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THE PREDICTORS OF WORKAHOLISM  

Sunitha S* 

Abstract 

The use of flexible work and recent developments in technology has 

gradually blurred the boundaries between work and home. Accordingly, 

employees may experience increasing difficulty in disengaging from work 

and therefore, turn into workaholics. Although workaholism has become a 

regular topic of discussion in the popular press, scholarly research has 

only recently started clarifying the concepts and myths. The present study 

aims to shed light on the various perspectives of workaholism and lifestyles 

of workaholics from a theoretical point of view. 

Key Words - Workaholism, Motivation, interpersonal relations, Work 

overload, family etc. 

1. Introduction 

During the past three decades, several theories have been put forth to 

explain the phenomenon of workaholism. However, the most prominent 

theory as supported by the existing literature, conceptualizes workaholism 

as a form of addiction akin to alcoholism (Cherrington, 1980; Killinger, 

1991; Robinson, 1989; Schaef and Fassel, 1988). The underlying premise 

of the addiction theory is that workaholics feel an uncontrollable, 

compulsive need to work like a person who is addicted to any kind of 

alcohol.   
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Looking under the key word “workaholism”14000 web pages were 

indicated on Google Scholar (accessed 17-1-2018). Since 2017, 1140 

engines were indicated; since 2014, 4310 engines were indicated (an 

average of 1436 per year). That is, the number of articles on this topic 

appears to be increasing exponentially. This sudden increase is 

acknowledged by researchers (Fletcher and Bailyn, 1996; Sullivan, 1999) 

and is believed to be present due to continuous changes occurring in the 

work/life structure. 

Work is one of the most important and positive values for people in many 

societies and cultures. However, the involvement in work may become 

passion for some individuals. In this case, work activities take up a 

disproportionate space and time in the person’s identity and cause conflicts 

with other life domains (Gorgievski et al. 2010).  

In the same manner, Killinger (1992) viewed workaholism as both a 

negative and complex process that eventually affects the person’s ability 

to function properly. Fassel (1990) defines workaholism as pathology and 

suggested that workaholism is a progressive, fatal disease in which a 

person is addicted to the process of working that result into the imbalance 

in his/her personal and professional life. Assistant professor, Cantarow 

(1979) speculated on the ‘joy in creativity’ as an element of the workaholic 

personality and suggested that workaholics seek passionate involvement 

and gratification through work because they truly desire to do so.   

2. The Truth About Workaholics 

Many people confuse hard-working people with workaholics. There is a 

very serious distinction between the two.  As per Glicken (2018) 

“Workaholism means that you value work over any other activity, even 
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when it negatively affects your health and family, as well as the quality of 

your work. On the other hand, there are many people who put in long hours, 

but still give back to their loved ones and enjoy outside activities when they 

have free time. These people are hard workers, not workaholics” 

Just for putting in a few extra hours per week too many people are being 

labeled (or labeling themselves) "workaholics" these days. 

The truth according to Glicken (2018) is that in this poor economy, many 

of these people are working extra hard just to keep their jobs. Real 

workaholics have few (if any) outside interests. They let their family lives 

fall apart. They often have health problems and suffer from depression and 

deep insecurities. Like any addiction, they repeat destructive behaviors 

despite knowing that they’re destructive. Many would like to stop, but find 

it difficult or impossible to do so. 

Workaholics should not be confused with people who are simply hard 

workers, love their jobs and go the extra mile to finish a project. By 

contrast, a workaholic is someone who constantly thinks about work, and 

without work feels anxious and depressed. Workaholics are difficult to get 

along with, because they frequently push others as hard as they push 

themselves. 

Here are some key differences between hard workers and workaholics 

according to career cast, (2018): 

1. Hard workers think of work as a required and (at times) pleasurable 

obligation. Workaholics see work as a way to distance themselves 

from unwanted feelings and relationships. 
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2. Hard workers keep work in check so they can be available to their 

family and friends. Workaholics believe that work is more important 

than anything else in their lives, including family and friends. 

3. Workaholics get excitement from meeting impossible demands. 

Hard workers don’t. 

4. Hard workers can take breaks from work while workaholics can’t. 

They think about work regardless of what they’re doing or who 

they’re with. The most obvious characteristic of workaholics is that 

they work far beyond what is required. Consequently, they devote 

an excessive amount of time and energy to their work, thereby 

neglecting other spheres of life (e.g. Buelens & Poelmans, 2004; 

Mudrack & Naughton, 2001). 

3. Predictors of Workaholism 

A variety of researchers has investigated the antecedents of workaholism 

and has made attempts to capture the underlying phenomenon of 

workaholism. Majority of workaholism research has focused on describing 

rather than explaining the phenomenon (Douglas and Morris, 2006). As a 

result the antecedents of workaholism are least understood (McMillan et 

al.2003) from the existing literature. In this context, an attempt is made 

here to find the predictors of workaholism that determines workaholic 

behavior among the individuals through different research studies.  

 3.1 Personality Characteristics   

An attempt is done to explain the various personality factors which leads 

to workaholism according to various studies. They are as follows: 

Burke et al. (2006) examined the relationship of personality characteristics 

(Big Five) and workaholism components were developed by Spence and 
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Robbins (1992) i.e. drive to work, involvement and enjoyment in work. 

Data were gathered from 496 nurses working in five health care centers in 

Norway by employing questionnaire method of data collection. The results 

of hierarchical regression indicated strong relationships of Big Five 

personality factor with workaholism components.   

Eysenck (1997) revealed that there is a casual relationship between 

personality factors, namely, psychoticism, extraversion, neuroticism and 

biological factors (genetic factors) which, in turn, produce addictive work 

behavior. In a recent attempt Clark et al. (2010) investigated personality 

characteristics, namely, narcissism, dimensions of perfectionism (high 

standards, discrepancy and order) and dispositional positives and negatives 

which are found to be related to the three dimensions of workaholism 

(impatience, compulsion to work and polychonic control). The study 

indicated that the perfectionism dimension of high standards and 

discrepancy, dispositional negative and positive effects are significantly 

related to workaholism.  

Andreassen et al. (2010) and Clark et al. (1996) examined personality 

correlates of workaholism dimensions, namely, work involvement, drive 

to work and enjoyment of work using Big Five Inventory. It was found that 

conscientiousness is positively related to all the components of 

workaholism. Negative relation was observed between neuroticism and 

enjoyment of work and also between agreeableness and drive to work 

dimension of workaholism.  

Mudrack (2004) indicated that workaholism may result from a 

combination of high job involvement and an obsessive compulsive 

personality trait which is a combination of six distinct traits, namely, 

obstinacy, orderliness, parsimony, perseverance, rigidity and superego. 
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The study indicated specifically that high job involvement coupled with 

high scores on the obstinacy, orderliness, rigidity and superego traits would 

lead to high scores on tendencies to engage in work activities. Burke et al. 

(2008) specified that workaholics have indicated greater perfectionism, 

found difficulty in delegating tasks and are less satisfied with their jobs.  

Bryan (2009) proved that two leading personality traits that play a major 

role in workaholism are Type- A behavior and obsessive-compulsive 

tendencies. A few researchers have even made reference to both constructs, 

namely, Type- A behavior and obsessive compulsive tendencies that may 

lead to high workaholic characteristics among the individuals. In this 

context, Machlowitz (1980) commented that Type - A behavior patterns 

correspond closely with obsessive-compulsive behavior and to workaholic 

characteristics of individuals. Additionally, Schwartz (1982) observed that 

with Type - A behavior individuals tend to be obsessive and are often 

addicted to work. Many researchers have considered the overlap between 

Type- A behavior and workaholism (Burke, 1999; Ng et al. 2007; 

Robinson, 1999; Scott et al. 1997; Seybold and Solomon, 1994; Robinson, 

1990). It has been suggested that the two constructs are similar and require 

high work involvement (Burke, 1999). In a similar manner, Type – A 

personality is characterized by ambition, impatience and hostility 

(Edwards and Baglioni, 1991) and has actually been linked directly to 

workaholism (Ersoy-Kart, 2005).   

Liang and Chu (2009) indicated that obsessive compulsion, achievement 

orientation, perfectionism and conscientiousness are key personality traits 

leading to workaholism. Research in this area by Zhdanova et al. (2006) 

examined antecedents of workaholism in their Meta-analysis and 

concluded that Type-A personality trait and Perfectionism were positively 
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related to workaholism. Moving in the same direction, Robinson (1998) 

found the positive relationship between Type-A behavior and workaholism 

among the individuals. Furthermore, strong link between workaholism and 

personality types including Type - A behavior patterns, namely, 

competitive, achievement- orientated traits and obsessive-compulsive 

traits has been pointed out by the researchers (Byrne and Reinhart, 1989; 

Naughton, 1987).  

From all the above studies we can conclude that Workaholism is not only 

determined by an individual’s personality trait but also by an individual’s 

demographics and work characteristics which have been widely studied.   

 3.2 Socio-Economic and Work situation characteristics 

Specifying the difference in the workaholic behavior across public and 

private sector employees, Schneider (1987) and Schneider et al. (1995) 

proved that private sector employees work for long number of hours as 

compared to public sector employees. This is further reinforced by Snir 

and Harpaz (2006) who found that private sector employees have a greater 

likelihood of being workaholics and were found to be dissatisfied with their 

salaries. Buelens and Poelmans (2004) also observed that workaholics 

were dissatisfied with their salary and female and male professors were 

similar on workaholic behaviors.  

In this context, the studies have documented that personal demographic 

and work characteristics had no relationship with the workaholism (Burke, 

2001; Schaef and Fassel, 1988). Furthermore, the difference of workaholic 

behavior on account of age and gender has been delved into by Snir and 

Harpaz (2006) who concluded that greater workaholic behavior is found 

among women as they work for longer number of hours than men.  
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Similarly, a study by Goreman (2011) and Burgess et al. (2006) proved that 

females put in more efforts and persistence in whatever work they do and 

possess more workaholic tendencies than their male counterparts. In its 

contradiction, Russo and Waters (2006) found that there exists no 

relationship between gender and workaholism. Moreover, the literature 

also suggests that men do not consistently differ from women in their levels 

of workaholism (Burke, 1999; Doerfler and Kammer, 1986) Furthermore, 

the effects of workaholic behavior have been observed in older, more 

experienced, longer tenured employees and among the individuals, who 

had children (Burke et al. 2006).   

Burke et al. (2008) examined potential antecedents of workaholism 

components, namely, work involvement, feeling driven to work and work 

enjoyment among professors in Turkey using a web-based questionnaire. 

The results indicated that workaholism components are unrelated to three 

blocks of antecedents, namely, personal demographic characteristics, work 

situation characteristics and beliefs and fears of the individuals. In an 

endeavor, Burke et al. (2003) tested a model predicting workaholic job 

behaviors among Australian psychologists. The impact of four blocks of 

predictors, namely, demographics, work situation characteristics and 

workaholism antecedents (personal beliefs and fears, workplace values 

supporting work personal life imbalance) on workaholism components was 

examined using hierarchical regression analysis. The results indicated that 

both workaholism antecedents (personal beliefs and fears, workplace 

values supporting work personal life imbalance) and workaholism 

components (work involvement, feeling driven to work and work 

enjoyment) accounted for significant relationship with workaholic job 

behaviors.  
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Another contentious issue in the literature moves around the relationship 

between workaholism and the amount of time spent working. A study by 

Major et al. (2002) examined a broad array of employees from clerical staff 

to managers of a Fortune 500 company and found significant relationship 

between workaholism and the average number of working hours. Snir and 

Harpaz (2006) examined the workaholism phenomenon between married 

and unmarried employees working in Belgium, Israel, Japan, Netherlands, 

and USA and results indicated that men worked more hours per week than 

women. Married women worked fewer hours per week than unmarried 

women, while married men worked more hours per week than unmarried 

men.  Furthermore, it is seen that workaholics create more work for 

themselves (Machlowitz, 1980). In addition, Kanai et al. (1996); Kanai and 

Wakabayashi (2001) and Taris et al. (2005) pointed negative relationship 

between workaholism and job characteristics.   

4. Conclusion 

Workaholism has been identified as a serious type of compulsive disorder 

that is related to family dysfunction (Pietropinto, 1986; Robinson, 1989; 

Spruell, 1987). Further, workaholism is associated with poor family 

functioning, for example, increased marital problems (Robinson et al. 

2001), lower family satisfaction (Burke, 1999) and greater work-family 

conflict (Bakker et al. 2009; Bonebright, et al. 2000; Taris et al. 2005). In 

exploring how workaholism relates to personal well-being, correlational 

studies suggested that people who overwork may suffer from high stress 

and anxiety (Booth and Friedman, 1987) as well as secondary addictions, 

such as smoking, eating, and alcohol (Kiechel, 1989). Additionally, 

increases in general health complaints have also been contributed by 

workaholism (Kanai et al. 1996; Spence and Robbins, 1991).  
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Studies indicated that excessive work may also result in negative outcomes 

for people other than the worker, both inside and outside the work 

environment. Bakker et al. (2009) interviewed 168 dual-earner couples to 

examine the relationship between workaholism and their satisfaction with 

relationship. The results revealed that individuals who are with workaholic 

behavior and receive considerable support from their partners experience 

more satisfaction with their relationship. In an another attempt Robinson 

(1989) found that workaholism has interfered with intimate relationships 

and is found to be positively correlated with family dysfunction 

This syndrome of over-involvement in work both behaviorally and 

mentally named as workaholism is a serious age-killer whose long term 

effect may be far more severe. As in the preliminary stages of 

workaholism, the negative effects may not be visible and it may be seen as 

the positive symptom but slowly and steadily it may have cascading effect 

on the well-being of an individual deteriorating his/her health, social and 

family relationships 
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