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Abstract: Job burnout is a continuing concern for human resource management and mental health
at work, as it affects employee productivity and well-being. The present study conceptualizes
Kahn’s job engagement theory to predict job burnout through a latent growth model. To test the
proposed model, data were collected by surveying 710 employees of R&D departments of financial
information technology firms of Taiwan at multiple points in time over 6 months. Therein, this
study found that as employees perceived more ethical leadership, corporate social responsibility,
and self-efficacy at Time 1, they were more likely to show increases in job engagement development
behavior over time. Further, increases in job engagement development behavior demonstrate their
positive relationship with the decrease in job burnout development behavior over time. These
findings highlight that the potential dynamic consequences of organizational behaviors can lead to
employee career development and occupational mental health.

Keywords: corporate social responsibility; ethical leadership; job burnout; job engagement; self-
efficacy

1. Introduction

In contemporary firms, to effectively compete, firms not only should focus on or-
ganizational sustainability but must also alleviate job burnout (JB) to achieve long-term
sustainable success. Job engagement (JE) can be seen as a key source of organizational
sustainability [1] because JE can positively increase performance, competitive advantage,
and employee retainment rate [2,3]. On the other hand, JB is also an important factor in
influencing organizational sustainability because JB can negatively affect performance,
competitive advantage, and employee retainment rate [4,5]. JB has long been recognized
as an occupational hazard for people-oriented professions [6,7]. JB is a state of physical,
emotional, and mental exhaustion in employees who work with people in emotionally
demanding situations [8]. Individuals suffering from JB exhibit low energy, lack of motiva-
tion, negative feelings about themselves or their work, and withdrawal from interpersonal
interactions [9]. To reduce these negative outcomes, the prevailing approach is to identify
sources of JB and formulate interventions. However, previous studies in the intervention
strategies for alleviating JB have not paid attention to enough levels [8]. Although publi-
cations for JB are gradually increasing [10–12], this area remains somewhat undeveloped.
Previous studies on intervention strategies for alleviating JB generally fall into four cate-
gories. The first category includes studies that adopt a job–person fit perspective to predict
JB, including mismatch in workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and value [8,13].
The second category uses the emotional work perspective to predict JB [14,15]. The third
category uses job-related stresses as antecedents of JB to predict JB [16,17]. Studies in the
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fourth category employ the job demand–resource/control model to predict JB [18,19]. To
this list, the first goal of this study is therefore to present a fifth category that predicts JB
through Kahn’s JE theory [20]. As the issue of JB is more than a trivial theoretical notion,
this study attempts to refine Kahn’s JE theory using a specific model to predict JB.

Many previous researchers have claimed that JE drives employee performance, or-
ganizational success, and financial performance [21]. Despite no universal agreement on
the meaning of JE, the second goal of this study is to conceptualize the JE model through
Kahn’s JE theory. Kahn [20] called for future research to develop a dynamic process model
to explain JE with its antecedents. To respond to Kahn’s call [20], this study develops
a dynamic model of JE development behavior with a longitudinal study. That is to say,
the JE has been treated as a static (trait) variable (i.e., one point in time) in the previous
studies [22–24]. The fundamental premise that individuals can change their level of JE as a
function of the way they interpret and make sense of their work context [25] has remained
relatively unexamined. The change in JE that underlies this question is not trivial because
the notion of individual changes in JE is also fundamental to other prominent theories,
such as job demand–resources theory [26] and the theory of employee well-being [27].
Maslach et al. [8] also addressed similar calls for JB. In response to these concerns, the third
goal of this study is therefore to employ a longitudinal study using a latent growth model
to observe the dynamic processes of organizations over 6 months.

Taken together, this study employed a latent growth model to examine the JE devel-
opment behavior with its antecedents and its effect on JB development behavior. Most
previous JE or JB researchers have been cross-sectional [28,29] rather than an examination
of employee development behaviors over time. By collecting data from 710 employees of
R&D departments at multiple points in time over 6 months, the present study can address
these gaps in the literature.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Kahn’s Job Engagement Conceptualization

Kahn [20] defined JE as “the simultaneous employment and expression of a person’s
“preferred self” in task behaviors that promote connections to work and to others, personal
presence (physical, cognitive, and emotional) and active, full performances” (Kahn [20],
p. 700). That is to say, an organization’s employees show their full selves in role perfor-
mance by driving personal energy into physically, cognitively, and emotionally engaged
statuses [20].

2.2. Antecedents of Job Engagement

Kahn’s [20] study explored how individuals’ experience and job contexts affected them
in executing engagement or disengagement. Three psychological conditions suggested
by Kahn [20] can affect individuals in executing engagement, including psychological
meaningfulness, psychological safety, and psychological availability. The present study
includes an antecedent from each of these categories: ethical leadership, corporate social
responsibility, and self-efficacy.

Ethical leadership: Kahn [20] proposed that individuals experience psychological
meaningfulness that can increase their inclination to devote their resources to work. Psy-
chological meaningfulness is the congruence between the behavior expected by an organi-
zation and an employee’s value of self-image. That is to say, when the employee detects
that his role behavior is congruent with how they view themselves, he or she is more likely
to view his or her role as valuable and significant, which can increase his or her willingness
to execute the development behavior of JE [30].

Ethical leadership means the abilities of a leader in attracting followers to conform
to ethical standards through role modeling [31], and the process of ethical leadership can
generate psychological meaningfulness. For example, the moral values of an organization
can be transmitted from an ethical leader to his or her followers in terms of the behaviors
considered appropriate and expected for their given role [32], and an ethical leader can
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transform the personal values of his or her followers involved in one’s self-image to be
congruent with organizational values [33], which confirm the relationship between ethical
leadership and JE. That is to say, when an individual believes that his or her values of self-
image correspond with his or her organization because of the process of ethical leadership,
he or she will show a high level of JE [20,30]. The transformational process of one’s self-
image is also supported by the “management of meaning” perspective [34] because ethical
leaders define and shape the “reality” (e.g., the behaviors expected by an organization) in
which followers work. Therefore, the present study proposes the first hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Greater perceptions of ethical leadership at the initial time (Time 1) result in
more JE development behavior over time.

Corporate social responsibility: Kahn [20] proposed that individuals feel safe (psycho-
logical safety) in an organization that can increase their inclination to devote their resources
to work. Psychological safety means that an individual perceives the other members as
trustworthy, secure, predictable, and fair in terms of behavioral consequences. The indi-
vidual is willing to show their real self and take risks without fear of the consequences of
failing in such circumstances [20]. The concept of perceived corporate social responsibility
that develops through corporate governance and represents a corporation responsible for
its employees [35] is similar to psychological safety proposed by Kahn [20]. Perceived cor-
porate social responsibility for employees means that a corporation has a moral obligation
to support employees’ working life and guarantee employees’ well-being. That is to say,
employees perceive that their corporates have high levels of corporate social responsibility
for employees, and they have positive and secure expectations for their corporate, which
can increase their willingness to execute the development behavior of JE [30]. Therefore,
the present study proposes the second hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Greater perceptions of corporate social responsibility at the initial time (Time 1)
result in more JE development behavior over time.

Self-efficacy: Psychological availability means that an individual is ready and prepared
to put their resources into the performance of their role, and thus, tend to exhibit a high
degree of engagement in their role performance. That is to say, psychological availability
means that an individual believes that he or she has the necessary resources to engage in
his or her role, which will cause the individual to show high levels of JE [30]. The concept
of self-efficacy means overall confidence and the belief that an individual can succeed by
various types of achievements [36]. An individual with a high degree of self-efficacy is
well adjusted, positive, and self-confident and, thus, has resources available to invest in the
role performance. Therefore, the present study proposes the third hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Greater perceptions of self-efficacy at the initial time (Time 1) result in more
JE development behavior over time.

2.3. Job Engagement and Job Burnout

Burnout is a work-related stress reaction that can be found among employees in a
wide variety of occupations. Most contemporary researchers agree that the syndrome is
characterized by three related, but empirically distinct, elements: exhaustion, cynicism,
and reduced professional efficacy [8,27]. Feelings of exhaustion or energy depletion are
generally considered a core symptom of JB syndrome. Cynicism refers to the development
of negative, cynical attitudes toward work and the people with whom one works (e.g.,
clients and colleagues). Reduced professional efficacy refers to the belief that one is no
longer effective in fulfilling one’s job responsibilities. Thus, burned-out individuals suffer
from feelings of fatigue, behave indifferently toward their work and clients, and they
believe that their performance has suffered accordingly. By contrast, JE is defined as a
positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind where an organization’s members harness
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their full selves into role performance by driving personal energy into physical, cognitive,
and emotional labors [20].

There are two different streams of thought regarding the relationship between JB and
JE. In the first streams of thought, the relationship between JB and JE has been seen as two
opposite poles of one continuum, because JB is an erosion of JE with the job [27]. This
argument has been also examined in past studies [37], which stated that engagement is
negatively related to burnout. In the second stream of thought, instead of being mutually
exclusive states, burnout and engagement are considered independent states and have
been confirmed by a previous empirical study [38]. However, the present study adopts
the former view that JB and JE are two opposite poles of one continuum, because JB is
a state of physical, emotional, and cognitive exhaustion [8] in opposition to JE as a state
of physical, emotional, and cognitive vigorousness [20]. This validates the choice of this
study to examine the relationship between JB and JE and to investigate the extent to which
JE development behavior influences JB development behavior over time. Therefore, the
present study proposes the fourth hypothesis as follows:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). The more increases in JE development behavior result in more decreases in JB
development behavior over time.

3. Methodology and Measurement

The conceptual model of the present study (Figure 1) starts from ethical leadership,
perceived corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy based on Kahn’s JE theory to
JB. The model then illustrates a series of mechanisms that the present study proposes to
explain the influence of JB.
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Figure 1. The latent growth model of this study. Note: EL = ethical leadership; CSR = corporate social responsibility;
SE = self-efficacy; JE = job engagement; JEDB = job engagement development behavior; JB = job burnout; JBDB = job burnout
development behavior. Yn = measurement items. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

3.1. Subjects and Procedures

This study tested the proposed theoretical framework using data collected in three
phases from R&D employees in the financial information technology firms of Taiwan.
The reason we chose the financial information technology firms as our sample is because



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4680 5 of 10

the financial information technology firms industry in Taiwan is highly developed in the
world. This study corresponded with supervisors of R&D departments to recruit voluntary
participants to the survey.

After this study received the initial responses of the employees regarding their assess-
ments of ethical leadership, perceived corporate social responsibility, self-efficacy, JE, and
JB at the first measurement point in time (Time 1), this study surveyed these employees
again about these attributes three months later (Time 2). Six months after the responses
of the second survey were collected, this study performed the third survey (Time 3) to
investigate the same aforementioned respective data among employees. This three-wave
survey method was also adopted for a longitudinal research investigation of organization
development behaviors [39]. The data obtained multiple times can reduce common method
bias [40].

The 800 supervisors of the R&D groups were asked to assist this academic study
and recruit employees from their R&D groups. Of these 800 supervisors, 780 agreed to
provide one employee who would voluntarily participate in the survey. The sample list
included 780 employees of R&D departments in Taiwan. This study obtained 710 responses
at a high response rate of 91%. The average age of the participants in the study was
34 years. A total of 51% of the respondents were female, and 50% of the respondents were
married. The average job tenure was 1.2 years. Finally, 69% of the sample had at least some
college education.

3.2. Measurements

The constructs in this study were measured using 7-point Likert scales drawn from
the existing literature. Two doctoral and five EMBA students specializing in organizational
behavior were invited to help refine the questionnaire items to ensure the content validity
of the scale. Finally, backward translation was applied to compare an English version of
the questionnaire to a Chinese one [41].

Ethical leadership: This study employed Brown et al.’s [31] ethical leadership scale.
A sample item is “My leader sets an example of how to do things the right way in terms
of ethics”.

Perceived corporate social responsibility: This study employed Turker’s [35] scale of
corporate social responsibility for employees. A sample item is “The management of our
company is primarily concerned with employees’ needs and wants”.

Self-efficacy: This study employed Chen et al.’s [36] self-efficacy scale. A sample item
is “I am confident that I can perform effectively on many different tasks.”.

Job engagement: Few existing measures of engagement have fully reflected Kahn’s [20]
conceptualization, regarding the degree to which individuals invest their physical, cog-
nitive, and emotional energy into role performance. Therefore, this study searched for a
measure that mapped Kahn’s conceptualization more precisely. This study used eighteen
items to measure JE. The eighteen items include six items of physical engagement revised
by Brown and Leigh’s [42] measure of work intensity (e.g., “I exert my full effort to my
job”), six items of emotional engagement revised by Russell and Barrett’s [43] research on
core affect (e.g., “I am interested in my job”), and six items related to cognitive engagement
revised by Rothbard’s [44] measure of engagement (e.g., “At work, my mind is focused on
my job”).

Job burnout: From the Maslach Burnout Inventory [45], twenty-two items were
selected to measure the three dimensions of JB: (1) exhaustion (e.g., “I feel emotionally
drained from my work”) (2) cynicism (e.g., “I feel I treat some recipients as if they were
impersonal objects”), and (3) reduced professional efficacy (“I can easily understand how
my recipient feel about the thing (reserved)”).
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4. Empirical Results
4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

CFA analysis was performed on all of the items that corresponded to the five constructs
that were measured using Likert-type scales. These variables include perception of ethical
leadership (Time 1), perceived corporate social responsibility (Time 1), self-efficacy (Time 1),
JE (Time 1, 2, and 3), and JB (Time 1, 2, and 3). The Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability
(CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) for these variables were all greater than the
modest criteria (e.g., α > 0.7, CR > 0.6, AVE > 0.5). The overall goodness-of-fit of models
(e.g., the model in Times 1, 2, and 3) all fit the criteria that were originally established by
Fornell and Larcker [46] (e.g., the RMR for the three models were all less than 0.05, the
RMSE were all less than 0.08, and the CFI, GFI, and NFI were all greater than 0.09). Finally,
all factor loadings for the indicators that measured the same construct were statistically
significant. The discriminant validity of our collected data was confirmed via the chi-square
difference test.

4.2. Latent Growth Model

The latent growth model (LGM) is to analyze changes of variables over time. To
analyze the intercept factor, the factor loadings from the intercept factor to each of the
three repeated measures were fixed to 1. As prescribed by Duncan and his colleagues [47]
and suggested by Ng and Feldman [39], the loadings from the slope factor to each of
the three repeated measures were fixed to values of 0, 1, or 2 for positive changes and
0, −1, −2 for negative changes. The first-factor loading was specified to be 0 to reflect
the mean values of measures at Time 1 [48]. To analyze the significance of paths between
these variables, a second-order-factor LGM was employed. For example, the perceptions
of ethical leadership, perceived corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy at Time 1
were related to the slope factor of JE development behavior. Besides, the slope factor of JE
development behavior was related to the slope factors of JB development behavior.

4.3. The Results of the Analysis

The hypotheses of this study are based on the assumptions that an employee’s percep-
tion of ethical leadership, perceived corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy at the
initial time (Time 1) will affect the employee’s JE development (Time 1 to Time 3), which
consequently affect the employee’s JB development (Time 1 to Time 3).

The analysis results of the proposed model of this study suggest that the fit is ac-
ceptable (e.g., SRMR: 0.06, RMSEA: 0.04 CFI: 0.95) [46]. Based on the acceptable fit of the
proposed model of this study, this study examined the parameter estimates that were con-
tained in the model to test the hypotheses. Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 predict that an employee
who perceived higher ethical leadership, perceived corporate social responsibility, and
self-efficacy at the initial time (Time 1) would be associated with greater increases in JE
development behavior over time. These hypotheses are supported, as shown in Figure 1
and Table 1. The perceptions of ethical leadership (0.26, p < 0.01), perceived corporate
social responsibility (0.21, p < 0.01), and self-efficacy (0.18, p < 0.01) at the initial time
(Time 1) were significantly associated with increases in JE development behavior. The
hypotheses that state that an employee who perceived more ethical leadership, perceived
corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy at the initial time (Time 1) are more likely to
demonstrate greater increases in JE development behavior over time are supported. These
findings make sense because Kahn [20] described JE in terms of dynamic moments, ebb,
and flow (state); moreover, Kahn himself called for future research to develop dynamic
process models explaining how the antecedent conditions produce moments of engage-
ment [20]. In other words, employees who considered themselves to be under highly
ethical leadership, perceived corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy at the initial
time (Time 1) were more likely to have already developed JE behaviors via the associated
ethical leadership, perceived corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy effects.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 4680 7 of 10

Table 1. Results of the latent growth model.

Hypothesis Path Path Coefficient Results

H1 EL (Time 1)→JEDB(positive) 0.26 ** H1 is supported
H2 CSR (Time 1)→JEDB(positive) 0.21 ** H2 is supported
H3 SE (Time 1)→JEDB(positive) 0.18 ** H3 is supported
H4 JEDB (positive)→JBDB(negative) 0.15 ** H4 is supported

Note: EL = ethical leadership; CSR = corporate social responsibility; SE = self-efficacy; JEDB = job engagement
development behavior; JBDB = job burnout development behavior. ** p < 0.01.

Hypothesis 4 predicts that increases in JE development behavior positively relate
to decreases in JB development behavior. Based on Figure 1 and Table 1, this study
found that increases in JE development behaviors significantly related to decreases in JB
(0.15, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is supported, which states that increases in JE
development behavior would positively relate to decreases in JB development behavior.

5. Conclusions and Implications

This study provided an illustrative example of how Kahn’s JE conceptualization can
be extended to the latent growth model in explaining the JB of employees.

5.1. Implications

First, the primary theoretical contribution is to extend Kahn’s [20] conceptualization
of JE by considering the degree to which JE serves as an important mechanism through
which the antecedents of JE impact JB. Based on the empirical results of this study, JE
fully accounts for the relationships between the antecedents (ethical leadership, perceived
corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy) and the consequence (JB). The present
study also provides a good articulation of the etiology of JE, which Kahn [20] suggested is
rooted in the psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability and that
the perception of oneself causes these psychological conditions.

Second, Kahn originally described engagement in terms of dynamic moments, ebbs,
and flows. Kahn himself called for future research that would develop dynamic process
models explaining how the antecedent conditions described above combine to produce
moments of JE. Maslach et al. [8] also had a similar call for JB. The latent growth model of
this study responds to these calls by the observation of organizations’ dynamic processes
over 6 months.

Third, several intervention strategies to reduce JB focus primarily on individual-
centered solutions, such as changing one’s work behaviors and developing effective coping
skills [8]. Although individual-level interventions (e.g., decreasing job stresses) can foster a
person’s requisite skills and positive attitudes toward the workplace, these interventions
have some limitations. One of the limitations is that these interventions only help to allevi-
ate exhaustion of JB rather than cynicism or reduced professional efficacy [17]. Although
human resource managers must focus on individual-level job factors (e.g., stresses) to
develop intervention strategies for alleviating JB, the individual-level job factors cannot
solve the issue entirely. Explicit interventions at the organizational level may be even
more productive in counteracting burnout. For example, focusing on ethical leadership,
perceived corporate social responsibility, and self-efficacy at an organizational level is
necessary for interventions to deal successfully with JB. In doing so, employees may be
able to tolerate a higher workload if they gain support from the organization.

Finally, the results of this study suggest that ethical leadership, perceived corporate
social responsibility, and self-efficacy can predict changes in JE and that these changes in JE
indeed predict changes in JB. The results show that managers’ use of practices to increase
these factors can directly promote employees’ JE and indirectly alleviate their JB.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

The results of this study suggest that JE is a meaningful construct that has several
avenues that need to be considered. The first avenue is to investigate other potential pre-
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dictors of JE. For example, human resource practices such as flexible work arrangements,
training programs, and incentive compensation might also be important for engagement,
but Kahn [20,30] did not address these. Future research could test a broader range of pre-
dictors that are linked to particular types of roles of JE and might also consider individual
difference variables that might predict JE, such as hardiness and locus of control [8].

The sample for this study was limited to employees of IT firms in Taiwan. Although
this may be a valid concern, the factor structure of the constructed scale with employees
of this study may be similar to that for employees in the other workers. Moreover, this
study is more interested in the commonality of the factors, rather than in loadings of the
first-order factors. The previous study also argued that using specific subjects is justifiable
when the goal is not to generalize results but to test a theory [49]. Nevertheless, the
generalization of these findings may be specific to employees brought up in the Chinese
culture of Taiwan, where the society accepts an unequal distribution of power and has
a preference for strong ties among people [50]. Future research may extend this model
to other cultural and geographical settings and examine whether these findings can be
generalized to organizational contexts across different countries.

Finally, although this study attempts to employ a latent growth model with longitudi-
nal data (Time 1 to Time 3) to capture individuals’ development behaviors over time, the
temporal behaviors and how these individuals behave are complex mechanisms. Future
research should employ longer-term data to explore the applicability of this research model
to confirm external validity.
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