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Abstract

Attracting and retaining academic administrators are quite hard in most universities, due to the fact that, having
an administrative position is considered as burdensome for most academicians. The purpose of this research is to
stimulate awareness on healthy well-being in educational setting particularly academic administrators. This
study investigated the effect of emotional exhaustion on job involvement among academic administrators in
Malaysian universities. A total of 190 academic administrators from both public and private universities in
Malaysia participated in this study. This is a confirmatory and cross sectional study which employs quantitative
approaches and statistical analyses involved were Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), demographic analysis and
linear regression. Data analysis revealed a moderately high level of emotional exhaustion experienced by the
academic administrators and average level of job involvement. In addition to that, this study also found a
significant inverse relationship between emotional exhaustion and job involvement. Knowledge gained from this
study could contribute to empower university management to better comprehend the impact of emotional
exhaustion on the well-being as well as performance of the employees, specifically academic administrators.
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1. Introduction

Industrial Revolution 4.0 has significantly changed the entire sectors all over the
world. Higher education is also un-exempted and heavily affected by this. As such,
frameworks have been developed thoroughly to cater the demand of new era of digitalisation
as indicated in Framing Malaysian Higher Education 4.0 by Ministry of Higher Education
(2018). Yet, as much as the world is depending on technology, few aspects have to be equally
prioritise as well especially on social sustainability. In regard to this, human well-being is
among the most crucial elements including both physical and mental. Undoubtedly, academic
profession has becoming more stressful and challenging than ever before. In fact, it is also
supported that the extensions of academicians’ job which includes administration, public
intellectuals and industrial relation are somehow burdensome (Da Wan et al., 2015). Due to
this, academicians are having heavy workload that somehow requires them to work after
office hours and even on weekend. Furthermore, academicians in universities are not only
responsible to teach and do research but they are also expected to assume administrative
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positions such as coordinator, head of department, deputy dean, dean along with others. It is
not surprising when academicians are usually reluctant to take up any administrative posts
(Dimici et al., 2016; DeZure et al., 2014). Juggling between teaching, doing research and
being administrators at the same time, might have severe impact on their emotions. Previous
study conducted by Hassan Asaari et al. (2016) highlighted that most administrators
particularly, department chairs are not aspired to be in managerial or leadership role and
always end up complaining about the job.

To date, existing literatures on workplace stress in educational context mainly
involved school teachers and academic staff rather than academic administrators. In fact,
most studies on this area were conducted by Western researchers such as Gmelch (2015) and
Ewen et al., (2018). Indeed, educational setting in this country faces scarce number of studies
pertaining to this area (Mee et al., 2018; Makhbul & Hizam, 2014). Undoubtedly, it is a very
tough and demanding job per se hence, viewed as an unwelcomed offer by majority of them.
In another stance, some academicians might be having a more positive outlook on taking up
administrative positions as renewal of their professional identity (Henkel, 2002).
Nevertheless, the administrators are very crucial as they are the ones who facilitate the
universities in achieving the government's aspiration to be the educational hub. This has led
to difficulty of attracting new talents and retaining academic administrators in most
universities. Therefore, the need to study about the well-being of academic administrators is
significant in order to better understand their emotion and experience that contribute to the
performance. The objectives of the study is first to determine the level of emotional
exhaustion among academic administrators, second to determine the level of job involvement
among academic administrators and lastly to investigate the effect of emotional exhaustion on
job involvement among academic administrators in Malaysian universities. The study would
be able to enlarge new insights to the body of knowledge, bridging the existing gaps in the
prevailing literatures particularly, in Malaysian context pertaining to this area as it is still
underexplored.

1.1 Basic concepts

Speaking of emotional exhaustion, it is highly related and referred to burnout, which
occurs due to prolonged stressful experience because of work that is not effectively managed
by the employees. Among all the three dimensions of burnout, emotional exhaustion has been
viewed as the most dominant dimension as compared to the other two, disengagement and
reduced personal accomplishment. It is somehow acts as the true manifestation of burnout
(Khan et al., 2014), a circumstance whereby a person is feeling of excessively strained and
physically as well as emotionally depleted, he or she is actually experiencing exhaustion at
work (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). Due to ever demanding nature of the current’s academic
sphere, majority of academicians are burdened with loads of work which then dampening
their health status. To date, there are growing numbers of literatures on workplace stress,
safety and health in both medical and non-medical journals, and this has justified that the
same studies should also be done in academic sphere (Liu H-C et al., 2020; Fontinha, R. et
al., 2019; Dewa C. S. et al.,, 2017). In fact, stressful circumstances in academic life are
important scope to be studied as the quality of higher education would depend much on its
academicians’ well-being (Noor & Ismail, 2016). A cross-cultural qualitative study
conducted in Malaysia and Indonesia found that among the sources of stress experienced by
academic staff were increased work demands, inadequate role occupancy, insufficient role
support, and role conflict (Safaria, 2013). A study also found the prevalent of emotional
exhaustion among academic staff in a public university of Malaysia and its significant highest
correlation with presenteeism (Omar et al., 2016). The academic administrators are having
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dual roles in faculty and university level. They are academic staff who perform their essential
duties and at the same time hold administrative position in the university. Unfortunately, they
are always caught in the middle between effectively and simultaneously playing both roles.
Indeed, they have to bear huge responsibility as compared to other academicians. As such,
they would experience more stress whereby later on develop emotional exhaustion. Past
study revealed that few university department heads in Turkey expressed their grievances
including excessive workloads, insufficient incentives, lack of authority and other factors that
contributed to the reluctance of taking up responsibility (Dimici et al., 2016). They also
mentioned about the necessity of pre-service training and professional associations to make
the position attractive. Eventually, all of these circumstances have further triggered several
issues upon academic administrators' physical as well as emotional well-being henceforth
reducing their job involvement.

Study on job involvement is deemed as essential because it is part of employees’ job
attitudes towards work and its importance is crucial to the well-being of both employees and
organisation (Salessi & Omar, 2018). Kanungo (1982) defined job involvement as one’s
belief that his present job could meet his salient needs. Simply on how one is psychologically
and personally identified to the job itself. Moreover, it can be said that job involvement is the
degree to which employees, immersing themselves in their jobs, devoting time and energy in
them, and considering work as a central part of their overall lives (Sethi & Mittal, 2016). A
study conducted in Nigerian universities that analysed both qualitative and quantitave data
revealed the interactional relationship between job involvement, job satisfaction,
organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB) and organisational commitment (Nwibere, 2014).
Indeed, employees’ job involvement has vital contribution and impact on the other
organisational outcomes. Therefore, management should never take this aspect for granted
and always try to tackle issues pertaining to it. In academic realm, it has been stated that an
educator’s achievement in educational practices relied heavily on job involvement which then
contribute to the teaching effectiveness and college development (Dehal & Kumar, 2017). In
addition to that, the level of job involvement among academic staff in a public university of
Malaysia was predicted by their OCB and job satisfaction (Sukri et al., 2016). The authors
also acknowledged the prominence of job involvement in driving towards institutional goals.
On this ground, it is believed that highly involved academicians are able to generate most
effective educational processes which subsequently able to contribute to the attainment of
desired institutional vision and mission. Having said that, involved academicians would then
produce effective and efficient outcomes in teaching, administering, supervising students as
well as high quality of research.

In Malaysia, one of the efforts to address the issue is exhibited by the Higher
Education Leadership Academy which is also known as Akademi Kepimpinan Pendidikan
Tinggi (AKEPT), a body that is currently applying the Competency-Based Talent
Management (CBTM) model to prepare for the next leadership generations (Yahya, 2019).
Since its establishment, AKEPT is aiming to produce competent leaders and administrators in
higher education institutions. This is also highlighted in the latest Malaysia Education
Blueprint (Ministry of Education, 2015). Highly and personally involved administrators are
very crucial for the institutional developments. Competency alone is definitely inadequate,
rather passion and job involvement would drive the institution to success. That is why the
level of job involvement among staff should be extensively recognised. Hence, this group of
people should be moulded at the early stage (faculty level) in order for them to be personally
aligned with the vision and mission and rigorously contributing for the future directions of
the universities.
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1.2 The relationship between emotional exhaustion and job involvement

Studies conducted in the area concerning to emotional exhaustion and job
involvement of working people have gained attention from existing scholars and researchers.
A research undertaken by Chiu and Tsai (2006) showed that job involvement is connected to
both dimensions of burnout namely emotional exhaustion and diminished personal
accomplishment. On top of that, emotional exhaustion is also proved to be the major
predictor of job involvement and exposed an inverse manner among the Nigerian workers
(Olusa & Afolabi, 2017). Moreover, recent study among HR managers in Beijing also found
significant negative association between job involvement and all dimensions of burnout
including emotional exhaustion (Chen, Liu, & Li, 2020). In contrast, a study revealed that the
relationship between job involvement and emotional exhaustion among correctional
employees was found statistically and significantly positive (Griffin et al., 2010). This shows
that highly involved employees tend to experience emotionally drained and overextended out
of the job. These studies prove that there is a statistically significant relationship between
emotional exhaustion and job involvement. Comparatively, study conducted among academic
staff in one of the central universities in India discovered that emotional exhaustion was
found negatively related to job involvement, yet the relationship was insignificant (Azeem,
2010). In Malaysian private universities, majority of academicians who faced burnout
(including exhaustion) were reported to have low life satisfaction, less employer support, lack
of involvement and average job and career satisfaction (Chen et al., 2014).

The Job-Demand Resources (JD-R) model is among the popular occupational
stress theories that basically explains strain as a result of response to disparity between one’s
demands and resources at work. This particular theory as indicated by Bakker and Demerouti
(2017) involves two types of job characteristics namely job demands (e.g. high work pressure
and emotionally demanding interactions) and job resources (e.g. autonomy, performance
feedback and growth opportunities). Imbalance between these two job characteristics would
then distract both well-being and performance of the employees. Originally, the theory
suggested that exhaustion was predicted by job demands, meanwhile, disengagement was
predicted by job resources. As time passes by, extensions of the JD-R theory have caused it to
be flexible and useful to study any type of professional groups. Additional interactions and
linkages between constructs also have made it to be much more relevant to be applied in
present days. In fact, a revised version shown in Schaufeli and Taris (2014) confirmed that
the strain experienced by a person will give significant impact on not only his health
problems but also working performance. Strain in this situation is burnout symptom
particularly one’s exhaustion or overextended feeling. In this study, emotional exhaustion
resembling the strain and job involvement acts as the outcome performance. Existing studies
and the underpinning theory validates the relationship between emotional exhaustion and job
involvement. Thus, based on the preceding discussion, it is hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 1: There is a negative effect of emotional exhaustion on job
involvement among the academic administrators.
2. Data collection and research instrument
This is a confirmatory and cross sectional study which employs quantitative
approaches. Unit of analysis for this study is individual (i.e. academic administrator).

Samples were academic staffs who are currently having teaching task, doing research and at
the same time holding administrative position in the universities that they are working for
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such as Dean/Head of Department/Coordinator and others. This study employed stratified
random and purposive sampling method. Data were collected throughout the Peninsular
Malaysia using online survey form. The list of full-fledged public and private universities
was obtained from Malaysian Qualification Register (MQR) official website. The survey link
is distributed to the respondents via their official email. Out of 300 surveys distributed, a total
of 200 forms were received indicating the response rate of 67%. However, 10 forms were
excluded because of some unmet requirements at the early screening stage. Finally, 190 of
usable forms were proceeded for data analysis.

The questionnaire consisted of demographic profile and studied constructs sections.
The demographic profile asked about respondents’ gender, age, academic administrative
positions, length of experience and willingness to continue serving. Meanwhile, another
section asked about the constructs of emotional exhaustion and job involvement. Emotional
exhaustion was measured using nine items adapted and modified from Maslach et al. (1997)
and Demerouti et al. (2003) on a six-point scale that ranged from 1 (never) to 6 (always). On
the other hand, job involvement was measured by using eleven items, ten items were
developed by Kanungo (1982) and one item is added by researchers. The items were
measured on a six-point scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). All of
these items were modified accordingly to cater the need of the present study which sought to
measure the emotional exhaustion and job involvement of academic administrators in
Malaysian universities.

2.1 Reliability of measurement items

All the 20 items concerning emotional exhaustion and job involvement constructs
undergone an exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Extraction of the factors for EFA was done
using SPSS 24.0 and there are few things that crucial in EFA like the principal component
analysis, communalities, factor rotation, eigenvalues and others (Hair et al., 2019). Prior to
EFA, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett test of sphericity revealed a measure of
sampling adequacy of 0.932 and significant which was far greater than 0.6 minimum value
and significance value less than 0.05. This means that the data were suitable and adequate for
factor analysis to be conducted and sufficient items for each construct. Principal component
analysis with varimax rotation were used to analyse all the items. As a result, two factors
were extracted by observing the scree plot and eiganvalues greater than 1 in total variance
explained output table. The two factors consisting items for each construct explained 68.87%
of the total variance. All items loaded in the respective factor except two negatively worded
items of job involvement. Hence, these two items were then deleted. All items had factor
loadings above 0.50 which achieved the minimum level. On top of that, the communalities
values of the remaining items were also above the minimum level of 0.40 (Hair et al., 2019).

Finally, Factor 1 and Factor 2 extracted were named as emotional exhaustion and job
involvement respectively. Factor 1 contained all the nine items and Factor 2 contained nine
items as well with high factor loadings. Indeed, in order to determine the internal reliability
of construct, the Cronbach’s Alpha value should be tested. The Cronbach’s o value for
emotional exhaustion was 0.953 while the Cronbach’s o for job involvement was 0.942.
These two then concluded that the items measure for the components were highly reliable as
they exceeded the required value of 0.70. Table 1 summarises the detailed of above
mentioned procedures and results.
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Table 1: The Internal Reliability Measure

Factor Number of Original Items Number of Retained Items Cronbach’s Alpha
1 (Emotional exhaustion) 9 9 0.953
2 (Job involvement) 11 9 0.942
3. Findings and Discussions

3.1  Demographic analysis

A total 190 respondents participated in this study. Eighty-four of them were male and
one hundred and six were female academic administrators with the percentage of 44.2% and
55.8% respectively. Majority of them were aged between 40-49 years old represented by
48.9% and 44.7% were respondents between 30-39 years old. The others were aged below 29
years (1.1%), 50-59 years (4.7%) and 60 years and above (0.5%). Hundred and seventy-three
of them were Malaysians and only seventeen were non-Malaysians. In addition to that, more
than half of the respondents (55.3%) were currenly working in private universities, and
44.7% from public universities. Most of them had Doctoral degree and others had Master’s
degree and Bachelor’s degree, 68.9%, 29.5% and 1.6% respectively. Seventy-eight of them
were coordinators/advisors, sixty-one were head of departments, thirty-seven were deputy
dean/director and fourteen were dean/director. None of the respondents were from higher
management. In terms of length of service for the current position, almost majority of them
(70.5%) were 1-5 years of service, meanwhile for the total experience of taking up
responsibility as academic administrators in the current university, more than half (53.2%) of
the respondents answered 1-5 years. In reference to the question asked about the willingness
to continue serving as academic administrators, 41.1% of them answered undecided and
31.1% were unwilling to serve. There were only 27.9% of repondents willing to continue
taking up responsibility as academic administrators in the current universities.

3.2 The level of emotional exhaustion among academic administrators

Based on the analysis, the findings exposed that emotional exhaustion among
academic administrators who are having teaching task, doing research and holding
administrative position in the university was prevalent. Respondents indicated mean for
emotional exhaustion (M = 4.24, SD = 1.11), that means they experienced moderately high
level of emotional exhaustion when serving as academic administrators. Among the items
that had highest mean values were “I feel like I am working too hard on my job” (M = 4.96,
SD = 1.35) and “I feel exhausted at the end of the workday” (M = 4.94, SD = 1.20). This
finding confirms that due to the burden of bearing dual roles, many academic administrators
feel emotionally depleted and over strained. In academic sphere, among the prominent
sources of this kind situation would be high workload, role conflict, lack of support as
revealed by Safaria (2013). Logically speaking, it is much more relevant when the academic
staff hold administrative positions simultaneously as extra responsibilities that they have are
more demanding as compared to those who do not. The former would easily triggered
experiencing exhaustion rather than the latter. As Omar et al. (2016) revealed that academic
staff in Malaysia encountered emotional exhaustion while working, therefore, the finding of
this present study is considered valid and sensible. This result also tally with the low
percentage of respondents who were willing to continue to serve as academic administrators,
merely 27.9%.
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3.3 The level of job involvement among academic administrators

Academicians are assumed to take up the responsibility by being administrators who
will involve and facilitate in management line. Thus, their level of involvement should not be
neglected. Based on the finding itself, respondents indicated an average level of job
involvement (M = 3.72, SD = 0.98). Out of nine items, among the items that had highest
mean values were “I have spent more than 8 hours per day on my work” (M = 4.25, SD =
1.16) and “I am involved in my job most of the time” (M = 4.18, SD = 1.06). In this sense,
this shows that academic administrators in universities were averagely immersed themselves
into the job, neither high nor low. Perhaps, few administrators devoted more time and energy
in performing the job, nevertheless, did not consider the job as fundamental part of their
overall lives (Sethi & Mittal, 2016). Looking at this finding, it can be expected that, other
organisational outcomes would also have tendency to be in the same manner as well
following the degree of job involvement among academic administrators. This is then
supported by previous finding whereby respondents indicated 41.1% of indecision and 31.1%
of unwillingness to continue serving as administrators. They might not personally aspired to
be in management line per se. Previous studies such as Hassan Asaari et al. (2016) and
Henkel (2002) also supported this circumstance whereby administrative roles were viewed as
unwelcomed and distractive.

3.4  The effect of emotional exhaustion on job involvement

Linear regression was used to analyse the effect of emotional exhaustion on job
involvement among academic administrators in Malaysian universities. As displayed in Table
2, the results revealed emotional exhaustion explained 24.6% of the variance in job
involvement (F = 62.8, p < 0.05). The R value represents the simple correlation of 0.500
indicated a moderate degree of correlation. The emotional exhaustion was statistically
significant to have a negative effect on job involvement ( = -.500, p = 0.000). Having said
that, an increase in emotional exhaustion would further decrease the job involvement among
the academic administrators.

Table 2: Summary of linear regression analysis of job involvement on predictor variable (N = 190)

Predictor variable
entered

Emotional exhaustion 0.000 -.500 -7.925 .500 0.246 62.8
Notes: *p < 0.05

p Standardised 8 t R Adjusted R2 F*

The current findings were also in line with previous studies such as proven by Chen et
al. (2020), Olusa & Afolabi, (2017) and Azeem (2010). Academic administrators who feel
emotionally exhausted will significantly contributed to lower level of job involvement. This
is also supported by Job-Demand Resources (JD-R) model whereby strain produces a
negative impact on the employees performance. When employees feel excessively exhausted,
they tend to be underperformed by reducing job attitudes and behaviours. Here, we managed
to acknowledge the nature of work among academic administrators are highly pressured thus,
contributing to emotional depletion, which then affecting their degree of job involvement. It
makes sense why most of academic staff are reluctant to be administrators in universities and
why attracting talents as well retaining them are so difficult. This has also been displayed in a
study by Dimici et al. (2016) on their unwillingness. It is not only occurs in Malaysia, yet,
universities all over the world are facing the same issues.
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To date, the use of Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) has been extensively
recognised in helping employees with problems, provided by internal employers or extenal
vendors. EAP involves counselling, assessment, consultation and other beneficial programs
that aims to promote health and improve performance at workplace. The effectiveness of this
initiative should be continuously investigated so that it could solve the rising matters. Few
numbers of organisation that highlighting mental health at workplace are accessible through
their websites as listed by Attridge (2019). As in academic profession, emotionally exhausted
staff should be acknowledged in order to prevent further worst scenario that dampening their
working performance. On top of that, the whole staff must be widely informed of the
availability and acessability of EAP provided by the university. A detailed explanation of
EAP application in higher education was done by Nurhadi (2020) in terms of its preparation,
implementation and evaluation stages.

4. Conclusion

This study exposed a moderately high level of emotional exhaustion experienced
among academic administrators in Malaysian universities. Furthermore, their level of job
involevment was mereley average. The present study also found an inverse relationship
between emotional and job involvement. Conclusively, academic administrators who are
whole-heartedly involved in the job, would show that they are really enjoying the position
and taking the challenges as a great motivation to grow further. This could be achieved only
when the university is taking a good care of the staff and attending to the grievances among
them especially in terms of job characteristics. The significant relationships between these
constructs are still understudied especially in Malaysian context, hence worth to be further
explored. The studied constructs are also indirectly resembling important features that should
not be neglected in order to enhance human capital sustainability. Recommendations for
future research would be employment of structural equation modelling (SEM) in order to
obtain a robust findings, inclusion of other relevant job-related constructs and combination of
mixed-method approach to gain an in depth comprehension of the current area of study.
Indeed, there are a lot of rooms to be discovered in Malaysian context, particularly regarding
this studied population. Apart from that, the university management could review or even
develop new policies that could enhance the academic administrators’ well- being such as
reducing workloads, organising stress management seminars and the like. In fact,
implementation of EAP would also be beneficial for the whole university staff in the long
run. Acknowledgement of the lived experience of this group is quite important as it could
affect the overall organisational behaviour and performance.
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