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Orientation: Job characteristics (consisting of job demands and job resources) have an 
impact on burnout. However, it is unclear whether recovery strategies might influence this 
relationship amongst staff members at a tertiary education institution in South Africa.

Research purpose: The primary objective of this study was to determine whether recovery 
strategies influence and moderate the relationship between job demands, job resources and 
burnout.

Motivation for the study: Recovery strategies may influence and buffer the negative effects 
of job demands on burnout and may influence and enhance the positive influence of job 
resources on burnout.

Research approach, design and method: Cross-sectional data was collected amongst 
employees at a tertiary education institution (N = 366).

Main findings: The results of the structural equation modelling revealed significant positive 
relationships between work pressure, emotional demands and a lack of social support with 
burnout. Also, work pressure was related to all four recovery strategies and different job 
resources were associated with different recovery strategies. Finally, mastery experiences 
were the only recovery strategy that significantly predicted burnout.

Practical/managerial implications: Employees are encouraged to engage in recovery strategies 
that will reduce their burnout levels, especially mastery experiences.

Contribution/value-add: This study adds to the body of literature on effort recovery in South 
Africa. Very little empirical research has been done in South Africa regarding the use and 
benefits of different recovery strategies. Recommendations for future research are made.
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Job characteristics, burnout and the relationship  
with recovery experiences

Introduction
Research on stress-related issues can be dated back as early as the 14th century (Lumsden, 1981).

As the interest in stress progressed over the years, the importance of recovery activities to relieve 
day-to-day stress became evident. Because individuals invest time, effort and resources in their 
daily work activities, recuperation and recovery during non-work time is essential to restore 
energy levels. High work demands and prolonged exposure to these demands would necessitate 
that individual invest more effort and personal resources to meet those work demands (Meijman, 
1989; Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006). This would result in a need for recovery, which can be described 
as the subjective experience of longing for relief from regular demands and for having some time 
that allows for low baseline activity (Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006). Recovery is a process by which 
an individual unwinds after spending time on work-related activities (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006). 
During a recovery period, an individual spends time away from work to prevent the depletion 
of personal resources and to recover (Hockey, 1996; Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006; Zijlstra, 1996).

For optimal recovery, it is suggested that the recovery activities an individual engages in be 
adequate in terms of quantity and quality. This implies that sufficient time should be spent on 
activities that would allow the individual to relax and be detached from work-related worries (Van 
Hooff, Geurts, Kompier & Taris, 2007). When developing the Recovery Experience Questionnaire 
(REQ), Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) were interested in the underlying psychological processes of 
recovery activities. They argued that, regardless of the activities individuals engage in, sufficient 
recovery would only be possible when the person experiences psychological detachment from 
work, relaxation, mastery and control. Insufficient recovery from work may require the need to 
invest extra effort at the beginning of a new working period in an attempt to reduce the negative 
impact of repeated insufficient recovery. Failure to invest in recovery time may result in fatigue, 
reduced well-being and lower performance at work (Meijman, 1989; Schroër, 1997; Sluiter,  
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De Croon, Meijman & Frings-Dresen, 2003; Sonnentag, 
2003). Other negative effects of insufficient recovery include 
increased job stress and burnout, lower levels of work 
engagement and life satisfaction, as well as deterioration 
in mood and health. (Elfering, Grebner, Semmer & Gerber, 
2002; Etzion, Eden & Lapidot, 1998; Jansen, Kant & Van den 
Brandt, 2002; Lounsbury & Hoopes, 1986; Meijman & Mulder, 
1998; Sonnentag, 2003; Westman & Eden, 1997; Westman & 
Etzion, 2001).

The negative effects of insufficient recovery from work and 
stress necessitates a closer investigation of the influence of 
different recovery strategies on burnout levels of individuals. 
As previous research has established that the interplay 
between job demands and job resources (collectively 
known as job characteristics) directly affects burnout (e.g. 
Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker, Demerouti & Euwema, 
2005), the question arises as to whether recovery strategies 
would influence and moderate this relationship between job 
characteristics and burnout.

Research objectives
Based on the research problem stated above, the primary 
objectives of this research were (1) to determine if and 
which recovery strategies influence burnout and (2) to 
determine the moderating effect of recovery strategies on 
the relationship between job demands, job resources and 
burnout. This would guide employees to spend their leisure 
time on recovery activities that would truly allow them to 
recuperate after work.

In this article an overview of the relevant theory and literature 
will be presented, followed by a discussion on the research 
methods employed to reach the objective of this study. Next 
the results of this research and a discussion of these results 
are given. Recommendations will also be made for future 
research.

Critical evaluation of the literature
Burnout
During the past few decades research on burnout has been at 
the forefront in stress-related literature. Burnout is a stress-
related concept and is defined by Schaufeli and Enzmann 
(1998, p. 36) as ‘a persistent, negative, work-related state of 
mind in “normal” individuals that is primarily characterised 
by exhaustion, which is accompanied by distress, a sense 
of reduced effectiveness, decreased motivation, and the 
development of dysfunctional attitudes and behaviours at 
work’. According to these authors burnout in the human 
services professions consists of three dimensions, namely 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and a lack of personal 
accomplishment. However, various studies suggest that the 
measurement of burnout should be limited to emotional 
exhaustion and depersonalisation, as these dimensions are 
considered to constitute the core of the burnout construct 
(Maslach & Jackson, 1986; Schaufeli & Taris, 2005). According 
to Maslach and Jackson (1981), emotional exhaustion can be 

described as feelings of being emotionally overextended and 
exhausted by one’s work, whereas depersonalisation refers 
to an unfeeling and impersonal response towards recipients 
of one’s care or service. The detrimental consequences of 
burnout for the individual and the organisation have been 
widely documented and include impaired health, depression, 
absenteeism, intention to leave the job and actual turnover 
(Bakker, Demerouti, De Boer & Schaufeli, 2003; Hakanen, 
Schaufeli & Ahola, 2008; Lawson & O’Brien, 1994; Maslach, 
Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001; Price & Spence, 1994).

Job demands and job resources
It has been established in the literature that job demands 
and lacking job resources are the main drivers of burnout 
(Llorens, Bakker, Schaufeli & Salanova, 2006). Drawing 
on the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, (Bakker, 
Demerouti, De Boer & Schaufeli, 2003; Demerouti, Bakker, 
Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001) job demands are the physical, 
psychological, social or organisational aspects of the job that 
require sustained cognitive or emotional effort, including 
high work pressure, high physical or emotional demands 
and cognitive demands. Work pressure refers to time 
pressure and workload, that is, the pace and amount of 
work employees are exposed to (Frone, Russell & Cooper, 
1995; Van Hooff et al., 2007). Emotional job demands refer to 
sustained emotional effort needed to deal with interpersonal 
contact (De Jonge & Dormann, 2003; Morris & Feldman, 
1996), whereas cognitive job demands are demands related 
to information processing, such as having to remember 
many things or making quick decisions (Hockey, 2000). 
High job demands can be considered job stressors 
when effort expenditure to meet these demands is high 
(Meijman and Mulder, 1998) and are associated with the 
dimensions of burnout, including emotional exhaustion and 
depersonalisation (Le Blanc, Bakker, Peeters, Van Heesch & 
Schaufeli, 2001).

Hypothesis 1: Job demands will be positively related to 
emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation.

Job resources refer to those physical, psychological, social or 
organisational aspects of the job that enable an individual 
to cope with job demands and buffer the negative effects 
associated with high job demands (Bakker, Demerouti, Taris, 
Schaufeli & Schreurs, 2003). Examples of job resources include 
social support and autonomy. Social support can be described 
as the existence or availability of people on whom we can 
rely, people who let us know that they care about, value and 
love us (Sarason, Levine, Basha & Sarason, 1983). Autonomy 
refers to the extent to which a job allows the freedom, 
independence and discretion to make decisions and select 
the methods used to perform tasks (Hackman & Oldham, 
1975). Research has shown that strong relationships exist 
between job resources and work engagement, organisational 
commitment and job satisfaction (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2009). 
However, previous research has revealed that the lack of job 
resources could also contribute to an individual’s experience 
of burnout (Hakanen, Bakker & Schaufeli, 2006).
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Hypothesis 2: Job resources will be negatively related to 
emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation.

Although Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 have been 
investigated and confirmed in previous studies (i.e. Cole, 
Walter, Bedeian & O’Boyle, 2012; Hakanen et al., 2006; Llorens 
et al., 2006), it was necessary to confirm these relationships 
for the current study, especially since one of the objectives 
of this study was to test the moderating effect of recovery 
strategies on the relationship between job demands and job 
resources, and burnout.

Recovery experiences
As high job demands lead to energy depletion (Schaufeli 
& Bakker, 2004) and job resources are characterised by 
the mobilisation of energy (Hackman & Oldham, 1976), it 
becomes clear that factors such as work pressure, emotional 
demands and cognitive demands create a need for recovery 
and that social support and autonomy facilitate recovery 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Demerouti, Bakker, Geurts 
& Taris, 2009). One theory that has dominated research on 
stress and recovery processes is the Effort-Recovery (E-
R) model by Meijman and Mulder (1998). The E-R model 
suggests that an individual invests effort in an attempt to 
meet job demands, which may in turn result in load reactions 
such as fatigue. During non-work time, when the individual 
is no longer confronted with work demands, these load 
reactions cease and recovery occurs. However, in the case 
where the individual does not distance himself from his job 
stressors or experience insufficient recovery after a workday, 
the individual may suffer physical and psychological 
consequences. In contrast, sufficient recovery during or after 
work hours allows an individual to recuperate and thus limit 
the negative effects of prolonged exposure to work stress 
(Meijman & Mulder, 1998).

Relationships between various job demands and the need for 
recovery have been established in the literature. Empirical 
research has shown when exposed to job stressors (e.g. work 
pressure and overload) an individual draws on his resources 
and exerts extra effort to meet these demands (Hockey, 1996; 
Zohar, Tzischinski & Epstein, 2003). This exposure to high 
work demands and the extra effort expenditure needed to 
cope with these demands result in the experience of fatigue 
and exhaustion. This would necessitate sufficient recovery 
in terms of quantity (time) and quality (type of recovery 
activities) to restore personal resources and combat the 
negative effects of work pressure (De Croon, Sluiter, Blonk, 
Broersen & Frings-Dresen, 2004; Eden, 2001; Meijman & 
Mulder, 1998; Sluiter, Van der Beek & Frings-Dresen, 1999; 
Sonnentag & Zijlstra, 2006).

Drawing on the E-R model, the Conservation of Resources 
theory and the mood regulation strategies of Parkinson and 
Totterdell (1999), Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) have developed 
the REQ. The rationale of the REQ is to determine the 
underlying processes of the activities individuals engage in 
during their leisure time in an attempt to recover from their 

work stress. Considering the above, Sonnentag and Fritz 
included four dimensions in the mentioned questionnaire, 
namely psychological detachment, relaxation, mastery and 
control.

According to Sonnentag and Fritz (2007), detachment from 
work and relaxation-oriented diversion strategies outlined by 
Parkinson and Totterdell (1999) could contribute to recovery 
since these strategies imply that an individual would 
regulate the amount of effort spent during the workday. 
Psychological detachment from work, as described by Etzion 
et  al. (1998), refers to ‘the individual’s sense of being away 
from the work situation’ (p. 579). Thus, being psychologically 
detached implies that an individual is no longer mentally 
preoccupied with job-related problems and thoughts during 
off-job time. Failure to achieve respite from job demands 
could negatively influence an individual’s recovery from 
stress and ultimately hinders well-being. Similarly, relaxation 
strategies could support the recovery process as they buffer 
the effect of stress and stimulate a positive mood (Carlson 
& Holye, 1993; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007; Stone, Kennedy-
Moore & Neale, 1995; Van der Klink, Blonk, Schene & Van 
Dijk, 2001). Activities individuals engage in for the purpose 
of relaxation include muscle relaxation (Jacobson, 1938), 
meditation (Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt & Walach, 2004), 
exercising (Hartig, Evans, Jamner, Davis & Gärling, 2003) 
and listening to music (Pelletier, 2004).

Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) also propose that mastery strategies 
would facilitate recovery from stress as an individual 
attempts to create new internal resources (e.g. self-efficacy). 
According to Pearlin and Schooler (1978) mastery can be 
described as the extent to which a person believes they are in 
control of their life and have the ability to control significant 
events in their life. Similarly, Burger (1989) defines mastery 
as the ‘perceived ability to significantly alter events’ (p. 246). 
Through mastery experiences an individual acquires the 
skills to cope with stressors over which they have no control. 
Research has shown that mastery is positively correlated with 
positive affect and negatively correlated with negative affect 
(Ben-Zur, 2002; Parkinson & Totterdell, 1999; Shin, Han &  
Kim, 2007). Also, Ben-Zur (2002) suggests that mastery is 
related to coping as it may strengthen the use of problem-
solving type of strategies through the belief that things can be 
managed or changed, leading to images of plans and possible 
actions that can help in managing the stressful situation.

According to Hobfoll (1998), for an individual to gain 
additional resources, the experience of control is essential. 
Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) thus suggest that control during 
leisure time be included in a measure of recovery experiences. 
Control refers to the extent to which an individual believes 
that life events and circumstances can be influenced by 
their personal choices and actions (Rotter, 1966; Seeman, 
1983). A sense of control has proven to positively influence 
coping with stress, since the individual believes that they 
can control the outcomes of stressful events (Bandura, 1977, 
1986; Peterson & Seligman, 1984; Schulz & Heckhausen, 
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1996; Shapiro, Schwartz & Astin, 1996; Taylor, 1983; Taylor &  
Brown, 1988; Thompson & Spacapan, 1991; Weiner &  
Kukla, 1970).

Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) also investigated the relations 
between the aforementioned recovery experiences and a set 
of potential predictors and consequences of these recovery 
experiences. Their research showed negative correlations 
between job demands (i.e. time pressure, role ambiguity, 
situational constraints and hours of overtime) and recovery 
experiences, and positive correlations between job control 
and recovery experiences. Also, as previously argued, 
the relationships between job demands (work pressure, 
emotional job demands and cognitive job demands) and 
job resources (autonomy and social support) and burnout 
have been established in the literature. However, the role 
of recovery experiences, and specifically as a moderator, in 
the relationship between job demands, job resources and 
burnout, has been largely unexplored.

Job demands, job resources and recovery experiences
Individuals experiencing high work pressure, especially high 
workload, tend to think and ruminate about work-related 
issues even in their non-work time (Brosschot, Gerin &  
Thayer, 2006; Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005). This suggests that 
these individuals would find it difficult to psychologically 
detach from their work. This is confirmed in a recent study 
by Sonnentag, Kuttler and Fritz (2010), who found that 
high emotional demands at work also cause difficulties in 
psychological detachment after work. It can also be expected 
that high cognitive job demands would inhibit one’s ability 
to detach from work. Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) have 
also found a negative relation between job stressors and 
relaxation experiences. Stressors such as experiencing a 
high workload (cognitive and emotional) and work pressure 
could thus be expected to be negatively correlated with 
relaxation. Prolonged exposure to stress during working 
hours could lead to increased heart rate and high blood 
pressure (Vrijkotte, Van Doornen & De Geus, 2000). This 
could prevent one from relaxing after work.

Work pressure and workload (cognitive and emotional) could 
be negatively related to mastery experiences. Sonnentag 
and Fritz (2007) argue that because activities that result in 
mastery experiences require a certain degree of effort and 
self-regulation, job stressors and associated fatigue will make 
it less likely to experience mastery off the job because it is 
more difficult to initiate and uphold the respective activities. 
It is well known that high job demands induce fatigue and 
exhaustion. Thus, low energy levels as a result of high job 
demands could lead to individuals refraining from mastery 
activities during their leisure time. The same holds true 
for control during leisure time. After expending effort and 
energy on high job demands and work pressure, one has low 
energy resources available for decision-making and control 
during non-work time (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Thus, it 
is expected that work pressure, cognitive demands and 
emotional demands would be negatively related to control.

Hypothesis 3: Job demands will be negatively related to all four 
recovery strategies.

Social support and autonomy are two job resources that 
foster a positive affect (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Neely et al., 2006; 
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). In turn, positive affect could promote 
psychological detachment from work (Kinnunen, Feldt, 
Siltaloppi & Sonnentag, 2011). Therefore, it is suggested that 
social support and autonomy would be positively related 
to psychological detachment. In addition, it may also be 
possible that high job resources increase a person’s positive 
thoughts about their job, which in turn may assist in recovery 
from stress during leisure time (Binnewies, Sonnentag & 
Mojza, 2009). Also, Demerouti et  al. (2001) suggest that 
sufficient job resources are associated with reduced stress 
levels. It is reasonable to expect that these reduced stress 
levels would allow an individual to unwind after work 
(Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996) and therefore it is expected that 
social support and autonomy would be positively related to 
relaxation.

Hobfoll (2001) suggests that resources are associated with 
higher levels of motivation and well-being. This increased 
motivation and well-being, as a result of having sufficient 
job resources such as social support and autonomy, could 
inspire an individual to engage in mastery activities during 
their leisure time, as they would be motivated to build 
their personal resources such as skills, competencies and 
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Hobfoll, 1998). It can thus be 
expected that job resources would be positively related to 
mastery experiences. Lastly, it is expected that job resources 
would be positively associated with control during leisure 
time. Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) argue that the experience of 
control during leisure time may satisfy one’s desire for control 
by increasing self-efficacy and feelings of competence. Once 
again, the motivational consequences derived from having 
job resources (Hobfoll, 2001) such as social support and 
autonomy could lead to individuals striving for self-efficacy 
and competence.

Hypothesis 4: Job resources will be positively related to all four 
recovery strategies.

Recovery experiences and burnout
Prolonged exposure to stressors is associated with negative 
effects, including exhaustion (González-Romá, Schaufeli, 
Bakker & Lloret, 2006) and depersonalisation (Taris, Peeters, 
Le Blanc, Schreurs & Schaufeli, 2001). The strain accumulated 
during the workday due to unfavourable work conditions 
leaves these individuals drained making it difficult for them 
to psychologically detach from their work, to relax, engage in 
mastery activities and to exercise control during their leisure 
time. Also, previous research has confirmed that the four 
recovery strategies are related to job exhaustion (Kinnunen 
et  al., 2011; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). It can also be argued 
that insufficient recovery from daily stressors may result 
in negative affect (Sonnentag, Binnewies & Mojza, 2008). 
Similarly, Fritz, Sonnentag, Spector and McInroe (2010) have 
found that psychological detachment, relaxation, mastery 
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experiences and control during leisure time are associated 
with positive affective states, which in turn are associated 
with lower depersonalisation (Denollet & De Vries, 2006).

Based on the above discussion, it can be expected that 
recovery experiences will be negatively related to exhaustion 
and depersonalisation. However, little is known about 
the relationship between recovery experiences and 
depersonalisation. Also, the relationship between recovery 
strategies and burnout has also not been extensively 
researched in South Africa.

Hypothesis 5: All four recovery strategies will be negatively 
related to exhaustion and depersonalisation.

The moderating role of recovery experiences
To conclude the hypothesised relationships outlined in the 
literature review above, we expected that all four recovery 
experiences would play moderating roles in the relationship 
between job demands, job resources and burnout. For 
example, a study by Siltaloppia, Kinnunen and Feldt (2009) 
examined the moderating role of recovery experiences in the 
relationship between psychosocial work characteristics and 
occupational well-being. Their results suggest that relaxation 
moderated the relationship between time demands and 
job exhaustion. Furthermore, Halbesleben, Wheeler and 
Paustian-Underdahl (2013) found that the negative impact 
of the stress experienced by employees due to furloughs 
(i.e. the placement of employees on leave with no salary of 
any kind) on exhaustion was lessened when they engaged 
in positive recovery experiences. Various studies have found 
the buffering effect of psychological detachment in the 
stressor-strain relationship (Sonnentag, Binnewies & Mojza, 
2010; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2014; Sonnentag, Unger & Nägel, 
2013). Relaxation as a recovery strategy has also been found 
to moderate the relationship between impersonal conflict 
and well-being (Demsky, 2012) and between job insecurity 
and need for recovery (Kinnunen, Mauno & Siltaloppi, 2010).

These significant results from previous research paved the 
way for the possibility to explore other recovery experiences 
as possible moderators between other job demands and 
burnout. Due to the unique nature of each of the four recovery 
strategies, it is expected that each of these strategies may have 
a distinctive role to play in the stressor-strain relationship. 
For example, one can expect that time pressure will have a 
different relationship with mastery experiences, which may 
be time consuming, than it would have with psychological 
detachment, which is not necessarily reliant on time. Also, 
one can suppose that mastery experiences would be more 
exhausting for some people (since one invests energy in 
learning something new) than psychological detachment, 
which does not drain one’s energy. This example clarifies the 
interest in the unique role each of the four recovery strategies 
would play in the relationship between job demands and 
burnout.

Hypothesis 6: All four recovery strategies moderate the 
relationship between job characteristics and burnout.

Research design
Research approach
A cross-sectional survey design was used to reach the 
research objectives. Cross-sectional designs entail the 
collection of data on more than one case at a single point in 
time, after which the data is examined to detect patterns of 
association (Bryman & Bell, 2003).

Research method
Research participants
The study population was selected on the basis of availability 
and consisted of employees at a tertiary institution in 
North-West (N = 366). A total of 650 questionnaires were 
distributed, of which 366 were returned (response rate = 
56%). The majority of the participants were White (80.35%), 
but African (14.75%), Indian (3.00%) and mixed-race (0.80%) 
employees also participated in the study. Males comprised 
34.70% and females 65.00% of the sample. The majority of 
participants worked in academic faculties as either academic 
staff (45.36%) or administrative staff (53.28%), within the 
faculties of Health Sciences (13.39%), Natural Sciences 
(11.46%), Education (10.38%), Engineering (9.58%), Arts 
(6.83%), Economic and Management Sciences (6.56%) and 
Theology (2.70%). Academic and administrative personnel 
were included, with 9.84% lecturers, 11.46% senior lecturers, 
7.10% professors, 27.88% administrative assistants and 
25.68% working in the administration office. The majority of 
participants had postgraduate degrees (47.81%), whilst other 
participants possessed university degrees (12.57%), technical 
college diplomas (6.00%), technicon diplomas (8.20%) or 
Grade 12 certificates (19.95%).

Measuring instruments
Job demands: All three job demands were measured on a 
four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (always). 
Work pressure refers to the quantitative aspects of the job 
and was measured with three items (e.g. ‘How often does 
it happen that you have too much work to do?’). Emotional 
demands were assessed with four items (e.g. ‘How often 
does it happen that your work is emotionally draining?’). 
The work pressure and emotional demands scales were 
developed by Bakker, Demerouti and Schaufeli (2003). 
Cognitive demands were measure with four items (e.g. 
‘How often does it happen that your work is emotionally 
draining?’) developed by M.C.W. Peeters, Montgomery, 
Bakker and Schaufeli (2005).

Job resources: The two job resources were measured on a 
four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (always). 
Social support was measured with three items (e.g. ‘How often 
does it happen that you can, if necessary, ask your colleagues 
for help?’) from a scale developed by Bakker, Demerouti 
and Verbeke (2004). Autonomy was assessed with three items 
(e.g. ‘How often does it happen that you have freedom in 
carrying out your work-related duties?’) also from the scale 
developed by Bakker et al.
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Recovery experiences: The four recovery experiences were 
measured with the REQ developed by Sonnentag and Fritz 
(2007). The dimensions were measured on a five-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Psychological detachment was measured with four items (e.g. 
‘When I am not at work I do not think about work at all’), 
relaxation with four items (e.g. ‘When I am not at work I 
use the time to relax’), mastery with four items (e.g. ‘When 
I am not at work I do things that challenge me’) and control 
with four items (e.g. ‘When I am not at work I determine for 
myself how I will spend my time’).

Burnout: Burnout was measured with the Maslach Burnout 
Inventory - Human Services Survey (Maslach & Jackson, 
1986), utilising a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 0 
(never) to 6 (every day). Six items were used to measure 
emotional exhaustion (e.g. ‘I feel emotionally drained by my 
work’) and depersonalisation was measured with six items 
(e.g. ‘I feel I treat some recipients as if they were impersonal 
objects’).

Research procedure
Permission was granted by the university’s Ethics Committee. 
Thereafter, lists were obtained from the various faculties and 
departments. Questionnaires were distributed to the selected 
employees with the help of fieldworkers. In the questionnaires 
a letter was included that explained the goal and importance 
of the study. Participants were assured that information will 
be handled with anonymity and confidentiality at all times. 
Participants were given two to three weeks to complete the 
questionnaires. After completion, participants could return 
the questionnaires via internal post or personal delivery. 
Questionnaires were also personally collected if not received 
by internal post.

Statistical analysis
Structural equation modelling (SEM) methods were 
implemented with Mplus 7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012), 
using the maximum likelihood estimator, to test the 
hypotheses. The input type was the covariance matrix. 
Item parcelling methods were not used, and no error terms 

between dependent variables were forced to correlate in 
the syntax. The following four fit indices were considered: 
comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), 
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and 
standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). Acceptable 
fit for CLI and TLI is considered at 0.90 or above (Hoyle, 
1995). Browne and Cudeck (1992) suggest that for RMSEA a 
value of 0.05 or less indicates good fit, but that values equal to 
or below 0.08 should also be considered as acceptable model 
fit. Furthermore, for the SRMR a value below 0.08 should 
be considered acceptable (Hu & Bentler, 1998). Research 
has suggested that the above cut-off points should only be 
considered as rough guidelines (cf. Marsh, 2007; Marsh, Hau 
& Grayson, 2005). The overall level of statistical significance 
is set at p less than 0.05, and for correlation coefficients 
an absolute value of 0.30 or above for r for indication of 
practical significance. To test the possible moderating 
effects of the recovery experiences, interaction terms were 
created between the individual recovery experiences and 
job characteristics. These defined interaction terms were 
then regressed on the dependent variables in the analysis to 
ascertain statistical significance. Any significant interactions 
were plotted on an two-way unstandardised interaction 
plot template to visually represent the effects and for ease 
of interpretation.

Results
Model information from the SEM analysis presented the 
following fit indices for the research model: CFI (0.92), TLI 
(0.91), RMSEA (0.05) and SRMR (0.05). This indicated that the 
model fit the data acceptably.

The results of the correlation coefficients and reliability are 
reported in Table 1.

The results suggest that the instruments used to measure 
all the constructs were reliable (a ≥ 0.70; ω ≥ 0.70; Raykov, 
2012; Sijtsma, 2009). The correlation matrix reveals that the 
directionality of the correlations were in accordance with 
what was expected from the literature, (i.e. the job resources 
were all negatively correlated with the job demands). 
Exhaustion and depersonalisation were positively 

TABLE 1: Correlation matrix of the latent variables (N = 366).

Variable name r
α ω 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1.	 Work pressure 0.82 0.86 - - - a - - - - - - -
2.	 Emotional load 0.86 0.89 0.58*b - - - - - - - - - -
3.	 Cognitive demands 0.71 0.79 0.59*b 0.34*a - - - - - - - - -
4.	 Autonomy 0.67 0.74 –0.20* –0.28* 0.05* - - - - - - - -
5.	 Support 0.75 0.82 –0.35*a –0.44*a –0.12* 0.60*b - - - - - - -
6.	 Exhaustion 0.91 0.93 0.64*b 0.63*b 0.31*a –0.33*a –0.46*a - - - - - -
7.	 Depersonalisation 0.69 0.72 0.57*b 0.65*b 0.17* –0.31*a –0.43*a 0.81*b - - - - -
8.	 Control 0.87 0.89 –0.38*a –0.32*a –0.07* 0.44*a 0.38*a –0.40*a –0.34*a - - - -
9.	 Mastery 0.88 0.90 –0.26* –0.28* 0.01 0.36*a 0.29* –0.43*a –0.37*a 0.71*b - - -
10.	 Detachment 0.84 0.90 –0.41*a –0.30*a –0.22* 0.26* 0.39*a –0.27*a –0.17* 0.48*a 0.30*a - -
11.	 Relaxation 0.86 0.87 –0.47*a –0.33*a –0.21* 0.37*a 0.39*a –0.42*a –0.30*a 0.79*b 0.74*b 0.66*b -
*, statistically significant 
a, medium practical significance 
b, large practical significance
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correlated with job demands, but negatively correlated with 
job resources and recovery experiences. The job resources 
were positively correlated with the recovery experiences. 
Conversely, the job demands were negatively related to 
all of the recovery experiences. Furthermore, exhaustion 
and depersonalisation were highly correlated (r = 0.81), as 
these two variables were the components measured for job 
burnout. Some readers may have concerns about the high 
correlation between exhaustion and depersonalisation (r 
= 0.81). However, as these are the indicators for burnout 
and the correlation was not greater than 0.90, which would 
evoke the possibility of discriminant validity concerns 
between the constructs, it was deemed acceptable to 
continue with reporting results for the purposes of the 
study. Moreover, variance inflation factors (VIF) were 
calculated to investigate potential multicollinearity in the 
model based on this high correlation: the VIF for exhaustion 
was 2.38 and for depersonalisation 2.43, well below the 
maximum cut-off values of 4.0 (Pan & Jackson, 2008) and 
5.0 (Rogerson, 2001).

Table 2 presents the structural relationships between the job 
characteristics and the components measured for burnout.

Concerning the paths between job demands with exhaustion 
and depersonalisation, work pressure was the job demand 
with the largest effect on both burnout dimensions (β = 
0.43 for exhaustion; β  =  0.46 for depersonalisation). This 
partly confirms Hypothesis 1. However, interestingly, 
cognitive demands was not significantly associated with 
exhaustion in this sample, but was negatively associated 
with depersonalisation. In this sample, the only significant 
result for the job resources was the negative association 
of support with exhaustion (β = –0.15). This result partly 
confirms Hypothesis 2.

Table 3 presents the structural relationships between the 
job characteristics, the recovery experiences and also the 
relationship between the recovery experiences and burnout.

Hypothesis 3 was also partly confirmed in that the only job 
demand that was positively associated with the recovery 
experience was work pressure; emotional load had no 

associations. However, cognitive demands had a positive 
relationship to the recovery experience of mastery (β = 0.20). 
Regarding the job resources and the recovery experiences, 
autonomy had significantly positive associations with 
control (β = 0.33), mastery (β = 0.29), and relaxation (β = 
0.23). Autonomy did not have a significant association with 
detachment; but support did have a significant association 
to detachment (β = 0.25). These results partly confirm 
Hypothesis 4.

The only significant relationship between the recovery 
experiences and the components of burnout was between 
mastery and exhaustion (β = –0.27) and between mastery and 
depersonalisation (β = –0.27). This indicates that mastery and 
burnout are negatively related. Therefore, Hypothesis 5 is 
only partly confirmed.

In terms of the potential interaction effects between the 
recovery experiences with demands in their relationship to 
the outcome variables, there were four significant moderating 
effects in this sample (see Figure 1): (1) mastery’s moderating 
effect in the relationship between emotional load and 
exhaustion, indicating that employees with higher emotional 
load and low mastery had higher levels of exhaustion, but 
no real effect was apparent for high or low emotional load 
when mastery was high, (2) mastery’s moderating effect in 
the relationship between work pressure and exhaustion, 
indicating that employees with higher work pressure and 
low mastery had higher exhaustion levels, but no real effect 
was present for low or high work pressure when mastery 
was high, (3) control’s moderating effect in the relationship 
between work pressure and exhaustion, indicating that 
for employees with higher work pressure and low control 
exhaustion levels were higher, but no real effect was present 
for low or high work pressure when control was high, and (4) 
control’s moderating effect in the relationship between work 
pressure and depersonalisation, indicating that when work 
pressure is high and control is low employees have higher 
levels of depersonalisation, but once again no real effect 
was present for low or high work pressure when mastery 
was high (see Figure 1). This provided partial support for 
Hypothesis 6.

TABLE 2: Structural relationships of job characteristics with burnout.

Path relationships Beta coefficient (β) Standard error Statistical significance (p) Result

Job demands and burnout

Work pressure → Exhaustion 0.43 0.08 0.001 Significant
Emotional load → Exhaustion 0.29 0.06 0.001 Significant
Cognitive demands → Exhaustion –0.02 0.07 0.722 Not significant
Work pressure → Depersonalisation 0.46 0.11 0.001 Significant
Emotional load → Depersonalisation 0.40 0.08 0.001 Significant
Cognitive demands → Depersonalisation –0.19 0.09 0.040 Significant
Job resources and burnout

Autonomy → Exhaustion –0.04 0.07 0.617 Not significant
Support → Exhaustion –0.15 0.07 0.030 Significant
Autonomy → Depersonalisation –0.01 0.10 0.924 Not significant
Support → Depersonalisation –0.14 0.10 0.150 Not significant

http://www.sajip.co.za


http://www.sajip.co.za doi:10.4102/sajip.v41i1.1196

Page 8 of 13 Original Research

Discussion
The primary objectives of this research were to determine the 
influence of recovery strategies on burnout and, in addition, 
the moderating effect of recovery strategies on the relationship 
between job characteristics and burnout. Several hypotheses 
were formulated and tested to reach this objective.

Hypothesis 1 proposed that job demands are positively 
related to emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation. 
This hypothesis was partially confirmed; the results suggest 
that work pressure and emotional demands predict both 
exhaustion and depersonalisation. This is in line with the 
results of previous research, which has found that job demands 
are the main contributors to burnout. Evers and Tomic (2003) 
found that Dutch pastors who reported experiencing high 
pressure at work had high scores on emotional exhaustion 
and depersonalisation. Similarly, a study by Van Vegchel, De 
Jonge, Söderfeldt, Dormann and Schaufeli (2004) in Sweden 
revealed that emotional demands significantly contribute 
to emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation. This is 
explained by the notion that prolonged exposure to work 
strain may lead to increased levels of burnout (Meijman 
& Mulder, 1998; Sluiter et  al., 1999). However, cognitive 
demands was a significant predictor of depersonalisation, but 
did not predict exhaustion. This lacking relationship between 
cognitive demands and emotional exhaustion was also found 

in a study by Martin (2010) amongst teachers, as well as in 
the findings by Bakker, Demerouti and Schaufeli (2005) in 
a study of different occupations. The data of our study was 
collected amongst personnel at a tertiary institution and an 
argument can be made that cognitive demands might not 
deplete academics’ energy, as they have an inherent need 
for intellectual challenge and stimulation, which they receive 
due to the nature of their work.

Hypothesis 2 stated that job resources will be negatively 
related to emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation. The 
results suggest that Hypothesis 2 was partially confirmed. 
Autonomy was not a significant predictor of exhaustion 
or depersonalisation. This is in contrast with the results of 
previous studies (Bakker, Van Der Zee, Lewig & Dollard, 
2006; Cordes, Dougherty & Blum, 1997; Peeters & Rutte, 
2005). However, a study by A.G. Peeters and Rutte (2005) 
amongst primary educators also found that autonomy is 
not associated with lower levels of exhaustion. Similarly, 
in a study of social workers, Kim and Stoner (2008) also 
failed to prove a direct relationship between autonomy 
and burnout (i.e. emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation 
and professional efficacy). Social support did not predict 
depersonalisation, but it was significantly associated with 
lower exhaustion levels. It can be argued that support from 
colleagues may allow employees to save their energy, since 
they know they can count on their colleagues for support. 

TABLE 3: Structural relationships between job characteristics and recovery experiences, and between recovery experiences and burnout.

Path relationships Beta coefficient (β) Standard error Statistical significance (p) Result

Job demands and recovery experiences

Work pressure → Control –0.36 0.09 0.001 Significant
Emotional load → Control –0.05 0.08 0.553 Not significant
Cognitive demands → Control 0.15 0.08 0.074 Not significant
Work pressure → Detachment –0.27 0.10 0.005 Significant
Emotional load → Detachment 0.01 0.08 0.930 Not significant
Cognitive demands → Detachment –0.05 0.09 0.584 Not significant
Work pressure → Mastery –0.28 0.10 0.004 Significant
Emotional load → Mastery –0.13 0.08 0.114 Not significant
Cognitive demands → Mastery 0.20 0.09 0.020 Significant
Work pressure → Relaxation –0.43 0.09 0.001 Significant
Emotional load → Relaxation 0.02 0.08 0.828 Not significant
Cognitive demands → Relaxation 0.04 0.08 0.622 Not significant
Job resources and recovery experiences

Autonomy → Control 0.33 0.09 0.001 Significant
Support → Control 0.06 0.09 0.541 Not significant
Autonomy → Detachment 0.06 0.09 0.487 Not significant
Support → Detachment 0.25 0.09 0.006 Significant
Autonomy → Mastery 0.29 0.10 0.003 Significant
Support → Mastery –0.02 0.10 0.873 Not significant
Autonomy → Relaxation 0.23 0.09 0.120 Significant
Support → Relaxation 0.11 0.09 0.238 Not significant
Recovery experiences and burnout

Control → Exhaustion 0.02 0.09 0.862 Not significant
Detachment → Exhaustion 0.08 0.08 0.312 Not significant
Mastery → Exhaustion –0.27 0.09 0.003 Significant
Relaxation → Exhaustion 0.08 0.14 0.551 Not significant
Control → Depersonalisation –0.03 0.13 0.836 Not significant
Detachment → Depersonalisation 0.11 0.10 0.306 Not significant
Mastery → Depersonalisation –0.27 0.12 0.027 Significant
Relaxation → Depersonalisation 0.22 0.19 0.233 Not significant
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This partially coincides with the findings of a longitudinal 
study by Van Vegchel et al. (2004) that a lack of social support 
predicts emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation. A 
longitudinal study by Burke, Greenglass and Schwarzer 
(1996) also found significant relationships between social 
support and the dimensions of burnout. The reasons for 
the non-significant relationship between autonomy and 
burnout and between social support and depersonalisation 
are unclear and should be further investigated. Baron and 
Kenny (1986) suggest that it could prove meaningful to 
consider the presence of an unintended moderator when 
a researcher fails to prove a hypothesised relationship 
between a predictor and a criterion variable (i.e. if the 
relationship has been found to be significant in one setting 
but not in another).

Hypothesis 3 suggested that job demands will be negatively 
related to all four recovery strategies. This hypothesis was 
also partially confirmed. Work pressure was negatively 
associated with all four of the recovery strategies. Thus, 
when one is confronted with high work pressure, it is likely 
that one will experience feelings of low control, an inability 
to detach from one’s work, little mastery and an inability 
to relax after work. This corresponds to some degree to the 
results of research by Sonnentag and Fritz (2007), which 
confirmed a negative relationship between work pressure 
and detachment from work, control during leisure time 
and relaxation. However, their results failed to substantiate 
a relationship between work pressure and mastery 
experiences. Similarly, in a study by Kinnunen et al. (2011), 
direct relationships between job demands and mastery and 
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control during leisure time could not be established. In the 
current study emotional load did not significantly predict 
any of the four recovery strategies. Cognitive demands only 
predicted mastery experiences. This suggests that when one 
experiences cognitive demands at work, one may be inclined 
to make use of mastery experiences in one’s non-work time 
in order to recover from work. Again, one may argue that 
the nature of work in academia is associated with cognitive 
demands. However, these demands may often be welcomed 
by this group of people as they naturally seek opportunities 
to receive intellectual challenge and stimulation. Mastery 
experience by nature is a process by which an individual 
requires the skills to cope with stressors over which he has no 
control (Ben-Zur, 2002). Therefore, the finding that cognitive 
demands are positively associated with mastery might not 
be surprising.

Hypothesis 4, which stated that job resources will be 
positively related to all four recovery strategies, was partially 
confirmed. According to the results, individuals who 
experience autonomy at work may tend to experience higher 
control over their leisure time, mastery and relaxation. 
However, autonomy was not associated with detachment 
from work. On the other hand, social support did contribute 
significantly to detachment. Thus, employees who receive 
support from their colleagues at work may find it easier to 
detach from their work after hours than those employees who 
do not experience social support at work. Social support did 
not significantly predict control, mastery and relaxation. Very 
little evidence from previous research exists to substantiate 
these findings. As suggested by Spoor, De Jonge and Hamers 
(2010), the relationship between job resources and recovery 
as well as its relationship with work-related outcomes is 
largely unexplored and future research to address this gap is 
essential. A possible explanation for the findings in this study 
is that job resources such as social support foster a positive 
affect and have been shown to reduce an individual’s stress 
levels by allowing for unwinding after work, which in turn 
could promote psychological detachment from work (Bakker 
et al., 2005; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Neely et al., 2006; Sheldon & 
Elliot, 1999).

Hypothesis 5, which suggested that all four recovery 
strategies would be negatively related to exhaustion and 
depersonalisation, was partially confirmed. The results reveal 
that only one of the four recovery strategies is a significant 
predictor of burnout. It seems that when one makes use 
of mastery experiences as a recovery strategy, one may 
experience lower levels of exhaustion and depersonalisation. 
Previous research has yielded similar results regarding 
the relationship between mastery strategies and burnout 
(Sonnentag, Binnewies & Mojza, 2010; Sonnentag & Fritz, 
2007; Sonnentag, Kuttler & Fritz, 2010). Again, the argument 
can be made that the need for academia (i.e. the study 
population in this research) to engage in activities in which 
they might learn something might explain why a lack of 
mastery experiences might lead to increased burnout levels. 
Opportunities to learn new skills, as in the case of mastery 

experiences where individuals acquire the skills to cope 
with their workplace stressors (Ben-Zur, 2002), might serve 
as stimulating experiences and therefore do not deplete the 
individual’s energy (i.e. contribute to exhaustion) or lead to 
negativity about their work (i.e. depersonalisation).

Hypothesis 6 was partially confirmed. To summarise the 
results from the moderated SEM, mastery was found to be 
a moderator in the relationship between emotional load and 
exhaustion, as well as between work pressure and exhaustion. 
Also, control during leisure time moderated the relationship 
between work pressure and exhaustion, and between work 
pressure and depersonalisation. More specifically, the 
results suggest that employees with low mastery experiences 
experienced higher exhaustion as a result of a high emotional 
load and as a result of work pressure. It can be argued that 
although both high emotional load and high work pressure 
may lead to high exhaustion levels (Bakker et  al., 2005; De 
Beer, Rothmann & Pienaar, 2012), when employees feel 
that they do not engage in activities that create a sense of 
competence they do not have the opportunity to increase 
their self-efficacy to feel more competent to deal with the 
stressful high emotional load and work pressure (Ben-Zur, 
2002; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). As a result of this they may 
feel less energised to deal with their emotional load and 
work pressure and may consequently have higher levels of 
exhaustion.

In addition to the above, the results further indicate that 
when individuals experience low control during leisure 
time, the influence of work pressure on exhaustion and 
depersonalisation is higher when compared to individuals 
who experience high control during leisure time. This result 
can be clarified by tapping into the nature of control, which 
is related to the extent to which an individual feels that they 
have control over which activity to pursue during leisure 
time (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). When employees feel that 
they do not have free will during their leisure time, this may 
create a negative affect which may spill over into the work 
situation. When these individuals also experience high work 
pressure and as a result may feel they do not have control 
over their work, this may strengthen the feeling of a lack of 
control they experience because of low control during leisure 
time. Consequently, they may tend to have higher levels of 
exhaustion and depersonalisation.

This study adds to the body of literature on effort recovery 
in South Africa. Very little empirical research has been done 
in South Africa regarding the use and benefits of different 
recovery strategies and the results from this study proved 
to provide some insight into the role of recovery strategies 
in the stressor-strain relationship. Specifically, it is suggested 
that employees are encouraged to engage in recovery 
strategies that will reduce their burnout levels, especially 
in mastery experiences. Although the results in this study 
did not confirm all four recovery strategies as moderators 
in the relationship between job demands and burnout, this 
does not imply that recovery experiences are not important 
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to combat burnout. As previous research has suggested, all 
four recovery experiences play a significant role in fostering 
employee well-being. For example, Siltaloppi et  al. (2009) 
found that psychological detachment and mastery reduce 
the need for recovery, that relaxation is associated with 
lower exhaustion under high time demands and that both 
psychological detachment and mastery predict occupational 
well-being. In another study by Siltaloppi, Kinnunen, Feldt 
and Tolvanen (2011), the results suggested that employees 
engaging in all four recovery activities were less likely to 
experience job burnout.

Despite the interesting results discussed, this study is not 
without limitations. It is suggested that future research 
corroborate the results found in this study, specifically the 
moderating effects, amongst educators at tertiary institutions. 
It is recommended that such studies collect longitudinal data 
to establish the relationships between job characteristics, 
recovery strategies and burnout. Also, larger samples might 
present researchers with a better representation of educators 
at tertiary institutions. Furthermore, it is suggested that 
the unexpected results and specifically the non-significant 
findings for hypothesised relationships be further explored 
in future studies.
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