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In 1988, an American Marketing Association (AMA) task
force expressed concern that a large number of senior mar-
keting academicians were turning into “burnouts.” This arti-
cle reports findings from a large-scale study that defined and
measured the research burnout construct and explored its
relationship to several variables. Findings indicate that
research burnout is not as widespread as envisaged by the
task force. Five correlates—intrinsic motivation for
research, collaborative research efforts, failure to keep up
with knowledge developments, lack of performance-
contingent rewards, and weak doctoral training—account
for 61% of the variation in research burnout.

According to the American Marketing Association’s
(AMA's) Task Force on the Development of Marketing
Thought (1988), a significant structural impediment to the
development and dissemination of marketing knowledge at
the academic level is the fact that many productive scholars
either bum out and prematurely withdraw from research or
become “bigamists,” that is, devote little time to research and
focus their attention on consulting, executive teaching, and
administrative duties instead.

Research burnout (RB), particularly among senior acade-
micians, is amajor impediment to the advancement of knowl-
edge in marketing because (1) it robs us of our most produc-
tive scholars, (2) the withdrawal of older research masters be-
fore they can help younger scholars mature limits research
leadership, and (3) premature withdrawal of senior faculty
members from the research scene creates a bad precedent for
younger scholars who may come to see research as simply a
matter of “paying your dues” (AMA Task Force 1988, p. 13).

We report findings from an empirical study whose pri-
mary purpose was to examine and gather baseline data on the
phenomenon of RB in marketing academicians. In particular,
the study sought to answer such questions as, How wide-
spread is RB in marketing? What factors contribute to RB?
What role, if any, does psychological burnout play? How do
academicians who are totally soured by their research experi-
ence compare with those who are on the other end of the spec-
trum? What effect does RB have on such outcome variables

as attitude toward the research, time devoted to research and
related activities, job satisfaction, turnover intention, and re-
search productivity?

In addition, the study explored a set of more fundamental
issues such as why we do research in the first place. Is it be-
cause our institutions require it and provide extrinsic rewards
(e.g., pay, promotion, etc.) for doing it? Or do we engage in
research because it is intrinsically satisfying? Do we, the re-
searchers ourselves, believe in the value of our work or are we
just playing the “publishing game”?

As the first to explicitly define and measure RB and to ex-
amine its relationship to various other variables, this study
should contribute to our theoretical understanding of the RB
phenomenon and help us understand more about our profes-
sional lives.

After explaining the RB construct, we identify its various
correlates. We then describe the research methods used in the
study, report the results, discuss the findings, and consider the
implications and directions for future research.

RB: A FORMAL DEFINITION

“Bumout” refers to the human situation, analogous to break-
downs in electrical appliances, wherein after a period of pro-
ductive use the system overheats and self-destructs. In short,
those marketing academicians fortunate enough to win job
security by making their way successfully through the tenure
process often find that the superhuman exertions needed to
win promotion have left them in a state of complete physical,
mental, and emotional exhaustion. Thus spent, they cannot
sustain the intellectual energy needed to carry their research
forward to the next stage of their academic careers. In an
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ironic sense, their research productivity is self-immolated on
the fires of their own ambition. . . . Too many experienced
marketing academicians are “burnouts,” exhausted by heroic
labors early in their careers and now devoting only low levels
of time and energy to research pursuits, perhaps because they
feel they have already “paid their dues” and need no longer
suffer the painful trials and tribulations of the “publishing
game.” (AMA Task Force 1988, pp. 13-14)

It is evident from the preceding excerpt that the task force
is using the term burnout to refer to a rather narrowly defined
construct that relates to a severe reduction in an individual’s
research efforts due to the strain and weariness associated
with research activity. Unfortunately, both colloquially and
in the psychology literature, the term burnout is used to refer
to a generalized psychological state, characterized by a state
of fatigue or frustration due to an unrealistic devotion to a
cause or way of life (Freudenberger 1980). Therefore, to
avoid confusion, we offer a formal definition of burnout asso-
ciated with the research process and use the term research
burnout to distinguish it from psychological burnout. Fol-
lowing Levinson’s (1981) conception that “the major defin-
ing characteristic of burnout is that people can't or won’t do
again what they have been doing” (p. 76), we define RB as
follows: RB is an emotional state brought on as a result of
long-term stresses associated with the academic research and
publication process that has a pronounced negative effect on
one’s research efforts. .

With the exception of the AMA task force report, we
found no studies documenting the correlates of RB in market-
ing academicians. However, the educational psychology lit-
erature reports studies on psychological burnout among
school teachers and college professors. Drawing on this mini-
mal literature (and relying heavily on the task force report),
plus discussions with colleagues, we identified several poten-
tial correlates of RB.

Motivation for Doing Research

It is reasonable to assume that people engage in research
for intrinsic reasons as well as for extrinsic reasons. Clearly,
some people are attracted to academia because they have a
scholarly orientation. However, many are attracted to acade-
mia for reasons other than scholarship, such as the joy of
teaching, job security offered by the tenure system, and aca-
demic lifestyle.

Although there are no data on scholarly motivation of mar-
keting faculty, empirical evidence from other disciplines is
not encouraging. For example, in Ladd and Lipset’s (1975,
1976, 1977) surveys of 4,383 faculty members at U.S. col-
leges and universities, less than half of the respondents indi-
cated that their interests lay in research. Eighty-five percent
indicated that “intellectual-scholar-scientist” was the poorest
description of their career.

If the situation in marketing is anything like that indicated
by the surveys, a large group of colleagues may not be
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intrinsically motivated to do research. However, for those
who do engage in research primarily for intrinsic reasons, it
would be a pleasurable activity and therefore probably a ref-
uge from other stressors at work. Such individuals, when
faced with the trials and tribulations of the research process,
are likely to cope well and be less prone to experience RB
than those who do research primarily as a means of gaining
rewards.

Psychological Burnout

Psychological burnout, known to undermine educators’
productivity (Maslach 1982), has been shown to cause emo-
tional exhaustion too, and an emotionally exhausted individ-
ual is hardly in a position to engage in such a creative activity
as research. Hence, we expected a positive correlation be-
tween psychological burnout and RB.

Work-Family Conflict

The findings of Schultz, Chung, and Henderson (1989),
who documented the work-family conflicts faced by univer-
sity faculty members, suggest that academicians face the
same kinds of conflicts in combining work and family as the
workforce at large. Our supposition was that work-family
conflict has a generalized negative effect on one’s productiv-
ity, including research productivity. Therefore, marketing
academicians experiencing high work-family conflict are
probably more prone to RB than those experiencing low
work-family conflict.

Frustration with the Review Process

The AMA task force labeled the review process in market-
ing journals as sadomasochistic. We suspected that the sado-
masochistic review process may have a role in precipitating
RB, such that those marketing academicians who perceive
the review process to be more frustrating are likely to report
higher levels of RB than those who find the review process
less frustrating.

Fallure to Keep Up with Knowledge Developments

Lacking sufficient time to keep currentin one’s field is one
of the 10 worst stressors for professors (Smith, Anderson, and
Loverich 1995). Not keeping current leads to obsolescence.
Technical and conceptual obsolescence creates a vicious
cycle in which the greater the obsolescence, the less the desire
to catch up, leading to an ever-increasing obsolescence. The
link between obsolescence and RB is clear: the more obsolete
one becomes in one’s training, the less one has the desire or
the ability to conduct research. ’

Weak Doctoral Training

Although the task force report identified weak doctoral
training as a correlate of “bombs,” we believed weak doctoral
training would contribute to RB as well. Academicians who
are able to earn tenure despite their weak doctoral training
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will find it increasingly difficult to sustain a productive re-
search career without proper training. The ensuing anger and
frustration could fuel RB.

Lack of Funding for Research

Marketing as a discipline has very few sources of research
funding. The only major sources of funding are universities,
and their resources are progressively shrinking. Because of
the lack of funding, many marketing academicians fail to
build their research programs and often turn to other pursuits
such as consulting, executive teaching, and administrative
service, especially after achieving tenure and promotion
(AMA Task Force 1988, p. 15). We expected the lack of
research funding to be a positive correlate of RB.

Lack of Performance-Contingent
Rewards

One of the major frustrations to persons who go through
the trials and tribulations of research (and the publishing
game) is the lack of performance-contingent rewards. Pub-
lishing an article in a major marketing journal is extraordinar-
ily difficult. Productive researchers are discouraged when
rewards commensurate with their efforts to publish in the top
journals are not forthcoming. Lack of performance-
contingent rewards may especially contribute to RB in per-
sons for whom research has great instrumental value.

LIKELY CONSEQUENCES OF RB

Unlike the well-established consequences of psychologi-
cal burnout—absenteeism, tardiness, turnover, dissatisfac-
tion, and low productivity—the consequences of RB for the
individual are not well known. Still, logic and the literature
point to some reasonable consequences. Persons experienc-
ing RB may tend to view academic research as being of little
theoretical or practical importance.

Additionally, RB by definition means a lowered research
effort. Persons experiencing RB will spend less time on
research than they did before, which may lead to a vicious
cycle of lower research effort; lower research productivity;
fewer publications, grants, and doctoral students; lower pres-
tige; and, ultimately, lower job satisfaction. Therefore, pro-
longed RB could become a self-sustaining process in which,
having dropped out of research once (or having curtailed
research efforts severely), a faculty member will have a very
difficult time getting back in the game. Also, because
research performance is often a crucial input in performance
evaluations, prolonged RB will negatively affect one's
evaluations and, consequently, rewards, lowering one’s job
satisfaction even further.

In middle age, a sizable portion of academicians seem to
go through a sort of disillusionment with academe. Meyers
(1991) cites a 1984 survey by the Carnegie Foundation for the
Achievement of Teaching in which 40% of the 5,000

professors questioned said they might leave academe within
the next § years. However, limited mobility, particularly at the
senior ranks, depresses morale. “Middle-aged, tenured fac-
ulty members have come to realize they may spend the next
20 to 25 years right where they are—and they feel trapped”
(Watkins 1981; cf. Hunter et al. 1983, p. 101). The feeling of
being trapped and intention to leave may be exacerbated by
RB.

The above discussion suggests that academicians experi-
encing high levels of RB will see little value in academic
research, spend little time on research, report low rescarch
productivity, report low job satisfaction, and exhibit high
turnover intention.

METHOD

" To explore the relationship between RB and other vari-
ables, we conducted a national survey of marketing faculty.

Sample

A list of names was generated from Wiley's Guide to Mar-
keting Faculty (1995). Only professors who met the following
criteria were selected:

holds a Ph.D. or D.B.A. degree,

2. is employed by a school granting Ph.D. degrees,

3. holds the rank of associate or full professor (i.c., not listed as
assistant professor ot instructor).

Of the total listings, slightly more than 500 faculty members
met the criteria. A questionnaire with a postage-paid return
envelope and a one dollar bill as an incentive was mailed to
500 professors. Two hundred eighty-one questionnaires were
returned, of which 258 were usable, an effective response rate
of 51.6%.

Measures

With the exceptions of psychological burnout, which was
measured with an adaptation of the Maslach Burnout Inven-
tory (MBI) (Maslach 1982), and work-family conflict, which
was measured with two items from a scale developed by
Izraeli (1988), all constructs were measured with scales spe-
cifically developed for the study. All but two scales were
multi-item, and all were in the 5-point strongly agree to
strongly disagree Likeri-type summated ratings format.

Items for multi-item scales were generated from a variety
of sources, including literature surveys and discussions with
colleagues. In developing scales, a balance had to be struck
between generating items representing multiple nuances of
meaning and the length of the questionnaire. Scales were pre-
tested for their clarity before administration.

The 22 MBI items representing three dimensions of psycho-
logical burnout—namely, emotional exhaustion (9 items),
depersonalization (5 items), and personal accomplishment



(8 items)—were used in the study.” According to Maslach
(1982), the emotional exhaustion subscale taps into “feel-
ings of being emotionally overextended and exhausted by
one's work.” The depersonalization subscale “describes an
unfeeling and impersonal response toward recipients of
one’s care or service.” The personal accomplishment
subscale “describes feelings of competence and successful
achievement in one’s work with people” (Maslach 1982,
p. 101).

A factor analysis of the 22 items resulted in a three-
dimensional solution. Three items, two pertaining to emo-
tional exhaustion and one to personal accomplishment, were
eliminated because of split loadings. All other items loaded
well on the predicted dimensions. The reliability estimates of
the three dimensions were o = .89 for emotional exhaustion,
o = .81 for personal accomplishment, and o = .73 for
depersonalization.

The appendix provides details of the scales and corre-
sponding coefficient alpha values. All reliability coefficients
except one were well above the .5t0 .6 range. (As described in
the appendix, the two items measuring “extrinsic motivation
for doing research™ had a very low correlation. Therefore,
those items were analyzed separately and not as a scale.)

In addition to gathering background information on age,
rank, number of doctoral dissertations chaired, gender,
number of children living at home, and all but dissertation
(ABD) or non-ABD status at the start of the respondent’s aca-
demic career, we also inquired about the frustration over neg-
ligible impact of one's research, lack of collaborative
research efforts, and degree of social support at work." The
percentage of the respondent’s time allocated to various
research and non-research-related professional activities was
obtained as was research productivity, operationalized as the
respondent’s perception of change in productivity over the
past 5 years.' Respondents who perceived a significant
change in their productivity were asked to list the reasons for
the change.

ANALYSES AND RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 provides appropriate measures of central tendency
and correlations for relevant variables. The sample composi-
tion was 58% full professors and 42% associate professors;
889% were male. The average age was 50. The RB scores for
the sample ranged from 5 to 23, with an average of 9.89 and a
standard deviation of 3.68. Clearly, RB does not seem to be as
widespread a problem as the task force report suggests. How-
ever, an examination of the frequency distribution of RB
shows that just more than 9% of the sample scored higher than
15—the midpoint of the RB scale—indicating that roughly 1
in 11 associate/full professors in marketing is soured by his or
her research experience.
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An examination of the zero-order correlations revealed
that the following variables were significantly (p < .05) corre-
lated with RB in the expected direction (see Table 1): intrinsic
motivation, psychological burnout, work-family conflict,
frustration with the negligible impact of one’s research, fail-
ure to keep up with knowledge developments, weak doctoral
training, age, rank, social support at work, lack of funding,
perceived lack of performance-contingent rewards, collabo-
rative research efforts, number of children living at home, and
the two dimensions of the psychological burnout—emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization. The relationships that
turned out not to be statistically related to RB were frustrating
review process (r = .07, p < .25), number of dissertations
chaired (r=-.07, < .25), ABD status (p < .59), gender (p < .88),
and the personal accomplishment dimension of psychologi-
cal burnout (p < .46). .

For the consequences of RB, all correlations were in the
expected direction, and all but one were significant at p < .05.
The exception was the correlation between RB and research
productivity change (r = -.09, p < .09).

Polar Extremes Approach

Although the éxamination of zero-order cormrelations was
encouraging, given a highly skewed distribution of RB in our
sample, we suspected that analyzing the entire database may
have masked some important differences. A more insightful,
stringent, and complementary method of analysis was needed
to further explore the relationships. We chose the polar
extremes approach. For the polar extremes analysis, we
selected 24 respondents who were in the 90th percentile and
above and an equal number with the lowest RB scores. Mean
RB scores in the high and low groups were 18.71 and 5.13,
respectively (1 = 36.56, p < .001). Next, we compared the
mean differences between the two groups on all variables.’

The statistically significant (p <.10) results of this analysis
are reported in Table 2. In gencral, these results are consistent
with the zero-order correlations for all but five variables
(number of children living at home, work-family conflict,
depersonalization dimension of psychological burnout, frus-
tration with the negligible impact of one’s research, and lack
of research funds), each of which has a significant zero-order
correlation with RB. However, comparing means of the
extreme high and low RB groups showed no statistically sig-
nificant differences on any of those five variables (number of
children living at home, ¢ = 0.97, p < .337; work-family con-
flict, 1 = 1.58, p <.122; depersonalization, t = 1.83, p < .075;
frustration with the negligible impact of one’s research, ¢ =
1.41, p <.167; and lack of research funds, ¢ = 1.82, p <.076).
Additionally, whereas zero-order correlation implied a rela-
tively weak relationship between research productivity and
RB (r=-.09, p < .13), comparing extreme groups revealed a
strong negative effect of RB on research productivity (¢t =
2.80, p <.008, 1’ =.17).
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TABLE 2
MEAN DIFFERENCES ON CORRELATE AND CONSEQUENCE VARIABLES BETWEEN
THE HIGH AND THE LOW RESEARCH BURNOUT (RB) GROUPS

e —

—es e —

e —

Group Mean
Low R8 High RB t p n
Correlates

Intrinsic motivation 14.48 8.63 9.34 .001 .70

Psychological burnout
Emotional exhaustion 9.41 17.1 2.89 .006 .18
Depersonalization 6.05 9.58 1.83 .075 .08
Failure to keep up with knowledge developments 3.09 5.46 19 .001 32
Weak doctoral fraining 4.35 6.33 214 .039 At
Age 47.86 52.57 2.12 .040 A1
Social support at work 7.73 5.7 3.04 .004 .20
Lack of research funding 2.04 2.9 1.82 076 .08
Lack of performance-contingent rewards 6.96 12.83 6.01 .001 .49
Lack of collaborative research effort 8.35 6.88 2N 010 .16
Rank A3 .50* 6.91" 012 .15
Practical reasons (motive) for research 2.61 3.50 220 034 A1

Consequences

Attitude toward research 8.91 5.21 6.95 .001 .56
Time spent on research 36.05 11.78 597 .001 .48
Change in productivity .04 =71 2.80 008 a7
Job satisfaction 19.09 15.25 4.82 .001 .38
Turnover intention 2.59 5.50 5.98 .001 A8

a. Proportion associate professors.
b. " value.

The results in Table 2 clearly indicate that the RB is
strongly related to intrinsic motivation, failure to keep up with
knowledge developments, weak doctoral training, age, social
support at work, lack of performance-contingent rewards,
and lack of collaborative opportunity.® For all these variables,
the differences between the high and the low RB groups are
significant (all p < .05). The results also show that faculty
members in the high RB group have a greater practical moti-
vation (e.g., pay, promotion, and recognition) for research
than those in the low RB group (¢ = 2.20, p < .034). However,
contrary to our expectations, the high RB group tended to
have a disproportionately high number of associate profes-
sors (80% of associates vs. 39% full) in comparison with the
low RB group (20% associates vs. 61% full): ' = 6.91, p <
01.

The results lend only partial support to the notion that RB
and psychological burnout are related; the high and the low
RB groups differed significantly on the emotional exhaustion
dimension of psychological burnout (¢ = 2.89, p < .006) but
not on the depersonalization dimension (¢t = 1.83, p < .08).

Finally, all five relationships between RB and outcome
variables were supported. Respondents in the high RB group
scored significantly lower on attitude toward the value of aca-
demic research (1 = 6.95, p < .001), spent significantly less
time on research (1 = 5.97, p < .00}), reported significantly
lower research productivity (7= 2.80, p < .008), had lower job

satisfaction (#=4.82, p <.001), and had higher turnover inten-
tion (r = 5.98, p < .001) than those in the low RB group.
Examination of 1)’ values identified the following antece-
dents as most potent: intrinsic motivation for research m'=
.70), lack of performance-contingent rewards (1’ = .49),
social support at work (0’ =.20), and lack of opportunities for
collaborative research (' = .16). All consequence variables
are severely affected by RB (none has an 7’ of less than .17),
but the most dramatic effects are on attitude toward the value
of academic research (1’ = .56), followed by time spent on
research and turnover intention (each with a ' of .48).

Regression

Although contrasting the high and low RB groups helped
us identify the relevant correlates of RB, given significant
intercorrelations among several variables, this analysis was
deemed inadequate for determining the unique contributions
of individual correlates when several are considered jointly.
For this reason, and to obtain a more parsimonious interpreta-
tion of our data, we performed a stepwise (forward) regres-
sion on the entire data set with RB as a dependent variable and
all statistically significant (p < .05) correlates from Table 3 as
independent variables.’ Results of this analysis are reported in
Table 3.

The stepwise regression procedure selected five independ-
ent variables in the regression equation, accounting for
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TABLE 3

STEPWISE REGRESSION RESULTS (Dependent Variable: Research Burnout)
independent Entered Adjusted R? F Significance
Variables atStep R? R* F(Eqn.) Sig.F Change Change ofChange B SEB Beta t [
Intrinsic motivation
for research 1 5402 .5384 299.558 .000 .5402 299.558 .000 -.8636 .0639 -.6064 -13.514 .0000
Lack of collaborative
rasearch effort 2 5708 .5674 168.868 .000 .0306 18.095 .000 3187 1013  .1357 3.146 0019
Failure to keep up
with knowledge
developments 3 5974 5926 125.137 .000 .0266 16.742 .000 -3706 .0919 -.1634 —4.032 .0001
Lack of performance-
contingentrewards 4  .6091 .6029  98.149 .000 .0117 7.516 007 1391 0507 .1211  2.740 .0066
Woeak doctoral
training 5 .6178 .6102  81.154 .000 .0088 5.760 017 1632 .0680 .0982 2400 .0171

NOTE: R* = .6178. Adjusted R = .6102.

61.02% of variation in RB.* These variables were intrinsic
motivation for research, lack of collaborative research
effort, failure to keep up with knowledge developments, lack
of performance-contingent rewards, and weak doctoral
training.

DISCUSSION

With 1 in 11 associate/full professors burned out on
research, the situation is probably not as alarming as initially
envisaged by the AMA task force. However, concluding that
the extent of RB is too low to worry about may be imprudent
because the presence of RB in a segment of academia may be
a manifestation of underlying problems/structural impedi-
ments plaguing the whole discipline. By examining the corre-
lates of RB, we may remove various impediments and
thereby help enhance the productivity of average researchers
in the discipline. .

Of the many significant correlates of RB, intrinsic motiva-
tion is unquestionably the most potent. Intrinsic motiva-
tion—combined with failure to keep up with knowledge
developments, lack of collaborative research effort, lack of
performance-contingent rewards, and weak doctoral train-
ing—accounts for 61% of the variation in RB. Whereas an
intrinsic motivation to do research seems to be an antidote for
RB, an extrinsic motivation (as reflected in “I do research for
very practical reasons, e.g., monetary incentives, gaining peer
recognition, promotion, eic.”) tends to exacerbate it. This
finding should not be surprising given the general perception
that payoffs from research are meager.

In terms of failure to keep up with knowledge develop-
ments, technical obsolescence appears to be a slightly bigger
problem than conceptual obsolescence, with 15% of the
respondents agreeing that they had become technically obso-
lete and 9% confessing to conceptual obsolescence. This
finding is in line with the results relating to weak doctoral
training, as 42% of the respondents agreed with the statement,

“I wish I had received better methods training,” and 27%
agreed with the statement, “I wish I had received better con-
ceptual training.”

Age, lack of social support at work, and the emotional
exhaustion dimension of psychological burnout all exacer-
bate RB. One surprising finding is that a higher proportion of
associate professors than of full professors experienced RB.
To find an explanation for that result, we looked at the differ-
ences in time allocated to various activities by rank and found
no statistically significant differences for the respondents in
the high RB group. In the overall sample, too, associate and
full professors spent virtually the same percentages of their
time on research, teaching, and other activities aside from
executive teaching and consulting, which consumed 10.4% of
full professors’ time versus 7.05% of associate professors’
time (¢ = 2.41, p <.017). Although this difference is statisti-
cally significant, its effect size is so small (" = .02) that for all
practical purposes, we can conclude that the two groups
spend their professional time in virtually the same way and
that scniority per se docs notimply an increased level of either
RB or bigamy (i.e., involvement in administration, consult-
ing, etc.).

So why does the high RB group contain a disproportion-
ately large number of associate professors? Perhaps they are
more pragmatic and can see that the meager rewards from
research do not justify the kind of effort needed to sustain a
productive research carcer. Notice that 83% of associate pro-
fessors (versus 42% full professors) in the high RB group
agreed with the statement, “I do research for very practical
reasons (e.g., monetary incentives, gaining peer recognition,
promotion, etc.).” Verbatim comments of two associate pro-
fessors in our survey are illustrative of this viewpoint: “No
likelihood of any recognition or reward from the school” and
“Insufficient rewards in the system. Much easier to eamn
money consulting.”

Another interesting finding is that lack of funding did not
have a statistically significant effect on RB (p < .08). This






