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Abstract: Universities perform very demanding tasks within a workplace characterized by a critical
psychosocial environment. Against this backdrop, the aim of this study is to extend the current
literature on the job sustainability of faculty professors, examine the associations of certain job resources
(meaningfulness of work, reward) and job demands (work overload, conflict among colleagues) with
workaholism, burnout, engagement. A self-report questionnaire was administered within a public
higher education institution in Italy to a sample constituted by 291 professors. The results of path
analysis show that meaningfulness of work and reward positively correlate with work engagement,
work satisfaction, and psychological wellbeing and ward off emotional exhaustion and intention to
leave. Work overload correlates positively with workaholism, work-family conflict and intention to
leave and negatively with job satisfaction. Finally, workaholism correlates with work engagement and
mediates the relationship between work overload and work-family conflict, emotional exhaustion,
and psychological discomfort. The study highlights that to support the work of academic workers
and build healthy and sustainable universities, it is necessary to promote job resources and control job
demands. Moreover, the study highlights that work engagement and workaholism can be respectively
considered as the positive and negative sides of heavy work investment.

Keywords: academic work; psychology of sustainability; job engagement; workaholism; JD-R;
path analysis

1. Introduction

1.1. Healthy and Sustainable Universities

As Innstrand et al. (2015) affirm, universities are knowledge-intensive workplaces characterized
by a critical psychosocial environment where the quality of knowledge development and transmission
depends mainly on the teaching staff’s health and wellbeing. On this basis, healthy universities
programs have recently been enhanced in Northern Europe and the UK, aimed at “improving health
among students and staff, leading to institutional and societal productivity and sustainability” [1].
In accordance with the psychology of sustainability that aims to improve the quality of life [2] and create
positive work environments specifically from the organizational positive psychology perspective [3],
the healthy universities perspective promotes the creation of an organizational culture that enhances the
“wellbeing and sustainability of its community and enables people to achieve their full potential” [4]
and defines universities as communities “in which people can thrive and flourish” [5–7].
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As attention to the health of organizations and to the opportunity to promote health and safety
in the workplace along with organizational performance and effectiveness [6] has grown even in the
academic context in recent decades, universities face several challenges that resemble those that have
characterized the labour market in the last decade in Western countries [8]: many of the characteristics
of noble, autonomous, “stress-free” work are, in fact, nowadays undermined, for example, by the
reduction of resources that characterize the development of university institutions throughout the
Western world. As several scholars have highlighted [9,10], the economic crisis that involved the entire
planet in the last 15 years, rendering the situation of large layers of the population more fragile and
precarious, has certainly exacerbated critical psychosocial issues in all organizational contexts, and
even academic workplaces have most likely been subjected to these influences.

Academic work is, thus, changing, marked by increasing workloads and work hours, growing
cuts in research funding, inadequate rewards, job insecurity, the demand for high-quality teaching of
large classes, and work–family conflict [7,11–13]. Moreover, competitiveness, publication pressures
and excessive paperwork (increasing the already intense pressure of the publish or perish situation)
strain faculty. In addition, autonomy, societal prestige, and collegial support are decreasing [14,15] while
extraneous tasks, such as administrative demands, increase [16]. Several academics perceive these new
demands as a threat to two principal characteristics of their work: academic freedom and autonomy [1].

These changes have introduced an added degree of complexity into the working life of university
professors and represent sources of stress and burnout. Recently, some studies have observed
that university professors experience high levels of burnout [17–19], workaholism and work–family
conflict [20,21], finding them to be much more prevalent among university academics than among
other workers [21]. A study by Zábrodská et al. [15] highlights, for example, that work–family conflict,
which typically afflicts university workers [21], is a major predictor of burnout in faculty members.

The complexity of the psychosocial environment described above is compounded by the non-univocal
interpretation by academic workers of what challenging demands might be and what might be the
sources of stress or frustration among the different activities that characterize their job [7]. In the light of
the job demand-resources (JD-R) [22,23] model, it is therefore crucial to understand which are the core
job resources and demands of university professors [1] that can lead, on the one hand, to motivational
processes and, on the other hand, to health-impairment processes that reduce and prevent psychological
diseases and strengthen positive outcomes to build a sustainable and healthy community.

1.2. The Job Demands-Resources Model, Burnout and Work Engagement

The JD-R model postulates that every working activity has some risk factors that can lead to
job stress or burnout. These risk factors can be explained in the light of demands and resources:
job demands (JD) are those aspects of an occupation that involve the workers in sustaining efforts,
both physical or psychological (cognitive and emotional). Examples of JDs are physically demanding
tasks or demanding relationships with service users. JD are not always negative, but they may become
so, for example, when the demands require a high level of effort although workers obtain relatively low
rewards. Job resources (JR) are those dimensions of work (physical or psychosocial or organizational)
that can reduce JD, the effects of physiological and psychological demands, and encourage personal
and professional growth. Examples are: job security or career opportunities (at the organizational
level), supervisor or co-worker social support, work climate (at the interpersonal level), participation
or role clarity (at the organizational level), autonomy, or task significance (at the task level) [23].

As previously asserted, this model postulates that there are two psychological processes that can
respectively affect job strain (on one side) or motivation (on the other side) [24,25]. The first process
concerns job strain: chronic JD reduce employees’ resources, both mental and physical, and therefore,
lead to exhaustion. Consequently, burnout and illness can emerge. This indirectly leads to other
consequences, such as low levels of performance [26–29]. The second process concerns motivation:
JR can be extremely motivating (intrinsic and extrinsic) and lead to work engagement and indirectly
sustain job performance.
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In this direction, several studies have shown that JD and JR can influence employee psychological
health. JD are associated with costs in terms of health, for example, in the form of job stress and
burnout. Several studies have demonstrated that certain JD, such as excessive workload, affect
burnout [27–35] and stress [36]. An excessive workload could, in turn, intensify emotional exhaustion
and, consequently, depersonalization. Other JD, such as emotional demands [37], low autonomy,
or work-life imbalance [30], also affect burnout. Conversely, JR have a positive impact on organizational
outcomes, such as work engagement. Moreover, JR could reduce the negative impact of JD on stress
and burnout. For example, social support or autonomy [38,39] could moderate the impact of JD on job
stress and burnout, while meaningfulness of work [40], autonomy [41,42] or social support [40,42–45]
could protect the ability to work, buffer strain or sustain work engagement.

Finally, JD, especially work overload, are positively and directly related to workaholism, while JR
moderate the relationship between workaholism and job demands [46].

1.3. Workaholism, Burnout and Work-Family Conflict

Workaholism, recently encountered in several studies conducted in the academic
context [20,21,47,48], is often described as a “pattern of heavy work investment, long working hours,
working beyond expectations and, especially, an uncontrollable obsession with work” [49], whose
antecedents are usually differentiated between the individual and situational [50]. Some researchers
define workaholism as a pathology, however, it is not included in the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). Similarly, studies have considered workaholism as a symptom
of obsessive-compulsive personality disorder, which is typically characterized by perfectionism and
excessive devotion to work [51,52].

Griffiths [49] identified six core dimensions of workaholism:

• salience—work turns into the most important activity in a person’s life, dominating his/her
thinking, feeling, and behavior;

• mood modification due to work;
• tolerance—gradually increase in daily working time;
• withdrawal symptoms—unpleasant feelings that occur when the person cannot work (because of

illness or holidays);
• conflicts, especially in the family context, that concern the person spending too much time at

work; and
• relapse—repeated reversion to work.

Some authors note that there are two principal components of workaholism: a behavioral and
a psychological one. The former includes working excessively and spending many hours at work.
The latter, the psychological or dispositional component, includes being obsessed with work: in
other words, the inability to detach from work [53]. More specifically, workaholism is an individual
characteristic that leads a person to work too much that does not derive from external necessities [53,54].
Workaholism is often associated with several negative outcomes, such as low job satisfaction, stress [55],
burnout [50], poor mental and physical health [56–58], and depression [59,60]. Other studies highlight
that workaholism is often associated with work-family conflict [61–63]: workaholics spend a lot of their
energy and most of their time working without conserving resources for other activities and family.

An interesting topic is the differentiation between workaholism and work engagement: they
both indicate high involvement with work, the first as a pathological form of heavy work investment,
the second as a healthy one. As highlighted by a recent systematic review [64], it is impossible at
this stage to definitively disentangle the commonalities and differences between them. They partially
overlap, and the difficulty of drawing a definitive boundary between the two constructs produces
seemingly paradoxes, such as “the happy workaholic” [65].
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1.4. Aim of the Study

Informed by the JD-R model and engagement/workaholism research, the aim of this study is to
contribute to the current literature on work sustainability pertaining to academic staff by examining
the direct and indirect associations of faculty burnout, faculty engagement (as outcomes) and work
environment characteristics (demand and resources) with the two dimensions of workaholism (as
a predictor). Specifically, we considered two core demands that nowadays negatively characterize
academic work, namely workload and conflicts with colleagues [7,13], and two major resources
related to the traditional values of faculty work, namely meaningfulness of work and reward [18].
The relationships between the working environment, workaholism, work-family conflict and burnout
among this group of workers has, until now, received little attention or research.

Moreover, the study aims to expand research on faculty burnout and engagement by reporting on
this harmful syndrome in an under-researched cultural context: Italy, and more specifically, Northwest
Italy. The majority of available studies on faculty burnout and psychological strain have been conducted
in the United States or in England [15]. Nevertheless, there are some differences in the faculty work
and academic competition among countries [2], and these differences could affect academic staff

wellbeing [11,15]. As highlighted by several academics [66,67], recent Italian university reforms
concerning—among others issues—career advancement and research evaluation, lead to a high degree
of competition and pressure: these changes have certainly increased stress and the “workaholic tension”
that is likely to culturally affect faculty professors and researchers.

1.5. Hypotheses

Specifically, we tested the following hypotheses.

(1) Are resources independently associated with endogenous dependent variables?
(2) Are demands independently associated with endogenous dependent variables?
(3) Are associations between resources and job satisfaction mediated by work engagement?
(4) Are associations between demands and both intention to leave and psychological diseases

mediated by work-family conflict and emotional exhaustion?
(5) Are there direct and indirect effects of the two components of workaholism on endogenous

dependent variables?

2. Method

We administered a self-report questionnaire during June and July 2017, through an online survey
developed in order to assess the quality of working life and occupational wellbeing within a large
public higher education institution in Northern Italy, considered in the national rankings as one of the
best universities in the country.

All professors were properly informed regarding the methods and scope of the study and agreed
to participate voluntarily. Professors were invited by e-mail to participate. The e-mail contained a link
to the survey and was sent by the research group, thus, maintaining the confidentiality of the users’
e-mail addresses.

Ethical approval was obtained from the University Committee for the evaluation of the quality of
working life, which was constituted appositely for the project. The study was conducted in accordance
with the 1995 Declaration of Helsinki (as revised in Edinburgh in 2000).

2.1. Participants

The entire population of the institution comprised 896 professors, just under half (418) completed
the questionnaire. Of these, 137 professors did not fill out the questionnaire completely. (The missing
answers did not depend on the role, gender or age. Several response biases have also been studied to
increase the quality of the data collected. We have removed some records that presented response set
(defined as row SD on batteries less than one) and extreme response style (defined as the concentration
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of responses in the extreme categories greater than 40% of the total answers). The sample is, therefore,
constituted by 291 subjects (69.4% male) ranging in age from 29 to 70 (M = 47 SD = 9.9); 18.9%
were full professors (FPs), 39.9% associate professors (APs) and 41.2% assistant professors (AsPs).
Most professors have a permanent contract (84.7%) and work full-time (92.8%). The average number
of years on the job was 17.6 (SD = 9.7).

2.2. Measures

For the detection of the investigated constructs, we have used some of the most popular scales in
the literature with respect to work-related stress assessment.

2.2.1. Antecedents

Work overload was measured by seven items (α = 0.80) developed by Melin [68] (e.g., I work with
many different work tasks at the same time.). The responses were given on a four-point scale (range:
0 = never to 3 = always). The total score was from 0 to 21.

Conflict with colleagues was measured with the Multidimensional Organisational Health
Questionnaire [69], which contains four items that investigate the degree of conflict inside the
workplace (e.g., There are people who are marginalized; α = 0.88). The responses were given on a
four-point scale (range: 0 = never to 3 = always). The total score: from 0 to 12.

Meaningfulness of Work was measured with the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire [70],
which contains five items (e.g., I think that my work is meaningful; α = 0.90). The responses were
given on a four-point scale (range: 0 = never to 3 = always). The total score: from 0 to 15.

Reward was measured with five items built ad hoc (e.g., To what extent do you feel recognized for
your didactic activity? α = 0.69). The responses were given on a four-point scale (range: 0 = never to
3 = always). The total score: 0 to 12.

2.2.2. Outcomes

Emotional exhaustion was measured by five items of the Maslach Burnout Inventory [71,72], (e.g.,
I feel emotionally drained by my work; α = 0.87). The responses were given on a six-point scale (range:
0 = never to 6 = every day). The total score: 0 to 30.

Work engagement was measured by nine items of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale [73], (e.g.,
At work, I feel that I am bursting with energy; α = 0.91). The responses were given on a six-point scale
(range: 0 = never to 6 = every day). The total score: 0 to 54.

Work–family conflict was measured with the SWING [74], which contains five items that investigate
negative work home interaction (e.g., You find it difficult to fulfill your domestic obligations because
you are constantly thinking about your work; α = 0.89). The responses were given on a four-point
scale (range: 0 = never to 3 = always). The total score: 0 to 15.

Intention to leave was measured with four items built ad hoc (e.g., How often, in the last six months,
have you thought about changing jobs? α = 0.60). The responses were given on a four-point scale (range:
0 = never to 3 = always). The total score: 0 to 12.

Job satisfaction was measured with a single item (i.e., How satisfied you are with his work?).
The responses were given on a 10-point scale (range: 1 = low to 10 = high).

Psychological diseases were measured with the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) [75],
which contains 12 items (e.g., In the last two weeks, you have been able to concentrate? α = 0.84).
The responses were given on a four-point scale (range: 0 = more than usual to 3 = less than usual).
The total score: 0 to 36.

Finally, workaholism was measured with 10 items of the Dutch Work Addiction Scale [76] that
investigate working excessively (e.g., I continue to work even when others tell me to stop; α = 0.85)
and working compulsively (e.g., I feel guilty when I take time off work; α = 0.76). The responses were
given on a four-point scale (range: 0 = never to 3 = always) Total score: 0 to 30.
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2.3. Statistical Analyses

Research hypotheses were tested through path analysis because these models permit the
specification of causal relationships or associations among a set of sequentially ordered variables. Each
variable in a path analysis model is considered as the dependent variable in a regression analysis in
which antecedent variables are treated as independent variables. At the same time, a variable that
serves as a dependent variable in one part of the model may serve as an independent variable in
another part of the model (endogenous variables). Variables that are not affected by other variables
in the model are purely independent (exogenous). The strength of path analysis is that both direct
and indirect influences of each independent variable can be examined while controlling for all other
variables in the model and considering the residual error of each predictor in the model [77–79].

Guided by the JD-R theory, two path analysis models were used to address the research hypotheses
(Figure 1). Specifically, in the first one, we addressed the first four hypotheses:

(1) Are resources independently associated with endogenous dependent variables?
(2) Are demands independently associated with endogenous dependent variables?
(3) Are associations between resources and job satisfaction mediated by work engagement?
(4) Are associations between demands and both intention to leave and psychological diseases

mediated by work-family conflict and emotional exhaustion?
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In the second model, we inserted the two components of workaholism and tested its direct and
indirect effect on endogenous dependent variables.
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Model fit was assessed by a χ2 goodness-of-fit statistic evaluating the degrees of freedom and
statistical significance. The chi-square statistic is sensitive to sample size, which means that the model
is often rejected when large samples are used [80,81]. When small samples are used, the statistic
lacks power and, because of this, may not discriminate between good-fitting models and poor-fitting
models [82]. A statistic that minimizes the impact of sample size on the model chi-square is the
relative/normed chi-square (χ2/df ), proposed by Wheaton et al. [83], for which a ratio lower than two is
considered acceptable [84].

In addition, because of their insensitivity to sample size and model misspecification, the following
model fit criteria were used: root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08, comparative fit
index (CFI) > 0.95, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) < 0.08 [85].

The relationships between the study variables and their strengths were estimated using
standardized path coefficients and their confidence intervals.

Descriptive statistics were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 24, Armonk, NY, USA),
while path analyses were conducted using Mplus 7.0 [79].

3. Results

Correlations, means, and standard deviations are presented in Table 1.
Bivariate correlations indicated that all coefficients had the expected signs, with the significant

ones ranging from 0.12 to 0.68. The three endogenous dependent variables (intention to leave, job
satisfaction and psychological diseases) are significantly related to all the other variables of the study.

Table 1. Measures description and correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1 Work overload 1
2 Conflict with
colleagues 0.17 ** 1

3 Work meaning −0.14 * −0.26 ** 1
4 Reward −0.21 ** −0.35 ** 0.44 ** 1
5 Emotional
exhaustion 0.41 ** 0.14 * −0.27 ** −0.16 1

6 Work
engagement −0.10 −0.15 * 0.68 ** 0.31 ** −0.29 ** 1

7 Work family
conflict 0.56 ** 0.24 ** −0.12 * −0.16 ** 0.58 ** −0.12 1

8 Intention to
leave 0.28 ** 0.39 ** −0.43 ** −0.42 ** 0.28 ** −0.34 ** 0.23 ** 1

9 Job satisfaction −0.27 ** −0.32 ** 0.55 ** 0.46 ** −0.31 ** 0.47 ** −0.23 ** −0.48 ** 1
10 Psych.
Diseases 0.39 ** 0.17 ** −0.43 ** −0.25 ** 0.61 ** −0.46 ** 0.49 ** 0.37 ** −0.42 ** 1

11 Work
excessively 0.67 ** 0.08 −0.02 −0.07 0.44 ** 0.06 0.59 ** 0.15 ** −0.12 * 0.40 ** 1

12 Work
compulsively 0.43 ** 0.07 −0.07 −0.10 0.40 ** 0.05 0.47 ** 0.18 ** −0.17 ** 0.36 ** 0.59 ** 1

M 11.4 3.3 11.4 6.65 11.8 42.3 6.4 1.3 7.1 10.5 7.3 6.3
SD 3.9 2.7 3.1 2.3 6.9 8.8 3.6 1.7 2.1 5.4 2.9 3.2

* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001.

A summary of the statistically significant relationships in the first hypothesis-testing model is
presented in Figure 2. The model included all covariances between independent variables and among
causal links of interest. Conflict with colleagues on emotional exhaustion, reward on work engagement,
both work meaningfulness and emotional exhaustion on intention to leave, emotional exhaustion on
job satisfaction, reward and work-family conflict on psychological diseases all had non-significant path
coefficients. Finally, psychological diseases were not correlated with either job satisfaction or intention
to leave.
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The difference between “data” (i.e., elements of variance–covariance matrix) and parameters to be
estimated was 10, and consequently, model identification was met. The fit indices suggested that the
model provided a satisfactory approximation of the data (CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.04)
and only the ratio χ2/df = 2.3 is slightly above the expected value. The R-squared values (Table 2) of
dependent variables are all high and range from 0.311 to 0.46.

Work engagement and emotional exhaustion were negatively (r = −0.156) interrelated, as expected.
Work–family conflict had a strong positive relationship with emotional exhaustion that was

also directly influenced by work overload. Work meaningfulness was the only predictor of work
engagement. Both work overload and conflict with colleagues were positively related to intention to
leave, which was negatively predicted by work engagement and reward.

Job satisfaction was positively predicted by resources (work meaningfulness and reward) and work
engagement, while it was negatively predicted by demands (work overload and conflict with colleagues).

Work meaningfulness and work engagement were protective factors against psychological diseases.
In contrast, emotional exhaustion and work overload increased the risk of psychological impairment.

The model was then estimated by inserting the two separate components of workaholism, i.e.,
working excessively and working compulsively (Figure 3), which were only partially interrelated
(r = 0.438). The model was identified, in fact, the number of free parameters (n = 45) is less than
the amount of known information from which the parameters were estimated. Fit indices indicated
a very good fit (χ2/df = 1.7, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.04, CFI= 0.98). Only one variable (working
compulsively) shows a low R-squared value equal to .18, while the other values range from 0.304 to
0.482 (see Table 2).

Work engagement and emotional exhaustion were negatively (r = −0.186) interrelated, as expected.
The results show that only three links among those expected to be significant were not: the direct effect
of working excessively on psychological diseases and its relationship with both intention to leave and
job satisfaction. Working excessively was predicted by work overload but also by work engagement,
thus, confirming Hypothesis 2.

On the other hand, working compulsively was only predicted by work overload and was not
increased by work engagement. Both components of workaholism were related to work–home conflict,
to work overload and, finally, to conflict with colleagues.

The only direct effect of workaholism on dependent variables was achieved through the impact of
excessive work on psychological diseases.
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Figure 3. The second tested model.

As in the previous model, work engagement and reward were protective factors that preserve
job satisfaction and discourage intention to leave. As in the previous model, work engagement is
predicted exclusively by work meaningfulness and not by reward. Work meaningfulness protects
both job satisfaction and psychological diseases, while on the contrary, demands (work overload and
conflict with colleagues) are risk factors that decrease job satisfaction and increase the intention to
leave. After having checked for the effect that work engagement has on excessive work, the protective
effects on job satisfaction and psychological diseases remain. Finally, emotional exhaustion contributes
to worsening health status.

Table 2. R2 values.

First Tested Model Second Tested Model

R2 R2

Intention to leave 0.311 0.304
Job satisfaction 0.415 0.411

Psychological Diseases 0.460 0.482
Work family conflict 0.340 0.444

Emotional exhaustion 0.350 0.362
Work engagement 0.416 0.410

Working excessively - 0.467
Working compulsively - 0.182

4. Discussion

According to the JD-R model, the considered resources (work meaningfulness and reward)
positively correlate with work engagement, work satisfaction, and psychological wellbeing and protect
against emotional exhaustion and intention to leave.

More specifically, the meaningfulness of work correlates directly and negatively with emotional
exhaustion and psychological disease while positively affecting work satisfaction and work engagement.
In turn, work engagement correlates with work satisfaction and protects against psychological distress
and intention to leave. Instead, reward directly and positively affects work satisfaction and protects
against intention to leave. These findings are in line with those studies that highlight the impact
of job resources on psychological wellbeing and work engagement. More specifically, some studies
show that meaningfulness of work negatively correlates with perceived stress, burnout, psychological
disease [86–88] and job satisfaction [89]. Moreover, our results confirm the existence of the process
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supposed by JD-R concerning motivation: job resources could lead to high work engagement and
indirectly impact outcomes, such as job satisfaction, psychological wellbeing, and reduced intention to
leave [29,88,90]. The results, then, confirm the role of mediator of work engagement [88–91]. In other
studies, reward is also confirmed as having a great impact on the job satisfaction of workers [92–94]
and protects against intention to leave [95,96].

Again, in line with JD-R model, job demands are associated with costs in terms of health and
burnout. More specifically, our results highlight that work overload is directly associated with the
negative impact of work on private life (work-family conflict), indirectly associated with emotional
exhaustion (through work-family conflict) and, consequently, with psychological diseases. These
results are in line with the second process supposed by JD-R: excessive job demands diminish workers’
resources, and therefore, lead to a state of emotional exhaustion and, consequently, diseases [26–29].
Our data confirm the literature, highlighting that work overload affects work–family conflict and
emotional exhaustion [97–99] and correlates with workaholism [100]. Probably, workers who perform
highly demanding tasks struggle to find a balance between work and family roles and are emotionally
and physically exhausted. Consequently, their rate of psychological disease increases. Moreover, work
overload correlates with job satisfaction, according to the study of Ali and Farooqui [101].

Our results show also that the perception of a conflictual climate correlates positively with
work-family conflict and intention to leave but negatively with job satisfaction, confirming that human
relations have a high degree of impact on job satisfaction and intention to leave or change jobs [102,103].

Finally, we observed very interesting results about workaholism. Work overload seems to be a
predictor of the two dimensions (behavioral and cognitive) of workaholism. Moreover, the compulsive
dimension of workaholism correlates positively with emotional exhaustion and negatively with job
satisfaction, according to Andreassen et al. [50] and Balducci et al. [55]. Both dimensions of workaholism
are associated with work-family conflict and work engagement. According to several studies and
to conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll) [104], workaholics expend a lot of time and energy on
their work and do not conserve resources and time for their families, thus, experiencing work-family
conflict [61–63]. Moreover, workaholics do not get enough rest since they constantly think about work
even during their free time [63,105]. Based on the loss cycle proposition of COR theory, probably, when
workaholic employees perceive a conflict between their work and their family life, they decide to work
even harder to find a substitute at work for the losses they experience in their private life.

Another interesting result is the correlation between work engagement and workaholism, especially
considering its cognitive dimension, according to Di Stefano and Gaudiino [64], who note that
workaholism and work engagement can be respectively described as the pathological and the healthy
sides of heavy work investment.

The study has several practical implications. From the perspective of occupational psychological
health in the frame of the JD-R model, the study highlights that to support the work of academic
workers and build healthy and sustainable universities, it is necessary to promote job resources,
especially such traditional academic values [106] as autonomy, reward and meaningfulness of work,
which indirectly sustain the work engagement of academic staff. Moreover, it is necessary to control job
demands, especially work overload and conflict among colleagues, that affect emotional exhaustion,
job satisfaction and psychological health.

As the factors in a healthy organization that must be considered are the individual, the group, the
organization and inter-organizational processes [3], accordingly, as in the example of the ARK Study in
Norway [107], proper interventions should be developed to reduce the growing competitive climate
in universities.

At the individual level, for example, increasing employee participation [3] through enlarging
decisional processes can strengthen organizational belonging and identification, support the
meaningfulness of academic work and, therefore, engagement [108–110]. Moreover, counseling
interventions can promote reflexivity and sustainable career-life projects [111]. At the group level,
a healthy group is a team characterized by workplace-relational civility [112] that encourages any
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kind of cooperation, whether for research purposes or teaching activities and can reduce conflicts
among colleagues. At the organizational level, healthy universities need sustainability leadership and
positive relational management [113] that simultaneously promote positive organizational climates
and worker autonomy [114] while they sustain creativity and innovation, two crucial processes related
to the academic social mission. As Johnstone and Johnston [115] asserted, workaholism increases
when people perceive their working environment as highly pressured, while perceiving working
environments as supportive leads to positive emotions and enjoyment in their job.

However, the study has some limitations: even if it helps to explore a little-considered context,
the university one, especially in Italy, it involves only academics from an Italian university. In this
sense, the results cannot be generalized. Future works could involve university professors from several
regions of Italy and from other countries in Europe and abroad.

Second, the use of path analysis has led us to use cause–effect language. However, the study is
cross-sectional. Therefore, the direction of the relationships cannot be verified. These results can be
considered only as a preliminary evaluation of the hypothesized cause–effect relations.

Third, the estimated path models suffer from omitted variables bias. Finally, the data are self-reported.
To overcome these limitations, future research should apply longitudinal or cross-lagged designs

to clearly test cause–effect relations and should include relevant variables, such as personality traits or
salaries and employee work histories, as recently emerged in the literature [116].

Moreover, a multi-method design should be used to overcome the limits of self-reported data.

5. Conclusions

According to the JD-R model, the study confirms that job resources are very useful to sustain
the work of university professors. More specifically, the meaningfulness of work directly correlates
with psychological wellbeing, work engagement and, both directly and indirectly through work
engagement, with job satisfaction. Similarly, reward positively correlates with job satisfaction and
prevents intention to leave. Conversely, conflict among colleagues correlates directly and positively
with intention to leave and negatively with job satisfaction. Moreover, conflict among colleagues
indirectly impacts on emotional exhaustion through work-family conflict. Finally, work overload
directly influences work–family conflict, psychological diseases, job satisfaction (negatively), intention
to leave and, both directly and indirectly through WFC, emotional exhaustion.

In addition, with respect to the two dimensions of workaholism, the results of path analysis
show that work overload impacts on both dimensions, which mediate the relationship between work
overload and work-family conflict, emotional exhaustion (through the compulsive dimension of
workaholism) and psychological disease (through working excessively). Finally, working excessively
and work engagement correlate with each other. These results contribute to expanding the literature
on workaholism, inserting it in the JD-R model. In addition, and above all, the study contributes to
increasing knowledge about a peculiar, critical, competitive and highly motivating work context—the
university context—which is not widely considered in the literature.

The study has relevant implications for university human resource managers, who can develop
interventions and changes aimed at making work more sustainable, in accordance with the psychology
of sustainability that also aims to improve the workplace [3]. Moreover, policymakers could allocate
more resources to address workplace conditions at universities by increasing the number of jobs,
increasing quality research and decreasing competition.
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