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Abstract: Organizations are facing a serious challenge with employee burnout, which leads to a
loss of productivity and employee morale. Despite its importance, there is still a knowledge gap in
understanding one of the key features of employee burnout, namely, the personal characteristics of
employees. This research aims to determine if grit can alleviate employee burnout in organizations.
The study conducted a survey of employees in service companies, and results showed that employee
grit was negatively associated with burnout. Moreover, the study revealed that grit does not equally
affect all three dimensions of burnout, with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization being
the most affected by employee grit. Increasing employee grit is therefore a promising strategy for
companies that want to mitigate the risk of employee burnout.
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1. Introduction

Poorly managed work environments can cause excessive stress for employees, leading
to burnout [1,2]. Creating a healthy work environment benefits both employees and man-
agers. Employees need to take responsibility for their own well-being by adopting healthy
lifestyles, cultivating positive attitudes, and setting achievable goals, while managers need
to foster positive environments within their organizations [3,4]. To promote employee
well-being, managers can offer rewards, provide constructive feedback, and leverage em-
ployees’ strengths for the benefit of both the individual and the organization [5]. Although
personality traits such as grit can help employees cope with stress and prevent burnout, it
is crucial for employees to receive support, understanding, and professional backup from
their management teams [6,7]. Despite a growing body of literature on burnout, there is a
need for a better understanding of how personal characteristics of employees such as grit
affects their propensity for burnout.

The objective of this study is to investigate the connection between grit and burnout
by examining the sub-components of Maslach’s Burnout work list, namely emotional ex-
haustion, depersonalization, and personal achievement. The aim is to determine if grit
has a protective effect against burnout at work and to deepen our understanding of this
health problem. Specifically, this study seeks to explore whether participants who exhibit
higher levels of grit are less likely to experience burnout at work. We define grit as a
psychological construct that refers to an individual’s ability to persist and maintain effort
towards achieving long-term goals, despite experiencing setbacks or obstacles. It involves
the sustained application of effort and the ability to persevere through difficult circum-
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methodology of the study. We then present the results of our analysis and, finally, discuss
the implications of our findings.

2. Grit and Burnout

Maslach and Leiter [10] identified several factors that must be balanced to promote
workplace well-being, including a manageable workload, employee decision-making au-
thority, and access to necessary resources. Additionally, appropriate rewards, managerial
support, fairness, and control over one’s own progress are crucial for both employees and
organizations. When these factors are in balance, employees are more likely to exhibit
sanctity at work and less likely to experience burnout. However, despite these recommen-
dations, workplace stress and strain have never been greater, with up to half of European
employees reporting common stressors [11]. Moreover, younger employees entering the
labour market are at a higher risk of depression, burnout, financial concerns, and unem-
ployment, emphasizing the need for increased managerial support [12,13].

To prevent physical and mental problems, employees should receive appropriate
training and career development, and there should be trust and encouragement between
employees and managers. Additionally, managers must view workplace stress as an
organizational issue rather than solely the employee’s fault, to better treat and prevent
burnout [11]. Companies that promote well-being, health, and mental health can reduce
stress and burnout while increasing productivity and safety, benefiting both employees
and the organization [11,14].

The WHO defines burnout as a syndrome resulting from unmanaged chronic work-
place stress, manifesting in emotional fatigue, suspicion, and decreased work perfor-
mance [14]. Although not a disease, burnout is a syndrome that can lead to depression and
negatively impact one’s health and job performance [15,16]. Younger individuals are more
susceptible to burnout [10,17], which can be influenced by various factors, such as incom-
petence, insomnia, substance abuse, and family issues [18]. Burnout can be characterized
by six key aspects: workload, management, reward, community, fairness, and value [10],
all of which must be balanced to promote employee well-being and productivity [19].
Additionally, grit has been found to drive employees’ success in their field of interest [20]
and should be considered in relation to burnout.

Research suggests that grit is a reliable predictor of one’s long-term goals [21,22] and
is highly correlated with traits such as conscientiousness, willpower, self-discipline, and
an even higher IQ [21-23]. Moreover, grit has been found to be a reliable predictor of
individual performance [5].

Given the importance of grit in predicting success and performance, it is timely to
investigate whether there is a relationship between grit and the three subdimensions of
burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment). To
the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to explore whether grit can serve as a
protective factor against burnout in service-oriented companies.

In a study of medical graduates, Matero et al. [24] demonstrated that students with
higher levels of grit performed better in challenging courses and were more likely to
complete their studies in four years. Conversely, students with lower levels of grit were
twice as likely to drop out of medical school [16]. Other research suggests that higher
levels of grit can help prevent burnout among physician students [16] and salespeople [25].
Additionally, research in the health sector, as well as for students in general [26,27], has
shown that grit can minimize burnout [22,28-30]. Despite the prevalence of burnout in
service companies [9,31-33], there has been little research on the relationship between grit
and burnout in this context.

3. Methods
3.1. Study Design, Participants and Pilot Study

A total of 14 service companies and institutions in Reykjavik, Iceland were contacted
via email, of which seven agreed to participate in the study. The human resources managers
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of these companies were then sent the survey, which was subsequently forwarded to their
employees. The survey was pre-tested with 10 parties prior to the study, and various
changes were made. Participant responses were collected using Questionpro, and the
research was conducted anonymously and was untraceable. Questionpro is an online
survey software that allows users to create and distribute surveys, collect responses, and
analyze data in real time. The survey took approximately 10-12 min to complete.

The convenience sample in the study comprised 598 employees from service compa-
nies located in Reykjavik. Of these, 144 participants responded, representing a reasonable
response rate of 25%. The respondents included 43 men (38.1%), 68 women (60.2%), and
2 participants who did not disclose their gender identity (1.8%). Among the participants,
32.7% were managers or involved in human resources management, with 50% having
completed a master’s or MBA program. A total of 25.9% had completed undergraduate
degrees, 17.9% had completed high school or technical training, while 6 had only completed
compulsory education and one had completed doctoral studies.

3.2. Measurments

The participants completed four questionnaires, including ones on grit and burnout
using Maslach’s Burnout Inventory scale, as well as additional questions on their background.

3.2.1. Grit

The Icelandic version of the grit scale [34] was utilized in this study, which was
translated by Sigmundsson, Hagar and Hermundsdottir [20]. This scale is derived from the
Duckworth persistence scale [23]. Participants were presented with eight statements and
asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each statement. The
response options ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree, with a five-point scale of
strongly disagree, rather disagree, neither agree nor disagree, rather agree, or strongly agree.
The scale comprises two sub-scales, each consisting of four questions. Each question has a
maximum score of five, representing high grit, and a minimum score of one, representing
no or little grit. To obtain an accurate measurement of participants’ grit, the questions
that indicated lower grit were reversed. A higher average score on the scale indicates
higher levels of grit. The Norwegian version, which the Icelandic translation is based
on, has demonstrated evidence of internal consistency, test-retest consistency, predictive
validity, and consensual validity. However, the questionnaire has not been localized for use
in Iceland.

3.2.2. Maslach Burnout Inventory

The MBI-HSS self-assessment scale [18] was utilized to measure job satisfaction, which
is based on the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) model and assesses burnout. The
scale comprises 22 questions that are divided into three sub-scales, each measuring a
dimension of burnout syndrome: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal
accomplishment. Responses to the scale ranged from “never” (0 points) to “every day”
(6 points) on a seven-point scale. Emotional exhaustion consists of nine statements that
evaluate feelings or experiences at work, depersonalization includes five statements that
measure dissatisfaction or impersonal reactions towards others, and personal achievement
contains eight statements that assess an individual’s sense of competence and success at
work. The higher the emotional exhaustion and depersonalization scores, the higher the
probability of burnout, while the opposite is true for personal achievement. No total score
was calculated, and instead, the subscales were used to evaluate burnout. Participants
who scored low in emotional exhaustion and high in personal achievement were less likely
to be experiencing burnout. The internal reliability of the subscales was good, and the
test-retest reliability was also good. Additionally, the convergent validity of the subscales
was considered good. Answering the scale takes approximately 8 to 10 min, and it is easy
to administer. The MBI-HSS scale was translated into Icelandic by Runar Helgi Andrason
and Sigurdur Levy [35], but it has not been localized to the Icelandic population and thus
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cannot be used for clinical measurements. In Table 1, we provide interpretation criteria for
the total score of the burnout inventory.

Table 1. Interpretation criteria for the total score of the burnout inventory.

Low Middle High
Emotional exhaustion <18 19-26 >27
Depersonalization <5 69 >10
Personal achievement <40 39-34 >33

3.2.3. Background Questions

A small number of background variables were included, such as gender, age when
starting work, managerial roles, years of work experience, and education level. The
analysis focused only on gender and age-related differences. The work experience variable
was dichotomized into less than 10 years or more than 10 years. The 2016 salary survey
conducted by VR was utilized, which reported an average of approximately 10 years of
experience for directors, financial managers, store managers, and sales managers. Table 2
provides descriptive statistics for the main variables of interest in this research.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the main variables of interest.

Age Education Gender Grit Manager
Mean 1.69 1.77 1.61 28.01 1.67
Median 2.00 2.00 2.00 28.00 2.00
Standard deviation 0.46 0.42 0.49 428 0.47
4. Results
4.1. Burnout

Out of all the participants, 66.7% reported not experiencing burnout, while 20% were
unsure and 13.3% confirmed experiencing burnout at work. Men had a significantly lower
likelihood of experiencing burnout compared to women.

The MBI-HSS self-assessment scale was used to assess job satisfaction, and the total
score of each sub-scale was computed. Table 3 displays the distribution of participants
across the sub-scales. In Table 2, we show the participant distribution on the Maslach scale.

Table 3. Participant distribution on the Maslach scale.

Low Medium High

N (%) N (%) N (%)
Emotional Exhaustion 29 (30.9) 30 (31.9) 35(37.2)
Depersonalization 48 (44.9) 34 (31.8) 25 (23.4)
Personal Achievements 14 (14) 70 (70) 16 (16)

Approximately 37.2% of participants showed low scores on emotional exhaustion,
while 23.4% showed low scores on depersonalization, and 16% scored high on personal
achievement. When considering the proportion of individuals who scored low on all three
dimensions, only 4.5% experienced burnout. Additionally, 40% of participants aged 21-30
reported experiencing a high degree of emotional exhaustion, while only 20% of those aged
41-50 reported the same.
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4.2. Relationship between Burnout and Grit

The study aimed to explore the correlation between burnout and grit using the Pear-
son correlation coefficient. Specifically, the correlation between the three subcategories of
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and personal achievement, and grit was inves-
tigated. Results showed a significant correlation between the three sub-components of
Maslach’s job list and grit. More specifically, there was a significant negative correlation
between emotional exhaustion (r = —0.316, p = 0.002) and depersonalization (r = —0.254,
p = 0.011) and grit, and a significant positive correlation between personal achievement
(r=0.314, p = 0.002) and grit.

Further analysis was conducted by gender, which revealed a significant negative
correlation between grit and emotional exhaustion (r = —0.415, p = 0.013) and depersonal-
ization (r = —0.352, p = 0.05) for men, but not personal achievement (r = —0.205, p = 0.218).
On the other hand, women showed a significant positive correlation between personal
achievement and grit (r = 0.359, p = 0.007), but not emotional exhaustion (r = —0.205,
p = 0.142) or depersonalization (r = —0.142, p = 0.284).

Additionally, the relationship between emotional exhaustion and grit was examined
by age and was divided into two variables: 21-40 years and 41 years and older. The
results showed a significant negative correlation between emotional exhaustion and grit
among participants aged 40 and younger (r = —0.482, p = 0.005), but not among participants
aged 41 and older (r = —0.205, p = 0.122).

4.3. Maslach’s Three Dimensional Burnout Inventory (HBI-HSS) Scale: Emotional Exhaustion,
Depersonalization and Personal Achievement

A linear regression analysis was conducted to analyze each dimension of the burnout
inventory, using the following variables: grit, gender (male/female), education (with
or without a university degree), managerial status (manager/non-manager), and work
experience (less than 10 years/more than 10 years). Table 4 shows the dimensions of
personal achievement, depersonalization and emotional exhaustion, as well as the grit
variables and background variables.

Table 4. The dimensions of personal achievement, depersonalization and emotional exhaustion, as
well as the grit variables and background variables.

Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalization Personal Achievement
B SE B B SE B B SE B
(Constant) 430.3 120.9 280.7 60.9 150.8 10.4
Gr. Mindset 0.17 0.19 0.10 0.005 0.10 0.006 0.301 0.155 0.20 *
Passion 0.022 0.21 0.014 0.094 0.11 0.10 0.417 0.165 0.281 **
Grit —0.80 0.27 —0.33 *** —0.42 0.14 —0.32** 0.382 0.215 0.176 *
Age —10.5 20.39 0.07 —20.3 10.3 -0.19* —-0.39 10.93 0.02
Gender 0.90 20.1 0.05 —10.4 10.13 -0.12 —20.2 10.69 -0.12
Education —0.52 20.54 —0.021 —0.25 10.4 —0.02 0.89 20.05 0.040
Manager —40.7 20.28 —0.22* —20.8 10.2 —0.23 ** —-30.9 10.84 —0.20 **
Work Exp. 40.2 20.4 0.20* 0.35 10.3 0.03 -10.4 10.9 —0.071
F 20.4 20.3 40.68
Adjusted R™2 0.0111 0.97 0.236

p<0.1%p<0.05*p<0.01***.

The results of the linear regression analysis showed a significant association be-
tween emotional exhaustion and grit, with the model explaining 11.1% of the variability
(R?> =0.111 F (8 81) = 2.387, p < 0.052). As presented in Table 3, a one-point increase in grit
was associated with a decrease in emotional exhaustion by 0.8. Additionally, the analysis
revealed that being a manager and having worked for the company for more than 10 years
were connected with emotional exhaustion.
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Similarly, the results showed a significant association between depersonalization and
grit, with the model explaining 9.7% of the variability (RZ=0.097 F (8 89) = p <0.027). As
shown in Table 3, a one-point increase in grit was associated with a decrease in depersonal-
ization by over 0.4. Furthermore, the analysis for depersonalization indicated a connection
between being a manager and being under 40 years of age.

In summary, the findings suggest that grit has a strong relationship with emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization.

5. Discussion and Further Research

The results suggest that individuals working in service companies in Iceland who
possess high levels of grit are more likely to be satisfied with their work. This finding aligns
with previous research in other industries [20,21,36]. Men exhibit greater passion and grit
than women, as supported by prior studies [20,37].

Our study found that over half of the participants did not experience burnout, while
13% reported severe burnout, and 20% were uncertain if they had experienced burnout.
These findings indicate a higher degree of burnout than previously reported by Gallup
in Iceland. Moreover, men were nearly half as likely to experience burnout as women.
Individuals 40 years of age and younger, who experience less grit and more emotional
exhaustion, are likely to exhibit a negative relationship between grit and emotional ex-
haustion, according to the results. These results align with a Gallup study conducted in
the United States [38]. The results further revealed that individuals with high scores on
personal achievement are more satisfied with their work and perform well. Women are
more likely to be satisfied with their personal achievements than men.

Individuals with grit are less likely to experience burnout. Those who exhibit emo-
tional exhaustion, low depersonalization, and high personal achievement, indicating the
absence of burnout at work, exhibit considerable grit. These results suggest that grit has a
protective effect against burnout, which is consistent with prior research by Jumat et al. [16]
and Duckworth [21]. Our linear regression analysis found a positive relationship between
grit and the three dimensions of burnout, including emotional exhaustion, depersonal-
ization, and personal achievement. The impact of grit was most significant on emotional
exhaustion, followed by depersonalization and personal achievement. When examining all
variables with the dimensions of the burnout inventory, 11.1% were explained by emotional
exhaustion, 9.7% by depersonalization, and 23.6% by personal achievement. Future re-
search should investigate these dimensions with additional variables in different industries,
and, furthermore, given that remote work has become increasingly popular due to the
COVID—19 pandemic, it is crucial to explore the impact of grit on remote workers” burnout
levels. Additionally, there is a need for further investigation into the relationship between
grit and burnout in service companies and how these relate to dimensions of burnout,
e.g., emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and personal achievement. Mixed-methods
research could shed further light on the working conditions of service companies” employ-
ees and their perceptions of grit and burnout by adding information about the human
experience (qualitative data) to the study.

6. Conclusions

While our study only represents a preliminary step in comprehending the signifi-
cance of employee grit in mitigating burnout, we believe that our findings have practical
implications for management. As a result, we recommend that organizational manage-
ment consider implementing employee grit training. Prior research suggests that this type
of intervention could have considerable benefits [37,38] and may therefore represent a
promising strategy for organizations seeking to reduce burnout among their workforces.

It is important to exercise caution when interpreting research findings. One limiting
factor of our data is its subjective nature, as the burnout measure used reflects employees’
own subjective perception of their burnout levels. Ideally, a more objective measure would
have been used, but this is difficult to achieve without physiological measures. However,
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prior research on burnout has used the same measures as we have done, which reinforces
our result.

Another limitation of our research is that the data collected is self-reported and cross-
sectional. While we found a distinct correlation between grit and employees’ burnout and
its sub-dimensions, additional data gathering and analysis are required to validate these
findings. An interesting research avenue could involve examining whether there is a causal
relationship between grit and burnout. This could be achieved through a field experimental
design, a method that has shown its value in other management research areas.

In conclusion, the study suggests that grit has a strong relationship with burnout,
specifically emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. The findings highlight the impor-
tance of promoting grit among employees as a potential intervention to reduce burnout
in the workplace. Furthermore, the study highlights the need for further research to in-
vestigate the factors that contribute to burnout among employees and to develop effective
strategies to address this issue.
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