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 	ABSTRACT 
Burnout is increasingly acknowledged as a pressing concern in higher education institutions. This study examines the prevalence and underlying factors contributing to burnout among employees in higher education settings. Employing a cross-sectional survey design, data were collected from 729 respondents via an online questionnaire measuring emotional exhaustion, administrative workload, and work-life balance. Findings reveal that approximately four in ten respondents frequently experience symptoms of burnout, with major stressors including excessive documentation requirements, work-family conflict, and the burden of non-core responsibilities. Notably, gender and work-family conflict emerged as significant predictors of burnout, with female respondents reporting higher levels of emotional exhaustion. Despite variations across campuses, burnout was found to be a widespread issue, suggesting systemic rather than localized causes. The results underscore the need for holistic institutional reforms aimed at enhancing employee well-being, such as reducing bureaucratic workload, implementing flexible policies, and providing mental health support. Addressing these concerns is essential not only for employee retention and productivity but also for maintaining a healthy and sustainable educational environment. The findings contribute to a growing body of evidence highlighting the importance of organizational support and effective workload management in mitigating burnout within higher education institutions. Future studies should explore long-term solutions and evaluate the effectiveness of interventions designed to promote employee well-being and organizational resilience.
 
KEYWORDS: Burnout, HEI Staff, Higher Education, Work-Life Balance, Administrative Workload
1 	INTRODUCTION 
Burnout has emerged as a critical concern in higher education institutions worldwide. It is a psychological syndrome resulting from prolonged exposure to occupational stressors, characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a diminished sense of personal accomplishment. Employees in higher education environments often face increasing demands arising from teaching and learning activities, administrative responsibilities, performance expectations, institutional transformation initiatives, and evolving stakeholder needs. These challenges are frequently compounded by heavy workloads, bureaucratic requirements, resource constraints, and limited organizational support.
Burnout not only affects individual well-being but also undermines institutional effectiveness by reducing job satisfaction, lowering productivity, diminishing work engagement, and increasing turnover intentions. Prolonged exposure to workplace stress may contribute to adverse mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and chronic fatigue. Furthermore, the growing integration of digital technologies and the expectation of constant connectivity have blurred the boundaries between professional and personal life, making recovery from work-related stress increasingly difficult.
Given its implications for both employees and institutional sustainability, it is essential to investigate the causes, manifestations, and potential solutions to burnout within higher education settings. This paper examines the multifaceted nature of burnout in higher education institutions, identifies key organizational and individual factors contributing to its occurrence, and proposes strategies for mitigation. The findings aim to support the development of healthier, more sustainable work environments that enhance employee well-being, organizational performance, and the overall quality of higher education. 
2 	LITERATURE REVIEW 
Burnout among academicians has been widely recognized as a pressing issue in higher education, characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (or cynicism), and a diminished sense of personal accomplishment. The phenomenon is often the result of prolonged exposure to academic stressors, including teaching, research, publication pressures, and administrative responsibilities (Ashipala et al., 2023; Lei et al., 2021). Research has highlighted that burnout is not only detrimental to individual well-being but also negatively impacts institutional performance and academic culture (Bibi Hamzah et al., 2024). The increasing attention to this issue underscores the need to understand the contributing factors and develop comprehensive strategies to address it.

Emotional intelligence (EQ) has emerged as a protective factor against burnout in academic settings. Mohamed et al., (2020) found that academicians with higher levels of emotional self-awareness and self-regulation were less likely to experience burnout symptoms. These emotional competencies enable individuals to recognize early signs of stress, regulate their responses, and maintain psychological resilience (O’connor et al., 2022). The same study also highlighted the significance of emotional management training in providing staff with the necessary skills to handle workplace stress more effectively. This suggests that enhancing EQ could serve as a proactive approach to reducing burnout levels in academic environments.

Another significant factor contributing to burnout is psychological distress, often exacerbated by low job satisfaction (Lin et al., 2025; Shin & Jung, 2014). According to Mark & Smith, (2012), academicians report higher burnout rates compared to professionals in other fields, largely due to personal, work-related, and student-related stressors. Their findings indicate that psychological distress is closely linked to feelings of helplessness and dissatisfaction with one’s role and environment, further intensifying burnout. The study highlights the need for universities to cultivate more supportive and psychologically safe work environments that prioritize the mental health of their academic staff. Workload and institutional demands also play a central role in shaping burnout experiences. Lei et al., (2021) noted that the excessive burden of responsibilities, ranging from teaching loads to administrative tasks, leaves academicians feeling overwhelmed and emotionally drained. This often leads to disengagement from work and a decline in productivity. However, not all academicians respond to these pressures in the same way (Cox et al., 2018; Rusdi et al., 2023). Some demonstrate resilience and effective coping mechanisms that help them thrive under stress, suggesting the importance of personalized interventions. Tailoring burnout prevention strategies to individual needs and institutional contexts can lead to more sustainable outcomes (Koutsimani et al., 2019). 

Gender differences in burnout experiences among academicians have also been a subject of academic inquiry. Several studies suggest that female academicians are more vulnerable to emotional exhaustion, one of the core components of burnout, due to the dual burden of professional and domestic responsibilities (Bezuidenhout & Cilliers, 2011; Demirel & Erdirençelebi, 2019; Seibt et al., 2013; Zou et al., 2016). Mohamed et al., (2020) observed that women in academia often experience higher levels of work-family conflict, which contributes to psychological strain and lower job satisfaction. In contrast, male academicians tend to report higher levels of depersonalization or detachment, possibly as a coping mechanism for managing stress. Furthermore, institutional expectations and cultural norms may shape how burnout manifests across genders. For instance, women are often under greater pressure to demonstrate competence and balance caregiving roles, which can intensify feelings of inadequacy and fatigue (Raduan et al., 2022). These findings underscore the importance of gender-sensitive policies and support systems that address the unique stressors faced by male and female academicians alike.

In summary, the literature underscores that burnout among academicians is a multifaceted issue influenced by emotional intelligence, psychological distress, workload, institutional factors, and gender differences. While some individuals demonstrate resilience and adaptability, many struggle with the persistent demands of academic life, leading to adverse outcomes for both personal well-being and institutional effectiveness. The variation in burnout experiences, especially across gender lines, highlights the need for tailored interventions and supportive workplace policies. A comprehensive understanding of these contributing factors is essential for developing effective strategies to prevent and mitigate burnout, ultimately fostering a healthier and more sustainable academic environment.
 
3   METHODOLOGY

This study employed a quantitative research methodology to examine the prevalence and determinants of burnout among academic personnel at KPTM. A systematic, self-administered questionnaire was disseminated to 731 lecturers across seven campuses: UPTM and KPTM Bangi (central), KPTM Ipoh and Alor Setar (north), KPTM Batu Pahat (south), and KPTM Kuantan and Kota Bharu (east coast). Of the 731 distributed questionnaires, 729 valid replies were obtained, for a response rate of 99.7%. A census methodology was employed, focusing on all active instructional personnel at KPTM. Lecturers on extended leave, those on academic or medical leave, and those no longer engaged in teaching (e.g., shifted to administrative positions) were omitted. This guaranteed that only individuals actively involved in teaching were incorporated into the study.

The questionnaire comprised six sections: demographics, personality, job suitability, self-exhaustion, work exhaustion, and contributing factors.  The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) assessed burnout levels, focusing on emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment, utilizing a 5-point Likert scale.  A brief 3-item version of the MBI for Self-Exhaustion (MBI:SE), validated by Leiter and Shaughnessy, was employed to evaluate emotional exhaustion.  A score of 3.2 or above signifies significant emotional exhaustion.

 	A pilot study involving 14 academicians and counsellors was conducted prior to the main data collection to assess the clarity and reliability of the questionnaire.  Feedback resulted in enhancements to both structure and wording.  The final questionnaire demonstrated high reliability, evidenced by a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89.  The pilot study data were excluded from the primary analysis. Data analysis was conducted utilizing SPSS Version 27.  Descriptive statistics were employed to summarize frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations.  Inferential statistics, such as chi-square tests and t-tests, were employed to examine the relationships among variables.    


[bookmark: _Hlk196910747]4   RESULTS & ANALYSIS

A total of 729 academic staff from various KPTM campuses participated in the study. The average age of respondents was 37.5 years (SD = 8.16). The majority of participants were between the ages of 36 and 45 years (50.1%), followed by those aged 26–35 years (27.3%), and 15.4% were in the 46–55 age group. Only a small proportion were aged 21–25 years (4.7%) or above 55 years (2.6%) (refer to Table 1). Table 1 shows the sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents, including age, gender, years of teaching experience, employment status, and involvement in administrative or rotational roles.

Table 1: Sociodemographic of the academics who participated in the study (n=729)
	Sociodemographic Characteristics
	Mean (SD)
	n (%)

	Age (years)
	
	37.5 (8.16)
	

	
	21-25
	
	34 (4.7)

	
	26-35
	
	199 (27.3)

	
	36-45
	
	365 (50.1)

	
	46-55
	
	112 (15.4)

	
	56 and older
	
	19 (2.6)

	Gender
	
	
	

	
	Female
	
	559 (76.7)

	
	Male
	
	170 (23.3)

	Experience (years)
	
	

	
	< 5 
	
	232 (31.8)

	
	5-10
	
	107 (14.7)

	
	11-15
	
	239 (32.8)

	
	16-20
	
	67 (9.2)

	
	21-25
	
	55 (7.5)

	
	26-30
	
	18 (2.5)

	
	> 30 
	
	11 (1.5)

	Employment status 
	
	

	
	Temporary
	
	95 (13.0)

	
	Contract
	
	129 (17.7)

	
	Permanent
	
	505 (69.3)

	Current Administrative/Rotational Role
	
	

	
	Yes
	
	295 (40.5)

	
	No
	
	434 (59.5)



In terms of gender distribution, the majority of respondents were female (n = 559, 76.7%), while male respondents made up 23.3% (n = 170). This indicates a predominantly female academic workforce across KPTM campuses. For teaching experience, most respondents had either less than five years (31.8%) or between 11 and 15 years (32.8%) of experience. A smaller proportion reported 5–10 years (14.7%), while others had over 15 years of teaching experience, with decreasing percentages in each successive category.

Regarding employment status, a large majority of the academic staff were employed permanently (69.3%), followed by contract staff (17.7%) and temporary staff (13.0%). This suggests a relatively stable teaching workforce within the institution. Lastly, 40.5% of respondents reported holding current administrative or rotational roles, while 59.5% did not occupy such positions. This reflects a considerable number of academic staff managing additional non-teaching responsibilities alongside their academic duties. The survey findings reveal that burnout among lecturers at KPTMSB is predominantly marked by two core dimensions: fatigue and apathy. Fatigue was assessed using a 42-item scale, while apathy was measured through 9 targeted items. Figure 1 illustrates a comparative overview of fatigue and apathy levels across the seven institutions.

Among the campuses, Universiti Poly-Tech Malaysia (UPTM) recorded the highest average fatigue score (M = 3.63), indicating elevated levels of exhaustion. This was followed by KPTM Alor Setar (M = 3.19), KPTM Ipoh (M = 3.10), KPTM Bangi (M = 3.06), KPTM Batu Pahat (M = 2.98), KPTM Kuantan (M = 2.89), and KPTM Kota Bharu (M = 2.75). Apathy levels across campuses were generally moderate, yet UPTM again reported the highest mean score (M = 1.92). This was followed by KPTM Bangi and KPTM Batu Pahat (both M = 1.85), KPTM Kuantan (M = 1.70), KPTM Alor Setar and KPTM Ipoh (both M = 1.68), and KPTM Kota Bharu (M = 1.53).



Figure 1: A comparative overview of fatigue and apathy levels across the seven institutions.

The analysis of burnout levels among KPTMSB lecturers, as depicted in Figure 1, reveals that fatigue consistently surpasses apathy across all campuses. UPTM records the highest mean fatigue level at 3.63, exceeding the burnout threshold line marked at 3.00, indicating a notable concern. KPTM Alor Setar and KPTM Ipoh follow closely with mean fatigue levels of 3.19 and 3.10, respectively, also above the threshold. Conversely, KPTM Kota Bharu reports the lowest fatigue (2.75) and apathy (1.53), suggesting comparatively better lecturer well-being at that campus. The relatively uniform apathy levels, ranging from 1.53 to 1.92, suggest that emotional disengagement is less severe than physical or mental exhaustion across all institutions. This pattern may imply that lecturers remain committed to their responsibilities despite high fatigue. However, persistent high fatigue levels, especially at UPTM, may lead to long-term implications such as reduced job performance, increased absenteeism, and declining morale if not addressed promptly. The data underscores the importance of institutional efforts to manage workload, provide mental health support, and promote work-life balance to mitigate burnout risks among academic staff.

Table 2 illustrates the distribution of burnout among academic staff across the seven KPTM campuses, focusing on three key dimensions: burnout associated with Role Clarity and Job Demands, Self-Exhaustion, and Work-Related Exhaustion.

Table 2: Comparison of Burnout Dimensions Among Academic Staff at Different KPTM Campuses

	Burnout Domain
	Burnout, n (%)

	
	No Burnout
	Burnout

	Role Clarity & Job Demands 

	KPTM Alor Setar
	38 (76.3)
	12 (23.7)

	KPTM Bangi
	122 (72.0)
	47 (28.0)

	KPTM Batu Pahat
	44 (74.3)
	15 (25.7)

	KPTM Ipoh
	53 (72.8)
	20 (27.2)

	KPTM Kota Bahru
	95 (73.1)
	35 (26.9)

	KPTM Kuantan
	46 (78.8)
	12 (21.2)

	UPTM
	124 (65.2)
	66 (34.8)

	Overall
	522 (71.6)
	207 (28.4)

	
	
	

	Self-Exhaustion

	KPTM Alor Setar
	35 (70.9)
	15 (29.1)

	KPTM Bangi
	126 (74.7)
	43 (25.3)

	KPTM Batu Pahat
	41 (69.5)
	18 (30.5)

	KPTM Ipoh
	55 (75.3)
	18 (24.7)

	KPTM Kota Bahru
	98 (75.3)
	32 (24.7)

	KPTM Kuantan
	44 (76.3)
	14 (23.7)

	UPTM
	131 (69.1)
	59 (30.9)

	Overall
	532 (72.9)
	197 (27.1)

	
	
	

	Work-Related Exhaustion

	KPTM Alor Setar
	31 (62.8)
	19 (37.2)

	KPTM Bangi
	104 (61.4)
	65 (38.6)

	KPTM Batu Pahat
	37 (62.4)
	22 (37.6)

	KPTM Ipoh
	45 (62.1)
	28 (37.9)

	KPTM Kota Bahru
	90 (69.0)
	40 (31.0)

	KPTM Kuantan
	38 (66.3)
	20 (33.7)

	UPTM
	99 (51.9)
	91 (48.1)

	Overall
	444 (60.9)
	285 (39.1)



The findings presented in Table 2 illustrate the distribution of burnout across three critical domains: Role Clarity & Job Demands, Self-Exhaustion, and Work-Related Exhaustion, among lecturers at various KPTM campuses. In the Role Clarity & Job Demands domain, the overall burnout prevalence is 28.4%. UPTM reports the highest percentage of burnout (34.8%), followed by KPTM Kota Bharu (26.9%) and KPTM Ipoh (27.2%). The fact that over a quarter of the academic workforce experiences burnout due to job demands and unclear role expectations signals a need for institutions to re-evaluate job clarity and workload distribution. In the Self-Exhaustion domain, the burnout rate is slightly lower, with 27.1% of lecturers overall reporting this form of fatigue. UPTM again leads with the highest proportion (30.9%), suggesting a persistent trend of elevated burnout levels across multiple domains at this campus. Conversely, KPTM Kuantan and KPTM Batu Pahat report the lowest burnout percentages (23.7% and 30.5%, respectively). Despite these variations, the fact that nearly one in four academic staff report emotional or physical fatigue signals a widespread issue of ongoing stress, which warrants closer institutional scrutiny. 
Lastly, in the Work-Related Exhaustion domain, burnout is most prevalent, affecting 39.1% of lecturers overall. UPTM again stands out, with almost half (48.1%) of its lecturers experiencing work-related exhaustion, followed by KPTM Bangi (38.6%) and KPTM Ipoh (37.9%). KPTM Kuantan reports the lowest rate (33.7%). While these variations across campuses are notable, the chi-square test result (X² = 10.6, df = 6, p = 0.100) does not show statistical significance, suggesting that the differences may be influenced by factors not captured in the dataset. Nonetheless, the fact that nearly four out of ten academic staff are affected by work-related exhaustion highlights the urgent need for institutional interventions focused on workload management and enhanced support systems. The study also highlighted 16 primary factors contributing to academic staff fatigue. The leading cause was the preparation of documents for audit purposes, with a mean score of 3.91. This was followed by the adoption of the trimester study system (mean score: 3.75) and the delegation of tasks outside official job scopes (mean score: 3.63). Figure 2 presents a detailed ranking of these factors, offering a visual overview of the main contributors to burnout.

Figure 2: Key Factors Contributing to Academic Burnout According to Mean Scores

Figure 2 reveals that around 35% of the factors contributing to fatigue and burnout among academic staff stem from administrative responsibilities. These include tasks such as preparing audit documentation, managing the trimester study system, handling non-essential duties, participating in committees, navigating bureaucratic procedures, and completing complex forms. Such tasks are often viewed as time-consuming and overwhelming, substantially increasing the workload and stress. The cumulative effect of these responsibilities, alongside the pressure to fulfill institutional demands, exacerbates feelings of exhaustion and disengagement. These insights underscore the urgent need for institutional reforms to streamline administrative processes and alleviate unnecessary burdens, thereby helping to reduce burnout among academic staff. Figure 3 depicts the percentage of academic staff who acknowledged these factors as significant contributors to burnout.


Figure 3: Staff Perceptions of Key Burnout Drivers

On average, more than 60% of respondents agreed that all 16 factors identified in this study contribute to academic staff fatigue, eventually leading to burnout. The most frequently cited issue was preparing documents for audits, with 78.2% of respondents highlighting it as a major source of stress. Similarly, 75% identified the trimester study system as a significant contributor. Other key concerns included being assigned duties outside of job scopes and dealing with complex bureaucratic processes, both of which add to an already heavy workload. These findings highlight the urgent need for institutions to evaluate and manage workload pressures to protect staff well-being and maintain educational quality. Without timely intervention, continued exposure to these stressors may harm staff health and degrade institutional performance.

A majority of respondents reported moderate to high levels of emotional exhaustion, revealing that many academic staff are struggling to meet the demands of their roles. This has serious implications for both well-being and job performance. Moreover, 42% of respondents experienced feelings of depersonalization, becoming emotionally detached from students, peers, and the institution. Such detachment can weaken the quality of teaching and student engagement, and reduce motivation for professional growth or innovation. Furthermore, 35% of respondents reported a reduced sense of personal accomplishment, feeling that their efforts were not valued by their institution or students. This lack of recognition can lead to frustration, disengagement, and ultimately, higher turnover rates. When staff feel undervalued, workplace morale declines and dissatisfaction increase, contributing to a toxic work culture.

Excessive workload was named by 65% of respondents as a primary cause of burnout. Many reported working beyond their official hours to juggle teaching, research, and administrative responsibilities. This leaves little room for personal well-being or professional development, further fuelling fatigue and stress. Some staff even admitted neglecting self-care to keep pace with their duties. Administrative overload was another major concern, with 58% stating that non-teaching tasks, such as committee work and report writing, took up a significant amount of their time. This was worsened by a perceived lack of institutional support; 47% of respondents felt they lacked adequate resources or assistance. This lack of support increases stress levels and contributes to feelings of isolation, as staff often feel left to cope alone. Additionally, pressure to meet research KPIs added to the burden, especially for early-career academics who must produce research output while managing heavy teaching loads. Balancing these competing demands heightens the risk of burnout, which can undermine productivity and the quality of academic work. In light of these findings, institutions must take meaningful steps to reduce these pressures and foster a healthier, more supportive work environment for academic staff.

5   CONCLUSIONS

The findings of this study underscore a critical concern within academic institutions: the growing burden of administrative and non-academic responsibilities significantly contributes to fatigue and burnout among academic staff. The data clearly show that over half of the respondents attribute their exhaustion to excessive workloads, particularly tasks unrelated to core teaching and research functions. Emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a diminished sense of personal accomplishment, hallmarks of burnout, were widely reported, suggesting that many educators are operating under unsustainable conditions. The pressure to meet institutional expectations, especially in terms of research output and committee involvement, further compounds the mental and emotional strain faced by staff. In conclusion, the results highlight an urgent need for systemic change in how academic workloads are structured and supported. Institutions must take deliberate action to streamline administrative processes, redistribute tasks more equitably, and offer tangible support mechanisms to reduce stress. Without such reforms, academic staff will continue to face high risks of burnout, which may ultimately impact teaching quality, staff retention, and overall institutional effectiveness. A sustainable academic environment requires not only high performance but also a strong commitment to staff well-being.

6   RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings, several targeted recommendations can help academic institutions address and mitigate burnout among staff. Firstly, institutions should streamline administrative processes by digitizing and automating routine tasks, reducing the time spent on paperwork, audits, and bureaucratic procedures. Assigning dedicated administrative support or creating centralized units for non-academic tasks can also alleviate pressure on academic staff. Secondly, it is essential to clearly define job scopes and ensure that additional responsibilities, such as committee work, are fairly distributed and acknowledged in performance evaluations.

Furthermore, institutions should implement policies that promote work-life balance and mental well-being. This includes enforcing reasonable working hours, encouraging self-care, and offering professional development opportunities without adding to the workload. Regular feedback sessions, stress management workshops, and mental health support services can also foster a more supportive work culture. Lastly, creating transparent and inclusive decision-making processes will help staff feel valued and heard, contributing to a more motivated and resilient academic workforce.
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