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Abstract

The central aim of the present study among 572 Dutch employees was to examine whether burnout and
its positive antipode—work engagement—could be differentiated on the basis of personality and tempera-
ment. We expected burnout to be characterized by high neuroticism and low extraversion, and engagement
by low neuroticism and high extraversion. Additionally, we predicted that burnout would correlate nega-
tively with the temperament traits (strength of excitation, strength of inhibition, and mobility), whereas
work engagement would correlate positively. Discriminant analyses were used to distinguish burned-out
and engaged employees from their non-burned-out and non-engaged counterparts, respectively. Results
showed that high neuroticism is the core characteristic of burnout, whereas work engagement is character-
ized by low neuroticism in combination with high extraversion and high levels of mobility. Thus, person-
ality and temperament make a difference as far as burnout and work engagement are concerned.
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1. Introduction

Research on burnout has nearly exclusively focused on the role of work characteristics (Halbe-
sleben & Buckley, 2004; Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003). This is not surprising because burnout is de-
fined as a work-related state of mind (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). However, it remains an
intriguing question why some employees report high levels of burnout whereas others working in
the same environment do not. The same applies to work engagement, the positive antipode of
burnout (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004): Why do some employees thrive in particular jobs, whereas
others do not? The current study takes an individual difference perspective and attempts to dis-
criminate employees with high and low burnout scores, and those with high and low engagement
scores based on their personality and temperament.

1.1. Burnout and work engagement

Burnout is characterized by exhaustion (draining of mental energy), cynicism (a negative atti-
tude towards work) and reduced professional efficacy (the belief that one is no longer effective
in fulfilling one’s job responsibilities) (Maslach et al., 2001). Green, Walkey, and Taylor (1991)
refer to exhaustion and cynicism as the ‘core components of burnout’, which is illustrated by
the relatively low correlations of professional efficacy with both other components (Lee & Ash-
forth, 1996). Furthermore, professional efficacy shows a different pattern of correlations with
other work-related variables (Lee & Ashforth, 1996), and seems to develop in parallel to exhaus-
tion and cynicism (e.g., Leiter, 1992).

In contrast to burnout, work engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling, work-related
state of mind, characterized by vigor (high levels of energy while working, willingness to invest
effort in work, and persistence in the face of difficulties), dedication (sense of enthusiasm,
inspiration, pride, and challenge), and absorption (being happily engrossed in one’s work,
whereby time passes quickly and one has difficulties detaching) (Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonza-
lez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002b). Vigor and dedication are considered as the ‘core dimensions’
of work engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), whereas absorption resembles ‘low’, a state
of optimal experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) and seems to act as a consequence of work
engagement.

Burnout and work engagement are independent states that are negatively, but not perfectly, re-
lated (Demerouti, Bakker, De Jonge, Janssen, & Schaufeli, 2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004;
Schaufeli et al., 2002b). More particularly, vigor and dedication are the direct positive opposites
of exhaustion and cynicism, respectively (Gonzalez-Roma, Schaufeli, Bakker, & Lloret, in press).
Schaufeli and Bakker (2001) proposed a particular positioning in the existing two-dimensional
model that consists of an activation and a pleasure dimension. They presume that the activation
dimension is spanned by exhaustion and vigor, whereas the pleasure dimension is likewise spanned
by cynicism and dedication.

In the present study, we examine whether burnout and work engagement can be characterized
in terms of personality and temperament, using the activation and pleasure dimensions as an
underlying framework. This seems plausible since these two dimensions seem to overlap with
the dimensions that are used to conceptualize affect (e.g., Russell & Carroll, 1999) and personality
(e.g., Clark & Watson, 1999; Eysenck, 1990).
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1.2. Affect and personality

Affect refers to mental states in which persons feel good or bad about what is happening to
them (Watson, 2000). As described in terms of short-term emotions (e.g., sad, happy, enthusias-
tic), affect is transitory and situation-specific. In contrast, personality refers to relatively enduring
personal characteristics in the sense of generalized and basic conduct tendencies that reflects long-
term, pervasive individual differences in emotional style and has a general influence on emotional
responses (Warr, 1999).

The structure of affect as well as personality has been investigated using two-dimensional
models. The consensual model to describe affect consists of two dimensions—pleasure and activa-
tion (e.g., Russell & Carroll, 1999). The pleasure axis summarizes at the level of subjective experi-
ence how well one is feeling, whereas the orthogonal activation axis refers to a sense of mobilization
of energy. Negative affect (NA) and positive affect (PA) can be described using these two axes
whereby NA is characterized by feelings like anger, fear, nervousness and subjective stress (Wat-
son, 2000). Conversely, PA is characterized by feelings like enthusiasm, energy, and happiness.

It has been suggested that engaged employees are characterized by high PA and to a somewhat
lesser degree by low NA (Schaufeli et al., 2001), whereas burned-out employees are characterized
by high NA and to a somewhat lesser degree by low PA (Freudenberger, 1974). Concerning burn-
out, a recent meta-analysis corroborated these observations: both exhaustion and cynicism
were significantly related to NA as well as to lack of PA (Thoresen, Kaplan, Barsky, Warren,
& de Chermont, 2003). Unfortunately, to date, there are no studies on the relationship between
affect and work engagement.

Measures of NA and PA have been found to be strongly and systematically associated with the
‘Big Two’ personality factors—neuroticism and extraversion. Neuroticism stands for the general
tendency to experience distressing emotions such as fear, depression, and frustration, whereas
extraversion reflects the disposition towards cheerfulness, sociability, and high activity (Costa
& McCrae, 1980). It should be noted though that individuals high in emotional stability (the
opposite of neuroticism) do not experience more positive emotions, and that highly introverted
individuals (the opposite of extravert) do not experience more negative emotions (Costa &
McCrae, 1992). Introversion and emotional stability should be seen as the absence of extraversion
and neuroticism, respectively, rather than the opposite. Not surprisingly, measures of NA are
strongly related to neuroticism but only weakly to extraversion and conversely, measures of
PA are more strongly related to extraversion than to neuroticism (cf. Watson & Clark, 1992).

Various studies have documented a positive relationship of burnout (exhaustion and cynicism)
with neuroticism, whereas the relationship with extraversion is somewhat weaker and negative
(Burisch, 2002; Cano-Garcia, Padilla-Munoz, & Carrasco-Ortiz, 2005; De Vries & Van Heck,
2002; Mills & Huebner, 1998; Zellars, Hochwarter, Perrewé, Hoffman, & Ford, 2004). Taken
together, we predict that employees who score high on burnout are characterized by high levels
of neuroticism and low levels of extraversion (Hypothesis 1).

To date information is lacking about the relationship between personality and work engage-
ment, however a positive relationship with extraversion and a negative relationship with neurot-
icism is plausible (Hypothesis 2). For instance, it has been shown that, independent of affect and
life events, extraversion is a strong predictor of well-being (Diener & Lucas, 1999). Similarly the
probability of optimal well-being increases as extraversion increases, and as neuroticism decreases
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(Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002). Finally, relative to neurotic individuals, extraverted individuals
are more likely to experience vigor (Brief & Weiss, 2002).

1.3. Temperament

Temperament refers to the more fundamental, biologically rooted, characteristics of personality
(Strelau, Angleitner, & Newberry, 1999). In the current study, we focus on the features of central
nervous system functioning that constitute the basis of the Pavlovian conceptualization of temper-
ament. Strength of excitation (SE) refers to the functional capacity of the nervous system to react
adequately under circumstances of intense, long-lasting stimulation. Individuals who score high
on SE persist in performing planned activities and actions, even if the situation is threatening.
They show a preference for demanding activities, are resistant to fatigue, and are able to perform
well under stressful conditions. Strength of inhibition (SI) refers to the capability of inhibiting
behavior when this behavior is inappropriate in a certain situation. Individuals high in SI are able
to learn and acquire inhibitions that reflect the ability to stop or delay behavior when this is
needed, and they are able to refrain from impulsive reactions. Finally, mobility of nervous pro-
cesses (MO) refers to the ability to respond adequately to changes in stimulus conditions, includ-
ing environmental demands. High scorers on MO adapt quickly to new surroundings and switch
easily between activities.

It can be argued that burnout is negatively related to SE, SI, and MO (Hypothesis 3), because
burned-out employees do not prefer demanding activities, are easily fatigued and emotionally dis-
turbed, and have difficulties adapting to change (cf. Freudenberger, 1974; Schaufeli & Enzmann,
1998). Contrarily, engaged workers are deeply involved in demanding and challenging work activ-
ities, feel energetic, and in control, and are flexible and open to change (cf. Schaufeli et al., 2001),
thus a positive relationship with SE, SI and MO is to be expected (Hypothesis 4).

Very few studies have addressed the relationships between burnout and temperament, whereas
studies including work engagement still stand out. De Vries and Van Heck (2002) found high neg-
ative relationships between emotional exhaustion and SE and MO. Furthermore, Michielsen,
Willemsen, Croon, De Vries, and Van Heck (2004) found that SI was significantly negatively re-
lated to exhaustion when controlled for job demands and personality (hardiness, neuroticism and
extraversion). Generally, the temperament traits correlate negatively with fatigue (Michielsen,
De Vries, & Van Heck, 2003).

1.4. The present study

In the current study, we attempt to classify burned-out and non-burned-out employees as well
as engaged and non-engaged employees on the basis of their personality and temperament scores.
Regarding relationships with personality, we build upon the consensual two-dimensional models
of affect (activation and pleasure) and personality (neuroticism and extraversion).

The activity axis overlaps with neuroticism, whereas the pleasure axis overlaps with extraver-
sion (Fig. 1). Exhaustion and vigor constitute the opposites poles of the activation dimension,
whereas cynicism and dedication constitute the opposites poles of the pleasure dimension. For
relationships with temperament we formulated separate hypotheses that are not based on this
two-dimensional research model.
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Fig. 1. Integrated model to classify burnout and work engagement.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and procedure

In total, 572 employees from three different samples participated in this study. Most partici-
pants were men (83%). The mean age was 42 years (SD = 8.0). Seventy percent had a managerial
position, and 52% completed at least college education. The three samples were pooled in order to
increase statistical power and to achieve greater occupational heterogeneity.

Sample 1 consisted of managers from a Dutch Telecom Company (N = 338), who participated
in an occupational health survey. The survey, along with a cover letter was sent to the home
addresses of 450 managers of which 338 returned the completed survey (response rate 75%).

Sample 2 consisted of blue-collar workers from a food-processing company (N = 111). All
employees (N = 190) were asked to fill in the questionnaires voluntarily either at work during
work hours, or at home (response rate 58%).

Sample 3 was recruited among participants of a seminar on ‘positive thinking’ (N =123). A
booklet containing the measurement instruments and a cover letter that explained the purpose
of the study was sent to the home addresses of 360 employees (response rate 34%).

2.2. Measures

Burnout was measured with the Dutch version (Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck, 2000) of the
Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS; Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson,
1996). The subscale exhaustion includes five items (e.g., “I feel mentally exhausted because of
my work™; o = .87) and the subscale cynicism includes four items (e.g., “I doubt the significance
of my work”; a =.79). Items are scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6
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(every day). Several studies have shown that the MBI-GS has excellent psychometric properties,
including high reliabilities of the subscales, factorial validity (e.g., Bakker, Demerouti, & Schau-
feli, 2002; Schutte, Toppinnen, Kalimo, & Schaufeli, 2000), and construct validity (Taris, Schr-
eurs, & Schaufeli, 1999).

Work engagement was measured with the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli
et al., 2002b). The subscale vigor includes six items (e.g., “At work, I feel full of energy”; « = .83)
and the subscale dedication includes five items (e.g., “I am enthusiastic about my job”’; « = .91).
Items are scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day). The reliability
and the factorial validity of the UWES are good (e.g., Schaufeli et al., 2002b; Schaufeli, Martinez,
Marques Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002a).

The personality dimensions extraversion and neuroticism were measured with the Dutch version
(Hoekstra, Ormel, & De Fruyt, 1996) of the NEO-Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI; Costa &
McCrae, 1992). Both scales include 12 items (extraversion, e.g., ‘I laugh easily”, « = .78; neurot-
icism, e.g., ‘I often feel tense and nervous”, o = .82). Items are scored on a 5-point scale ranging
from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). According to the Dutch manual (Hoekstra et al.,
1996), the psychometric properties (e.g., construct validity) of the NEO-FFI are satisfactory.

Temperament was measured with a shortened Dutch version (Van Heck, De Raad, & Vingerho-
ets, 1993) of the Pavlov Temperament Survey (Strelau et al., 1999). Each subscale includes five
items (strength of excitation, e.g., “‘I like to work while there is a lot going on around me”,
o = .81; strength of inhibition, e.g., “It’s easy for me to postpone an activity until the time is there
to do it”, o = .51; and mobility, e.g., “It’s easy for me to do a lot of different things following each
other”, o = .77). Items are scored on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 4 (totally
agree). Good validity of the PTS is warranted by the original handbook (Strelau et al., 1999).

2.3. Statistical analysis

First, means and standard deviations were computed for burnout, work engagement, personal-
ity and temperament. Second, Pearson correlations were calculated to examine the associations
among the study variables.

Two separate discriminant analyses were used to explore to what extent different patterns of
personality and temperament would discriminate between the four combinations of activation
(measured by exhaustion and vigor) and pleasure (measured by cynicism and dedication). This
method of statistical analysis offers the advantage of taking the common variance of the individ-
ual aspects (personality and temperament) into account and thus ignores singularities that might
otherwise blur the picture.

In the first discriminant analysis, four target groups were composed based on the two core
burnout dimensions (exhaustion and cynicism). Quartile scores were used to define high and
low scores on both scales. The groups are labeled as: non-burned-out (low exhaustion and low cyn-
icism, n = 96), cynical (low exhaustion and high cynicism, n = 16), exhausted (high exhaustion
and low cynicism, n = 18), and burned-out (high exhaustion and high cynicism, n = 93). Most
employees are grouped either in the non-burned-out group or in the burned-out group, since both
burnout dimensions are substantially interrelated (see Table 1).

In the second discriminant analysis, the two core work engagement dimensions (vigor and
dedication) were used to compose the four following groups, again on the basis of quartiles:
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Table 1

Means (M), standard deviations (SD) and Pearson correlations of the study variables (N = 572)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Exhaustion 1.49  1.00

2. Cynicism 1.23  1.01 0.53

3. Vigor 427 082 -0.37 -041

4. Dedication 434 103 -029 —0.60 0.68

5. Neuroticism 2548  6.56 0.50 048 —0.48 —0.40

6. Extraversion 4463 566 033 —-0.37 0.44 0.37 —-0.48

7. Strength of Excitation  12.31 2.86 —0.26 —0.21 0.29 020 —-0.27 0.25

8. Strength of Inhibition 13.53 193 —-024 —0.28 0.28 022 —-0.33 0.18 0.31

9. Mobility 1538 214 —-0.34 —-0.30 0.44 033 —-0.51 046 042 0.33

Note: All correlations are significant at the 0.01 level.

non-engaged (low vigor and low dedication, n = 87), dedicated (low vigor and high dedication,
n = 3), vigorous (high vigor and low dedication, n = 7) and engaged (high vigor and high dedica-
tion, n = 118). Analogously to burnout, most employees are grouped either in the non-engaged
group or in the engaged group, illustrating the interrelatedness of both dimensions (see Table 1).

Because we were primarily interested in discriminating burned-out or engaged employees from
non-burned-out and non-engaged employees, in both discriminant analyses we included only the
two extreme groups, namely the burned-out group (n = 93) versus the non-burned-out group
(n =96), and the engaged group (n = 118) versus the non-engaged group (n = 87), respectively.

Additionally, logistic regression analyses (LRA) were conducted in order to correct for the
potential influence of the heterogeneity of the groups with respect to demographic variables
(age, gender and educational level).

3. Results
The means, standard deviations and correlations of the variables are displayed in Table 1.
3.1. Discriminating burned-out from non-burned-out employees

The first hypothesis implied that burned-out employees can be classified by a combination of
high scores on neuroticism and low scores on extraversion. Indeed, our first discriminant analysis
showed that the two groups (non-burned-out versus burned-out) could be distinguished signifi-
cantly, Wilk’s 1 = .49, y*(5) = 130.52, p <.001. The discriminant function had an eigenvalue of
1.03 and a canonical correlation of .71. Overall, 85.2% of the total sample could be correctly clas-
sified, which is superior to a random assignment based on prior group membership probabilities
(50%) (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2001).

Since in discriminant analysis, loadings > |0.30| are considered to be substantial, the discrimi-
nant function, in fact, represents only neuroticism with a loading of .81 (see Table 2). This means
that compared to the non-burned-out employees, burned-out employees are characterized exclu-
sively by a high level of neuroticism. Hence Hypothesis 1 was partly supported: burned-out
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Table 2

Discriminant functions: standardized canonical coefficients for personality and temperament
Analysis 1 Analysis 2
Burnout Work engagement
n=189 n =205

Scales

Neuroticism 0.81 —0.49

Extraversion —0.18 0.35

Strength of Excitation —0.14 0.07

Strength of Inhibition —0.18 0.12

Mobility 0.00 0.36

employees are characterized by high scores on neuroticism but not by low scores on extraversion.
Hypothesis 3 had to be rejected. Temperament does not play a role in discriminating burned-out
from non-burned-out employees.

3.2. Discriminating engaged from non-engaged employees

The second hypothesis implied that work engagement is characterized by high scores on extra-
version and low scores on neuroticism. Our second discriminant analysis showed that the two
groups (non-engaged versus engaged) could be significantly distinguished, Wilk’s A= .53,
7(5) = 126.62, p < .001. This discriminant function had an eigenvalue of .88 and a canonical cor-
relation of .68. Overall, 84.4% of the total sample could be correctly classified. Table 2 shows that
the discriminant function represents a combination of neuroticism (loading = —.49) and extraver-
sion (loading = .35). Hence, compared to the non-engaged group the engaged group is character-
ized by low scores on neuroticism, paired with high scores on extraversion, corroborating
Hypothesis 2.

Concerning the role of temperament traits: mobility contributes positively to the discriminant
function (loading = .36), partly supporting Hypothesis 4. Taken together, the results indicate that
engaged employees are characterized by extraversion, mobility and low neuroticism.

The logistic regression analyses, including age, gender and educational level as covariates
yielded results that were highly similar to those of the discriminant analyses. Specifically, results
showed that only neuroticism significantly predicts burnout, whereas neuroticism, extraversion
and mobility are significant predictors of work engagement. This means that, even after control-
ling for age, gender and educational level, the findings are not modified.

4. Discussion

The central aim of the present study was to explore the position of burnout and work engage-
ment in a two dimensional space that displays the structure of affect and personality. The results
show that, indeed, individual differences do matter when it comes to discriminating groups of
employees who score high and low on burnout and work engagement.
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Burnout seems to be primarily related to neuroticism, whereas the assumption that burned-out
employees are characterized by particular temperamental traits was not corroborated. Although
extraversion as well as the temperament traits correlated significantly and in the expected direction
with both burnout dimensions, neuroticism dominated the picture. The size of the correlations be-
tween neuroticism and burnout in the current study are comparable with those found in other stud-
ies (e.g., Cano-Garcia et al., 2005; Mills & Huebner, 1998; Zellars et al., 2004). Two possible
explanations may be considered for this strong relationship between neuroticism and burnout.
First, neuroticism may reflect a vulnerability factor, increasing stress sensibility (Suls, 2001). For
instance, employees high in neuroticism perceive their work environment as more threatening,
which in turn, leads to negative emotions and poor performance (Schneider, 2004), and increases
the risk of burnout (Tokar, Fischer, & Subich, 1998). Second, neuroticism may exacerbate the
effects of job demands on burnout. For instance, neurotic individuals tend to experience more
exhaustion due to daily problems (Bolger & Schilling, 1991; Hills & Norvell, 1991).

The hypothesis that work engagement is characterized by high scores on extraversion in com-
bination with low scores on neuroticism was fully endorsed. In other words, work engagement
seems to fit our proposed taxonomy displayed in Fig. 1, it is positioned in the quadrant that is
constituted by high scores on activation (thus low scores on neuroticism) and high scores on plea-
sure (thus high scores on extraversion).

Taken together, it seems that burnout and engagement are each other’s opposites only as far as
neuroticism is concerned. The expected reverse pattern was not observed for extraversion, which
only played a role in discriminating employees high and low on engagement. It is quite remarkable
that extraversion did not play a role in the classification of burnout because this contradicts find-
ings from other studies (e.g., Michielsen et al., 2003; Mills & Huebner, 1998; Zellars et al., 2004),
showing that extraversion was negatively related to emotional exhaustion and—to a somewhat
lesser extent—cynicism. It should be added, however, that usually neuroticism and extraversion
were studied separately. However, when they were simultaneously included in a regression equa-
tion, only a significant effect of neuroticism remained (Zellars et al., 2004), which is in line with the
results of our discriminant analysis.

With regard to temperament, mobility appears to play a unique, additional role in classifying
employees high and low on work engagement. Our results indicate that engaged employees adapt
quickly to changes in their environment, and pass easily from one activity to the other compared
to their counterparts. This agrees with earlier qualitative descriptions of engaged employees
(Schaufeli et al., 2001). For instance, engaged employees keep looking for new challenges in their
jobs, and when they feel no longer challenged they change jobs.

5. Limitations

Although our scales were generally reliable, strength of inhibition was a notable exception. This
is consistent with other studies, but may have been responsible for the fact that strength of inhi-
bition did not play a role in discriminating burned-out and engaged employees from their coun-
terparts. Furthermore, our study used a cross-sectional design so that we cannot draw any
conclusions about causality; hence the previously discussed issues of vulnerability and exacerba-
tion should be resolved by future studies.
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6. Conclusion

The current study has shown that burned-out and engaged employees can be distinguished
from their counterparts on the basis of their personality and temperament. It appears that neu-
roticism is of prime importance for burnout, whereas for work engagement also levels of extraver-
sion and mobility (the capacity to adapt to changing environments) matter.
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