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Abstract

Based on surveys of direct support professionals in Ontario’s
developmental services sector, this paper examines the com-
plex nature of worker stress. Previous research has tended to
focus on organizational employment practices and challenging
behaviours as negative sources of worker stress. More general-
ly this follows the underlying assumptions in industrial psy-
chology which connects negative stressors with negative work
experiences. In this study, we find asymmetries in workplace
emotional outcomes - positive motivations interacting with
positive emotions are associated with higher rates of burnout.
Specifically, we found that prosocial motivation was a signifi-
cant moderating variable, which when interacted with positive
affect or perceived organizational support, was associated with
higher feelings of emotional exhaustion when controlling for
other factors. Implications for the use of quality indicators on
worker stress are discussed.

The experience of work stress by staff that provide direct
supports to persons with intellectual and developmental
disabilities (IDD) has been of great concern to scholars and
practitioners (Devereux et al., 2009a; Hickey, 2011; Skirrow
& Hatton, 2007). Occupational stress has been associated
with increased turnover (Hatton et al.,, 2001), decreased job
satisfaction (Crawford et al., 2010; Dyer & Quine, 1998), and
less quality interactions with people supported in disability
services (Clegg et al., 1991; Rose et al., 1998; Schuengel et al.,
2010). The dominant assumption in the industrial psychol-
ogy literature in general, and the field of disability studies
in particular, is that worker stress is associated with nega-
tive inputs, such as poor organizational practices (Skirrow
& Hatton, 2007) and experiences with challenging behav-
iour (Hastings, 2002; Hensel et al., 2012). Conversely, positive
inputs, such as prosocial motivation (Grant, 2008) and sup-
port for community inclusion principles (Jones et al., 2008)
are associated with reduced stress (Noone & Hastings, 2009)
and other positive work experiences (Hastings & Horne,
2004). Such analyses follow the broader theory in organiz-
ational studies of the contagion effects of positive emotions
(Bono & llies, 2006). Positive emotions are associated with
positive work experiences (Dutton et al., 2010). Conversely,
negative emotions and similar negative inputs are associated
with negative work experiences, such as occupational stress
(Hatton & Lobban, 2007; Osipow, 1998). This paper explores
the use of worker stress as a quality indicator. In particu-
lar, it challenges the dominant assumption in the literature



of emotional symmetries - that positive inputs
are associated with positive outputs such as
reduced worker stress.

Staff play a critical role in the delivery of high
quality supports and services in the field of
IDD (Hastings, 2010). Research of staff in the
sector has tended to focus on staff well-being
(Devereux et al., 2009b; Rose, 1999) and con-
cerns that worker stress results in problems
managing human resources (Hewitt & Larson,
2007), and in the degradation of quality servi-
ces (Skirrow & Hatton, 2007). In order to better
understand the experiences of worker stress
and to develop more effective interventions
to mitigate the negative effects of staff stress,
research has focused on organizational prac-
tices (Devereux et al., 2009a) and exposure to
challenging behaviours (Hastings, 2002; Hensel
et al,, 2012; Rose & Cleary, 2007). Intervention
strategies tend to assume that staff need sup-
port to cope with negative stressors in order to
address the negative emotional outcomes.

Research on staff in the developmental servi-
ces sector has explored a variety of work stress
theories (Devereux et al., 2009a). Devereux and
colleagues (2009a) identified burnout, and the
broader theoretical area of emotional overload
as one of several streams of work stress theory
that inform the current study. The relation-
ship between the direct support worker and
the person supported is central to Maslach’s
(1993) theory of burnout, as a source of stress.
Interpersonal demands are considered the
primary stressors which lead to emotional
exhaustion and burnout over time (Maslach et
al.,, 2009). The application of the emotional over-
load theory of work stress in developmental
services has tended to focus on client demands
in general (Dyer & Quine, 1998) and challen-
ging behaviours in particular (Hastings, 2002).
However, it is not theoretically clear that these
demands reflect the interpersonal relationship
or the environmental context of the workplace
(Maslach & Leiter, 1997).

In their meta-analysis of the burnout literature,
Skirrow and Hatton (2007) found that direct
support workers reported levels of burnout
that were somewhat lower than normative
population samples using the Maslach Burnout
Inventory (MBI). While a number of studies
have focused on the experience of work stress
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in association with challenging behaviours
(Chung & Harding, 2009; Cudre-Mauroux, 2010;
Mills & Rose, 2011), the most striking finding
of the review by Skirrow and Hatton was that
organizational factors were the most reliable
predictors of burnout (Skirrow & Hatton, 2007,
pp- 141). For example, work demands (Devereux
et al., 2009b), role ambiguity (Hatton et al.,
1999a), and managerial strategies (Swanson,
1987) have been found to be significantly asso-
ciated with stress and burnout. As Maslach
and Leiter explain, “we believe that burnout is
not a problem of the people themselves but of
the social environment in which people work,”
(Maslach & Leiter, 1997, pp. 18).

Studies of the person-environment fit consti-
tute another theoretical stream in the study of
work stress (Devereux et al.,, 2009a). In this trad-
ition, researchers have focused on disparities
between needs and supplies, or demands and
abilities (Aitken & Schloss, 1994; Blumenthal
et al,, 1998; Dyer & Quine, 1998; Hatton et al.,
1999b). Work stress in this tradition has been
manifested as work overload, role ambiguity,
and role conflict. The demand-control-support
model of work stress (Karasek & Theorell, 1990)
forms another stream of the work stress liter-
ature. Studies based on this theoretical frame-
work have been used to explore staff stress in
the developmental services sector (Rose, 1999)
including in Ontario (Baines et al., 2002). A key
feature of this theory of work stress suggests
that support can work as a buffer, moderating
the effects of demand and control on stress.
However, as Devereux and colleagues (2009a)
note, researchers in the field of developmental
services have generally not explored the inter-
actions of such variables.

The fourth work stress model informing the
present study is equity theory. An important
contribution from equity theory to studies of
work stress has been to explicitly distinguish
the micro, interpersonal relationships, from
the macro, organizational relationships (Buunk
& Schaufeli, 1993). Such a dual relationships
model allows researchers to explore the distinct
experiences of stress and burnout in the organ-
izational and interpersonal domains. Research
on the relationships between direct support
staff and persons supported has traditionally
focused on the incidence and length of com-
munications and basic interactions (Piggott,
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1996; McConkey et al., 1999). More recent stud-
ies have drawn upon equity theory and reci-
procity to better understand the relationship
between staff and the people they support
(Disley et al., 2009b; Thomas and Rose, 2010).
The most striking theme emerging from these
studies is that the lack of reciprocal benefits
for staff is predominantly experienced in rela-
tionships with the organization and fellow col-
leagues, not the person supported.

The current study draws upon prosocial motiv-
ation theory as a framework for understand-
ing positive emotional inputs and motivations.
Prosocial motivation is characterized by the
desire to engage in work that is beneficial to
others (Batson, 1987; Grant, 2007). Scholars have
described prosocial motivation as an enduring
personal characteristic of empathy and con-
cern for others (Penner et al.,, 2005). However,
prosocial motivation is not simply a fixed per-
sonal trait, rather it is also shaped by organiz-
ational design and the interpersonal nature
of work (Grant, 2007). Prosocial motivation
reflects the relational dimension of work. Grant
(2007) explains that, “the motivation to make a
prosocial difference is an inherently relation-
al phenomenon; interpersonal relationships
both cultivate and result from the motivation to
make a prosocial difference” (p. 394). The nature
of direct support work is relational by design
through daily interactions between staff and the
people they support.

Recent studies have challenged the underlying
assumption of emotional symmetries, arguing
that negative emotions can have positive organ-
izational effects (Lindebaum & Fielden, 2011;
Lindebaum, 2012) and that positive emotions
have resulted in negative outcomes (Storbeck
& Clore, 2005). Moreover, scholars of care-
giving behaviours have developed theories
which account for seemingly contradictory, yet
independent positive and negative outcomes
(Lawton et al., 1991). For example, Lawton and
colleagues (1991) found that caregiver behaviour
among adult children caring for elderly parents
was associated with both greater caregiving
satisfaction and burden. The dynamics of such
emotional asymmetries would have important
implications for interpreting worker stress as
a quality indicator and for designing interven-
tions to support staff and address stress.

The purpose of this study was to explore the
role of prosocial motivation on the relationship
between perceived organizational support,
positive emotions, and emotional exhaustion.
Specifically, whether prosocial motivation acts
as a moderating variable between a variety of
positive and negative inputs and negative emo-
tional outcomes is tested.

Methods

This study was based on survey data collected
in 2012. The current study was part of a larger
program of research by the Multidimensional
Assessment of Providers and Systems (MAPS),
which worked on the development of quality
indicators for developmental services in Ontario.
One of the MAPS project streams examined the
role and practices of staff in enhancing social
inclusion, choice and independence. The survey
instrument and related research activities were
approved by the General Research Ethics Board
at Queen’s University.

Participants

The survey was administered at 15 development-
al service agencies ranging in size from small (26
employees) to large (450 employees). Recruitment
of participating agencies was based on their par-
ticipation in the implementation of core com-
petencies training for direct support workers.
Therefore the pool of participating agencies was
not a representative sample, but did include a
range of representative characteristics. The agen-
cies were located across the province of Ontario,
including rural, urban, and northern commun-
ities. Local teams of human resource managers
and employees distributed the survey packets to
all direct support workers at each participating
agency. Participation in the survey was strictly
voluntary, and worker responses remained con-
fidential and anonymous. While the research
design did not ensure a representative sample of
direct support workers, the participant character-
istics were similar to earlier large scale surveys of
direct support workers in Ontario (Hensel et al.,
2012; Hickey, 2013).

A total of 1,198 completed and usable surveys
were returned. This represents an estimated
40% return rate. The vast majority of survey
respondents (89%) were women. Tenure in the

JODD



sector averaged over ten years, and an average
of nine years at the current organization. A
slight majority of the workers were part-time
(52%) and some (20%) were employed in relief
or casual positions. Given the high proportion
of part-time workers, it was not surprising that
13% of survey respondents worked at more than
one agency, and another 22% worked at organiz-
ations outside the IDD services field. The major-
ity of respondents (51%) had attained a college
diploma representing an educational attain-
ment rate, much higher than the Ontario work-
force as a whole (29%). The average hourly wage
among survey respondents was $19.11, above
the minimum wage in the province ($10.25), but
well below the provincial workforce average of
$24.85 per hour (Statistics Canada, 2014).

Measures

The survey instrument included well-estab-
lished measurements of burnout (Maslach et al,,
2009), job satisfaction (Spector, 1985), organiza-
tional commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990), and
a range of demographic and personal charac-
teristics. Exposure to challenging behaviours
was measured by a frequency and intensity
scale (Hensel et al., 2012). The survey used the
Occupational Role Questionnaire (Osipow, 1998)
to measure four distinct forms of occupational
stress included in this study: role overload, role
insufficiency, role ambiguity, and role bound-
ary. Prosocial motivation, the desire to engage
in work that is beneficial to others (Grant, 2007),
was measured using a six-item construct. The
Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) was
used to measure emotional disposition (Watson
et al., 1988). For a more detailed discussion of the
variables and constructs used in the survey, see
Hickey (2013).

Analytical Strategy

SPSS 21.0 was used to conduct statistical analy-
ses of the data. The scale measure for the emo-
tional exhaustion component of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory (Maslach et al., 2009) was
used as the dependent variable. For the regres-
sion, ordinary least squares analyses were con-
ducted entering the control, independent, and
interaction variables in blocks. Step 1 consisted
of the first block of control variables, includ-
ing personal characteristics and work-related
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factors. In Step 2, independent variables were
added - these consisted of the four measures of
occupational stress, the other two components
of burnout (depersonalization and feelings of
personal accomplishment), and several meas-
ures for positive emotions: affective organ-
izational commitment, prosocial motivation,
and perceived organizational support. In Step
3, the interaction terms were added involving
prosocial motivation, positive affect, perceived
organizational support, and occupational stress.
To further explore the interaction effects of
these positive emotions, the regression results
were used to generate graphical depictions of
the interaction effects of prosocial motivation
(Aiken & West, 1991; Preacher et al., 2006).

Results

Table 1 presents the results and standardized
coefficients for the three steps in the regression
analysis. Amongst the control variables, overall
job satisfaction was found to have the most sig-
nificant (negative) association with emotional
exhaustion. As in previous studies which exam-
ined the impacts of challenging behaviours on
workers (Hastings, 2002; Hensel et al., 2012), we
found that exposure to challenging behaviour
was positively associated with increased emo-
tional exhaustion. However, challenging behav-
iours did not remain statistically significant
once the independent variables were added to
the model. Contrary to the assumption that the
presence of dependents at home would contrib-
ute to tensions in work-life balance and greater
emotional exhaustion, the opposite results were
found. Respondents who did not have depend-
ents at home experienced higher levels of emo-
tional exhaustion. Men were found to experi-
ence lower levels of emotional exhaustion, con-
trolling for all other factors.

The addition of independent variables in Step
2 resulted in a significantly improved model
(Adjusted R?* = .240, p < .001). Feelings of
depersonalization and role overload stress were
found to be strongly, and positively associated
with emotional exhaustion. Negative emotional
feelings (negative affect) was also strongly asso-
ciated with emotional exhaustion. No direct
association was found between the independ-
ent variables, which represented positive emo-
tions and the negative emotional outcome of the
dependent variable, emotional exhaustion.
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Table 1. Regression Results — Emotional Exhaustion

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
Control variables
Years in sector -.038 026 038
Intent to quit .252%%% 110** 113**
Part-time -131** -.061 -.058
Relief/casual -100* -.094** -.092*
Outside job -.061 -.042 -.040
Overall satisfaction -.379%** -166*** -158***
Gender -070 -.065* -.068*
Challenging behaviours 116 043 031
No dependents .092* .070* .070*
Aboriginal .009 018 .010
Disability .058 041 062
Visible minority 013 -.014 -.016
Independent variables
Depersonalization 2875 27T
Personal accomplishment (pa) -.082* -.076
Perceived organizational support (pos) -.010 -.045
Affective organizational commitment (aoc) 015 .035
Role overload (ro) 226%** .220%%*
Role insufficiency (ri) .085* .082
Role ambiguity (ra) 014 .013
Role boundary (rb) -.003 .003
Prosocial motivation (psm) -.003 .047
Positive affect (posaff) .008 -.002
Negative affect (negaff) 147%** 170%*
SPCQ - Work skills -.022 -024
SPCQ - Motivation -021 -.042
Interaction terms
Psm_x_pa -.004
Psm_x_pos 122*
Psm_x_negaff -.037
Psm_x_posaff .109*
Psm_x_aoc -.073
Psm_x_ro .059
Psm_x_ri 025
Psm_x_ra -.020
Psm_x_rb -.003
Adjusted R? 406 641 .650
A Adjusted R? .240%** .015*

*p < 05, **p < 01, ***p < 001
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The addition of the interactive terms resulted
in a marginal improvement in the explanatory
power of the model (Adjusted R?=.015, p < .05).
The interactions terms for prosocial motivation
(PSM) were significant for the positive emotions
(perceived organizational support and positive
affect), but not for the negative experiences of
occupational stress or negative emotions. The
most significant finding for this study is that
the interaction effects of the positive emo-
tions were both associated with higher levels
of emotional exhaustion, a negative emotional
outcome. Positive dispositions and perceived
organizational support, when interacted with
stronger motivations to engage in work benefi-
cial to others, were associated with the negative
indicators of higher emotional exhaustion.

Overall, workers with high PSM tended to feel
less emotional exhaustion when they perceived
less organizational support (Figure 1). However,
when prosocially motivated workers felt highly
supported by the organization, they tended to
also experience more intense feelings of emo-
tional exhaustion. The desire to have a benefi-
cial effect on the people supported, and feeling
that this prosocial orientation was supported
by the organization, was associated with higher
rates of burnout.

50 7 --¢--LowPSM —m— High PSM
45 om
e 40
S
3 35 A
T
=
5] 3.0 A
E
RS} 2.5 A
ks
E 20 1
15 4
1.0 T :
Low Perceived High Perceived
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Figure 1. Interaction between prosocial
motivation (PSM) and perceived
organizational support

Once again, prosocially motivated workers who
generally experienced more positive emotions
(high positive affect) had substantially higher
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rates of emotional exhaustion (Figure 2). At the
low end of the positive affect scale, the opposite
occurred. Employees who reported high levels
of prosocial motivation and low levels of posi-
tive affect, experienced lower levels of emotional
exhaustion when controlling for other factors.
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Figure 2. Interaction between prosocial motivation
(PSM) and positive affect

Discussion

The findings of the current study suggest that
both the dominant model of symmetrical emo-
tions and the dynamics of emotional asymmet-
ries were present in the experience of worker
stress by direct support professionals. Negative
emotional states, negative affect and feelings of
depersonalization, and negative stressors, role
overload and role insufficiency, had a strong
and direct association with emotional exhaus-
tion. At the same time, positive emotional feel-
ings and perceptions of organizational sup-
ported, when interacted with prosocial motiva-
tion, were also associated with higher feelings
of emotional exhaustion.

The interpretation of these seemingly contra-
dictory results are informed by previous research
into worker stress in the IDD field (Devereux et
al., 2009a), especially in the area of equity theory
(Disley et al.,, 2009a; van Dierendonck et al,,
1996). In particular, this line of research found
that when staff felt over-benefited, they scored
higher on emotional exhaustion than staff who
felt under-benefited. Consistent with this theory
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of work stress, we found that direct support pro-
fessionals who are prosocially motivated experi-
enced higher rates of emotional exhaustion when
the positive emotions associated with the ideals
of community living confronted the shortcom-
ings of a financially constrained service system.

These findings also raise questions over the
use and interpretation of indicators concerning
staff perceptions of organizational support. A
large body of literature in the field of IDD has
established that feeling a lack of organizational
support is associated with stress and burnout
(Hatton & Lobban, 2007; Ito et al.,, 1999; Mascha,
2007; van Dierendonck et al., 2001; White et al.,
2006). However, the current study finds that
perceived organizational support is positively
associated with emotional exhaustion when
interacted with prosocial motivation. One inter-
pretation of these results is that organizations
which support prosocial benefits of direct sup-
port work heighten the disconnections between
service idealism and service reality (Balcazar et
al,, 1998; Hatton et al., 1999Db).

Finally, these findings caution against sim-
plistic interpretations of quality indicators.
In an effort to reduce emotional exhaustion,
organizational rules and institutional practi-
ces have historically emphasized “profession-
al detachment,” or similar forms of emotional
disengagement to cope with emotional exhaus-
tion (Schuengel et al.,, 2010). Positive staff inter-
actions have been found to break these rules
(Forster & lacono, 2008), and the quality of ser-
vices is enhanced through emotional engage-
ment (Schuengel et al., 2010). Similarly, from the
perspective of people receiving supports, posi-
tive characteristics of support staff included a
non-patronizing attitude, empathy, and motiv-
ation (Clarkson et al., 2009; Roeden et al., 2011).
Thus, quality indicators related to staff stress
may reflect problems associated with finan-
cial constraints or other barriers to the ideals
of community living rather than deficiencies in
staff behaviour or challenges associated with
people supported.

Conclusions

Direct support workers play a critical role in the
lives of people with IDD. The experience of stress
and burnout not only has negative consequences
for staff, but it also impacts the quality of services
and outcomes for people supported. Measuring

the experience of worker stress can therefore serve
as an important indicator of quality in the pro-
vision of developmental services. However, con-
trary to the dominant model of worker stress in
industrial psychology, this study found evidence
of emotional asymmetries. Prosocial motivation,
when interacted with positive emotions or per-
ceptions of organizational support, was associ-
ated with increased emotional exhaustion. These
findings suggest that interventions designed to
reduce stress through the mitigation of nega-
tive stressors may not appropriately address the
nature of stress in developmental services. More
generally, this paper demonstrates the complex
and multidimensional nature of worker stress in
the field of developmental services. The preva-
lence of burnout among direct support workers is
an important indicator, but caution is warranted
in the interpretation and formulation of quality
improvement strategies based on such indicators.

Key Messages From This Article

Persons with disabilities: Staff feel burned out
when they can'’t support people in the way that
they want to support them.

Professionals: The desire to have a beneficial
impact on the people supported may result in
greater burnout when workers confront finan-
cial constraints or other barriers to the ideals of
community living.

Policymakers: Measures of worker stress in
developmental services has important implica-
tions for assessing quality and ensuring sustain-
able services. The experience of occupational
stress is complex and seemingly contradictory.
Developing quality indicators for development-
al services in Ontario requires a comprehensive,
multi-faceted approach to understand the role
and practices of staff in support social inclusion,
choice and independence.
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