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Abstract

The objective of present study was to investigate the relationship between the Big Five personality factors and
burnout in medical doctors. The sample comprised of 100 doctors (50 males and 50 females). Results of the
study revealed that personality factors explained significant amount of variance in both the males’ and females’
sample. In females’ sample, agreeableness explained the maximum variance of 26% (r=-.507** p<.01) in
depersonalization, extraversion explained 12% (r=-.355*%, p<.05) of variance in emotional exhaustion,
conscientiousness explained 11% (r=-.351*, p<.05) of variance in reduced personal accomplishment and
neuroticism explained 9% (r=.098) of variance in reduced personal accomplishment. In males’ sample,
extraversion turned out to be the best predictor of emotional exhaustion and explained 11% (r=-.385**, p<.01) of
variance in the said variable and openness explained about 10% (r=-.319%, p<.05) of variance in
depersonalization. Overall these personality factors have explained 58% of variance in females’ sample and 21%
of variance in males’ sample.

Keywords: burnout, emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, reduced personal accomplishment, Big Five
personality traits

1. Introduction

Burnout is usually defined as a psychological syndrome characterized by emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment. It arises out as a reaction to continuous stress at
workplace (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). While it is possible for people of almost all professions to get
burned out because of continuously being exposed to stress inherent in their jobs, “helping” profession of
lawyers, healthcare professionals (such as nurses and doctors), teachers, social workers, etc., are more likely to
get burned out. Usually, healthcare settings (like hospitals) can be seen as having two broad groups of
people—one who gives care such as nurses or doctors and other who receives it. The relationship between
receivers of care (or patients) and providers of care (such as doctors) is of such nature that, at times, it demands
too much emotional energy from the providers of care. Sometimes, while fulfilling the demands of their
profession and taking care of their patients, doctors suffer emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced
personal accomplishment, the three components of burnout syndrome. Being emotionally exhausted implies the
feelings of completely getting drained out of emotional energy. Depersonalization means building up of an
overall cynical and negative outlook towards the receiver of care. An inclination towards negative evaluation of
one’s work with care recipients and simultaneous feelings of inadequacy, characterizes lack of personal
accomplishment (Maslach, 1982).

Researchers like Von Kanel (2008), Peterson, Demerouti, Bergstrom, Samuelson, Asberg and Nygren (2008)
and more have suggested that illnesses like anxiety, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, adjustment disorder,
depression, diabetes and cardiovascular diseases are associated with burnout or may follow it. So burnout is a
matter of serious concern whenever well being of doctors is taken into account. Besides diseases, burnout is also
associated with heavy decline in level of performance at work. For hospitals this implies that the quality of
healthcare they provide is severely affected when a significant number of the healthcare professionals are in grip
of burnout. Williams, Manwell, Konrad and Linzer (2007) have shown that incidence of errors and mistakes by
doctors and physicians increases a lot when these professionals are in the grip of burnout and as a result less than
optimal level of care gets frequently delivered in such settings. In this study, the sample that was suffering from
burnout was constituted, by almost 40%, by angry and irritated doctors who often used to get furious and
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irritated while dealing with patients and colleagues. Also, in the same sample, 7% committed serious medical
mistakes and errors.

When exploring the causes of burnout, many studies have pointed towards “high workload” as one of the most
important causes. In their study of a multidisciplinary team (which included doctors, nurses, etc.) responsible for
dealing with cases of cancer, Sehlen, Vordermark, Schifer, Herschbach, Bayerl, Pigorsch and Geinitz (2009)
pointed out that when work at office, time-pressure and overall workload becomes excessive, job related stress
also increases. McMurray, Linzer, Konrad, Douglas, Shugerman and Nelson (2000) came up with a remarkable
finding in their study on work life of women physicians that strengthened the argument that workload and
burnout are related. They concluded, from their study, that the chances of getting burned out increased by
12-15% for every 5 additional hours spent on the job. Besides workload, absence of rewards is also associated
with burnout. When rewards are absent, a certain type of dissatisfaction is caused in an employee. This
dissatisfaction leads to a cynical attitude and this leads to burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 1997). Similarly, Sehlen et
al. (2009), in their study of a cancer team, found that an absence or lack of incentive or reward for working
overtime is linked to burnout.

Some researchers like Mc Vicar (2003), Marine, Ruotsalainen, Serra and Verbeek (2006) have explored the
specific type of stressors present in hospitals and other healthcare settings. They found that some of the most
severe forms of stressors are inherent in healthcare settings. These include huge uncertainties about treatment of
patients, inadequate or even complete absence of social support, high workload and time pressure, etc. Also
doctors are surrounded by people who are in pain, patients who are suffering, people whose medical condition
has reached a stage that they will, most probably, die, relatives of dead patients, etc. All these together create an
environment that’s “charged up” emotionally and doctors are required to use a lot of their emotional energy and
resources in order to be effective in their jobs.

Every individual has some characteristics which make that person unique in a way. Attitude towards job,
demographic features (like age, etc.), personality, etc., are all examples of such characteristics. Researchers have
found that such characteristics can also affect burnout. For example there have been studies which point to the
fact that age also plays a big role in development and experience of burnout among doctors. Peisah, Latif,
Wilhelm and Williams (2009) found in their study that older and more experienced doctors experienced lesser
burnout than doctors who are new in their careers and are young. The lessons learned after many years of
training and practice is biggest reason for this, according to the researchers. Similarly, Kizilci, Sevgi, Vesile and
Emin (2012) explored the role of personality in burnout among nurses and found that personality plays a big role
in burnout.

Personality has been one of the prominent areas of study and researches in psychology and several studies have
indeed explored the area of personality and burnout. Since this paper intends to explore the influence of
personality on burnout, it is necessary to have a look at previous research done in the area of personality and
burnout. In one study, Zellars, Kelly, Perrewe and Hochwarter (2000) chose employees working in healthcare
setting as research participants. Their study had three major findings. First was that “openness to experience” (or
simply openness), one of the five factors of the “Big Five” personality traits, was positively associated with
personal accomplishment. High scorers on openness had higher level of personal accomplishment. Second major
finding was that neuroticism was a predictor of both emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. Third,
extraversion, agreeableness and openness were negatively associated with depersonalization. Similarly, Deary,
Blenkin, Agius, Endler, Zealley and Wood (1996) also found a positive relationship between openness and
personal accomplishment among consultant doctors. Also, studying the relationship between occupational
burnout and personality traits of Turkish teachers, Unaldi, Bardakci, Dolas and Arpaci (2013) found openness
was negatively correlated with depersonalization and positively with personal accomplishment.

In another study, with an aim to examine the relationship between the big five personality dimensions of
conscientiousness and neuroticism with burnout in healthcare staff of hospitals, Azeem (2013) requested 120
respondents from 8 big hospitals to participate in his study. Maslach’s Burnout Inventory (MBI) and Big-Five
Inventory were used. Results of his study revealed that conscientiousness was negatively and significantly
related to all three dimensions of burnout. Neuroticism was found to be positively and significantly related to all
three dimensions of burnout. Multiple regression analysis was used to find the best predictor of burnout in the
sample. Results showed that conscientiousness significantly predicted all the dimensions of burnout. Similarly,
LePine, LePine, and Jackson (2004) found a negative correlation between conscientiousness and emotional
exhaustion in a study of 696 learners.
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Studying job-related stress and personal achievement among consultant doctors, Deary, Blenkin, Agius, Endler,
Zealley and Wood (1996) reported that agreeableness is negatively related to depersonalization. Agreeable
people co-operate. The co-operative nature of agreeable individuals might be a big factor in achieving success in
occupations where teamwork and customer service are relevant. So these people can be expected to have good
level of personal accomplishment (Judge, Higgins, Thoresen, & Barrick, 1999). Examining job stressors,
personality and burnout in primary school teachers, Kokkinos (2007) found that emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization were negatively associated with agreeableness. Similarly, Cafiadas-De la Fuente, Vargas, San
Luis, Garcia, Cafiadas and De la Fuente (2015) also found that depersonalization was negatively correlated with
agreeableness.

Studying burnout levels and personality traits in Turkish architectural students, Celik and Oral (2013) found in
their study that emotional exhaustion was often observed together with “neurotic” personality traits of students.
More researchers (e.g., Deary et al., 1996; and Zellars et al., 2000) have studied the relationship between
neuroticism and burnout. They have also shown that individuals who are high in neuroticism are more likely to
report feelings of emotional exhaustion. In addition to suffering from the chronic state of getting emotionally and
psychologically drained, individuals scoring high in neuroticism, tend to report lower levels of personal
achievement as well. Individuals high in neuroticism have also been found to report higher depersonalization. In
healthcare settings this could mean development of a negative attitude towards patients and reducing them to a
somewhat subhuman level. In a study of intensive-care nursing staff, Buhler and Land (2003) found that
individuals who were higher in neuroticism experienced higher levels of both emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization. Also Takemura, Hasegawa and Tamura (2015) studied burnout syndrome and personality in
Japanese students and found that higher the neuroticism, higher was depersonalization.

Keeping in mind the findings of above mentioned studies, the present study is an attempt to explore the role of
big five personality factors in burnout among doctors. It is also an attempt at testing the above formulations to
see the strength of correlation and exact variance explained by the correlates.

2. Method
2.1 Sample

The sample for the present study comprised of 100 male and female doctors (physicians and surgeons across
different specialties-pediatrician, gynecologists, cardiologists, etc.) of the age group 27-45 (i.e., who are in the
middle or beginning of their careers) working in “big and busy” hospitals. They were selected on the basis of
convenient sampling from different hospitals in Shimla and Delhi.

2.2 Design

Correlational design was used to see the association between Big Five and burnout. Further, regression analysis
was carried out separately for both the samples to find out the best set of predictors of burnout (Emotional
exhaustion, Depersonalization and Reduced personal accomplishment).

2.3 Tools
2.3.1 Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI by Maslach & Jackson, 1986)

To measure burnout, Maslach Burnout Inventory was used in the present study. It consists of 22 items that
describe feelings connected with work. This inventory measures three components of burnout. Nine items in the
inventory measure emotional exhaustion, five items measure depersonalization and eight items measure reduced
professional (or personal) accomplishment. Burnout is indicated by higher scores on the emotional exhaustion
and depersonalization scales and lower scores on the professional accomplishment. The emotional exhaustion
scale measures the degree to which respondents feel emotionally drained. The depersonalization scale measures
the degree or level to which respondents show a “less than human” attitude towards recipients of care. The
reduced personal accomplishment scale measures participant’s feelings of competence and success in their jobs.
For each item, participants assessed the frequency of their feelings on a 7 point scale (0-6 where 0 indicated
never and 6 indicated everyday). MBI has very good psychometric properties.

2.3.2 Big Five Inventory (BFI by Benet-Martinez & John, 1998)

Big Five Inventory (BFI), developed by Benet-Martinez and John (1998), was used for measuring five-factor
personality dimensions. In this inventory the most typical traits of each of the big five dimensions are assessed
by short phrases. The inventory has 44 items that provides assessment of following five personality dimensions:
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness. Self report ratings for each item are
made on a scale from 1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). BFI has good psychometric properties. In U.S.
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and Canadian samples, the alpha reliabilities of the BFI scales typically range from 0.75 to 0.90. 3-month
test-retest reliabilities range from .80 to .90, with a mean of .85. Previous studies have shown usefulness of the
inventory for cross-language and cross-cultural research (Benet-Martinez & John, 1998).

3. Results

Results of the present study revealed that in females’ sample (Table1), emotional exhaustion, the first component
of burnout, correlated significantly and negatively with openness (r=-.292%*, p<.05) and extraversion (r=-.355%,
p<.05). In regression analysis only extraversion emerged as a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion and
explained about 12% of variance (Table 3). Depersonalization, the second component of burnout, correlated
negatively and significantly with agreeableness (r=-.507**, p<.01) and openness (r=-.319*, p<.05). In regression
analysis, only agreeableness emerged as a significant predictor of depersonalization and explained 26% of
variance. Results have also shown that reduced personal accomplishment, the third component of burnout,
correlated negatively and significantly with conscientiousness (r=-.351%, p<.05). In regression analysis
conscientiousness emerged as a significant predictor of reduced personal accomplishment and explained 11% of
variance (Table 3).

In males’ sample (Table 2), emotional exhaustion correlated negatively and significantly with extraversion
(r=-385**, p<.01) but positively and significantly with openness (r=287*, p<.05). In regression analysis
extraversion emerged as a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion and explained 11% of variance.
Openness did not emerge as a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion. Depersonalization has also been
found to be negatively and significantly correlated with openness (r=-.319*, p<.05). Regression analysis
revealed that in male’s sample openness emerged as a significant predictor of depersonalization and explained
10% of variance.

For details of results please see Figurel, Table 1, Table 2 and Table 3.

Table 1. Big Five correlate of burnout in females’ sample (N=50)

Variables Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Reduced personal accomplishment
Openness -.292% -.304* .047
Conscientiousness .014 152 -351%*
Extraversion -.355% -.130 .145
Agreeableness -.123 -.507%* 132
Neuroticism -.008 -.099 .098

Table 2. Big Five correlate of burnout in males’ sample (N=50)

Variables Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Reduced personal accomplishment
Openness 287* -.319% 184
Conscientiousness -.099 -.170 -231

Extraversion -385%* .064 -.141
Agreeableness -.139 -.054 -.058
Neuroticism -.061 -.007 -177
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Figure 1. Correlations of personality variables with emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced
personal accomplishment for both the genders (Males and Females, N=50 each)
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Table 3. Amount of variance explained by Personality variables in burnout (Emotional exhaustion,
Depersonalization and Reduced personal accomplishment)

BURNOUT DIMENSIONS—» EMOTIONAL DEPERSONALIZATION  REDUCED PERSONAL
EXHAUSTION ACCOMPLISHMENT

THE BIG FIVE PERSONALITYl

FACTORS
NEUROTICISM MALE
FEMALE 9%
EXTAVERSION MALE 11%
FEMALE 12%
OPENNESS MALE 10%
FEMALE
AGREEABLENESS MALE
FEMALE 26%
CONSCIENTIOUSNESS MALE
FEMALE 11%

4. Discussion

Emotional exhaustion, the first dimension of burnout, was found to be significantly and negatively correlated
with openness in females’ sample. People who score high on openness are adjustable and adaptable to new
situations. They have good imagination and are quite creative. They tend to confront a stressful situation with a
sense of curiosity and often tend to come up with new ideas about how to deal with a stressful situation (Watson
& Hubbard, 1996). According to Costa and McRae (1992), the curiosity of open-minded people leads them to try
to learn something valuable from taxing and difficult experiences. So it can be expected that people high on this
trait won’t get emotionally exhausted easily by stressful situations. They would rather seek challenges to learn
something new from those stressful situations. Openness may be associated with stress reduction because even a
stressful situation is seen as less threatening by individuals who score high on this factor (Smith & Williams,
1992). Lesser the threat evaluation of a situation, lesser will be the perceived stress. A possible outcome of lesser
perceived stress is lesser emotional exhaustion. The females’ sample, in the present study, seems to be using
imaginative and flexible coping strategies and probably this is preventing them from being overstressed and
emotionally exhausted. There are also some sex differences in conversational behavior. The stereotype of female
talkativeness is actually considered a scientific fact by many. In the first printing of her book, neuropsychologist
Brizendine reported, “A woman uses about 20000 words per day while a man uses about 7000”. So by speaking
and conversing more, women may be relieving themselves of stress by cathartic effect of speaking, expressing
and conversing. This factor also contributes to less likelihood of emotional exhaustion. The finding related to
females’ sample above is consistent with many of the previous researches in the area. Storm and Rothmann
(2003) did a study on pharmaceutical corporate employees and found that openness was negatively correlated
with emotional exhaustion. In another study, Bakker, Van der Zee, Lewig and Dollard (2006) found a negative
correlation between emotional exhaustion and openness among volunteer counselors. Similarly, investigating the
association of burnout and personality traits of hotel managers, Zopiatis, Constanti and Pavlou (2010) also found
a negative correlation between openness and emotional exhaustion.

On the contrary, emotional exhaustion was found to be significantly and positively correlated with openness for
males’ sample. This has not been found in many previous studies but only in few. According to some experts, a
person who scores high on openness can be more experimenting and risk taking. They also tend to have a more
liberal outlook in life (Atkinson, Atkinson, Smith, & Bem, 1990). Sometimes they tend to get much more
emotionally exhausted than people who are more conservative and conventional because they tend to take more
risks while trying to contribute and give more to their helping jobs (which involve a lot of interpersonal
interactions) and get in emotional agony and pain.
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Deary, Watson and Hogston (2003) did a longitudinal study of burnout in nursing students and found personality
factors to be a significant determinant of burnout. Another finding was that that nurses with more open
personalities were more likely to be emotionally exhausted. In another study with similar results, Lent (2010)
studied the impact of work setting, demographic factors and personality factors on burnout of professional
counselors and found that openness had positive correlation with emotional exhaustion.

With extraversion, emotional exhaustion was found to be significantly and negatively correlated for both males’
and females’ samples. This finding is similar to many of the previous researches done in the area. Extraverts are
highly confident. They are active and dominant. They seek excitement. Full with positive emotions, they
frequently get involved in intense personal interactions. People who score high in extraversion also show high
level of optimism (Costa & McRae, 1992). With their optimistic nature and positive attitude, they tend to focus
on good and positive aspects and never (or rarely) dwell on negative side of any situation. The overall
“positivity” and “nice and cheery” outlook of these people prevent them from panicking quickly. So it is not
surprising that such people are less likely to feel as if their emotional energy has been drained out quickly when
faced with chronic stress of work environment. Previous works done in the area have found similar results. In a
study, Piedmont (1993) did a longitudinal analysis of burnout in healthcare settings and found that extraversion
was negatively associated with emotional exhaustion. In another study, Michielsen, Willemsen, Croon, De Vries,
and Van Heck (2004) attempted to determine the effect of personality and self-esteem on teachers’ vulnerability
to burnout and found that, among other things, extraversion was negatively associated with emotional exhaustion.
Similarly, in a study of hospitality employees, Kim, Shin and Umbreit (2007) found a negative relationship
between extraversion and emotional exhaustion. Also, in a study, Ang, Dhaliwal, Ayre, Uthaman, Fong, Tien,
Zhou and Della (2016) studied personality and demographic factors associated with burnout among nurses and
found that extraversion was one of the major determinants of high emotional exhaustion.

Depersonalization, another dimension of burnout, has been found to be significantly and negatively correlated
with “openness” in both males’ and females’ samples. The finding above is consistent with findings of many
previous researches. One of the ways in which depersonalization presents itself is through excessive use of
technical jargon by healthcare professionals (Maslach & Pines, 1977). Another way in which depersonalization
gets displayed is by too much dependency on rules of bureaucracy (Daley, 1979). Depersonalization also gets
exhibited by use of disrespectful, disapproving, insulting, rude, mean and/or abusive language while referring to
clients (Cordes & Doughtery, 1993). Many experts consider it just another dysfunctional coping mechanism.
Those high in openness can cope with stress using humor or other creative ways and are less likely to use a
dysfunctional coping mechanism such as depersonalization. So it can be expected that depersonalization will be
negatively correlated with openness. In a study, exploring the relationship between personality and burnout
among South African university students, Morgan and Bruin (2010) found that “openness” was negatively
correlated to depersonalization. Similarly, Magnano, Paolillo and Barrano (2015) explored the relationship
between personality and burnout in workers of helping professions. One of the findings of their study was that
“openness” was negatively correlated with depersonalization. Also, Ghorpade, Lackritz, and Singh (2007) and
Bakker et al. (2006) found a negative correlation between openness and burnout in their studies. Cafiadas-De la
Fuente, Vargas, San Luis, Garcia, Cafadas and De la Fuente (2015) also found that depersonalization was
negatively correlated with openness.

Depersonalization has also been found to be significantly and negatively correlated with agreeableness in
females’ sample. Depersonalization was also found to be negatively correlated with agreeableness in males’
sample. Those who score high on agreeableness are gullible and have a sense of concern for happiness, health,
welfare, etc., of others. They are not selfish. They care deeply about well-being of others. A highly agreeable
person is soft at heart and has a good nature. She/he forgives easily. She/he is straightforward (Costa & McCrae,
1992). People who show high scores on this dimension are polite, cooperative and have capacity to empathize
with others. Polite, empathic and cooperative people are less likely to develop negative and cynical attitudes
toward the recipients of one’s service and hence are less likely to be depersonalized. Some previous work has
found similar results as the results of the present study. For example, Piedmont (1993) found that agreeableness
was negatively associated with depersonalization. Consistently, Deary et al. (1996), in their study of consultant
doctors, reported that agreeableness is negatively related to depersonalization. Mills and Huebner (1998) studied
personality characteristics, occupational stressors and burnout among school psychology practitioners and found
that agreeableness showed a negative relationship with depersonalization. Similarly Zellars, Perrewe, and
Hochwarter (2000) studied burnout in healthcare setting and found that agreeableness and depersonalization
were negatively correlated. Cetin and Hazir (2012), in their study, also found that more agreeable participants
had lesser level of depersonalization.
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Reduced personal accomplishment, the third dimension of burnout, was found to be significantly and negatively
correlated with conscientiousness in females’ sample. Reduced personal accomplishment was also found to be
negatively associated with conscientiousness among males’ sample. Conscientiousness is a dimension related to
persistent effort towards goals. This is often reflective of an individual’s need to achieve. Those who score high
in conscientiousness are very motivated towards their goals. They are also able to plan their pursuit, venture or
undertaking and, hence, are organized and diligent. Quite often they are self-disciplined and punctual (Costa &
McCrae, 1992). Punctuality and organization are significant work characteristics, and as such, high scores on
conscientiousness predict success at work (Hogan R., Hogan J., & Roberts, 1996). So it’s understandable that
conscientiousness will be negatively correlated with reduced personal accomplishment. Previous works in the
area have given similar results. For example, Deary, Blenkin, Agius, Endler, Zealley and Wood (1996) studied
job-related stress and personal achievement among consultant doctors and found that there was a positive
relationship between conscientiousness and personal accomplishment. Also, Salgado (1997) investigated the
relationship between the personality traits and job performance. The findings revealed that the factor of
conscientiousness is one of the best determinants of job performance. Similarly, Takemura, Hasegawa, Tamura,
Takishita, Matsuoka, Iwawaki and Yamanaka (2015) studied burnout syndrome and personality in Japanese
nursing students and found that there was a positive relationship between conscientiousness and personal
accomplishment.

5. Implications

The results of the study suggest that there are significant correlation between personality factors of the Big Five
and burnout. Doctors scoring high in the personality dimensions of openness, conscientiousness, extraversion
and agreeableness are associated with lower risk of developing burnout. One of the best implications of the study
is the fact that the obtained results indicate that against known risks of developing burnout among doctors,
certain personality traits can act as buffers or are at least less likely to be associated with burnout components. In
counseling and training of doctors to better help them cope with stress and prevent burnout, doctors scoring very
low in personality dimensions of openness, conscientiousness, extraversion and agreeableness should be given
special attention. For such individuals (who are at greater risk for developing burnout), more specialized
programs for improving their coping skills in dealing with stressful work situations and in reducing their
negative emotional responses to such situations may be necessary. For example, low scorers on agreeableness
dimension, could be encouraged to be more co-operative, forgiving and to keep a watch over their own thoughts,
feelings and behavior so that they can keep a check on their own level of cynicism, etc. The findings of the
present study also have implications for professionals from other professions such as teachers and lawyers.
Teachers and lawyers scoring high in the personality dimensions of openness, conscientiousness, extraversion
and agreeableness are more likely to be associated with lower risk of developing burnout and hence
professionals scoring low in these dimensions need special assistance.
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