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Abstract

The current study is about exploring the insight of the term ‘workaholism’. Since its inception
workaholism has grabbed the attention of the academicians. But recently the organizations are
also getting concerned about the workaholic people as the managers are facing complexity in
terms of managing such work addicted employees. These workaholic employees face greater
amount of difficulties both in their work and family life due to their excessive obsession
towards work. As a result they face several physical and psychological problems, and at the
same time the organizations suffer in terms of productivity. Though this phenomenon is
critically important for the development and growth of the employees and also the employers,
very few initiatives were taken to explain the term workaholism along with its nature and
impact. Several scholars have defined workaholism from different context, which sometimes
create perplexity among the scholars and professionals. Thus the present study takes an
initiative to explore the definition of workaholism, its nature, its antecedents, and its outcomes

through literature review.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the growing number of dual-earner couples with busy and hectic lifestyle, the challenging
business world, and the recent developments in technology has gradually blurred the boundaries between work
and home (Jones, Burke, & Westman, 2006; Ng, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2007). Accordingly, employees may
experience increasing difficulty and pressure in disengaging from work and therefore turn into workaholics
(Porter, 2004; Sparks, Faragher, & Cooper, 2001). Obviously, people may work long hours for many reasons
such as economic problems, poor marriage, organizational culture, pressure by their superior, or a strong desire
for career development without being addicted to it rather than being motivated by such external or contextual
factors, (Schaufeli, Shimazu, & Taris, 2009). Since the term workaholism was coined by the American minister
and psychologist Wayne E. Oates (1968) to denote his own work addiction, it has rapidly become an idiomatic
notion.

The most obvious characteristic of workaholics is that they work far beyond what is required. Consequently,
they dedicate an excessive amount of time, energy and effort to their work, thereby neglecting other spheres of
their life (Buelens & Poelmans, 2004; Mudrack & Naughton, 2001). But there is some confusion in the literature
as to whether workaholism is entirely “bad” or that it can also be “good” (Schaufeli, Bakker, van der Heijden, &
Prins, 2009). From the onset, workaholism has become a regular and significant topic of discussion in the
popular press (Burke, Matthiesen, & Pallesen, 2006; Taris, Schaufeli, & Verhoeven, 2005a). But scholarly
research has only recently started clarifying the concept and detailing its consequences (e.g. Ng, Sorensen, &
Feldman, 2007). Nevertheless, our knowledge about workaholism is still quite limited because most studies have
dealt with the measurement of workaholism and with its correlates, rather than with the nature and impact of it.
That’s why this article aims to gain a better understanding and knowledge regarding the phenomenon of
workaholism.

2. What is Workaholism?

The term “workaholism” was coined by Oates (1971), who explained it, as “the compulsion or the
uncontrollable need to work incessantly” (p. 11). For a layman workaholism seems synonymous with the fact of
excessively hard working (Schaufeli, Shimazu, & Taris, 2009). These researchers warned that workaholism can
be a misleading and vague concept due to the consideration of number of working hours. Researches explored
several reasons for working long hours, such as, financial problems, poor marriage, organizational culture,
pressure by their supervisor, or a strong desire for career advancement (Schaufeli, Taris, & Rhenen, 2008). But it
does not mean that the person is doing so due to the addiction for work. McMillan and O’Driscoll (2006)
mentioned about obsessive inner drive as a core characteristics of workaholic person. Thus workaholism’s
definition can be established based on two dimensions; one is behavioral (working excessively) and another one
cognitive (working compulsively) Schaufeli, Taris & Rhenen, 2008). While, Snir and Harpaz, (2004, p. 522)
defined workaholism as the same behavioral and cognitive terms: as “an individual’s sound and considerable
allocation of time to work related activities and thoughts, which does not derive from external necessities”.

However, the definition of workaholism varies in terms of conceptualization among several researchers.
Mosier (1983) defined workaholics simply as those who work at least 50 hours a week. Snir and Zohar (2000)
defined workaholism as frequent and considerable allocation of time to work related activities and thoughts.
Typically, workaholics work harder than their job prescriptions require and they put much more effort into their
jobs than is expected by the organization (Erkmen, Cerik, Bozkurt, & Ozarslan, 2010). Seybold & Salomone
(1994) described workaholism as over commitment to work. Similarly, Cherrington (1980) sees workaholism as
an irrational commitment to excessive work.
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According to Robinson (1997), workaholism is an individual difference characteristic referring to
self-imposed demands, compulsive overworking, an incapability to regulate work habits, and overindulgence in
work to the exclusion of most other life activities. Machlowitz (1980) prefers to view workaholism as an
approach or an attitude toward working, rather than as the amount of time spent at work, since workaholics
continue to think about work even when they are not working. Cantarow (1979, p. 56) speculated that
workaholic persons have the ‘joy of creativity’ is an aspect of their personalities. Among these, Schaufeli and
colleagues’ definition agrees with the most recent study of scholarly definitions that concludes that hard work at
the expense of other vital life roles and a strong internal drive to work are two key characteristics of
workaholism (Ng, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2007).

2.1 Workaholism in terms of excessive work

Working excessively pertains to actual behavior that is workaholics give a huge amount of time on
work-related activities when they get the opportunity to do so (Snir & Harpaz, 2006; Snir & Zohar, 2008). As
mentioned previously this can be up to 50 hours a week or more (Brett & Stroh, 2003; Burke, 2001a). In fact
they work beyond what is reasonably required to meet the expectations of the organization (Scott, Moore, &
Miceli, 1997). To explain such phenomenon of working excessively, Spence and Robbins (1992) included the
fact of work involvement. Some other researchers, such as, McMillan and colleagues (2001) noted that
workaholics have the tendency to work anytime at any place.

2.2 Workaholism in terms of compulsive work

People may work long hours for economic development and other demands; they may not necessarily work
excessively due to the addiction for work (Schaufeli, Taris, & Van Rhenen, 2007). That’s why in addition to long
working hours, inner compulsion to work is added as a component of workaholism. This can be better explained
by the term “drive to work” (Spence & Robbins, 1992). Even it can be considered as the personal reluctance to
disengage from work as defined by McMillan et al. (2001). Workaholics are obsessed with work activities. They
persistently and often think about work, even when not working (Scott, Moore, & Miceli, 1997). Thus the
tendency to work compulsively is represented as cognitive domain of workaholism (Schaufeli, Taris, & Van
Rhenen, 2007).

2.3 Workaholism defined as an addiction

According to Porter (1996, p. 71), workaholism should be interpreted as an addiction, that has harmful
consequences. Fassel (1990, p. 3) also speculated workaholism as a unique addiction, as “it has both a substance
component (addiction to adrenaline) and a process component (addiction to the actual process of working)”. Ng,
Sorensen and Feldman (2007) suggested three theoretical perspectives on addiction, i.e., individual dispositions,
socio-cultural experiences, and behavioral reinforcements in the environment. These perspectives propose that
people become work addicted as they possess certain personality traits (Scott, Moore, & Miceli, 1997). Besides
these workaholic persons’ social or cultural experiences may also facilitate workaholism (Schaufeli, Bakker, van
der Heijden, & Prins, 2009). Finally, Ng, Sorensen, and Feldman (2007) posited that the workaholic behaviors of
such persons are reinforced repeatedly that lead them to become addicted towards work.

3. Characteristics of workaholic people

Scott, Moore, and Miceli (1997) stated three common characteristics of workaholic person that represent
various definitions of workaholism. First, workaholics spend a great deal of time on work activities when given
the discretion to do so, thus they are considered as excessively hard workers. Second, workaholics are obsessive
workers. Scott and colleagues (1997) characterized them as ‘compulsive worker’. These people are
unenthusiastic about disengaging from work. Moreover they tirelessly and recurrently think about work when
they are not at work. The third trait is that workaholics work beyond what is rationally expected from them to
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meet organizational or economic necessities.

According to Spence and Robbins (1992), there are three properties of workaholism. These are work
involvement, drive (a feeling of being compelled to work), and work enjoyment. These three properties are
popularly known as ‘workaholism triad’ in workaholism literature. They explained these three properties with
example, such as, spending free time on projects and other constructive activities can be an example of work
involvement. Drive towards work can be better understood if one feels obligated to work even when it is not
enjoyable. When an individual does more work than is expected, strictly for the fun of it, then it a treated as
enjoyment of work (Spence & Robbins, 1992).

Based on these properties of workaholism, Spence and Robbins (1992) differentiated among three types of
people; workaholics, work enthusiasts, and enthusiastic workaholics, whose personality are different in terms of
the properties of workaholism. According to Spence and colleague (1992), workaholics tend to score high on
work involvement and work compulsion, and low on work enjoyment. But, work enthusiasts score high on work
involvement and work enjoyment, and low on the compulsion to work. Finally, enthusiastic workaholics usually
score high on all three components (i.e. work involvement, compulsion to work, and work enjoyment).

The validity of the research of Spence and Robbins (1992) was later challenged by Andreassen, Ursin, and
Eriksen (2007) and other researchers. Andreassen, Hetland, and Pallesen (2010) distinguished between
enthusiastic and non-enthusiastic workaholics. According to these researchers, enthusiastic workaholics are
highly involved with work, driven by an internal pressure to work and they find great pleasure in working. But
non-enthusiastic workaholics do not derive enjoyment from work involvement and drive to work, though they
are highly involved in work-related activities (Andreassen, Hetland, & Pallesen, 2010).

4. Typology of workaholism

Scott, Moore and Miceli (1997) identified three types of workaholism patterns: 1) compulsive—dependent; 2)
perfectionist; and 3) achievement-oriented. According to Scott and colleagues, a compulsive-dependent
workaholic is an individual who works more than they plan to do. They realize that they are overworking but,
they cannot physically and mentally refrain from working terribly. Thus, these types of workaholics are aware of
the fact that they are addict, but are unable to overcome the addiction though they know the harmful
consequences of addiction. It is likely that compulsive—dependent workaholism is positively related to anxiety,
stress, physical and psychological problems; and negatively related to job performance, and job and life
satisfaction (Scott, Moore, & Miceli, 1997).

Perfectionist workaholics are quite similar to compulsive-dependent workaholics as they also show signs of
obsessive compulsive personality disorder. However, these persons are very perfectionist workaholics experience
an overbearing need for control and are very scrupulous and detail-oriented about work, thus it become very
difficult for them to adjust with their team members. As a result these types of workaholics lead to conflict with
their coworkers and inefficient use of time at work. Thus perfectionist workaholism is positively related to levels
of stress, physical and psychological problems, and hostile interpersonal relationships, as well as to voluntary
turnover and absenteeism (Scott, Moore, & Miceli, 1997).

Finally Scott et al. (1997) described achievement-oriented workaholics are as competitive personalities.
These types of workaholics have intense desire for success and a strong career identity. To achieve the goals they
have established for themselves, they tend to work excessively with a strong drive. Thus these individuals may
not only become physically and psychologically exhausted, but may also extinguish their relationships with their
coworkers, friends, and family due to their ravenous competitive nature (Scott, Moore, & Miceli, 1997). So
achievement-oriented workaholism is likely to be positively related to job and life satisfaction, if there are
organizational rewards for achievement and personal demands are low. Similarly, achievement-oriented
workaholism is also likely to be positively related to physical and psychological health, job performance, and
pro-social behavior. Possibly, it is negatively related to stress and voluntary turnover, if there are organizational

84 Consortia Academia Publishing



Gaining the insight of workaholism, its nature and its outcome: A literature review

rewards for achievement (Scott, Moore, & Miceli, 1997).

Robinson (2000) suggested a new type of classification for different types of workaholics, which included
relentless workaholics, bulimic workaholics, attention deficit workaholics, and savoring workaholics. Relentless
workaholics are high in work initiation and high in work completion, thus treated as stereotypical workaholics
by Robinson (2000). These workaholics are probably most comparable to the achievement-oriented workaholics
mentioned previously. They may invest long hours on the job and try to exceed what is asked of them due to an
inherent drive to work. Thus it can be said that they work compulsively and constantly. According to Robinson
(2000) bulimic workaholics are known to be low in work initiation, but high in work completion. These
workaholics are not likely to seek out work. But if they are presented with a project, then they tend to obstinately
work on it until it is completed. Thus this determination to complete work tasks often leaves the bulimic
workaholics mentally and physically exhausted.

Robinson (2000) pointed this as a probable cause of their low likelihood to initiate work. That’s why it is
said that bulimic workaholics work more occasionally compared to relentless workers. In contrast, attention
deficit workaholics are high in work initiation, but low in work completion as they easily lose interest in work
tasks. These individuals like to accumulate many different projects at once; as a result they suffer from burnout
before the completion of the projects (Robinson, 2000). Finally, Robinson (2000) defined savoring workaholics
as low in both work initiation and work completion. They often miss deadlines as they are typically
perfectionists and very detail oriented.

Similar to perfectionist workaholics, these persons are prone to obsessive compulsive disorder. That’s why
they find it difficult to work in teams if the tasks are required to be completed according to their specific
guidelines and standards (Robinson, 2000). Recently, Schaufeli, Shimazu, and Taris (2009) classified people in
terms of the two dimensions of workaholism defined by them; working excessively and working compulsively.
The workaholics classified by Schaufeli and colleagues (2009) are: 1) relaxed workers (score low on both
working excessively and working compulsively); 2) hard workers (score high only on working excessively); 3)
compulsive workers (score high only on working compulsively); and 4) workaholics (score high on both
workaholism scales).

5. Antecedents of workaholism

A number of antecedents of workaholism are identified by scholars in previous researches. These include
personal demographic characteristics (Burke, 1999a; Spence & Robbins, 1992), work place characteristics
(Burke, 1999a; Spence & Robbins, 1992), feelings of scantiness and one’s needs (Burke, 1999b; Robinson,
1998), and workplace values (Burke, 2001b). Later, Harpaz and Snir (2009) speculated work centrality and
expressive orientation to be positively related with workaholism in their research. But they denied the possibility
of having any relationship between economic orientation and workaholism, and interpersonal relations and
workaholism. Work centrality, where work plays a central and fundamental role in the life of individuals can
have an impact on workaholism (Harpaz & Snir, 2009), because workaholics spend a great deal of time in work
activities, which consequently results in their giving up important social, family, or recreational activities (Scott,
Moore, & Miceli, 1997).

Expressive orientation of work considers work aspects such as an interesting job, variety, autonomy,
challenging work, and so on (Harpaz & Snir, 2009). These aspects can create job involvement among employees
(Vroom, 1962), which can in turn have an influence on workaholism (Harpaz & Snir, 2009). On the other hand
economic need of individuals is not the motivation for workaholism, as Scott and colleagues (1997) stated that
workaholics work beyond what is reasonably considered as necessary to meet basic economic needs. Besides as
Harpaz and Snir (2009, p. 299) mentioned “workaholics tend to be critical and contemptuous of co-workers, and
display little interest in and great intolerance for the personal lives of assistants and associates”, which indicates
that workaholics do not work for fulfilling interpersonal needs.

International Journal of Research Studies in Psychology 85



Tabassum, A. & Rahman, T.

6. Negative outcomes of workaholism

Quite similar as alcoholics, Oates (1971) emphasized that workaholics may suffer from disturbance in terms
of health, happiness, interpersonal relationships and social functioning due to excessive and uncontrollable need
to work. Similarly Porter (1996) posited that workaholism should be interpreted as an addiction, that is, as
extreme and importunate behavior with harmful consequences. From past researches a number of negative
consequences are identified. Several researches stated that workaholics report relatively low levels of subjective
well-being or happiness (Aziz & Zickar, 2006; Burke, 2001c, 2008; Schaufeli, Taris, & Bakker, 2006). Beside
workaholics report higher levels of job strains and health complaints (Burke, 1999b, 2000; Burke, Richardsen, &
Mortinussen, 2004; McMillan, O’Driscoll, & Burke, 2003; Spence & Robbins, 1992; Taris, Schaufeli, &
Verhoeven, 2005a). Spence and Robins (1992) particularly mentioned about a variety of health problems,
ranging from exhaustion to high blood pressure, created due to workaholism.

Workaholics also experience more work-family conflict than others (Bakker, Demerouti, & Burke, 2009;
Burke, 2008; Taris, Schaufeli, & Verhoeven, 2005b), and levels of marital dissatisfaction are higher among
workaholics than among non-workaholics (Robinson, Flowers, & Carroll, 2001; Burke & Koksal, 2002). Beside
children are affected by parental work addiction in terms of psychological problems into their young adulthood
(Robinson, 1998). As a result workaholics experience higher divorce rates, fewer positive feelings about their
marriage, and feel less in control of their lives and marriages (Robinson, Flowers, & Carroll, 2001). Moreover,
workaholics report poorer social functioning beside the marital and family dysfunction (McMillan & O’Driscoll,
2004).

It is also evident from previous literature that workaholics may suffer from reduced job satisfaction and
organizational commitment (Burke, 1999b; Burke & Koskal, 2002; Burke, Richardsen, & Mortinussen, 2004), as
they might be working harder than others but do not receive more rewards for their efforts (Burke, 2001b). In
fact workaholics may create more work for themselves by making simple assignments more complicated than
necessary, which in turn lessens the enjoyment of work and creates more problems in job (Machlowitz, 1980).
The workaholics even face burnout in their jobs due to the excessive work hours and job demand (Schaufeli,
Taris, & Van Rhenen, 2008). As a result, some organizations view workaholism negatively, as workaholics are
obsessive, unable to relax, and self-centered, which may create the platform for poor job performance and poor
inter-personal relationship with coworkers (Erkmen, Cerik, Bozkurt, & Ozarslan, 2010).

6.1 Workaholism and relationship quality

Researchers suggest that there is a negative relationship between workaholism and relationship quality. It
happens because workaholics are willing to sacrifice personal relationships to derive satisfaction from work
(Porter, 2001). According to Robinson, Flowers, and Carroll (2001), workaholics have less emotional attachment,
and they are less caring than non-workaholics. Thus it contributes towards reduced positive feelings for the
spouse, and reduced physical attraction for the spouse. Due to these characteristics of workaholics, Barling,
Bluen, and Moss (1990) identified in their study that workaholism is associated with marital dissatisfaction.
Consistent with this finding, Burke (1999b) also reported that workaholics are less satisfied in terms of their
family life.

6.2 Workaholism and work-family conflict

Workaholics differ from non-workaholics regarding the extent to which they experience conflict between
work and family (Taris, Schaufeli, & Verhoeven, 2005b). According to (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985, p. 77),
“work-to-family conflict is a form of inter-role conflict in which the role pressures from the work and family
domains are mutually incompatible in some respect.” Thus, participating in the family role becomes more
difficult for those persons who are more involved in the work role, i.e. the workaholics. This happens because
workaholics devote more time and efforts to work; thus leaving them with small amount of time and efforts to
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devote to their family (Hobfoll, 2002). Accordingly some studies have explored a positive relationship between
workaholism and work— family conflict (e.g., Bonebright, Clay, & Ankenmann, 2000; Taris et al., 2005).

6.3 Workaholism and well-being

Several researches explored an association between workaholism and poor health of workaholic persons. As
workaholic people spend an excessive amount of time on their work and they frequently think about work when
they are not at work, they get few opportunities to recover from their excessive efforts (Shimazu & Schaufeli,
2009). As a result they become emotionally or cognitively exhausted over time (Taris, Schaufeli, & Verhoeven,
2005b). There are evidences that workaholic people suffer in diminished sleep quality (Kubota, Shimazu,
Kawakami, Takahashi, Nakata, & Schaufeli, 2010), and worse psychological health (e.g., Burke, 2000; Schaufeli,
Taris, & Bakker, 2008; Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2009).

As researches have showed that workalism leads to reduced job satisfaction (Bonebright, Clay, &
Ankenmann, 2000; Burke, 2001b, 2008; Burke & Koskal, 2002), increased marital problems (Robinson, Flowers,
& Caroll, 2001), lower family satisfaction (Burke, 1999b), lower relationship satisfaction (Bakker et al., 2009),
and greater work-family conflict (Bakker et al., 2009; Bonebright, Clay, & Ankenmann, 2000; Taris, Schaufeli,
& Verhoeven, 2005b); thus all these can create an additional psychological dilemma on the workaholics. Besides,
workaholism is also associated with individual’s partner’s well-being. It happens because the individual’s
work-family conflict can lead to increased social undermining and higher home demands for the partner, which
in turn results in greater family-work conflict for the partner a well (Shimazu, Demerouti, Bakker, Shimada, &
Kawakami, 2011). Thus the partner’s psychological health is also affected.

6.4 Workaholism and burnout

Maslach (1986) considered workaholism as a root cause of burnout. Workaholics become eventually
exhausted and burned out as they spend too much energy at work, which they cannot counterbalance properly
(Schaufeli, Bakker, van der Heijden, & Prins, 2009). Schaufeli et al. (2009) also posit that intra-role conflicts at
work consume the workaholic’s energy, which may lead to burnout. It can also be ascertained that the
workaholics who face greater work-family conflict may suffer in burnout as they are dissatisfied with their
family or personal life. As a whole, several empirical studies report a positive association between workaholism
and burnout (e.g. Andreassen, Ursin, & Eriksen, 2007; Burke, 2008; Burke, Richardsen, & Mortinussen, 2004;
Schaufeli, Taris, & Bakker, 2008; Taris, Schaufeli, & Verhoeven, 2005b).

6.5 Workaholism and job performance

The relationship between workaholism and job performance is not clear from the previous studies.
According to Schaufeli, Taris, and Bakker (2006), job performance can be split into in-role performance and
extra-role performance. In-role performance can be seen as the work that one is supposed to do as typical job
activities. Whereas, extra-role performance is defined as non-compulsory behaviors that directly promote the
effective functioning of an organization, but do not necessarily directly influence a job incumbent’s productivity.
It is also known as organizational citizenship behavior (Schaufeli, Taris, & Bakker, 2006). Schaufeli et al. found
that workaholics work hard rather than smart. They create difficulties for their co-workers, suffer from
perfectionism. At the same time they are rigid and inflexible and do not like to delegate authority. Thus these
researchers found a weak positive relationship between workaholism, in terms of working excessively and
working compulsively with extra-role performance, but did not find any relationship with in-role performance.
Later on, Shimazu and Schaufeli (2009) measured performance as overall performance and found that
workaholism was weakly negatively related. They also found that only the working compulsively component
was significantly related to performance. A negative relationship between workaholism and job performance was
also suggested by Burke (2001b).
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7. Positive outcomes of workaholism

In contrast of negative consequences, some writers viewed workaholism in positive terms. Workaholism can
be considered as good, because it includes the aspect of work enjoyment, which comes very close to work
engagement in a positive manner (Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002). This type of work
related state of mind can be characterized by dynamism, devotion, and incorporation (Schaufeli, Salanova,
Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002). Engaged employees consider their work as challenging, as they have a sense
of energetic and effective connection with their work instead of stressful and demanding (Bakker, Schaufeli,
Leiter & Taris, 2008). This phenomenon can reduce job burnout and increase job satisfaction and organizational
commitment (Schaufeli, Taris, & Van Rhenen, 2008). Peiperl and Jones (2001, p. 388) also see workaholics as
“hard workers who enjoy and get a lot out of their work.”

Machlowitz (1980) after conducting a qualitative interview and studying on more than 100 workaholics and
concluded that they are satisfied with their lives. Cantarow (1979) emphasized that workaholics seek passionate
involvement and gratification through work. Thus the workaholics can be considered as “hyper-performers”
from an organizational perspective (Korn, Pratt, & Lambrou, 1987). Some organizations thus view workaholism
positively (Erkmen, Cerik, Bozkurt, & Ozarslan, 2010), as workaholics are dedicated employees who are
passionate about and captivated of work, so managers would want to hire, develop and retain them. Workaholic
organizational leaders often view workaholism as a positive attribute, and appreciate, praise, expect and demand
workaholic behavior from their employees (Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2009).

8. Conclusion

Though the term ‘workaholism’ is widely used, a little consensus has been found in terms of definition and
impact of it. Most of the researchers focused their studies by relating workaholism with the relevant outcomes of
workaholism rather than explaining the term workaholism clearly. Thus in future the researchers may take
initiatives to define and explain workaholism in a coherent manner. By understanding the nature of workaholism,
Human Resources Managers or professionals can analyze and control workaholic behavior of employees which
may have an influence on their job performance. Above all, the impact of employees’ workaholic behavior is
important in terms of its relationship with organizational outcomes such as job satisfaction, organizational
commitment, absenteeism tendency, organizational citizenship and productivity. Accordingly, this study intended
to draw managers’ and academicians’ attention to the dynamics and nature of workaholism.
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