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The influence of academic staff job performance on
job burnout: the moderating effect of psychological
counselling
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Current research on addressing burnout in higher education predominantly focuses on post-

measurements, after job burnout has occurred, rather than emphasizing the long-recognized

tradition of preventive philosophy and applying pre-measurements of burnout. This study

focuses on the influence of academic staff job performance on job burnout, as well as the

moderating effect of psychological counselling. Using a quantitative approach with panel data

over a four-year period, information was collected from 1091 academic staff across 12 uni-

versities. It utilized archived data on their job performance (KPI) and mental health reports.

The findings revealed that job performance exerts a negative influence on burnout

(β=−0.037, P < 0.001). Furthermore, psychological counselling moderates the relationship

between job performance and job burnout (β=−0.005, P < 0.001), although it does not

directly enhance job performance. Overall, this research contributes to understanding and

addressing burnout among academic staff, by suggesting that job performance and psy-

chological counselling can serve as preventive measures against burnout. Therefore, uni-

versities are encouraged to implement proactive recruitment strategies that assess academic

staff holistically so that the onset of burnout can be mitigated.
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Introduction

Job burnout is believed to be a component of emotional
fatigue. It is a psychological syndrome caused by reacting to
chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors at work (Lu et

al. 2023). Maslach and Leiter (2022) stressed that job burnout is
perceived based on a three-dimensional construct which will
produce emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced
personal accomplishment. Burnout has been officially recognized
by the World Health Organization (WHO) in its most recent
revision of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-
112019) as an occupational hazard. According to this classifica-
tion, burnout is explicitly associated with the workplace and
should not be used to describe stress or challenges in different
facets of life.

Drawing from Maslach’s foundational research, the WHO
defines burnout as a syndrome which is caused by chronic
workplace stress that has not been effectively handled
(Atroszko et al. 2020). It can affect individuals working in
various professions and industries, leading to an array of
negative emotional, psychological and physical outcomes
(Maslach and Leiter, 2016). Burnout typically develops over
time as a consequence of ongoing stressors and can have sig-
nificant implications for both the organization people work for
and the individual experiencing it (Maslach and Leiter, 2016).
It is precisely these serious outcomes that have sparked a wave
of theoretical explorations on how to address or reduce
burnout in the workplace (Maslach and Leiter, 2022).

The WHO currently classifies job burnout as a disease caused
by work stress/pressure, which can lead to cardiovascular disease,
immune system disorders, mental and psychological disorders,
and even endanger an individual’s life (Hammarström et al.
2023). Similarly, the WHO (2024) recommends that medical
services and psychological counselling be formally accepted as
procedures for treating workplace burnout. In this article, the
dependent variable is job burnout and it is found to have a
negative impact on employees’ health status, while psychological
counselling is regarded as a moderating variable and has been
identified as one of the methods to address burnout.

In addition to WHO’s certified psychological counselling
solutions, many studies have proposed strategies to address the
crisis of job burnout, such as social support, job satisfaction,
organizational identification, and work environment (Chen et al.
2023; Lee et al. 2023); however, the severity of this issue continues
to increase. The Health Promotion and Disease Prevention theory
by the National Institutes of Health (2005), assumes that modern
society tends to support the practice of disease prevention and
actively guide policies related to the system. In this situation, a
specific focus is needed to better address the issue of burnout
before it occurs, rather than addressing it after it happens. This is
the key motivation for this research.

Hence, this research no longer emphasizes the use of work
environment and individual characteristics to reduce job burnout,
but instead fundamentally prevents burnout by improving indivi-
dual competency. It follows the argument of Tarekegne et al. (2024)
who contended that employee competency is primarily a combi-
nation of several interacting features that form a performance. Sal-
man et al. (2020) further asserted that competency can be measured
reliably by determining an employee’s job performance. Conse-
quently, job performance is viewed as an independent variable to test
whether it affects burnout, challenging the existing literature claim
that job burnout greatly determines performance.

Research aim, questions, and hypothesis development
Considering the above discussion, this study will redirect the
analytical path, aiming to explore whether academic staff

members’ job performance has an impact on their job burnout.
Meanwhile, based on the WHO’s (2024) statement that psy-
chotherapy is the primary treatment for job burnout, conclusions
have been made on psychological therapy/counselling, namely
that it has a significant moderating variable on job performance
and burnout. However, if prevention philosophy is believed to be
better than treatment, then the recommendation of psychother-
apy/psychological counselling seems faulty and uncomprehensive
(Chaisurin and Yodchai, 2024). To address this issue, China was
selected as a case study and assess how its universities maintain
quality and reduce academic burnout. Thus, we believe that a
comparative study needs to be done on the contextualization of
job burnout. This article attempts to carefully investigate the
impact of academic staff with different performance levels on job
burnout, and provide outcomes that can lead to applicable stra-
tegies aimed at preventing and minimizing the crisis of job
burnout among university academic staff. To achieve our research
objectives, the following questions were designed:

(1) What is the relationship between job performance and job
burnout amongst academic staff in Chinese universities?

(2) What is the moderating effect of psychological counselling
on the relationship between job performance and job
burnout amongst academic staff in Chinese universities?

(3) What strategies can be developed to address the issue of job
burnout among academic staff in Chinese universities?

To answer these research questions and provide new research
findings, the study proposes four hypotheses to guide this study:

H1: Job performance (level) of academic staff in China uni-
versities has a significant negative effect on their job burnout
(level).

H2: Provision of psychological counselling moderates the effect
of job performance (level) of academic staff and their job burnout
(level).

More hypotheses were devised based on the moderating effect
of psychological counselling and they are as follows:

H2a: Post-measurements can address the issue of job burnout
amongst academic staff in Chinese universities.

H2b: Pre-measurements can address the issue of job burnout
amongst academic staff in Chinese universities.

This study focuses on universities, as the number of academic
staff in universities increased worldwide by approximately 9
million from 1980 to 2018 (UNESCO, 2019). Higher education
remains the main battlefield for burnout, and probably due to the
lack of capacity, a persistent crisis of job burnout in universities is
occurring. This study examines the burnout of different perfor-
mance groups in universities to support the claim that when
considering all predictive factors related to job burnout, academic
staff who demonstrate superior performance have lower burnout.
To address job burnout, universities can adopt proactive mea-
sures in order to mitigate its occurrence and provide psycholo-
gical counselling as an intervention for those who are affected.
That being said, the following sections outline the scope and
highlight knowledge gaps in the existing literature.

Theoretical foundation
For several decades, the Job demands-resources (JD-R) model has
been a major one in organizational behavior and organizational
psychology (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). This model is regar-
ded as the theoretical foundation for this study to investigate the
relationships between the constructs. The JD-R model is built
upon other theories to describe why job features affect organi-
zational outcomes and individual employee well-being. Com-
pared with the demands-control model (Kain and Jex, 2010),
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stress models (Selye, 1976), early burnout models (Leiter, 1993),
and job characteristics theory (Hackman and Oldham, 1980), the
JD-R model divides all types of work characteristics into just two
groups (job demands and job resources), which is more helpful in
connecting the relationship between “negative” and “positive”
psychology (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Furthermore, this
model emphasizes the effect of different variables in job char-
acteristics, which can be examined in more detail in different
professions (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).

In this model, performance of individual employees can be
seen as a form of job resources, which can diminish burnout or
buffer the relationship among job demands and the level of job
burnout. At the same time, as performance is an individual’s
effort to achieve expected results, rather than a passive acquisition
of the work environment, efforts will be made to minimize the
impact of negative consequences like job burnout. Individuals
who care about their career development and promotion will seek
ways to manage sources of work stress and overcome the negative
effects of job burnout, striving to achieve the best performance in
an effort to ensure they can reduce burnout and receive potential
promotion and job support. Meanwhile, psychological counsel-
ling can serve as social support, a form of job resource provided
by universities to their employees, as a powerful way to reduce job
burnout.

This study proposes that employees’ job performance level
functions as a precursor to job burnout, challenging the con-
ventional perspective in existing literature that views job perfor-
mance levels of employees as a consequence of their burnout
level. By expanding the scope of research on job burnout, this
paper highlights a proactive technique, emphasizing the role of
personal resources over organizational or environmental resour-
ces in mitigating burnout. Additionally, unlike prior studies that
predominantly advocate for passive reliance on organizational
support to alleviate burnout, this research offers actionable gui-
dance for academic staff so that they can actively seek personal
strategies to address burnout. In this way the present paper
contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of its pre-
vention and management.

Higher education: job burnout and job performance
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have been acknowledged
for their increasingly demanding work environments, character-
ized by escalating stress levels that have risen significantly over
the past few decades (Singh et al. 2020). However, as an impor-
tant component of human resources in universities, academic
staff have been experiencing high levels of stress and workloads
(Yousefi and Abdullah, 2019). Since the 2000s, research has sig-
nificantly intensified regarding burnout among academic staff
(O’Connor et al. 2018). Most literature examines academic staff
burnout from the perspectives of working or workplace condi-
tions (Ganster et al. 2018; Schaufeli and Enzmann, 2020) such as
pressure, workload, working hours, and content of one’s tasks.
Academic staff face a series of challenging responsibilities, such as
ensuring a high standard of teaching quality to an increasing
number of students, publishing cutting-edge research in
renowned journals, obtaining research funding, demonstrating
managerial skills and entrepreneurial competencies, and fulfilling
the requirements for tenure (Yousefi and Abdullah, 2019).
Therefore, the work characteristics constitute an important cause
of burnout.

Research in various countries shows that job burnout can
impair the physical and mental health of teachers, compromise
their performance, and eventually lead to high teacher attrition
and diminish the quality of education (Maslach and Leiter, 2022;
Tang et al. 2021). In this context, Maslach and Leiter (2022) and

Rapoza et al. (2016) proposed some methods to address burnout
issues, including adequate social support, counselling, and bal-
ancing between work and family life. Despite the growing number
of new cases worldwide, the issue of job burnout continues to be
unresolved. As pointed out by ChaaCha (2024) and Ellah and
Azmi (2023), higher education institutions are concerned about
their workforce, including teachers and students. The chief con-
cern is the knowledge skills and work/study motivation required
for career development.

Although for over half a century, whether using quantitative,
qualitative, or mixed methods, academic literature on the correla-
tion between job burnout and job performance in different contexts
has mainly focused on the negative impact of burnout on job
performance (Corbeanu et al. 2023; Maslach and Leiter, 2022; Ye
et al. 2024). Leiter and Maslach (2017) introduced incompetence as
an important factor leading to job burnout, emphasizing that it
seriously affects employees’ job performance and is one of the
antecedents of burnout. While they acknowledged earlier studies on
the causes of burnout, their work highlighted this additional
dimension. Similarly, Hlado and Harvankova (2024) expressed
worries that job burnout may be influenced by or serve as a pre-
dictor of individuals’ performance. However, some literature has
potentially misinterpreted weak/below average performance as
merely an outcome of employee burnout, rather than considering it
as an interconnected factor (Bartram et al. 2023; Olsson et al. 2025).

Keeping the above-mentioned scope in mind, a gap in our
knowledge exists on whether job performance can predict job
burnout, and this is the primary aim of this paper. In this work,
“job burnout” is designated as “dependent variable”, while “job
performance” serves as the “independent variable”. The primary
objective is to establish a novel paradigm in this field by inves-
tigating whether job performance influences job burnout, rather
than examining the traditional perspective of burnout’s impact on
performance. To achieve this, comparisons will be made across
various job performance groups, with contributing factors to
burnout carefully controlled.

This study uses China as the focus of research because Chinese
academic staff are one of the world’s largest education groups,
amounting to approximately 2 million (National Bureau of Sta-
tistics of China, 2022). This group has faced extremely high levels
of burnout since the rapid development of higher education from
1999 onward. In addition, due to the ambitious goal of building
more world-class universities, this situation may be even more
severe for academic personnel in Chinese universities (Song,
2018; Gao and Li, 2020). As well, the emphasis on students’
academic performance and intense examination competition in
the Chinese education system have put major pressure on Chi-
nese teachers (Lu et al. 2021). This paper delves into the function
of job performance/psychological counselling as a preventive
measure to improve the academic environment in universities.

Measurement of job performance
Job performance in the context of higher education encompasses
all processes, actions, and tasks, conducted in HEIs, including
research, teaching, and third mission activities carried out, which
include both outcomes and outputs resulting from these efforts
(Kivistö et al. 2019). In this regard, performance plays a crucial
role in shaping HEIs’ future strategies by establishing employee
performance goals that contribute to the general objectives of the
institution (Alam et al. 2022). Generally, to a large extent, the
performance of a single university is the sum of the performance
of the university’s academic staff (Paudel, 2021). Blanchard
(2004) emphasizes that enhanced academic staff performance is
closely linked to improved overall organizational performance,
suggesting a positive and significant correlation between the two.
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The Key Performance Indicators (KPI) measurement has
become the most widely adopted technique for assessing job
performance due to its effectiveness in measuring specific,
quantifiable outcomes (van de Ven et al. 2023), and China is no
exception. According to this method, many stakeholders evaluate
the responsibilities of university academic employees, and the
scoring process assigns scores in hierarchical order based on
quantitative and qualitative factors (van de Ven et al. 2023). In
China, KPI evaluations incorporate both subjective and objective
measures, combining self-reports and supervisor or colleague
ratings. Initially, each academic staff member is required to
submit a self-assessment detailing their performance in areas such
as instruction, scholarly work, community service, moral char-
acter, and leadership skills. Each task is given a distinct score
reflecting its level of completion. Subsequently, the final evalua-
tion is conducted by the academic supervisor, leader, or chair-
person, following a review of conference results. Performance is
rated on a scale varying from “excellent” to “unqualified.” At the
end of the year, these evaluations are compiled and summarized
by the university’s personnel department.

Prior to KPI, many universities used other methods such as
Individual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ) as reported
by Koopmans et al. (2014) or Annual Salary Review (ACR)
(Purohit and Martineau, 2016) to evaluate employees’ perfor-
mance. Both, however, have significant limitations, such as the
IWPQ being filled out by academic staff themselves and what
they write does not reflect what is actually happening (Santalla-
Banderali and Alvarado, 2022). ACR, on the other hand, has been
criticized by many stakeholders in universities due to its bias and
subjective influence (Koopmans et al. 2014). Consequently, this
research will employ the KPI scores, which is presently
acknowledged as the main official academic staff measurement
system in China for evaluating the job performance levels of
academic staff.

Methods
Research design and participants. To provide more accurate
analysis results, this study used panel data, which is different from
the study by Lei et al. (2024a; 2024b). There are many advantages
to using panel data. Firstly, this analysis procedure combines the
advantages of both cross-sectional data and time series data,
allowing for analysis of a larger sample size. Secondly, the analysis
process typically contains multiple time observations of the same
individuals, providing more data points compared to cross-
sectional data. Thirdly, this analysis method can better handle
unobservable individual differences and effects by using fixed
effects models (Borenstein et al. 2010), reducing bias caused by
omitted control variables. This approach is particularly effective
for identifying dynamic hierarchical relationships among vari-
ables. Furthermore, it provides insights into causal connections
and captures long-term effects, making it a robust method for
such analyses (Hsiao, 2022).

This study collected data on job performance and burnout
levels of university academic staff in China from 2020 to 2023,
compiling it into a panel dataset to investigate the influence of job
performance on burnout. The study period coincided with the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, which was a nationwide
and global shock, variably affecting the performance and burnout
levels of each sample. Following the onset of the pandemic,
individuals adopted varying degrees of coping strategies to
maintain their job performance. This shared trend not only
introduced potential cross-sectional correlations among indivi-
duals but also raised the possibility of a bidirectional causal
relationship between burnout and job performance. Such
simultaneity bias complicates the application of traditional

estimation methods, making it challenging to obtain precise
results.

To address these challenges, this study employs the interactive
fixed effects model for panel data proposed by Bai (2009). This
method extends the traditional two-way fixed effects model
(accounting for time and individual effects) by accommodating
multidimensional shocks, such as common trends, and capturing
heterogeneous responses to these shocks across individuals. By
directly estimating common factors and assigning heterogeneous
factor loadings to individuals, the model effectively controls for
cross-sectional dependence among individuals while mitigating
simultaneity bias in causal relationships. Utilizing this approach,
the study provides more precise estimates of the influence of job
performance on burnout levels among university faculty staff,
offering robust empirical evidence for related research.

To ensure the continuity of time, this research ensured the
validity and reliability of the research results through strict
selection criteria. All participating academic staff were required to
actively work between 2020 and 2023. Academic staff who were
absent or retired during this period without complete KPI records
were excluded from the study.

Sampling. Sampling bias can have a profound impact on the
research affecting the validity of the findings and conclusions
made. Hence it is necessary to reduce sampling bias as much as
possible, given that it is inevitable (Florczak, 2022). This study has
tried to reduce sampling bias by ensuring the sample was selected
using the stratified random sampling method (Creswell, 2014).
This process ensures two things - diversity of the sample and
triangulations - thereby reducing sampling bias. In order to take
advantage of the fixed effects model (Borenstein et al. 2010), this
study stratified academic staff by region and university type.

China’s regional division into western, eastern, and central areas is
outlined in the Seventh Five-Year Plan, and it was enacted during the
Fourth Session of the Sixth National People’s Congress (1986). This
classification provides a framework for understanding regional
development and planning in the country. However, according to
national policies, universities in each region can further be divided
into four categories: 985 Project universities, 211 Project universities,
regular universities, and vocational universities (Ministry of Educa-
tion of China, 2007). Therefore, by using simple random sampling
techniques, one university from each type of university is chosen in
each region, therefore, triangulation was ensured (Creswell, 2014). To
ensure equal participation opportunities for each university, we
randomly selected a sample of the universities using Microsoft Excel
(Remenyi et al. 2022). As a result, 12 universities were selected,
representing different types of institutions, with four universities
chosen from each region.

The total number of participants in universities in the three
regions are 6399, 7437, and 6784, respectively, with a total of 20620
academic staff in this study. The Krejcie and Morgan formula
(1970) was employed to determine the representative sample size
for each region thereby reducing bias. Therefore, the sample size
for the eastern region is 362, the central region is 365, and the
western region is 364. Subsequently, stratified sampling techniques
were used to allocate samples proportionally. The personnel
department of each selected university helped collect data for this
study by randomly selecting academic staff through the Office
Automation system. Based on four years of panel data performance
records, the academic staff were categorized into four groups: non-
performance, low, average, and high, as clarified in Table 1. Table 2
outlines the various features of the chosen samples.

Measures. Common method bias (CMB) occurs when the
instrument selected introduces a bias which will be analyzed, thus

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05043-z

4 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2025) 12:749 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05043-z



affecting the results (Podsakoff et al. 2024). Although scholars
have held contradictory views about CMB for decades, a recent
study has provided evidence for the effects of CMB. Podsakoff
et al. (2024) highlighted that since CMB has various sources, these
are likely to be present in studies using questionnaires to obtain
measures of the focused-on variables. To remedy method bias,
Podsakoff et al. (2024) suggested the use of archival data which is
employed in this study. Hence the effects of CMB were removed.

Similarly, no-response bias, voluntary response bias, researcher
bias and recall bias were eliminated. However, the study is biased
given its reliance on existing secondary data at the expense of
other types of data and the provision of inclusion and exclusion
criteria. Secondary use of data occurs when information recorded
for a purpose is used to create new intelligence or knowledge
from its original context and without the originators necessarily
being aware or anticipated at the time of recording (Scott et al.
2017). Additionally, important methodological considerations
such as the quality of the data, understanding the context of the
data to ensure the meanings from the data are not distorted, and
transparency were involved to ensure valid, reliable and
applicable data (Scott et al. 2017). Some criteria followed
including assessing whether the secondary data helps to address
the specified questions, whether the data apply to the population
and time of interest, and collection of data from original source.
Hence, the archived secondary dataset collected are: key

performance indicator (KPI) results; psychological counselling
session logs; and burnout medical report records of the same
group of respondents. Moreover, the data was obtained directly
from the universities who are custodians of the original data.

Job performance (KPI) tool. In accordance with the Ministry of
Education’s policy (2016), universities in China utilize Key Per-
formance Indicators (KPIs) to measure the job performance of
academic staff, covering aspects such as ethics, teaching, research,
and administrative duties. Additionally, under the Organization
Department of the CPC Central Committee (2023), academic
staff are categorized into four performance levels by the uni-
versity’s personnel office based on the quantity and quality of
their completed work: Non-performance, also referred to as
unqualified, corresponds to the lowest category, while low per-
formance, or basically qualified, represents a slightly higher level.
Average performance, termed qualified, indicates satisfactory
achievement, and high performance is categorized as excellent,
reflecting the highest standard.

Psychological counselling tool. According to the State Council’s
policy (2004), each university is required to establish a dedicated
mental health counselling center and these are referred to as
mental health centers. Data for this article would be acquired
from the sampled universities of mental health centers. In line
with the National Health Commission’s policy (2017), uni-
versities are required to routinely provide certain psychological
assessment services for academic staff. Based on the outcomes of
burnout evaluations, universities will offer psychological therapy
at a frequency deemed appropriate to address the individual
needs of staff members. According to the Mental Health Law of
the People's Republic of China as stated by The Standing Com-
mittee (2013), psychological counselling can be divided based on
the frequency level ranging from short-, medium-, and long-term
frequencies. Therefore, this study utilized frequency of psycho-
logical counselling which was divided into four types: non-
counselling, short-term counselling frequency, medium-term
counselling frequency, and long-term counselling frequency.

Burnout level tool. The data were also obtained from mental
health centers from sampled universities. Based on the actual
situation of the sampled universities, burnout measurement is
achieved through a combination of group (online) and individual
(face-to-face) methods through the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory

Table 1 Sampling.

District University
Type

Total
A.

Sample
A.

High
P.O.

Average
P.O.

Low
P.O.

Non-P.O. Sample A.O.

Eastern 985 Project universities 2366 134 100 215 100 121 536
211 Project universities 2165 122 97 189 99 103 488
regular universities 1251 71 70 107 42 65 284
vocational universities 617 35 29 67 25 19 140

Central 985 Project universities 3512 172 140 257 150 141 688
211 Project universities 2014 99 77 174 70 75 396
regular universities 1160 57 60 88 41 39 228
vocational universities 751 37 30 59 30 29 148

Western 985 Project universities 2683 144 111 241 110 114 576
211 Project universities 2132 114 103 172 97 84 456
regular universities 1448 78 65 107 73 67 312
vocational universities 521 28 22 43 18 29 112

Total 20620 1091 904 1719 855 886 4364

N= 1091, Total A.Total academics, Sample A. Sampled academics, High P.O. High performance observations, Average P. O. Average performance observations, Low P. O. Low performance observations,
Non-P. O. Non-performance observations, Sample A.O. Sampled academics observations.

Table 2 Samples’ Demographic Information.

Control Variables Number Percentage %

Gender
Male 584 53.53
Female 507 46.47

Age
35 or below 262 24.01
36–45 273 25.02
46–55 283 25.95
56 or above 273 25.02

Years of employment
10 or less 274 25.11
11–20 288 26.40
21–30 279 25.58
31 or above 250 22.91

N= 1091.
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(OLBI) (Halbesleben and Demerouti, 2005), the Maslach Burnout
Inventory (MBI) (Maslach and Leiter, 2022), or the Copenhagen
Burnout Inventory (CBI) (Kristensen et al. 2005). According to
their chosen scales, the universities categorize burnout levels into
four groups—Non-Burnout, Low Burnout, Moderate Burnout,
and High Burnout,—providing a systematic measure of academic
staff members’ burnout severity.

Ethical consideration and coding. The research team obtained
ethical approval from the university, documented under reference
number JKEUPM-2023-676 before officially visiting the sampled
schools. Afterwards, the first author explained the objectives of
the study and the specific data required to each sampled uni-
versity and obtained authorization. During the sampling process,
this study strictly adhered to ethical requirements, and the
selected universities were informed that their university names
were anonymous, and they could choose to withdraw at any time.

The study collected second-hand data, and to ensure the privacy
of respondents, we will obtain the data using letter+number
encoding to ensure that researchers do not have any personal
information about participants. According to the list of university
regions, universities in the eastern region use codes A, B, C, D,
universities in the central region use codes E, F, G, H, and
universities in the western region use codes J, K, L, M. At the same
time, according to the order of random sampling, the respondent
numbers are determined as 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, etc. For example, the
respondent numbers for a university in the east are A1, A2, A3, A4.

Data analysis. To examine H1, multiple regression analysis
would be conducted. Following this, group regression analysis
would be applied to further explore how job performance influ-
ences job burnout within each of the four levels job performance,
providing a more detailed understanding of this relationship. To

support the discovery of Ha1, comparisons were made among
different performance groups based on the level of burnout over
four years.

To address H2, hierarchical linear regression analysis was first
used to determine whether psychological counselling is related to
burnout. Secondly, it was important to determine whether it plays
a moderating role between job burnout and their job performance.
Afterward, this study used group regression again to validate the
conclusions of H2 and avoid errors caused by sample hetero-
geneity, in order to determine whether all four job performances
were moderated by psychological counselling. Additionally, this
study used 4-year data to generate a discussion on the influence of
psychological counselling with job burnout, as well as make a
comparison of psychological counselling frequency and different
performance levels. The analysis serves mainly to combine the
results of regression analysis to obtain the RQ2 and RQ3 results.

Results
The results are organized and presented in accordance with the
order of the research questions.

Job performance influences burnout amongst academic staff.
To test H1, multiple regression analysis was conducted to study
the correlation between academic staff’s job performance and job
burnout. Controlling for unobserved temporal, individual, and
COVID-19 pandemic-related environmental factors using panel
data over a four-year period, the findings in Table 3 illustrated a
significant negative correlation between job performance and
burnout (β=−0.037, p < 0.001). These outcomes provide robust
support for H1.

To enhance the validity of H1, group regression analysis was
performed using four years of panel data to discover the
correlation between job performance and job burnout across
different performance categories. The results, presented in
Table 4, reveal a consistent and significant negative correlation
between job performance and burnout across all observation
groups: high-performance group (β=−0.074, p < 0.001), average-
performance group (β=−0.082, p < 0.001), low-performance
group (β=−0.109, p < 0.001), and non-performance group
(β=−0.045, p < 0.001). These findings provide strong empirical
support for H1 across varying levels of job performance.

To reinforce the findings from the regression analysis, the four-
year panel data was further processed and visually represented in
Fig. 1. The figure illustrates that academic staff with higher
performance levels are generally correlated to low level of
burnout, while those categories with lower/below average
performance categories generally exhibit higher burnout. This
provides additional evidence for the negative correlation between
job performance and their burnout.

Table 3 Influence of job performance on job burnout.

Variables Overall

Gender −0.038 (0.026)
Age 0.012 (0.012)
Years of employment −0.005 (0.012)
Job performance −0.037*** (0.001)
Constant 4.317*** (0.081)
Observations 4364
Individual fixed effect YES
Time fixed effect YES
Environment fixed effect YES

***p < 0.001.

Table 4 Influence of job performance on job burnout among 4 sampled observation groups.

High
P.O.

Average
P.O.

Low
P.O.

Non-P.O.

Gender −0.118 (0.049) −0.030 (0.082) −0.013 (0.098) 0.051 (0.078)
Age 0.042 (0.065) −0.036 (0.038) 0.026 (0.043) −0.016 (0.036)
Years of employment 0.013 (0.043) −0.014 (0.039) −0.018 (0.042) −0.047 (0.038)
Job performance −0.074*** (0.016) −0.082*** (0.005) −0.109*** (0.020) −0.045*** (0.007)
Constant 7.641*** (1.540) 8.214*** (0.411) 8.907*** (1.302) 4.683*** (0.377)
Observations 904 1719 855 886
Individual fixed effect YES YES YES YES
Time fixed effect YES YES YES YES
Environment fixed effect YES YES YES YES

***p < 0.001; High P.O. High performance observations, Average P. O. Average performance observations, Low P. O. Low performance observations, Non-P. O. Non-performance observations.
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Job burnout: the moderating role of psychological counselling.
Hierarchical linear regression was employed to examine H2. After
controlling for unobserved time effects, personal individual
characteristics, and environmental factors related to the COVID-
19 pandemic, the outcome revealed the following: in the first
block, job performance exhibited a significant negative effect on
burnout (β=−0.008, p < 0.001); in the second block, the mod-
erating variable demonstrated a strong negative impact on
burnout (β=−0.359, p < 0.001). The third block represents
interaction term between psychological counselling and job per-
formance significantly predicted burnout (β=−0.005, p < 0.001).
These outcomes, summarized in Table 5, indicate that psycho-
logical counselling serves as a significant and negative moderator
in the correlation between job performance and burnout.

To enhance the validity of H2, a group regression analysis was
executed, excluding panel data from academic staff who did not
participate in psychological counselling during the four-year
period. The results demonstrate that the moderating variable
moderates the correlation between job performance and burnout
within the low-performance group (β=−0.166, p < 0.001) and
the non-performance group (β=−0.027, p < 0.01). There is,
however, no significant moderating effect observed in the
average-performance group (β= 0.002, p > 0.05) or the high-
performance group (β=−0.109, p > 0.05). These findings, as

presented in Table 6, highlight significant differences among the
four performance levels (non-performance, low-performance,
average-performance, and high-performance) regarding the
moderating effect of psychological counselling on burnout. Thus,
the results provide additional support for H2.

To further analyze the moderating effect of psychological
counselling on burnout across various performance observation
groups, researchers utilized four years of panel data (2020–2023)
to longitudinally and visually represent the relationship between
job performance, psychological counselling, and burnout. Figure 2
illustrates the correlation between psychological counselling and
job burnout, showing that among those experiencing burnout,
academic staff who participated in counselling sessions demon-
strated lower burnout levels linked to non-participant categories.

Equally, Fig. 3 illustrates the correlation between psychological
counselling and job performance, demonstrating that the number
of counselling sessions or interventions do not influence the job
performance level of academic staff. This finding suggests that
while counselling may be active in reducing burnout, it does not
have a direct impact on job performance.

Discussion
Job performance and job burnout. The paper examined the
correlation between academic staff job performance and their job
burnout. Even though this study used panel data model employing
interactive fixed effects to control for the influence of the COVID-19
pandemic on academic staff, findings reveal that academic staff who
exhibit lower performance levels are more susceptible to experiencing
burnout. Meanwhile high performance can help them reduce the
serious consequences of burnout by lowering or buffering levels of
work stress, which aligns with the findings of recent research by Lei et
al. (2024a; 2024b). This may be because high-performance academic
staff emphasize their work/career goals and are determined to do
their tasks well, such as teaching and research (Watts and Robertson,
2011). They have enough enthusiasm and energy to perform better.
This finding challenges previous literature that performance is a
precursor to burnout, not just a result of burnout (Corbeanu et al.
2023; Maslach and Leiter, 2022).

Furthermore, this is the same with the research conducted
previously, which has indicated in experimental studies that
individuals perform better on demanding tasks because they focus
all their attention on the task and are highly engaged in their work,
as indicated by pupil diameter data, brain activity, and self-report
data (Hopstaken et al. 2016). For this reason, high-performance
academic staff who devote themselves wholeheartedly to their work,
are better able to handle the pressures of work than low-
performance staff, reducing the occurrence of job burnout. This
outcome confirms the applicability of the Job demand-resource

Table 5 Moderating Role of Psychological Counselling on the Influence of Job Performance and Job Burnout.

Block 1 Block 2 Block 3

Gender −0.021 (0.027) −0.012 (0.029) −0.012 (0.026)
Age −0.006 (0.012) −0.014 (0.013) −0.009 (0.012)
Years of employment −0.012 (0.012) −0.022 (0.013) −0.012 (0.012)
Job performance −0.022*** (0.001) −0.021*** (0.001)
Psychological counselling −0.359*** (0.032) −0.321*** (0.030)
Job performance *psychological counselling −0.005*** (0.002)
Constant 3.501*** (0.080) 2.243*** (0.057) 3.641*** (0.080)
Observations 3572 3572 3572
Individual fixed effect YES YES YES
Time fixed effect YES YES YES
Environment fixed effect YES YES YES

*** p < 0.001.

Fig. 1 A 4-year comparison of job burnout amongst university academic
staff under different job performance states.
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model in this study. In the workplace, enhancing job resources, such
as improving job performance, can effectively reduce workplace
burnout and mitigate its adverse effects to the greatest extent
possible. These findings support the theories of conservation of

resources (Wright and Hobfoll, 2004) and expectancy of motivation
(Lloyd and Mertens, 2018), where performance can be seen as a
valuable resource, and employees expect to achieve better results
through effort. Examples of this are having more resources,
increasing promotion rights, and reducing burnout. Consequently,
job performance is identified as a contributing factor to job
burnout.

The impact of psychological counselling on treating burnout.
Based on the analysis, psychological counselling plays a crucial role as
a post-burnout intervention, as it helps individuals re-evaluate their
values, career goals, and life attitudes. Therefore, the results support
H2a. Through cognitive restructuring, counselling fosters the devel-
opment of more positive and rational thought patterns, which in turn
helps alleviate burnout (Gold et al. 2022). This finding aligns with the
WHO’s suggestions and prior research demonstrating the effective-
ness of counselling in mitigating burnout across diverse professional
settings (Tang et al. 2021; Lei et al. 2024b).

Moreover, the study reveals moderating effects of counselling
between job performance and job burnout. This result is similar to
previous findings, indicating that psychological counselling can
serve as a moderating variable (Conejo-Cerón et al. 2020; Lorah and
Wong, 2018). However, in this study, psychological counselling has
no moderating effect on average and high-performing groups, and
it was found to be affected by a significant moderating effect on the
below average performance groups. This outcome conflicts with
what previous research documented, indicating the restrictive role
of psychological counselling in moderating the correlation between
job performance and job burnout. This finding can be explained
through the results of the first research question (RQ1), which
showed that persons with above average performance levels are
more likely to experience lower levels of burnout and consequently
require less psychological support, whereas those with poor
performance exhibit higher levels of burnout and thus benefit
more from counselling services. This result is also consistent with
the Chinese government’s policy, which ordains that universities
provide regular psychological counselling services for employees,
and employees with high levels of burnout have more opportunities
to attend such counselling services.

In addition, the four-year data analysis provides deeper insights
into the correlation among the IV, DV and the moderator.
Although counselling can reduce academic staff members’ burnout,
it may not necessarily improve how well they do their job. In other
words, academic staff who perform poorly may fall into a repetitive
cycle, one in which poor performance leads to frequent burnout.
Under such circumstances, burnout may become recurrent.

Table 6 Moderating Role of Psychological Counselling among different Sample Observation Groups.

High
P.O.

Average
P.O.

Low
P.O.

Non-P.O.

Gender −0.105 (0.222) 0.000 (0.088) 0.028 (0.185) 0.035 (0.133)
Age −0.004 (0.102) −0.038 (0.041) 0.025 (0.073) 0.091 (0.058)
Years of employment −0.054 (0.085) −0.038 (0.043) −0.151* (0.078) 0.051 (0.063)
Job performance −0.129*** (0.034) −0.050*** (0.008) −0.143*** (0.032) −0.051*** (0.012)
Psychological counselling 2.828 (1.282) 0.049 (0.083) −1.390*** (0.318) −0.656** (0.284)
Job performance *psychological
counselling

−0.109 (0.052) 0.002 (0.009) −0.166*** (0.042) −0.027** (0.012)

Constant 8.101* (4.395) 5.676*** (0.692) 14.159*** (2.205) 5.764*** (0.736)
Observations 313 865 446 492
Individual fixed effect YES YES YES YES
Time fixed effect YES YES YES YES
Environment fixed effect YES YES YES YES

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05; High P.O. High performance observations, Average P. O. Average performance observations, Low P. O. Low performance observations, Non-P. O. Non-performance
observations.

Fig. 2 The impact of psychological counselling on job burnout over
4 years. **p < 0.01 There is a significant difference between counselling
group and non-counselling group.

Fig. 3 The impact of psychological counselling frequency on job
performance over 4 years.
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Therefore, relying solely on psychological counselling as a post-
burnout intervention may not provide a permanent solution and
could lead to further negative outcomes. Thus, it is crucial to
emphasize the significance of proactive measures, especially among
the academic job. In this context, the preventive measures
represented by H2b deserve further exploration.

Theoretical and practical implications. The research examined
the correlation between job performance and job burnout, and it
differs from previous literature records that conduct the study in
reverse. Firstly, based on the previous research that job perfor-
mance is one of the consequences of burnout (Corbeanu et al.
2023; Maslach and Leiter, 2022), the article concludes that job
performance influences burnout, thereby enriching the existing
body of research on job burnout. We can conclude that job
performance, even as a precursor to burnout, is a consequence.
Secondly, this study provides valuable practical insights. Uni-
versities should establish a more proactive performance man-
agement system based on their academic level and cultural
background and develop relevant policies. They should also set
measurable performance goals, fair performance evaluations,
workload redistribution policies, and organize specialized agen-
cies to coordinate the university’s performance work. For high-
performing academic staff, universities can improve their reward
strategies based on individual performance objectives to encou-
rage them to achieve higher goals. For academic staff who per-
form poorly, vocational education and training sessions should be
established: on how to improve work abilities/performance,
provide learning opportunities, and offer one-on-one coaching to
enhance struggling staff members’ ability to achieve performance
goals. In addition, academic staff must be aware of the impor-
tance of performance in reducing burnout.

This study also revealed that psychological counselling plays an
important role in reducing academic burnout as an intervention
measure after burnout occurs. However, it also reveals a
limitation that while counselling can reduce fatigue, it cannot
improve individual performance. On the contrary, a decline in
performance can lead to continued and sustained burnout. Given
these outcomes, institutions should pay more attention to the
importance of the long-recognized tradition of preventive
philosophy and apply it (Chaisurin and Yodchai, 2024).

With the rapid development of global higher education,
universities are generally concerned about whether academic
staff have sufficient dedication and ability to execute their duties
(Dlamini and Dlamini, 2024). This concern must be thoroughly
addressed before and after the start of the employment contract.
However, in most universities, the academic recruitment process
prior to the start of employment is often overlooked, under-
estimated, or given little attention, which may explain the rising
prevalence of burnout cases in academic scenarios (Anwar et al.
2020). To mitigate the risk of burnout among academic staff, it is
recommended that universities implement proactive recruitment
strategies. These strategies should assess whether prospective
academic staff possess the requisite skills and performance levels
for the high-pressure, high-investment nature of the job, thereby
minimizing signs of burnout post-employment.

Furthermore, the significance of psychological counselling must
be elevated. During the recruitment process, universities should
include academic and psychological assessments. As well as
comprehensively evaluating the applicant’s work ability, univer-
sities should collaborate with mental health centers to design
different psychological counselling service scales based on the
actual situation of the university, in order to assess their
motivation, passion, and determination, in order to ensure that
they are psychologically suitable for academic roles. In other words,

if universities seek to attract high skilled, self-motivated, resilient,
and passionate individuals who are prepared to face the challenges
of academic life, their recruitment process must include psycho-
logical assessments to comprehensively evaluate candidates’
abilities and talents. The psychological assessments scale can invite
psychology professionals to conduct reliability, validity, and
feasibility tests, and be updated in real-time according to university
recruitment rules. For academic staff who have already been
employed, the mental health centre should continue to provide
regular psychological counselling services in accordance with
Chinese policies to reduce the occurrence of burnout.

Limitations and future studies. This paper used panel data model
to control for the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic environment
and explore the effect of employee performance on burnout, it still
has certain limitations. First, although this study used an interactive
fixed effects model, there may still be unmeasured control variables
that affect burnout that were overlooked. Second, this study ran-
domly selected one university of each type in three regions of China,
resulting in sampling bias. Third, while the panel data was sampled
and utilized across various regions in China and extended over a
four-year period, the generalizability of the findings may be limited to
this specific country the results not applicable to other national
contexts. Fourth, the study relied on secondary data for its analysis.
Future research could address this by collecting primary data to
further examine the correlation between job performance and
burnout. Moreover, future research could further investigate the
mediating or moderating factors influencing the relationship between
job performance and burnout. Potential variables such as organiza-
tional support and individual adaptability may offer valuable insights
and contribute to a deeper understanding of this association.

Conclusions
This study expanded the data of Lei et al. (2024c) and controlled
for the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the research and
updated the national dataset. This study extends the research of
job burnout and proposes that in academic environments, the
performance of academic staff is both a precursor and a con-
sequence of burnout, rather than simply believing that perfor-
mance is only a result of burnout. As well, this study demonstrates
that psychological counselling functions as a moderator in the
relationship between job performance and burnout, demonstrat-
ing that while counselling effectively addresses burnout, it does
not transform poorly performing individuals into excellent per-
formers. Therefore, universities should prioritize preventive stra-
tegies to mitigate burnout by assessing not only the academic
abilities of candidates during recruitment but also incorporating
psychologists to evaluate their social, cognitive and emotional
competencies. This method is more efficient than relying exclu-
sively on academic expertise and health assessments.

Data availability
The data presented in this study are available on request from the
first author.
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