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The purpose of this paper was to examine the ways that employee
burnout impacts performance at work. In survey study of
firefighters and a group of working adults in a variety of
occupations, we found that when people are burned out they
reduce the work that is expected of them on the job and “extra”
work that might help their organization. However, burned-out em-
ployees were more willing to help out their coworkers. In the paper,
we propose that burnout leads people to be careful how they
manage their work motivation and we discuss ways to reduce
burnout.
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The literature concerning the relationship between emotional exhaustion and performance led researchers
to raise questions about the extent to which the variables are related. In 2 time-lagged samples, the
authors found that motivation mediates the emotional exhaustion—job performance relationship. More-
over, the authors found that participants appear to target their investment of resources in response to
emotional exhaustion to develop social support through social exchange; specifically, emotional exhaus-
tion was associated with communion striving resources that were manifest in the form of organizational
citizenship behaviors targeted at individuals. Implications of this relationship for theories of burnout and

for management practice are discussed.
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Burnout is a psychological response to work-related stress that
consists of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced
perceptions of personal accomplishment (Maslach, 1982; Maslach,
Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Unfortunately, burnout has become
organizational reality for many employees. Maslach and Leiter
(1997) argued that burnout had reached epidemic proportions in
North America. What started as a “buzzword” in the popular press
in the late 1970s has grown into an important research endeavor;
burnout is now the subject of thousands of research articles and
dozens of books (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004b). Nonetheless,
despite suggestions that burnout has significant impact on people,
their performance, the performance of organizations, and society
on the whole (Maslach et al., 2001; Minnehan & Paine, 1982;
Paine, 1982; Schaufeli, 2003), more research is needed to under-
stand the relationship between burnout and its consequences.

The purpose of this article is to investigate the relationship
between the emotional exhaustion component of burnout and job
performance. Although some research exists that has explored this
relationship, researchers have not adequately positioned the effects
on performance within a theory of burnout and have not addressed
how theories of performance influence the burnout—performance
relationship. Specifically, researchers have not adequately ad-
dressed the influence of motivation. Mitchell (1997) defined mo-
tivation as “those psychological processes involved with the
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arousal, direction, intensity, and persistence of voluntary actions
that are goal directed” (p. 60), suggesting that key to motivation is
determining the goals that individuals work toward (Barrick, Stew-
art, & Piotrowski, 2002). Motivation is commonly considered a
direct antecedent to performance but can also be linked to theories
of burnout in terms of resources invested in work. In this article,
we specifically address the issue of how motivation is the medi-
ating link in the emotional exhaustion—performance process. We
discuss the existing literature addressing the relationship between
emotional exhaustion and performance and then discuss how con-
sideration of performance models influences that theoretical rela-
tionship. We present the findings of a two-sample study designed
to examine the emotional exhaustion—job performance relationship
with motivation as a mediator. The use of two samples allowed for
a constructive replication of the model presented as well as in-
creasing generalizability in terms of occupation of the participants
(Tsang & Kwan, 1999). We conclude by discussing the implica-
tions of our findings for organizations and future research that
considers the link between burnout and job performance.

Emotional Exhaustion

In this study, we focus on the emotional exhaustion component
of burnout. This approach is justified, in large part, because of two
issues. First, although Maslach’s (1982, 1993) original three-
component conceptualization of burnout has dominated the burn-
out research (particularly as it relates to measurement of burnout),
a number of researchers have called into question the three-
component conceptualization of burnout (e.g., Moore, 2000; Shi-
rom, 2003) and other conceptualizations have been proposed for
the processes underlying burnout (cf. Demerouti, Bakker, Nach-
reiner, & Schaufeli, 2001; Pines, Aronson, & Kafry, 1981; Shirom,
1989). The alternative conceptualizations of burnout differ in a
variety of ways; however, all of them include emotional exhaus-
tion as a primary component of burnout, suggesting that it is
indeed central to the experience of burnout. Second, it is common
in the burnout literature to find inconsistent relationships between



