instructor who taught courses in a purely
online environment (i.e., no face to face interaction).

2. Literature review

2.1. Burnout defined

For over three decades, researchers have examined burnout among various populations, including social workers,
educators, medical and mental health workers, police officers, child care workers, lawyers, and customer service
representatives (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). According toMaslach and Jackson (1981), burnout is a blanket term
that is used to describe a syndrome of emotional exhaustion and cynicism that occurs in response to the stressors and
strains of professional life. Originally, burnout was defined by Freudenberger's (1974) in an article entitled Staff Burn-
Out as a specific psychological condition in which people suffer emotional exhaustion, experience a lack of personal
accomplishment, and tend to depersonalize others. Maslach et al. (1996) updated this definition stating that burnout is “a
syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among
individuals who work with people in some capacity” (p. 4). Subsequently, Maslach (2003) has refined the definition of
burnout as job related and “a prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job” (p.1).
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Emotional exhaustion can occur when, “a worker's resources are depleted and they feel that they are no longer able
to give themselves at a psychological level” (Maslach et al., 1996, p.4). Masclach and Jackson (1986) identified three
burnout dimensions:

1) emotional exhaustion, feelings of being emotionally overextended and exhausted by one's work;
2) depersonalization, an unfeeling of impersonal response toward students; and
3) a reduced sense of personal accomplishment, a loss of personal self-efficacy.

2.2. Antecedents and symptoms of burnout

Burnout has been defined as both a psychological and physical response to workplace stress (Maslach, 1982).
Burnout as a syndrome includes three dimensions; emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced feelings
of personal accomplishment (Maslach, 1982, 1993). Cherniss (1980) identified that, in the process of burnout,
both attitudes and behaviors change in an unconstructive manner in response to work stress. Cedoline (1982)
depicted the physical and behavioral symptoms of burnout as the reluctance to go to work, disappointment
with performance, an extension of work problems into the person's home life, and an ultimate feeling of
worthlessness.

Pines (1993) reported that burnout systems include, but are not limited to, fatigue, poor self-esteem, inability to
concentrate on a subject, and a tendency to blame others. Maslach et al. (1996) further asserts that individuals suffering
from burnout experience a depletion of physical and emotional resources, develop cynical attitudes, and feel a loss of
professional self-efficacy. Dunham and Varma (1998) stated that the most pervasive symptoms of teacher burnout are a
noticeable lowering level of job commitment, a loss of enthusiasm and interest, and feelings of disaffection and
alienation.

In addition to negative effects of burnout on individuals, organizations also face significant implications and costs
associated with burnout. Among these negative impacts, organizations experience lower individual work performance,
high rates of turnover, lower levels of organizational commitment, lower reported job satisfaction, high health care
costs, and decreases in creativity, problem solving and innovation (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004; Shirom, 2003).

As stated previously, the dimensions of burnout include emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced
feelings of personal accomplishment. In an effort to develop a comprehensive theoretical framework, Maslach and
Leiter (1997) identified six major influences on burnout: (1) workload; (2) lack of control over establishing and
following day-to-day priorities; (3) insufficient reward and the accompanying feelings of continually having to do more
for less; (4) the feeling of community in which relationships become impersonal and teamwork is undermined; (5) the
absence of fairness, in which trust, openness, and respect are not present; and (6) conflicting values, in which choices
that are made by management often conflict with their mission and core values. While the presence of each of these
would certainly indicate a strong likelihood of the development of burnout symptoms in an individual, it should be
noted than any single one of these could also lead one to display symptoms of burnout.

2.3. Burnout research among higher education faculty

Research on burnout related to higher education faculty is sparse. The present review of literature identified four
studies that examined burnout among higher education members. Blix, Cruise, Mitchell, and Blix (1994) reported that
higher education instructors are likely candidates for burnout because of their relationship with large numbers of
students, staff, and administration. The most recent study on faculty burnout was conducted by Lackritz (2004), who
examined burnout among 265 higher education faculty members and found that burnout shows significant correlations
with numbers of students taught, time invested in various activities, and numerical student evaluations. Further, female
faculty members displayed significantly higher mean scores than their male counterparts on the emotional exhaustion
scale of the MBI-ES.

Talbot (2000) studied burnout among 63 college nursing faculty members. Of the three dimensions of burnout,
faculty members reported experiencing high to moderate levels of emotional exhaustion (39.7%), low feelings of
personal accomplishment (73%) and minimal affects on the depersonalization dimension. Singh, Mishra, and Kim
(1998) investigated the effects of intrinsic motivation to conduct research in relation to burnout among higher
education faculty. They found a positive relationship between perceived lack of research rewards and burnout. Further,
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they found a negative relationship between intrinsic motivation to conduct research and job satisfaction with burnout.
Blix et al. (1994) examined burnout among 400 randomly selected tenure-track university instructors, finding that
burnout correlated positively with stress-related health problems, productivity levels, work stress management, and job
change considerations.

3. Methodology

3.1. Measures

A short demographic questionnaire and Maslach's Burnout Inventory Educator Survey (MBI-ES) were used in this
study. The demographic questionnaire was designed to ascertain variables including age, gender, ethnicity, and
education level. The MBI-ES was used to assess the levels of burnout among higher education online instructors.
According to Maslach et al. (1996), the MBI-ES is designed as a diagnostic tool to label individuals as “burned out.”
The instrument is widely accepted among researchers and addresses the three dimensions of burnout (emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization and personal accomplishment).

The MBI-ES (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996) is comprised of 22 statements in which participants rate items on a
seven-point Likert scale where responses can range from 0 to 6 (0 = Never, 3 = a few times a month, and 6 = Every
Day). The 22 items are broken down into three subscales:

1) emotional exhaustion;
2) depersonalization; and
3) personal accomplishment.

These subscales are categorized in three ranges (low, average, high). The first subscale, emotional exhaustion,
consists of nine questions and assesses the feelings of being overextended and exhausted in one's employment setting.
The second subscale, depersonalization, has five questions and measures impersonal responses toward co-workers and
recipients of services. The third, personal achievement, has eight questions assessing feelings of competence and
success in one's work.

Table 1
Demographic data

Demographic data characteristics N Mean SD % Frequency

Gender 76
Male 60.5 46
Female 39.5 30

Age 76 47.22 10.93
20 to 25 years 2.6 2
26 to 35 years 13.2 10
36 to 45 years 27.6 21
46 to 55 years 31.6 24
56 to 65 years 22.4 17
66 to 75 years 2.6 2

Ethnicity 76
African American 6.6 5
Asian 2.6 1
European American 89.5 68
Hispanic 1.3 1
other 0 0

Education level 76
Associate 1.3 1
Bachelor 13.2 10
Master 42.1 32
ABD 1.3 1
Doctorate 42.1 32
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initially reported the Cronbach alpha estimates of .90 for emotional exhaustion, .76 for depersonalization, and .76 for
personal accomplishment. Gold (1984) further examined the reliability of the MBI-ES reporting Cronbach alpha
estimates of .88 for emotional exhaustion, .74 for depersonalization, and .72 for personal accomplishment. Lee and
Ashforth (1993) confirmed the three dimensions through factor analysis.

3.2. Population

Study participants included 76 university instructors that are currently instructing academic courses in a technology-
enhanced (online) format. Specifically, the population was derived from U.S. academic institutions that grant
undergraduate and graduate degrees and included:

➢ Instructors from a regionally accredited technological college's online division.
➢ Instructors from a regionally accredited university that teach online courses.
➢ Instructors from a nationally accredited “virtual” university that does not offer a residential component.

3.3. Procedure

The researchers contacted administrators from academic institutions to request their permission to participate
in the study. Those administrators who accepted the offer to participate distributed a message (which was
prepared by the researchers) through email correspondence to all faculty members currently instructing online at
their respective institutions. Included in the message was a description of the study and a weblink to an online
survey. Informed consent to participate in the research study was indicated by the completed and submitted
survey.

The online survey was activated from January 15, 2005 to January 30, 2005. Data were collected from 78
respondents, of which 2 were invalid; leaving 76 usable responses. Two respondents duplicated their submission, thus
eliminating their second responses from the data set.

3.4. Descriptive analysis

A summary of the descriptive statistics can be found in Table 1. Of the 76 participants, 30 (39.5%) were
females and 46 (60.5%) were male. The mean age for the population was 47 and ranged from 20 to 75 years.
The ethnic makeup of the population largely consisted of Caucasians (89.5%, N=68), 5 African–Americans

Table 2
Burnout levels of online instructors

Burnout factors

Factor Items Alpha Mean SD
Emotional Exhaustion 1,2,3,6,8,13,14,16,20 0.938 22.08 11.59
Depersonalization 5,10,11,15,22 0.724 9.81 4.68
Personal accomplishment 4,7,9,12,17,18,19,21 0.734 46.91 6.62

Table 3
Burnout among male and female university online instructors

Subscale Female (N=29) Male (N=46) t P

M SD M SD

Emotional exhaustion 23.82 11.66 20.97 11.54 −1.037 0.614
Depersonalization 9.79 3.92 9.82 5.14 0.02 0.59
Personal achievement 47.34 4.69 46.63 7.62 −0.453 0.011
⁎p=b .05
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doctorate degree.

4. Results

4.1. Burnout level of higher education online instructors

Research question 1 asked, “To what degree does burnout occur in higher education online instructors?” Online
instructor burnout scores on each of the three burnout dimensions were computed following the directions in the
Maslach Burnout Inventory Manual. Reliability coefficients for emotional exhaustion (Cronbach's alpha= .94),
depersonalization (Cronbach's alpha= .72), and personal accomplishment (Cronbach's alpha= .73) were all
satisfactory (See Table 2). Responses within each subscale of the MBI-ES were aggregated, resulting in measures
of emotional exhaustion (M=22.08, SD=11.59), depersonalization (M=9.81, SD=4.68) and personal accomplish-
ment (M=46.91, SD=6.62). Thus, online instructors had an average score on the emotional exhaustion subscale, high
degree of depersonalization, and low degree of personal accomplishment.

4.2. Gender and burnout

Research question 2 asked, “Is there a significant relationship between gender and burnout level of higher education
online instructors?” Independent sample t-tests were used to compare differences between male and female university
online instructors across job burnout measures. As shown in Table 2, there were no statistical significant differences in
levels of burnout between male and female university online instructors. Female university online instructors had
higher levels burnout on emotional exhaustion (M=23.82, SD=11.66), than their male counterparts (M=20.97,
SD=11.54; t=−1.037, NS). Female online instructors (M=9.79, SD=3.92) experienced a higher degree of burnout on
the depersonalization subscale than did male online instructors (M=9.82, SD=5.14; t=.02).

Personal accomplishment is the final subscale from the Maslach Burnout Instrument. This subscale is measured in
the opposite direction by which the higher score reflects a positive accomplishment. Female university online
instructors also had higher levels of burnout on personal accomplishment subscale (M=47.34, SD=4.69) than male
university online instructors (M=46.63, SD=7.62; t=− .453, NS).

4.3. Online instructors compared to other educators normative data

Research question 3 asked, “How do measures of burnout among higher education online instructors compare with
the existing normative data of educators?” Table 3 contains previously reported by Maslach et al. (1996) educator's
standard deviations and means on the three burnout subscales. The mean burnout subscale scores of emotional
exhaustion (22.08) is aligned closely with K-12 educators. The depersonalization burnout subscale (9.81) for online
instructors is between normative data of K-12 and postsecondary educators (see Table 4). However, the mean burnout
personal accomplishment (46.91) is somewhat lower than normative data for other educators.

5. Discussion

Burnout is an important concept and has rarely been investigated among higher education faculty. The results have
several implications for institutions and researchers. Wood and McCarthy (2004) reported it is far better with burnout to

Table 4
Normative data comparison

Profession Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Personal accomplishment

Study findings:
Online instructors (n=76) 22.08 (11.59) 9.81 (4.68) 46.91 (6.62)

Normative data:
Teaching (K-12) (n=4163) 21.25 (11.01) 11.00 (6.19) 33.54 (6.89)
Postsecondary education (n=635) 18.57 (11.95) 5.57 (6.63) 39.17 (7.92)
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eliminate the syndrome before it develops. To eliminate burnout Kyriacou (as cited in Wood & McCarthy, 2004)
offered the following advice for institutions:

1. Consult with online faculty on matters directly impacting their learning environment (i.e., curriculum development);
2. Provide adequate resources to support online instructors (i.e., technology support resources);
3. Provide detailed job descriptions and faculty expectations to reduce role ambiguity;
4. Create and maintain clear lines of communication between online faculty and administrators by providing

performance feedback;
5. Facilitate professional development activities (i.e., mentoring, advanced training using online technology); and
6. Reduce teaching load and number of students per online course.

In addition, the results of this study have several implications for researchers. First, Table 2 revealed that online
instructors had an average score on the emotional exhaustion subscale, high degree of depersonalization, and low
degree of personal accomplishment. According to Budinick (2005), higher scores on emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization subscales indicate higher levels of burnout. Personal accomplishment subscale is scored in the
opposite direction; where lower scores on personal accomplishment indicate higher burnout. According to Jackson
(2006), the overall results describe the online instructors to be on the borderline of burnout showing signs of moving
toward a high degree of burnout (Personal communication via e-mail).

Differences between female and male online instructor's burnout levels provided an interesting comparison.
Although no statistical significant was found, female higher education instructors were found to have scored higher on
all three burnout dimensions over their male counterpart. These results point to a significant need for further research
related to gender and burnout in higher education (specifically, online higher education).

Based on initial findings from the present research, additional study of online higher education faculty is warranted.
Initially, present findings should be validated with additional groups of online faculty.

Further research should also investigate the difference, if any, among higher education online instructors from
various disciplines. Because of the pedagogical differences that are inherent in various types of disciplines, a cross-
section of disciplines would be both subject matter specific and generalizable within regard to pedagogy and
andragogy.

Finally, further research is needed to investigate factors that could contribute to burnout such as education level, job
classification (teaching assistant, instructor, assistant/associate professor), online teaching experience, overall teaching
load, class size, or academic training for online instruction. Through a comprehensive cataloging, validating and
grouping of factors that lead to burnout specific to online instruction, recommendations for both theory and practice
might result from these types of research endeavors.
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