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Introduction: Burnout complaints are high for Dutch police officers. According to Hobfoll’s Conservation of Resources theory, resources such as coping self-efficacy can play an important role in the burnout process. The aim of this study was to investigate the buffering effect of coping self-efficacy on burnout, as well as a possible depletion effect of burnout on coping self-efficacy.

Methods: As such, this research consists of two studies namely, a two-wave study (N = 166) and three-wave study (N = 95) on Dutch police officers. They expand on previous research regarding coping resources and police burnout.

Results: Both studies show that the chronic stressor, work scheduling, was positively associated with burnout. Also, coping self-efficacy weakened the effect of work scheduling (Study 1) and workload (Study 2) on burnout. Moreover, there was a direct negative relationship between burnout and coping self-efficacy.

Discussion: The results indicate that burnout can lead to lower coping resources, initiating a potential cycle of resource loss and burnout. Further investigation into this depletion effect is required to provide police officers and organisations with tools to prevent burnout.
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Introduction

Police officers (POs) continuously encounter stressful situations, which may put their own lives at risk. Police work is considered a high-risk profession consisting of ongoing chronic work demands, which have been found to impact POs wellbeing. This can have cascading effects for individuals, the police organisation, and society at large. For example, chronic stressors negatively impact health outcomes such as burnout (Folkman et al., 1986; Bakker and Heuven, 2006; Burns et al., 2016; Queirós et al., 2020) and cardiovascular disease (Lepore et al., 1997; Goldstein and Kopin, 2007). Furthermore, ongoing demands can negatively influence motivation, engagement, and job performance and subsequently lead to increased (long-term) absenteeism and turnover intentions amongst POs (Anshel, 2000; Kop and Euwema, 2001; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Demerouti and Bakker, 2011). Additionally, POs can show increased aggressive reactivity (e.g., brutality) or indifference towards civilians (Abdollahi, 2002; Queirós et al., 2013; NOS, 2019), leading to poor police-community relations.

According to Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, resources reduce the impact of stressors (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll et al., 2018). Research has shown that resources have a buffering effect on the relationship between demands and wellbeing (e.g., adopting the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Demerouti and Bakker, 2011). However, prolonged or repeated exposure to stressors can have negative effects on individuals’ coping resources and initiate a resource depletion process (Hobfoll, 1989; Westman et al., 2004). For example, burnout can affect an individual’s self-efficacy to cope with stressors (Llorens-Gumbau and Salanova-Soria, 2014), which in turn impedes effective coping in the future resulting in more burnout-related complaints. A possible explanation is that self-efficacy buffers the effects of demands on burnout. Although the relationship between chronic stressors and wellbeing have been extensively studied (e.g., Eckenrode, 1984; Lee and Ashforth, 1996; Igic et al., 2017; Keller et al., 2020), research on the long-term negative effects of stressors on coping resources and depletion processes is scarce, especially in police contexts.

The aim of this study is to investigate the complex role of coping self-efficacy in a context where chronic stress is prevalent (i.e., the police force) using COR theory as our theoretical framework. This study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, our goal is to study the process of resource depletion in addition to resources’ potential buffering effect. Relationships between chronic stressors and wellbeing have been extensively researched (e.g., Eckenrode, 1984; Lee and Ashforth, 1996; Igic et al., 2017; Keller et al., 2020), as well as the buffering role of self-efficacy (Bandura, 2001; Llorens et al., 2007; Lan et al., 2020; Zeng et al., 2020). Also, resources and self-efficacy have been studied in terms of gain cycles (Llorens et al., 2007), thereby confirming COR theory’s tenet that individuals strive to gain resources (Hobfoll, 1989). However, research on the long-term negative effects of stress on coping resources and a potential depletion process is scarce. Since coping self-efficacy plays a key role in preventing or reducing stress, it is crucial to investigate a possible depletion of this resource.

Second, although many studies investigated generalised self-efficacy, this study focuses on coping self-efficacy (CSE) as a relevant personal resource. CSE relates to individuals’ beliefs about their ability to cope with stressful situations (Delahaij and Van Dam, 2017) and includes beliefs on stress resilience and stress recovery. Although theoretical models such as Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory and Lazarus’ (1991) Appraisal theory emphasise the importance of individuals’ CSE for their affective responses and wellbeing, this CSE construct has been underresearched within the work context. Given our dynamic 24/7 economy, technological developments and high work demands, CSE is an important personal resource for all employees, and for high-risk professionals, such as the police. Therefore, gaining more insights into the dynamics of CSE and burnout symptoms is not only of theoretical interest, but also holds practical value. Especially since the police in Netherlands consists of over 50,500 operational employees (at the end of 2020; Politie, 2021).

Finally, to test the research model, our study has a longitudinal approach using both a two-wave and a three-wave design. Research in the police context has predominantly used a cross-sectional design (Violanti et al., 2017), which excludes causal interpretations of the studied associations. A longitudinal approach is more suitable when studying the temporal processes of (chronic) stress and burnout, and the long-term adverse effects on coping resources. Longitudinal study designs can help determine causality, which is fundamental in depletion processes. This study aims to fill this gap in the stress literature, by incorporating multiple relevant stressors, CSE, and burnout for POs in two study designs. To validate the research model, it was tested on two independent samples.


Conservation of resources

Coping resources are any physical, psychological, social, or organisational factors that help an individual cope with stressors (derived from job resources definition; Demerouti and Bakker, 2011) and play a key role in the stressor-strain relationship. Hobfoll’s (1989) COR theory states that individuals try to retain, protect, and build resources and a (potential) loss of these resources threatens them. Although successful resource gain can lead to positive wellbeing, a lack of resource gain or (potentially) losing resources due to (environmental) stressors can cause psychological stress (Hobfoll, 1989; Westman et al., 2004). Ongoing psychological stress can result in burnout and add to the wear and tear of coping resources, initiating a resource depletion process (Westman et al., 2004; Hobfoll et al., 2018). In short, using resources will reduce the impact of demands and in turn prevent or reduce stress. However, ineffective coping and ongoing distress can deplete these resources causing a loss cycle during stressful circumstances (Hobfoll, 1989). Hence, exposure to continuing (i.e., chronic) stressors might be especially detrimental to the resources over time. Ultimately, we wish to investigate whether a loss cycle of resources exists, and if so, whether we can prevent the onset of such a cycle. Therefore, we will examine the effects of chronic stressors on burnout (H1), the buffering effect of resources on this relationship (H2), and the depleting effect of burnout on resources (H3).



Effects of chronic stressors on burnout

Continuous psychological distress can lead to burnout and can wear down coping resources. Burnout is defined as a slow-developing, long-term, work-related condition and is primarily characterised by exhaustion, dysregulation of emotional and cognitive processes, and mental distancing (i.e., depersonalization or cynicism; Schaufeli et al., 2019). Burnout is a result of an imbalance between high demands and insufficient resources (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014), that is, when chronic stressors exceed the ability to cope with these stressors effectively.

Chronic stressors are long-term, ongoing stressors that people encounter daily, and have a high chance of recurrence (Eckenrode, 1984; Lepore et al., 1997; Day and Livingstone, 2001). Examples of chronic stressors that generally occur in POs’ work environment (Kamphuis et al., 2014) and have been linked to burnout symptoms include: high workload, work scheduling (including irregular work and task division), and interruptions (e.g., Demerouti et al., 2004; Peterson et al., 2019; Puranik et al., 2020). Workload refers to the work and task demands placed on an individual (Van den Broeck et al., 2010) and is generally associated with a risk of impaired wellbeing and decrements in performance and willingness to perform (Meijman and Mulder, 1998). Previous studies indicate that Dutch POs face high workload, which has resulted in high sickness absence rates (Huijs et al., 2014; Hooftman et al., 2018). Many studies have shown a strong relationship between workload and burnout symptoms (Lee and Ashforth, 1996;Demerouti et al., 2004; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). For instance, workload is positively associated with emotional exhaustion (Demerouti et al., 2004; Van den Broeck et al., 2010) and cynicism (Taris et al., 2017).

The police are on standby 24/7, which makes shift work and irregular working hours unavoidable. Work scheduling refers to circumstances, such as top-down scheduling decisions concerning the planning of working hours, including shift work, irregular working hours, and unfair task divisions. Shift work, irregular working hours, and sudden changes in POs’ schedules are inherent to police work and are associated with increased stress (Ma et al., 2015), work dissatisfaction and sleep complaints (Gerber et al., 2010), reduced stress resilience (Violanti et al., 2017), and burnout (Peterson et al., 2019).

Additionally, the work of POs is characterised by interruptions and shifting focus, largely due to variation and timing of police reports and PO duties. A work interruption can be defined as a suspension of behavioural performance, attentional focus, or both from an ongoing work task (Puranik et al., 2020). Interruptions can hinder attentional processes, impede goal progress, trigger affective reactions, and deplete resources (Lin et al., 2013; Beck et al., 2017). This can result in cognitive dysregulation as attentional resources are diverted from the ongoing task (Puranik et al., 2020). Also, impeded goal progress due to disturbances is associated with frustration, low levels of enthusiasm and commitment (Beck et al., 2017), thereby increasing the risk of burnout symptoms.

The aforementioned chronic stressors are common for police work: like acute stressors, such as physical threats and emotional demands, chronic stressors are part of police work. These demands constantly tap into coping resources and could therefore initiate resource loss over time. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:


Hypothesis 1: Workload (H1a), work scheduling (H1b), and interruptions (H1c) positively relate to burnout.
 



The dual role of coping self-efficacy

Coping self-efficacy is an important resource for coping with stress. CSE is an individual resource defined as an individual’s belief in their ability to effectively cope with specific stressful situations, which strongly influences their appraisal of a stressor (Delahaij and Van Dam, 2017). People with high levels of CSE perceive situations as less threatening and more challenging, because they consider the situation to be more controllable (Folkman and Lazarus, 1985; Delahaij et al., 2011). Moreover, studies have shown that high CSE individuals adopt more effective strategies to cope with stress (Bandura, 2001; Benight and Harper, 2002; Delahaij et al., 2011; Delahaij and Van Dam, 2017), which in turn leads to less strain and exhaustion. For example, Delahaij et al. (2011) found that individuals with high CSE are more likely to show task-focused behaviour (vs. emotion-focused behaviour), turning a dangerous situation into a more benign situation. This could reduce the strain placed on individuals. On the other hand, individuals with a low sense of self-efficacy are more likely to experience taxing work situations as stressful (Bandura, 1997). Indeed, CSE is an important predictor of distress and job satisfaction (Anshel, 2000; Benight and Bandura, 2004; Stetz et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2013). Thus, CSE has been established as a resource that buffers the stressor-strain relationship. This is also in line with research into the JD-R model, which states that resources act as a buffer in the health impairment process (Schaufeli et al., 2009; Demerouti and Bakker, 2011). To investigate the buffering effect of CSE for the previously specified chronic stressors, the following hypothesis is proposed:


Hypothesis 2: Coping self-efficacy moderates the positive relationships between chronic stressors and burnout. Specifically, the relationship between chronic stressors and burnout is weaker when coping self-efficacy is high (vs. low).
 

The tenets of COR theory propose mechanisms besides the traditional hypothesis of the buffering effects of resources on outcomes. COR theory helps explain both gain and loss cycles of resources (Westman et al., 2004). Those who have sufficient resources are able to build or gain resources more easily by investing their resources. Conversely, individuals who have a lack of resources are vulnerable to additional loss. This study focuses on the depletion element of the latter. We propose that CSE plays a key role in coping with stress through a potential depletion process (Bandura, 2001; Llorens et al., 2007). CSE is an efficacy belief that can degrade as a result of ongoing stress in combination with ineffective coping. According to Bandura (1997), efficacy beliefs can be enhanced through mastery experiences. However, a lack of mastery can also degrade these beliefs. This will lead to further negative appraisal of their ability to cope with stress and in turn increase the impact of organisational stressors on an individual’s physical and emotional health.

Thus, the constant adjustments to chronic stressors can lead to wear and tear of coping resources, which may result in a loss spiral (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Efficacy beliefs (i.e., personal resource) develop from several sources, such as affective states and earlier coping experiences (Bandura, 2001; Benight and Bandura, 2004). For example, negative experiences in dealing with work scheduling (i.e., ineffective coping) can cause negative emotions to predominate, which leads to dissatisfaction, sleep complaints (Gerber et al., 2010), and burnout (Peterson et al., 2019). In turn, individuals can feel less confident in coping with similar situations in the future (i.e., reduced efficacy beliefs) due to the negative associations with this stressor. As a result of these reduced personal resources, individuals may show less proactive behaviour in preventing burnout (Otto et al., 2021). Work obstacles can lead to exhaustion of resources over time due to overtaxing (Llorens-Gumbau and Salanova-Soria, 2014). Overtaxing depletes energy and leads to burnout and negative affective states, which in turn causes a reduction in self-efficacy (Llorens-Gumbau and Salanova-Soria, 2014). To summarise, CSE has a moderating effect on the stressor-strain relationship and can be depleted as an outcome of the coping process. Since CSE is crucial for managing stress and facilitating coping processes, it is critical to investigate this dual role. To investigate the second role of CSE (i.e., as an outcome of the stress process), the following hypothesis is proposed:


Hypothesis 3: Burnout has a negative relationship with coping self-efficacy.
 



Aim of the studies

The aim of this study is to investigate the complex role of CSE in the stress process, by focusing on both a buffering effect and a resource depletion process. The proposed hypotheses (i.e., H1, H2, and H3) were tested in two independent samples, using a two-wave design (Study 1) and a three-wave design (Study 2). Multiple-wave designs were used to investigate the long-term effect of chronic stressors, CSE, and burnout symptoms on future CSE. Study 2, taking into account an even longer period of time (i.e., three consecutive years), was performed to validate the results of Study 1 and our research model.




Study 1


Materials and methods


Participants and procedure

Study 1 was designed to use a two-wave online questionnaire, which was administered at a police district in a large city in Netherlands. Two samples were collected at separate time intervals and were combined into one dataset. For the first sample, Time 1 was in May 2019 and Time 2 was in March 2020. For the second sample, Time 1 was in March 2020 and Time 2 was in March 2021. This study was approved by TNO’s internal ethical committee (registration number: 2018-075): Research participants were treated in accordance with the ethical guidelines set out by the American Psychological Association (2017). Pseudonyms were used to track participants over time. Participants received information on the questionnaire’s process and goals, anonymity, and confidentiality. Subsequently, participants gave their informed consent by actively ticking a box to begin the questionnaire.

In May 2019, POs were approached through flyers and human resources. Participants registered through a designated email address. In March 2020 and March 2021, the POs were approached directly through email. Several reminders were sent to increase the response rate. Only participants who completed two consecutive waves were included in this study, resulting in a sample of 166 participants (Nsample 1 = 43, Nsample 2 = 123). Majority of the POs were over 30 years old (45% between 30 and 45; 40% older than 45 years). Most had received vocational education (49%; 18% higher education; 31% high school). Gender was not registered to reduce traceability to individuals within their teams.



Measures

Unless indicated otherwise, a five-point scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always) was used. Workload was measured with three items of the Police Resilience Monitor (PRM), a measure for POs that was developed based on literature study, interviews, focus groups, and validated and published scales (Kamphuis et al., 2014).1 An example item for workload is “It happens that I am unable to finish my work.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74 (T1) and 0.74 (T2).

Work scheduling was measured with five items of the PRM (Kamphuis et al., 2014). The items are related to scheduling, irregular working hours, and fairness of task division. An example item is “Indicate to what extent you have experienced stress during the past 12 months due to the way scheduling takes place.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.75 (T1) and 0.70 (T2).

Interruptions was measured with two items from the PRM (Kamphuis et al., 2014). An example item is “Indicate to what extent you have experienced stress during the past months due to being interrupted by others during my work.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.79 (T1) and 0.73 (T2).

Burnout was measured with 10 items: Five items from the National Working Conditions Survey (NEA), which is based on the Utrecht Burnout Scale (Hooftman et al., 2018) for emotional exhaustion, and five items from the Utrecht Burnout Scale for Contact Professions (UBOS-C; Schaufeli and Van Dierendonck, 1995) for depersonalization. Answers were rated on a seven-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (every day). Example statements are “I feel completely exhausted because of my work” and “I do not really care about what happens to some people.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.87 (T1) and 0.82 (T2).

According to Bandura (1997), generalised efficacy measures are weak predictors of person-and situation-specific behaviour and outcomes, in contrast to tailored efficacy measures. Since the focus of this study was to identify outcomes of chronic stressors, we measured coping self-efficacy. CSE was measured with 10 items from the PRM (Kamphuis et al., 2014). The items are related to stress resiliency, stress recovery, and trust in oneself. An example item is “I trust my own skills as a police officer.” Cronbach’s alpha was 0.87 (T1) and 0.89 (T2).

Demographic variables (age and education) were measured categorically to limit the possibility of traceability to individuals within the district. For age, the answer options were younger than 30, between and including 30 and 45, older than 45, and do not wish to disclose. For education, answer options were based on the Dutch education system; high school (i.e., VMBO, HAVO, and VWO); vocational education (i.e., MBO); higher education (i.e., HBO and WO); and do not wish to disclose.



Statistical analysis

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was conducted to examine measurement models of our research variables. The fit indices of the model, in which each variable in the research model was represented by a separate latent factor (i.e., workload, work scheduling, interruptions, CSE, and burnout), indicated a good fit (χ2(384) = 539.64, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.05). The hypotheses were tested with a bootstrapping analysis (Preacher et al., 2007) using Hayes’ Process 3.4.1 macro (model 7, moderated mediation) with 5.000 resamples (Hayes, 2018). Model 7 is a moderated mediation model in which the moderator only moderates the relationship between the independent variable and the mediator. Process’ model 7 allows all hypotheses to be tested in one model. CSE T2 was the dependent variable, stressors T1 were the main predictors, CSE T1 was the moderator, and burnout T1 was the mediating variable. Separate analyses were conducted for each predictor and the other stressors were included as covariates to ensure all interaction variables were analysed. The analyses were repeated with burnout T2 as the mediating variable to confirm the long-term effects of stressors and CSE on burnout. The analyses were performed in SPSS 25.




Results

The means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, and bivariate correlations (including test–retest correlations) of the scales at T1 and T2 are presented in Table 1. Moderate to strong internal consistencies were found for the scales in this study (0.70–0.89). Correlations between the chronic stressors workload, work scheduling, and interruptions are moderate to large (Haslam and McGarty, 2003). As expected, burnout was significantly correlated to the stressors (positive) and CSE (negative) at both timepoints.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics Study 1 (scale, mean, standard deviation, Cronbach’s alpha, and Pearson correlations).
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The direct paths and moderation results (separate analysis per stressor and its interaction with CSE) are combined in Figure 1. Hypothesis 1, which stated that chronic stressors positively relate to burnout, was partially supported. The results showed that the overall model predicting burnout at T1 was significant (R2 = 0.36, F(5, 160) = 18.29, p < 0.001). Burnout at T1 is significantly predicted by work scheduling T1 (b = 0.32, t(160) = 4.09, p < 0.001; H1b). Workload (H1a) and interruptions at T1 (H1c) did not predict burnout at T1 (Figure 1; b = 0.07, t(160) = 0.75, p = 0.456; b = 0.12, t(160) = 1.74, p = 0.084). The same model was re-tested with burnout at T2 as mediator to examine the long-term effects of stressors on burnout. The results were similar; the overall model predicting burnout at T2 was significant (R2 = 0.18, F(5, 160) = 7.26, p < 0.001). Burnout at T2 was significantly predicted by work scheduling T1 (b = 0.19, t(156) = 2.55, p = 0.012; H1b). Workload (H1a) and interruptions (H1c) T1 do not predict burnout at T2 (b = 0.07, t(160) = 0.80, p = 0.426; b = 0.08, t(160) = 1.22, p = 0.226).
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FIGURE 1
 Final model. Direct path coefficients (unstandardised b) and moderations are presented with SE in parentheses. N = 166, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2. Results from three separate analyses (per stressor and its interaction with coping self-efficacy) were combined into this model.


Hypothesis 2, which stated that CSE moderates the positive relationship between stressors and burnout, was partially supported. The results showed that for burnout at T1, the interaction between work scheduling and CSE was significant (ΔR2 = 0.02, b = −0.28, p = 0.029). Post hoc tests of the simple slopes were conducted for the significant interaction (Figure 2). The effect of work scheduling on burnout at low (−1SD; b = 0.44, p < 0.001) and high levels (+1SD; b = 0.20, p = 0.038) of CSE indicated that the harmful effect of this stressor was weakened amongst POs with high levels of CSE. No significant interaction effect was found for CSE with workload or with interruptions.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Moderating effect of coping self-efficacy on the relationship between work scheduling and burnout. All predictors in this figure are centred and standardised and measured at T1. Predictor levels: Low = 1 SD below the mean, High = 1 SD above the mean.


Hypothesis 3, which stated that burnout negatively relates to CSE, was supported. The overall model that predicted CSE at T2 is significant (R2 = 0.08, F(4, 161) = 3.68, p = 0.007). CSE at T2 was significantly predicted by burnout T1 (Figure 1; b = −0.13, t(161) = −2.89, p = 0.004). Conclusively, in support of Hypothesis 3, we found that burnout negatively affected CSE over time. Furthermore, there was a significant direct effect of CSE on burnout. CSE at T1 significantly predicted burnout T1 (Figure 1; b = −0.52, t(160) = −4.01, p < 0.001). The repeated analysis with burnout at T2 as a mediator showed similar results. CSE at T1 negatively predicted burnout T2 (b = −0.26, t(160) = −2.09, p = 0.038), implying a long-term negative effect of CSE on burnout.



Conclusion

Hypotheses 1 and 2 were partially supported by the results of the moderated mediation analyses and Hypothesis 3 was fully supported. We conclude that work scheduling has an adverse effect on POs’ burnout complaints (i.e., high work scheduling increases burnout symptoms), but that this effect can be buffered by CSE. Moreover, burnout has long-term negative effects on CSE and CSE has negative effects on burnout, initiating a potential resource loss cycle.

A possible limitation of this study is that only two waves of data were investigated, which may undermine the value of our conclusions for long-term processes. Moreover, the model was not fully supported in that workload and interruptions did not significantly relate to burnout. Study 2 was performed to validate the results and our research model. Similar analyses were performed in an independent sample of participants who completed three consecutive waves. Thereby, we adhered to the chronic nature of burnout and depletion processes.




Study 2


Materials and methods


Participants and procedure

For Study 2, a three-wave online questionnaire was administered at the police district in a large city in Netherlands. Data collection took place in May 2019 (T1), March 2020 (T2), and March 2021 (T3). The times and procedures were identical to Study 1.

Only participants who completed three consecutive waves were included in this study, resulting in a sample of 95 participants. The majority of the POs in the sample were over 30 years old (49% between 30 and 45; 45% older than 45 years). Most had received vocational education (44%, 29% higher education; 27% high school). Gender was not registered to reduce traceability to individuals within their teams.



Measures

The measures at T1, T2, and T3 were identical to the measures in Study 1. The results of the reliability analyses of all measures are presented in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics Study 2 (scale, mean, standard deviation, Cronbach’s alpha, and Pearson correlations).
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Statistical analysis

The hypotheses were tested with a bootstrapping analysis (Preacher et al., 2007) using Hayes’ Process 3.4.1 macro (model 7, moderated mediation) with 5.000 resamples (Hayes, 2018). Model 7 is a moderated mediation model in which the moderator only moderates the relationship between the independent variable and the mediator. CSE T3 was the dependent variable, stressors T1 were the main predictors, CSE T1 was the moderator, and burnout T2 was the mediating variable (given H3 – the long-term depletion regarding CSE). Separate analyses were conducted for each predictor, whilst the other stressors were included as covariates, to ensure all interaction variables were analysed. All analyses were performed in SPSS 25.




Results

The means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, and bivariate correlations of the scales at all three timepoints are presented in Table 2. Internal consistencies for the stressors varied from weak to moderate over the three timepoints (0.58–0.76). Strong internal consistencies were found for CSE and burnout (0.85–0.92). Correlations between the chronic stressors workload, work scheduling, and interruptions were low to moderate (Haslam and McGarty, 2003). Burnout showed significant positive correlations with the stressors (excl. workload) and significant negative correlations with CSE at all timepoints.

The direct paths and moderation results (separate analysis per stressor and its interaction with CSE) are combined in Figure 3. Hypothesis 1,which stated that chronic stressors positively relate to burnout, was partially supported. The results showed that the overall model that predicted burnout at T2 was significant (R2 = 0.25, F(5, 89) = 5.93, p < 0.001). Burnout at T2 was significantly predicted by work scheduling at T1 (b = 0.36, t(89) = 2.37, p = 0.020; H1b). Workload (H1a) and interruptions at T1 (H1c) did not predict burnout at T2 (Figure 3; b = 0.01, t(89) = 0.08, p = 0.937; b = 0.18, t(89) = 1.56, p = 0.123).
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FIGURE 3
 Final model. Direct path coefficients (unstandardised b) and moderations are presented with SE in parentheses. N = 95, *p < 0.05, T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2, and T3 = Time 3. Results from three separate analyses (per stressor and its interaction with coping self-efficacy) were combined into this model.


Hypothesis 2, which stated that CSE moderates the positive relationship between stressors and burnout, was partially supported. Results showed that for burnout at T2, the interaction between workload and CSE was significant (ΔR2 = 0.04, b = −0.61, p = 0.028). Post hoc tests of the simple slopes were conducted for the significant interaction (Figure 4). The effect of workload on burnout at low (−1SD; b = 0.27, p = 0.195) and high levels (+1SD; b = −0.24, p = 0.195) of CSE indicated that the harmful effect of this stressor was weakened amongst POs with high levels of CSE. No significant interaction effect was found for CSE with work scheduling or with interruptions.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Moderating effect of coping self-efficacy T1 on the relationship between workload T1 and burnout T2. All predictor variables in this figure are centred and standardised. Predictor levels: Low = 1 SD below the mean, High = 1 SD above the mean.


Hypothesis 3, which stated that burnout negatively relates to CSE, was supported. Although the overall model that predicted CSE at T3 is non-significant (R2 = 0.09, F(4, 90) = 2.24, p = 0.071), CSE at T3 is significantly predicted by burnout at T2 (Figure 3; b = −0.12, t(90) = −2.22, p = 0.029). Conclusively, in support of Hypothesis 3, we found that burnout negatively affected CSE over time. The non-significance of the overall model seemed to contradict our conclusion. However, Hypothesis 3 only concerned the direct effect of burnout on CSE and is thus supported. Furthermore, there was a significant direct effect of CSE on burnout. CSE at T1 significantly predicted burnout at T2 (Figure 3; b = −0.46, t(89) = −2.25, p = 0.027), implying a negative effect of CSE on burnout.



Conclusion

The results of Study 2 resemble the results of Study 1. Hypotheses 1 and 2 were partially supported and Hypothesis 3 was fully supported. With Study 2 we confirmed our results from Study 1. That is, CSE buffers the effects of a chronic stressor (i.e., work scheduling, Study 1; workload, Study 2) on burnout and burnout has long-term negative effects on CSE, confirming the depletion hypothesis. However, in Study 2 as well, the model was not fully supported in that workload and interruptions did not significantly relate to burnout. Furthermore, the overall model predicting CSE was not significant.




Discussion

The aim of this study is to investigate the complex role of CSE as personal coping resource in the chronic stress process. Based on COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989), two studies, one with a two-wave and the second with a three-wave questionnaire design, were used to investigate the role of CSE as a moderator in the long-term stressor-strain relationship (H2) and as an outcome of burnout (H3). In support of the moderation hypothesis, the findings from Study 1 indicated that work scheduling increases burnout symptoms and that CSE weakens this effect. In Study 2, CSE weakened the effect of another chronic stressor (workload) on burnout. Furthermore, in support of the depletion hypothesis, the results showed that burnout has a direct negative effect on CSE at later timepoints, and CSE has a direct negative effect on burnout symptoms. Together, this implies that CSE is important in reducing the risk of burnout, and that burnout is a risk factor for future coping.

The findings on direct effects of chronic stressors on burnout are partially consistent with the literature (Ma et al., 2015; Peterson et al., 2019). Participants who experienced high work scheduling demands also experienced more burnout symptoms. Although other studies have found positive associations between burnout and workload (Demerouti et al., 2004; Van den Broeck et al., 2010; Taris et al., 2017) and interruptions (Lin et al., 2013; Beck et al., 2017), our findings do not support this claim. The moderate to strong correlations amongst the stressors in our studies and possibly the shifted interaction suggest that workload and interruptions contribute to the overall level of organisational demands. It seems that the effects of workload and interruptions on burnout are statistically suppressed when work scheduling is included as a predictor in the same model.

Furthermore, the findings support earlier research on efficacy beliefs and coping resources (Delahaij and Van Dam, 2017). POs who have higher CSE experienced less burnout complaints when work scheduling was high. This provides support for the COR theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018), which states that resources can buffer the health impairment process, especially when demands are high.

Moreover, in line with the depletion hypothesis with CSE as outcome, CSE was lower for POs who experienced higher burnout complaints at earlier timepoints. Altogether, the results imply that if CSE is reduced as a result of increased burnout symptoms, it cannot be invested in buffering the effects of stressors on burnout in the future, which initiates a depletion process of this resource. Results are similar to the findings of a recent study (Otto et al., 2021) which found that personal resources (i.e., self-efficacy and optimism) have a negative reciprocal relationship with burnout. That is, personal resources negatively predicted burnout and burnout negatively predicted personal resources. Our results also corroborate Llorens-Gumbau and Salanova-Soria’s (2014) findings of a loss cycle of self-efficacy through negative affective states. Our findings showed that when CSE is low, individuals are at increased risk of burnout and subsequently at risk of further CSE depletion. Fostering CSE could thus prevent future loss of resources and possibly the onset of a loss cycle, which conforms to COR theory where resources are actively pursued to maintain and increase wellbeing (Hobfoll, 1989; Llorens et al., 2007; Hobfoll et al., 2018).


Limitations

Some limitations of these studies should be addressed. First, the samples in both studies were relatively small, which may have limited statistical power. Only participants who completed two (Study 1) or three (Study 2) consecutive waves were included for analyses. The generalizability of the effects was also limited due to the sample size. Moreover, the research sample consisted mainly of (psychologically) healthy adults who showed limited signs of burnout. Reproduction of the studies in other police districts, and also amongst burned out populations, could validate the results and increase their generalizability.

Second, although the scales were validated, the studies made use of self-report measures. The aggregated (anonymized) data was reported to team leaders to stimulate communication amongst team members. Although confidentiality was emphasised, participants’ fear of assessment could have resulted in socially desirable answers. However, this bias is perhaps limited because participants were informed about the possible future improvements in the organisation based on the aggregated results.

Third, the use of a two-wave sample for longitudinal mediation analyses can be considered controversial because the relation of the independent variable to the mediator or the relation of the mediator to the dependent variable is cross-sectional (Mac Kinnon et al., 2013). Although the analyses were performed separately with both burnout at T1 and burnout at T2 as mediating variables, the analysis would still include a cross-sectional relation in Study 1. This limitation is reduced when a third wave of data is included, which was the case for Study 2.



Implications and future research

Research on demands and wellbeing in organisations often refer to resources as a mediator, moderator, or predictor in the stress process (Westman et al., 2004). Recently, research has focused on personal and job resources as initiators of a motivational process that also can act as buffers in the health impairment process, based on the JD-R model (e.g., Demerouti and Bakker, 2011). Contrastingly, research on resources as the outcome or as a recursive aspect of the stress process is scarce. The COR theory provides a theoretical framework for this research where investing or protecting resources can lead to gain cycles or loss cycles. The COR theory can guide interventions to decrease burnout and future research that examines the depletion of coping resources. This study focuses on the depletion of the personal resource CSE because it plays a key role in protecting wellbeing at work. The results indicate that CSE is important in preventing burnout symptoms as a result of exposure to chronic stress and that burnout can negatively affect CSE. Failure to effectively cope with stressors can undermine an individual’s self-efficacy, because burnout-related symptoms (and ineffective coping in itself) can be perceived as an indication of an inability to cope effectively. As such, individuals would benefit from monitoring and gaining coping resources when they are at risk of burnout. In particular, police organisations and POs are recommended to regularly monitor levels of CSE and burnout. Training POs to increase or maintain their CSE (for instance through mastery experiences in simulations) and increasing awareness of burnout symptoms at all levels in police organisations could help prevent burnout and depletion of CSE for POs and further societal impact of police absenteeism and turnover.

Future studies could focus on the individual level or compare healthy and burned out individuals to provide insight into the development of burnout and the role of CSE. The vital questions are: Why do some, but not all individuals, develop psychological complaints? How can we prevent individuals from becoming burned out? How can we train individuals to more automatically use their coping resources to prevent psychological complaints? How can we successfully interrupt and maybe overturn the depletion process after its onset? Also, the tenets of the COR theory allow for personal resources to be examined in different contexts. As opposed to a depletion process, it would be interesting to investigate whether a gain process of CSE (Llorens et al., 2007) exists for individuals (e.g., police officers) and how such a gain process can be initiated.




Conclusion

In summary, the results from these studies imply that a depletion process of CSE exists as a result of burnout symptoms. Dutch police organisations should monitor and aim to reduce work stressors, and in particular, work scheduling. Also, they should provide POs opportunities to maintain and train their CSE to reduce the risk of experiencing burnout-related complaints as well as the risk of depleting their CSE in the long-term.
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