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Work-Life Balance in the Public Sector

After decades of attacks on the bureaucracy and recent efforts by political leaders to undermine democracy, public servants are tired, burned out, and questioning the value of public service. This is the first book dedicated to exploring public administration’s knowledge of the work-life balance relationship, offering actionable strategies to create healthier, more compassionate workplaces that enhance individual well-being and organizational performance.

Work-Life Balance in the Public Sector draws on data from a survey focused on work-life balance and burnout administered to city managers working in U.S. cities with populations of 10,000 or more people. It defines key concepts and analyzes case studies, offering evidence-based solutions rooted in the Demand-Control-Support model and the compassionate management model. Readers will gain insights into the causes and consequences of burnout, learn how to foster workplace harmony, and access practical tools to build caring organizations that support employee well-being and democratic governance. This book is designed for public administrators, policymakers, organizational leaders, scholars, and students in public administration, management, and related fields. It is particularly relevant for those seeking to understand and address the challenges of burnout and work-life balance in public sector workplaces.
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1 Introduction to Work-Life Balance and Burnout in the Public Sector

DOI: 10.4324/9781003589891-1


In recent years, the increased threats to public employees have placed significant stress on these workers. During the COVID-19 pandemic, public health officials became a targeted group of an often violent and threatening public (Ward et al., 2022). Additionally, election workers in the U.S. have faced significant public pressure as well as threats of violence (Sullivan, 2024) due to often baseless attacks on election security. After decades of attacks on the bureaucracy and recent efforts by political leaders to undermine democracy and expertise, public servants are tired, burned out, and questioning the value of public service. Simultaneously, the medical community, public health experts, and organizational scholars are building solid cases identifying work-related burnout as a serious health concern. We know that workplace burnout negatively hinders organizational performance (Cropanzano et al., 2003; Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004), decreases workplace happiness (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2016), and harms the health and well-being of employees (Schaufeli & Greenglass, 2001), which has led the World Health Organization to declare burnout as a health syndrome that needs to be addressed (WHO, 2019).

News, popular media, academia, and the public in general recognize burnout’s adverse effects. For instance, in academic scholarship, Moss (2021) published The Burnout Epidemic, in which she presents evidence of burnout across sectors and makes a case for organizational change to help address burnout. Pope-Ruark (2022) has written an excellent book focusing on identifying burnout among faculty and discussing solutions to gain “renewal.” And the formative researcher on burnout, Christine Maslach, recently published a new book on the topic, The Burnout Challenge (Maslach & Leiter, 2022), which covers the scholarly findings and provides updated solutions to the problem.

Numerous podcasts focus solely on burnout (for example, Fried: The Burnout Podcast), and they often include possible solutions, with many not necessarily rooted in scholarly evidence. Additionally, there are copious podcasts focused on work-life balance. For instance, the widely read and cited organizational psychologist Adam Grant’s original podcast was titled 2WorkLife.Daily news stories catalog how individuals throughout the world are struggling with burnout. Before and after the pandemic, workers tell their employers that burnout and work-life balance are top issues of concern (Risher, 2018). Furthermore, concern and curiosity about burnout and work-life balance show up in Google searches of words, which have increased over the past decade, accelerating during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Additionally, college students express that they are burned out and suffering from anxiety and depression. For instance, recent polling showed that 58% of college students reported feeling burned out (June, 2024). Moreover, while recent applied research and surveys have found burnout among public employees to be decreasing, the problem is still one of the most significant issues facing the public sector workplace (Newhouse, 2024). Work-life balance is often the solution given to the problem of employee burnout, but ensuring healthy workplaces is more complex. Maintaining work-life balance or harmony requires consideration of the overall health of the public workplace—in particular, how we address burnout.

However, a search of the major journals in the field of public administration returned few scientific studies examining burnout. Research by Golembiewski and colleagues (1998) is probably the most comprehensive on the topic of burnout, but this work is a few decades old. Other research in the field focuses on relations between management and employees (Marvel, 2017) and employee motivation (Bakker, 2015). The literature on work-life balance in public administration is more developed than studies dedicated solely to burnout. Studies have focused on the importance of governments in Europe supporting work-life balance (Den et al., 2013), sustainable balance in U.S. federal law enforcement (Yu, 2019), promoting work-life balance in the classroom (Hatcher & McDonald, 2022), and work-life balance in the public bureaucracy of other nations (Yang & Islam, 2021). Still, there needs to be a comprehensive volume detailing the relationship between work-life balance or imbalance and burnout. This book seeks to extend public administration’s knowledge of this relationship and serve as a book dedicated to finding harmony in the public workplace.


Goals of the Book

To accomplish this goal and contribute to the scholarly literature and public administration practice, the book defines work-life balance; reviews the literature in multiple fields, such as medicine, public health, management, social work, psychology, education, and political science; and aligns this literature to develop a theory of work-life balance in the public sector. The book collects data from a work-life balance and burnout survey administered to city managers working in U.S. cities with 10,000 or more people. The book also presents case studies of public agencies that promote work-life balance and 3practice the principles of caring organizations. Lastly, the book uses these data to revise the theory of work-life balance for public administration and specify lessons learned to help public administrators create work environments that promote healthy living.

We argue that the book advances public administration scholarship in the following ways:


	1. Constructs a work-life balance theory specific to public administration and the public workplace.

	2. Incorporates in more detail the theory of work-life balance, which has been studied in management and other disciplines, into public administration.

	3. Presents novel primary data on how a key group of public administrators (i.e., city managers/administrators) view work-life balance, burnout, and compassionate organizations.

	4. Details cases of public agencies that promote work-life balance and cases of public agencies that struggle with employee burnout. From this storytelling of burnout and balance, we develop solutions to the problem for the public workplace.

	5. Refines the theory of work-life balance in the public sector that can be used to guide future research, teaching, and practice.





Burnout, Work-Life Balance, and Public Administration

The extensive literature on occupational burnout and attempts to understand work-life balance will be cataloged in Chapter 2. However, for this chapter, we would like to provide operational definitions of occupational burnout and work-life balance to provide a common discussion point throughout the book. First, occupational burnout has been studied significantly from the 1970s onward, with Christine Maslach being the foremost scholar (Maslach et al., 1997). As noted by Edú-Valsania and colleagues (2022), this “operational definition of burnout” by Maslach and Jackson includes it as “a psychological syndrome characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and a reduced sense of professional efficacy” (1981, p. 2). As one of us discussed in a Public Voices essay (Hatcher, 2020), the World Health Organization’s (WHO) definition of burnout is based on Maslach’s operationalization and research. Furthermore, the WHO has labeled burnout an occupational syndrome affecting workers’ health.


Burn-out is a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed. It is characterized by three dimensions: 1) feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; 2) increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or 4cynicism related to one’s job; and 3) reduced professional efficacy. Burn-out refers specifically to phenomena in the occupational context and should not be applied to describe experiences in other areas of life. 

(WHO, 2019)



The three dimensions or features of burnout are energy exhaustion, cynicism about one’s occupation, and a lack of professional efficacy. These features will be relied on throughout the book. Sources as diverse as the Mayo Clinic (n.d.) to Adam Grant (2020) have organized the causes (and, in turn, the solutions) of burnout around three broad areas: unrealistic job demands, a lack of support, and little to no autonomy in work (Carmichael, 2015). Thus, to operationalize occupational burnout for this book, we use the following definition based on this past research: public employees experience chronic workplace stress that is not addressed and leads to exhaustion (Hatcher, 2020, p. 81).

Burnout solutions in these areas are often strategies that fall under the umbrella of work-life balance. The definitions of work-life balance are not as clear-cut as occupational burnout. Numerous definitions for work-life balance have been developed in the literature (Brough et al., 2020). As discussed in Chapter 2, the definitions of work-life balance have transitioned over the years from a focus on work and family to a more extensive focus on work and non-work activities from a standpoint that a balance can be achieved toward a view that balance cannot be achieved but rather a focus on individuals having a “sense of balance” between work and non-work parts of their lives (Brough et al., 2020, p. 5). The performance of organizations declines when managers and leaders do not respect this sense of balance (Beauregard & Henry, 2009). While burnout has a component that can be measured to a certain degree, work-life balance is more subjective. Therefore, to operationalize work-life balance for this book, we use the following subjective definition: public employees having a sense of balance between work and non-work lives express such harmony in the various parts of their lives.

These operational definitions focus on public employees. As stressed, there is an intensive collection of research on burnout in the private sector, and the caring professions, such as social work and medicine, in the public service have developed significant literature on burnout in their fields. There needs to be more work in public administration on burnout, work-life balance, and workplace well-being. The work done in the public sector is from a few decades ago. Based on this research, there appears to be “no simple and consistent differences” between burnout in private firms and public agencies (Golembiewski, 1990, p. 545).

Additionally, “burnout in the U.S. public sector is not appreciably worse than in business,” but there are significant incidents of burnout throughout many areas of the public workplace (Golembiewski et al., 1998, p. 59). However, this assessment is based on research from over 20 years ago before 5the more intensive backlash against public servants over the past few years. And the research is clear that burnout adversely affects individuals in the public workplace, especially public safety professionals and those working in the so-called caring professions of education, social work, and health care (Hatcher, 2020). The lack of clarity causes burnout and the concept of work-life balance in the public workplace.

The research in public administration shows the influence of an agency’s work environment and management policies and practices as increasing burnout among its employees (Gabris & Ihrke, 1996); thus, how public agencies are managed matters in preventing burnout and encouraging work-life balance (Gabris & Ihrke, 1996; Hsieh et al., 2012; Hatcher, 2020). Given the importance of agency decisions and rules, how should public organizations be designed to promote a management concerned about burnout? Hsieh and colleagues (2012) found that public employees with significant levels of emotional labor and attachment to their work are more likely to have higher job satisfaction. However, on the other hand, they are more likely to experience burnout. Given this, a concern for emotional labor and work attachment in the public workplace needs to be a focus of public management.

As noted, the solutions for burnout and work-life balance should focus on employer demand of workers, the autonomy of workers, and support for workers. This model of Demand-Control-Support will be a clear part of this book. However, it also needs to be extended to focus on compassionate strategies against burnout and promoting employee well-being. Eldor demonstrated how “compassionate feelings such as affection, generosity, caring, and tenderness” from managers help public employees balance their workloads and interactions with the public, which often can be stressful (2018, p. 86). It can be asserted, therefore, that such positive effects of compassion management in the public workplace can help fight against burnout.

We argue that there needs to be a comprehensive framework incorporating the concepts of burnout, work-life balance, the Demand-Control-Support model, and the compassionate workplace model. This book builds that knowledge. Since burnout is a problem of fit and relationships between employers and organizations and their employees (Maslach & Leiter, 2022), the book’s theoretical framework needs to incorporate ideas from the Human Relations approach to public administration. This approach is rooted in the arguments of Mary Parker Follett.

Currently, no other book in public affairs addresses the concept of work-life balance and burnout in such a comprehensive manner. As discussed in Chapter 2, this book is framed in the subject area of public administration, but there are many other fields interested in burnout and work-life balance, such as management, psychology, social work, education, etc. We apply the operational definitions of burnout and work-life balance to analyze these concepts in the public sector workplace. We incorporate the demand-control-support and compassionate management models to analyze burnout and work-life 6balance in the public workplace. Additionally, we extend this analysis to further incorporate ideas of work-life well-being to develop the idea of caring and compassionate public organizations.



Administrative Burnout, the Public Workplace, and Democracy

While most of this book will focus on burnout and work-life balance issues for individuals or the micro-level, we will also examine the macro-level effects on public workplaces and the overall health of our public organizations. One of us (Hatcher, 2020) has argued that these macro-level effects are especially worrisome for public workplaces. Burnout is not the product of individual failures but rather issues with how workplaces are designed and managed (Maslach & Leiter, 2022). This can be seen in how often the number one cause of burnout is due to organizations giving workers unreasonable workloads (Newhouse, 2024). Given that the causes of burnout are often macro, it can be assumed that the negative effects will also have widespread consequences on public organizations beyond negative individual-level effects.

For example, if public workers are burned out, then the work and performance of their overall public organizations suffer. When burned out, public servants become cynical about their work, making them less likely to treat the individuals served fairly, effectively, and humanely. Having burnout spread throughout public agencies will adversely affect public services and the government’s effectiveness at solving public problems, leading to what can be termed administrative burnout (Hatcher, 2020).

Such macro-level burnout tests the public’s trust in government. In a nation like the U.S., where public trust is already low, this damages democratic governance even further. A nation with burned-out public employees will have burned-out public agencies, making it difficult for the government to serve its citizens through democratic processes and produce results that help build public trust. Thus, given this concern regarding administrative burnout, the bottom-up effects of burnout and public workforce well-being will be considered throughout this book.



Theoretical Frameworks and Methods

The book combines literature on the problem of burnout and theoretical frameworks to help understand and address the problem, such as the Demand-Control-Support model, the compassionate management model, and other relevant theories. We plan to use these theories as antecedents to construct a broader theoretical framework of work-life balance in the public sector workplace. Chapter 2 details these antecedents and the research in the literature throughout the social sciences, paying particular attention to what the findings 7mean for public administration scholarship. Right now, though, given the broad nature of these theories on the workplace, we will often not be testing individual hypotheses in this book. Instead, we will attempt to build a theoretical description and explanation of public sector burnout and work-life balance in the public workplace. We will utilize some standard scales in the literature on burnout (i.e., the Burnout Assessment Tool), work-life balance and well-being, and compassion at work.

We examine these theoretical frameworks by surveying chief administrative officers for municipalities (city managers, city administrators, etc.) in the U.S. These officials are key public administrators who engage in extensive governing work at the local level and are found throughout the nation. Next, we examine the features of the book’s theoretical frameworks related to public workforce well-being by conducting case studies of public agencies focused on burnout, work-life balance, and compassionate management. The methods used in these chapters include standard survey practices, descriptive analyses, crosstab analyses, factor analysis to identify meaningful groupings, content analysis to describe themes found in open-ended comments and documents, and other regularly used tools in the field of public administration.



Outline of the Book

The book is divided into the following chapters. This chapter introduces the reader to the book’s central thesis and frames the concepts of burnout and work-life balance and their importance to public administration theory and practice.

Chapter 2 presents a literature review of scholarly works that have examined burnout and work-life balance. The review defines concepts by examining literature from medicine, public health, management, social work, psychology, education, and other fields. The chapter traces the history of the concepts, focuses on the value of work-life balance, and recognizes potential vices related to an imbalance. The culmination of this review will be a definition of work-life balance and expand the need for public administration to focus on the quality of the public workplace.

Chapter 3 builds on the studies discussed in Chapter 2 to develop a theory of work-life balance in the public sector. From this theory, we develop research assumptions and hypotheses that can be tested in this book and future research. The theory will focus on balance and caring in the public workplace.

Chapter 4 contributes to the field’s literature by collecting primary data on work-life balance and burnout in the public sector. The chapter examines work-life balance in public administration practice by surveying city managers/administrators in the U.S. The chapter details the results of a survey administered by email to the chief administrative officers in U.S. cities with 8populations greater than 10,000 people. The chief administrative officers of approximately 2,500 nationwide cities will receive the survey. The survey will be one of the few nationwide attempts to gather information on how public managers—in this case, city managers and administrators—view and practice work-life balance in their organizations. The survey instrument will ask the public managers to define work-life balance. They will be administered a variation of the Burnout Assessment Tool, the standard instrument of burnout used in scholarship and practice, and an inventory on work-life balance. Data on how public managers practice work-life balance and build workplace harmony in their organizations will be collected. The survey will consist of open-ended questions, also to gather rich qualitative data on how public managers view burnout, work-life balance, and other issues affecting harmony in the public workplace. To analyze potential statistical differences, the instrument will include control questions to collect data regarding the socioeconomic characteristics of the cities and the participating public managers, the educational backgrounds of the public managers, and the demographics of the public managers. The survey data will be analyzed using descriptive statistics, content analysis of open-ended questions, crosstabs, factor analysis, and other appropriate tools.

Chapter 5 will identify and analyze cases of work-life balance in the public sector. The cases will include examples of organizations that are succeeding in work-life balance. We will also analyze cases where organizations have struggled to ensure work-life balance. The cases will include public agencies at the local, state, and federal levels in the U.S. and in other democracies. The storytelling from these cases will be used to build possible solutions for burnout and to help promote balance.

Lastly, the final chapter in the book will refine the theory of work-life balance in the public workplace and focus on lessons learned for future scholarship. Additionally, the chapter will detail management policies and practices that public administrators can implement to encourage caring organizations and workplace harmony.



Key Terms

This chapter has introduced some of the book’s key topics and research areas. To ensure everyone is on the same page, we would like to provide clear definitions for the book’s main topics, concepts, and models.

Burnout. As noted, this book defines burnout as public employees experiencing chronic workplace stress that is not addressed and leads to exhaustion (Hatcher, 2020, p. 81). This chronic stress is often due to mismatches of work relationships between the employee and their organization and its leadership (Maslach & Leiter, 2022). The chronic stress will lead to cynicism regarding work, physical and mental exhaustion, and a lack of personal efficacy at work. 9Research shows that balancing demand, control, and support in organizations can help address burnout.

Work-life balance. This book defines work-life balance as public employees’ feeling of balance between work and non-work life expressed in their assessment of how they are able to balance parts of their lives.

Public workplace. The public workplace is defined as employees’ work environment in public agencies and nonprofit organizations. The public workplace often falls under the umbrella of scholarly areas of public administration and public personnel management.

Administrative burnout.
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