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Bernstein (1994). In addition, Table 1 demonstrates the relative mean score, which describes the
proportion of effort represented for each type of coping strategy. For rational problem solving the
score was 36% (SD =0.10), for resigned distancing it was 16% (SD = 0.09), seeking support/ventilation
was 29% (SD = 0.08) and passive wishful thinking was 19% (SD = 0.09).

Testing the moderating effect of coping strategies

Bivariate Pearson correlations between demographics, role overload, coping strategies and the three
dimensions of burnout are presented in Table 2. It is observed that age and gender were significantly
correlated with burnout and hence these two variables were controlled in the first step of the
following regression analysis. Results of this table suggest highly positive correlations exist between
role overload and burnout. Furthermore, the four dimensions of coping strategies were highly
correlated with each other, leading to a need to centre the variables to eliminate problems associated

with multi-collinearity prior to testing for moderation effects.
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Hierarchical regression analysis was used to test the ability of role overload and coping strategies to

predict respectively the three dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion, cynicism, reduced

professional efficacy. The results of the regression analysis are shown in Table 3.
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the first block to predict emotional exhaustion. When both the control variables and the main effects
were entered as in Model E2, the results showed that the block of main effects has a statistically
significant effect on emotional exhaustion and explained considerably more variance (adjusted R?

is that emotional exhaustion is heavily influenced by the main effects of combining role overload

Model E1 indicated the regression results when age and gender as control variables were entered as
0.39, p<0.001) than when the control variables were entered on their own. What this seems to show

Predicting emotional exhaustion
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and coping strategies. Within Model E3, the adjusted R? for the full model was 0.45 (p<0.001), which
is 0.06 more than that for the model without interaction items. In this model, role overload interacted
with rational problem solving and resigned distancing to a statistically significant degree. This
indicates that rational problem solving and resigned distancing do moderate the relationship
between role overload and emotional exhaustion, i.e. construction engineers who adopt either one
of these two coping strategies are less emotionally exhausted when they are exposed to constant

levels of role overload.

Predicting cynicism

In Model C1, the control variables alone explained 14% of the total variance of cynicism. The results
in Model C2 show that the block of main effects has a statistically significant effect on cynicism and
explained considerably more variance (adjusted R? = 0.30, p<0.001) than when the control variables
were entered on their own. Within Model C3, the results revealed that the interaction between role
overload and the four dimensions of coping strategies have a statistically significant effect on
cynicism, with adjusted R? measured as 0.32 (p<0.001). In this full model, role overload interacted
with rational problem solving and seeking support/ventilation to a statistically significant degree.
This indicates that rational problem solving and seeking support/ventilation do moderate the
relationship between role overload and cynicism, i.e. construction engineers who adopt either one
of these two coping strategies are less cynical when they are exposed to constant levels of role

overload.

Predicting lack of professional efficacy

In Model P1, the control variables alone explained only 7% of the total variance of professional
efficacy. The results in Model P2 show that the block of main effects has a statistically significant
effect on professional efficacy and explained considerably more variance (adjusted R?=0.23, p<0.001)
than when the control variables were entered on their own. Within Model P3, the interactions
between role overload and the four dimensions of coping strategies have a statistically significant
effect on professional efficacy, with adjusted R? measured as 0.26 (p<0.001). However, in this full
model, role overload interacted with only rational problem solving to a statistically significant
degree. This indicates that rational problem solving does moderate the relationship between role
overload and professional efficacy, i.e. construction engineers who adopt rational problem solving
as a coping strategy are more professionally efficacious when they are exposed to constant levels of

role overload.

Discussion

Two hundred and twenty-two professional engineers were investigated, representing a good cross-

section of this work group in the Hong Kong construction industry. An extremely high proportion
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(83%) of them indicated they wished to obtain an analysis of their personal coping strategies. This
suggests that construction engineers recognize that they are subject to stressful experiences at work
and wish to understand more about their personal coping strategies, thereby improving their ability
to deal with day-to-day stressful situations. However, limited studies have so far scientifically linked
this requirement to intervention strategies of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001), in particular with regard
to specific occupational characteristics that exist in the construction industry itself. The present
study filled this gap in an innovative way by investigating the dimensionality of coping strategies,
along with the proportion of usage related to each coping strategy and the ‘buffering’ effect there

may have been between role overload and three dimensions of burnout.

Moderating effects of coping strategies

Rational problem solving interacted with role overload and demonstrated a significant moderating
effect on all three dimensions of burnout. In other words, when construction professionals use more
analytical and problem-focused efforts to alter stressful encounters, the relationships between role
overload and burnout are significantly weaker than with others using less effort of this kind. These
results corroborate those of Rijk et al. (1998) and Siu et al. (2006) and suggest that active positive
coping has a beneficial role in work well-being and hence may actually reduce strain. Rational
problem solving is a type of active positive coping that takes a constructive and direct approach to
defining and solving problems, and should therefore be incorporated into intervention strategies
designed to alleviate burnout as a whole, in particular when it is contributed to by role overload.
This finding is promising since, among the four dimensions of coping strategies, rational problem
solving is found to be the one most commonly used, representing 36% of an individual's effort in
coping with stressful encounters. This can be explained by referring to two theories in the work of
Folkman and Lazarus (1980): (1) that coping is found to vary according to the type of situation; for
example, work-related situations elicit more problem-focused coping than health- or family-related
matters; and (2) that the relative use of problem- and emotion-focused coping varies according to
whether or not the situation is appraised as changeable, with problem-focused coping found to be
used more in situations considered changeable, while emotion-focused coping is used more in
situations considered not amenable to change. Combining these two theories, a reasonable
interpretation is that construction professionals tend to use, most of the time, rational problem
solving to tackle job stressors that are most likely to be appraised as changeable within the work
environment.

Turning to seeking support/ventilation, this only showed a moderating effect on the relationship
between role overload and cynicism, suggesting that when construction professionals use more
effort to search for intangible and emotional support, or express themselves mentally and physically,
the relationship between role overload and cynicism is significantly weaker than when others use
less effort. A proposition put forward by Park (2007) may be employed to explain this finding, as he

highlights that human interaction is a measure of how an employee relates to both peers and
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supervisors, and can develop feelings of better moral standing and contribute towards an improved
state of work well-being, enabling such employees to function more effectively if they receive, or
feel they receive, support when it is needed. This finding should draw the attention of the
construction industry, as this sector widely shows lack of support within the work environment
(Love and Edwards, 2005; Lingard and Francis, 2006), leading to limited opportunities to benefit
from the protective effects of positive social interactions, and hence strengthening the stressor—strain
relationship. This phenomenon may be compounded with the issue of maintaining ‘face’, a common
concern within Hong Kong culture (Rowlinson and Root, 1996), where employees may avoid
searching for support or ventilating their feelings within their working environment for fear of
losing credibility in the eyes of their peers and superiors.

Resigned distancing only appeared to be a moderator of the relationship between role overload and
emotional exhaustion, implying that construction professionals who use a more cognitive effort to
detach themselves and minimize the significance of a stressful situation are likely to be less
emotionally exhausted. However, Siu et al. (2006) suggest that although passive adaptive coping
may be a method of coping within stressful conditions, if overused, it can actually exacerbate the
problem. For instance, withdrawal from reality is not necessarily an adaptive means of coping with
workload or interpersonal conflict, because the work or the conflict still exist. From this standpoint,
it is reasonable to think that resigned distancing may help professionals to cope with stressors
appraised as not amenable to change, because they feel acceptance is their only option (Hurrell, 1995;
Gueritault-Chalvin et al., 2000). This perhaps explains why resigned distancing is used the least, and
is not as effective as rational problem solving in moderating the relationship between role overload
and burnout as a whole, because role overload is likely to be appraised as a changeable stressful

encounter.

Intervention strategies

Literature relating to managing job burnout focuses primarily on identifying its contributing factors
in order to improve job design, aiming to minimize burnout and its negative effects (Yiu et al., 2001;
Lingard, 2003). However, it is not necessarily feasible to eliminate some job stressors under the given
organizational resources and the related occupational characteristics. The results in the present
study show that rational problem solving, resigned distancing and seeking support/ventilation
demonstrate moderating effects on the relationship between role overload and burnout, suggesting
that preventive strategies for burnout should include training in the area of coping strategies, in
particular rational problem solving. This is considered both desirable and feasible, as Lazarus (1991)
suggests that coping can be influenced by the circumstances and/or the environment in which a
stressful encounter occurs, rather than being a stable trait.

With reference to the finding in this study that rational problem solving demonstrated the most
significant moderating effect on burnout, individual-oriented approaches such as organizational in-

house training for effective coping strategies are suggested to emphasize rational problem solving
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in the context of construction engineers. These include reappraisal of work-related stress as positive
and practical techniques to deal with the changeable nature of stress, such as management of conflict
between different parties. Other approaches, including reaching out for support and ventilating
feelings within one's working environment, changing the perceptions of situations and re-
evaluating the impact on time, cost and quality for the project, are likely to minimize staff burnout
and its negative ramifications within the organization. In addition, professional institutions could
contribute to a reduction in burnout among their members by organizing seminars and workshops
to promote effective coping strategies, (e.g. effective communication skills, time management and
approach management), to discuss ways to tackle the role overload issue in the workplace as part
of their continued professional development programmes. Indeed, since construction
undergraduates are the professionals of the future, the incorporation of rational problem solving as
a coping strategy into the professional training curriculum would better equip undergraduates to
cope with a stressful post following graduation.

Organizations may take steps to mitigate the emotional response to job stressors by providing
support, including listening and being sympathetic to employees' difficulties, emphasizing team
spirit among the construction project teams, providing a supportive work environment, promoting
good relationships between supervisors and co-workers and reducing levels of social distancing
between colleagues, all of which may tend to buffer the feelings of stress and burnout in the
workplace. In addition, organizations may also arrange regular sports and recreation activities to
allow employees to ventilate mental stress physically, which is also likely to contribute to a
reduction of burnout.

Furthermore, as suggested by Djebarni (1996), different cognitive and behavioural efforts are
required for handling different sources of occupational stress. It is therefore crucial to establish
effective coping strategies specifically matched to the job characteristics of construction

professionals, so as to reduce the burnout phenomenon effectively in the industry.

Conclusions

The results of the study reveal the important role coping strategies have on the management of
professional burnout in a sample of construction engineers in Hong Kong. The moderating effect of
rational problem solving in the relationship between role overload and all three dimensions of
burnout, i.e. emotional exhaustion, cynicism and reduced professional efficacy, were significant;
whereas the moderating effects of resigned distancing and seeking support/ventilation were
significant only in regard to emotional exhaustion and cynicism respectively. This suggests that
analytical and problem-focused training on how to alter stressful situations could be an effective
intervention to alleviate or prevent burnout as a whole. Such individual-oriented approaches could
be implemented by individuals, organizations, educational and professional institutions to reduce

the levels of burnout and its negative implications at both individual and organizational levels.
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The limitations in this study include the inability to ascertain the causal direction of the relationships
between the perceived role overload and burnout, and coping strategies and burnout due to its
cross-sectional nature. Future studies should be encouraged to overcome these limitations by
longitudinal design, which would enable quantification regarding the effectiveness of intervention
coping strategies in moderating the relationship between role overload and burnout. In addition,
since this is a quantitative study, the results derived from this study relied on standardized measures

of existing theories.
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