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Downtime from Work: Relationships  
among Workaholism, Work Engagement, Work Stress, and Paid Time Off 

The purpose of this study was to investigate potential associations among workaholism, work en-
gagement, work stress, and paid time off (PTO) usage. Although recovery from daily work stress-
ors is essential for continued work success, almost one-third of PTO provided in the U.S. is not 
utilized. Therefore, a deeper investigation of who relinquishes this benefit (that enhances health and 
wellbeing) and, instead, does not use PTO days is crucial. Full-time employees (N = 302) in a vari-
ety of occupations in the U.S. were surveyed. Specifically, they were assessed on workaholism, 
work engagement, work stress, and PTO usage and potential relationships were examined. Our 
findings demonstrated that workaholism is negatively associated with PTO usage and positively 
related to work stress. Additionally, work stress is negatively linked to PTO usage and work en-
gagement. Continued research on PTO usage, worker characteristics, and work-life initiatives may 
improve employee benefit packages, which could yield monetary savings for organizations. Fur-
thermore, work-life initiatives enhance employee health and wellbeing, thereby increasing job per-
formance and positively influencing organizations. 
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As an employee, it is important to know what benefits 
an employer can provide, above and beyond monetary 
compensation; time off is one such benefit. Paid time off 
(PTO) is a benefit provided by the employer to allow for 
time off, vacation, sick time, and federal holidays, while 
still receiving a salary (Ford & Locke, 2002). Recovery 
from daily work stressors is essential for continued work 
success (de Bloom et al., 2013). For many, weekends are 
the most accessible time to experience such recovery. 
This 48-hour period can rejuvenate hardworking employ-
ees, unless life stressors interfere—Fritz and Sonnentag 
(2005) report that for most people, nonwork hassles inter-
fere with downtime. Second, there are several industries 
whereby workers may not have a 48-hour period for re-
covery. Instead, they may work overtime or have rest 
days that are not consecutive. According to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (2020), 32% of workers reported working 
on weekends. Thus, some employees use PTO for vaca-
tions to recover and disengage from work. 

Vacations are physically, psychologically, and socially 
beneficial (de Bloom et al., 2010). Individuals may en-
gage in them to partake in different leisure activities and 
take a break from the repetitive nature of work (Newman 
et al., 2014). de Bloom et al. (2010) found time off in-
creased vacationers’ overall health and wellbeing, but 
upon returning to work, the positive effects faded within 
the week. Regardless, the U.S. is one of five developed 
nations that does not have any mandated time off for its 

workforce (Vartan, 2018). The Organization for Econom-
ic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is a group of 
34 member countries that discuss economic policies in 
democratic countries. Of the 34 member countries, the 
U.S. is the only country with a statutory minimum of zero 
days PTO (OECD, 2016). In contrast, Finland and France 
have a minimum of 30 days of annual vacation leave per 
year, three times the average PTO offered in the U.S. 
(DeNisi & Griffin, 2015). 

Nonetheless, many organizations do offer PTO as part 
of their benefits packages. Offered PTO varies by indus-
try and occupation, as well as one’s time spent working at 
the company. The average PTO offered per individual per 
year is 10 days, including national holidays (DeNisi & 
Griffin, 2015). However, in 2018, American employees 
left 768 million vacation days unused, thus, on average, 
employees left 6.5 days of unused PTO, accounting for 
27% of all PTO in the U.S. (U.S. Travel Association, 
2019). 

The extant literature lacks a comprehensive review of 
why PTO use has declined in recent years. There tends to 
be a disparity on how different workers view PTO initia-
tives. Corporate culture and managerial experience con-
tribute to personal attitudes that influence decision-
making on whether to use PTO (Cossin et al., 2021). 
Managers may see PTO usage to categorize their employ-
ees, thereby pressuring subordinates to take less time 
off—for example, employees may feel pressure to com-
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plete their work tasks (Barber et al., 2019). Thus, the or-
ganizational culture in large companies might contribute 
to employees working more than is necessary, so they 
may be seen more favorably. Previous research shows a 
positive relationship between an overwork climate and 
workaholism (Cossin et al., 2021; Mazzetti et al., 2014). 
Workaholics compulsively work more hours than re-
quired; they are overinvolved in work and spend less time 
engaging in other aspects of their lives (Andreassen, 
2014; Clark et al., 2016). 

In the current study, we evaluated the influence of work 
and worker characteristics on PTO usage. Specifically, we 
explored the relationship between workaholism and PTO 
usage. Previous researchers have discussed the hesitancy 
for employees to use PTO in terms of organizational work 
culture and managerial pressure (Ford & Locke, 2002). 
More recently, self-efficacy was a reason for the extent to 
which employees will or will not use PTO (Kuykendall et 
al., 2020). However, the relationship between PTO usage 
and workaholic tendencies has never been addressed. 
Considering most individuals find work stressful, but so 
much of PTO is unused, an investigation of this associa-
tion will add to the workaholism literature. Relationships 
between work stress, work engagement, workaholism, 
and PTO usage were also analyzed. 

Understanding why individuals forego their PTO can 
help organizations implement work-life programs (e.g., 
flexible work arrangements) to promote healthy working 
habits. These initiatives  support job demands and encour-
age a healthy lifestyle. Effectively balancing work and 
life can lead to a successful career and improved psycho-
logical wellbeing (Fotiadis et al., 2019). Work-life bal-
ance initiatives are highly regarded by employees (de 
Bloom & Van Reenen, 2006), but are costly and may not 
be used by all (Darcy et al., 2012). Therefore, such bene-
fits, including PTO, should be created with employees’ 
interests in mind. 

Literature Review 

Workaholism and Work Engagement  

Workaholism was first presented by Oates (1971) as a 
work addiction whereby individuals have an inner com-
pulsion to work. Initially, it was thought workaholics 
uniquely worked long hours. Continued research has un-
covered more aspects to describe workaholism than simp-
ly hours worked; quantifiable aspects of work, as well as 
employees’ attitudes and feelings towards their job, were 
considered (Aziz et al., 2018; Spagnoli et al, 2020). Re-
cent literature conceptualizes workaholism as the compul-
sive need to work excessively, and views it as a broad 
construct with multiple facets (Clark et al., 2020). 

Many see work engagement as falling under the um-
brella of workaholism, thereby deeming workaholic as the 
‘bad’ type of worker and work engaged as the ‘good’ 
type; Schaufeli et al. (2006) found a positive link between 
working excessively in both workaholism and work en-
gagement. What distinguishes workaholism as ‘bad’ is its 
positive relationship with compulsive work, while work 
engagement is strongly associated with passion to work. 

Engaged workers view work as highly enjoyable (van 
Wijhe et. al, 2011), while workaholics do not (Clark et al., 
2016). As workaholics find reinforcement from tangible 
rewards like “winner take all systems” (Ng et al., 2007), 
they are highly influenced by organizational culture 
(Cossin et al., 2021; Mazzetti et al., 2014). 

Workaholics report higher levels of work stress (Aziz et 
al., 2018), health issues (Clark et al. 2016), and burnout 
(Moyer et al., 2017) than non-workaholics. Work can be 
one of the major stressors in our lives. Bakker et al. 
(2014) introduced job demands as characteristics of a job 
that might produce strain, such as workload and physical 
and emotional demands. Any part of a job that may add 
stress is considered a job demand. These job demands, or 
work stressors, have been linked to poorer long-term job 
performance and a decline in health and wellbeing 
(Balducci et al., 2020). Additionally, since workaholics 
spend more time working than others, they experience 
work-life imbalance (Di Stefano & Gaudiino, 2018) and 
life dissatisfaction (Vitiello et al., 2016). 

Work Stress  

Work stress is a physiological and psychological re-
sponse to variations between job demands and available 
resources—it is the outcome of the interaction between 
the person and the environment, whereby one will per-
ceive an event as stressful if their environment does not 
provide sufficient resources to successfully combat with 
perceived demands (Ganster & Schaubroeck, 1991). 
Work stress constitutes a major stressor, whereby job de-
mands account for a large portion of stress employees 
feel, and it is related to poor health (Balducci et al., 2020; 
Kim et al., 2020). While not all job demands are negative, 
they can evoke stress if an employee feels overwhelmed, 
which can lead to declining health and lower productivity 
(Huan & Oppenauer, 2019).  

Due to the negative implications of excessive stress, 
recovery from daily stressors during non-work time is 
important and leads to more availability of resources 
while at work (Sonnentag et al., 2017). One should use 
different leisure activities after work hours to recover 
from work, however, the mere thought of negative work 
aspects can impede recovery from stress (Sonnentag et al., 
2017). While most workers experience work stress, so 
many days of PTO go unused, thus, the most accessible 
way to recover from work is using PTO or vacation time 
(Hächler et al., 2017). 

Time Off, Vacation, and Leisure Time 

Time off gives opportunities for recovery (e.g., detach-
ment, relaxation), especially when energy resources are 
low, for example, after a critical deadline or hectic work 
period (Sonnentag, 2018). However, it can also give indi-
viduals time to pursue personal and social interests out-
side of work (Syrek et al., 2018). Weekends do not allow 
sufficient time to recover from the workweek because non
-work hassles interfere, thus, PTO allows employees time 
to recover through short respites or longer vacations 
(Sonnentag et al., 2017). 
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Vacations are time spent away from home for longer 
than four days, and respites are low work stress occasions 
(Westman & Eden, 1997). They offer opportunities to 
disconnect, engage in leisure activities, and partake in 
recovery experiences. Vacations have immediate positive 
effects on health and wellbeing (Virtanen et al., 2020), but 
gradually fade over a few weeks as one returns to work 
(de Bloom et al., 2013). Longer vacations (4 or more 
days) offer better opportunities for recovery than short 
respites, and individuals who enjoy more recovery experi-
ences during vacation and the following weekends enjoy 
slower fade-out effects post vacation (Syrek et al., 2018). 
Vacations permit time for social interests and religious 
pursuit, as well as travel to experience new places and 
diverse cultures (Crouch, 2013). 

Some may partake in leisure activities to offset work or 
life stressors (Newman et al., 2014). Leisure activities 
positively influence wellbeing and life satisfaction 
(Hächler et al., 2017). de Bloom et al. (2013) found relax-
ation, passive activities, and social activities were highly 
related to wellbeing during and after vacation. Tomioka et 
al. (2019) reported cognitive and physical leisure activi-
ties positively influenced senior employees’ self-reported 
health. However, physical leisure activities had longer-
lasting effects on overall health. When individuals partici-
pate in multiple leisure activities, it substantially affects 
subjective wellbeing (Newman et al., 2014). 

Study Hypotheses 

Social cognitive theory, posited by Bandura (1986), 
was used to further explain individual differences in PTO 
usage (Kuykendall et al., 2020). Domain-specific self-
efficacy, the extent to which one believes they are capable 
of handling controllable factors (Bandura, 2005), was an 
important antecedent for engaging in recovery experienc-
es such at PTO. Kuykendall et al. (2020) demonstrated 
work addiction is negatively related to PTO usage and 
self-efficacy. When a climate of overwork exists, effica-
cious individuals tend to exhibit workaholic tendencies 
(Cossin et al., 2021; Mazzetti et al., 2014). Workaholics 
are self-efficacious and compulsively feel the need to 
spend more time fulfilling their tasks. 

Conservation of resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989) 
suggests individuals are motivated to protect resources 
that are important to them (Halbesleben et al., 2014). 
Workaholics work excessively (Clark et al., 2016) and 
may view their work as a resource to protect, spending 
more time than necessary working. Work-life imbalance 
occurs when there is a disproportionate amount of energy 
spent on aspects of one's work compared to their life out-
side of work, thereby creating inter-role conflict (Aziz et 
al., 2006). A primary source of work-life imbalance is the 
competition for time. To conserve the important resource 
of work, workaholics spend more time at work and less 
time on other aspects of life. This notion is supported by 
Aziz and Zickar (2006), who found workaholics reported 
a high amount of work interfering with life compared to 
non-workaholics. Additionally, Clark et al.’s (2016) meta-
analysis revealed workaholism was positively related to 

work-life imbalance, r = .47. When there is substantial 
imbalance in work-life, less time will be spent outside 
work and with family (Andreassen, 2014), as well as on 
other life events, such as vacations. Thus, we proposed 
the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Workaholism will be negatively related to 
PTO usage. 

 

Workaholics find less enjoyment in their work than do 
engaged workers (Clark et al., 2016; van Wijhe et al., 
2011). Although the relationship between workaholism 
and work engagement has shown mixed results (Clark et 
al. 2016), further research explains key differences be-
tween both worker types. Shimazu and Schaufeli (2009) 
found a positive correlation between workaholism and 
poor health,  and a positive link between work engage-
ment and wellbeing. van Beek et al. (2012a) refined the 
definition of workaholism, further differentiating it from 
work engaged individuals, by their motivating behaviors. 
Workaholism was positively correlated with only extrin-
sic motivation and work engagement with both extrinsic 
and intrinsic motivation. van Beek et al. (2012b) built on 
the regulatory focus theory by incorporating the preven-
tion versus promotion approach. The regulatory focus 
theory posits contrasting strategies to “approach pleasure 
and avoid pain” differ based on the individual (Brockner 
& Higgins, 2001). Workaholics are driven by prevention 
and the need for security. Engaged workers are driven by 
promotion and the need for growth and development (van 
Beek et al., 2012b). 

Although workaholics and engaged workers are highly 
involved in their work, Shimazu & Schaufeli (2009) 
found differences in outcome variables. Workaholism was 
positively related to ill-health, and negatively related to 
life satisfaction and job performance. Conversely, work 
engagement was negatively related to ill health, and posi-
tively related to life satisfaction and job performance. The 
prevention versus promotion theory (van Beek et al., 
2012b) and the results from Shimazu & Schaufeli (2009), 
suggest workaholism and work engagement are distinct. 
Therefore, the following hypothesis was presented: 

 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Workaholism will be negatively related to 
work engagement. 

 

When there is an imbalance of resources to job de-
mands, individuals feel the burden of work stress (Bakker 
et al, 2014). Balducci et al. (2020) concluded workahol-
ism uniquely impacts workload. Thus, workaholics will 
have a higher workload than non-workaholics in the same 
role. Higher workloads lead to more job demands. There 
is extensive research on the relationship between worka-
holism and work stress. The effort-reward imbalance 
(ERI) model explains that when effort is motivated by 
external factors (e.g., money) it is followed by minimal 
gain (Siegrist et al., 2004). Siegrist et al. also indicated the 
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stress of this imbalance leads to negative health outcomes. 
Those who are characteristically motivated by excessive 
work (e.g., workaholics) are more likely to experience the 
imbalance of high effort and low reward. Generally, 
workaholics report higher levels of work stress than non-
workaholics (Aziz et al., 2018; Clark et al., 2016). Ac-
cordingly, the following hypothesis was posited: 

 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Workaholism will be positively related to 
work stress. 

 

Workaholics and engaged workers have  high work 
drive and high work involvement (Schaufeli et al., 2006a; 
Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2009).  These two types of working 
habits inevitably lead to comparable outcomes. In the 
COR theory, engaged workers view work as a resource 
that is valuable (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Selenko et al., 
2013). In Bonebright et al.’s (2000) study, engaged work-
ers reported almost identical work-life imbalance—both 
workaholics and engaged workers reported significantly 
higher work-life imbalance compared to non-workaholics, 
suggesting both types of workers spend more time at 
work than they do at home. Additionally, the time they 
spend at work is to conserve a valuable resource. Thus, 
we proposed work engagement will have a similar link to 
PTO usage as workaholism: 

 

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Work engagement will be negatively re-
lated to PTO usage. 

 

Excessive workload can lead to work stress (Balducci 
et al., 2020). Taking PTO or going on a vacation implies 
work will not get done during that time. Employees may 
decide not to use their PTO for fear of being more 
stressed when returning to work. de Bloom et al. (2013) 
characterized individuals losing the positive vacation-
aftereffects quickly after returning to work. Such quick 
loss of the positive effects could be due to the stressful 
nature of being away from daily job duties. Syrek et al. 
(2018) found those who enjoy more recovery experiences 
while on vacation and the following weekends enjoy 
slower fade-out effects after vacation. The job demands-
resources (JD-R) model states when job demands are 
high, work absorption increases (Bakker et al., 2014), 
thereby increasing work stress. Job demands (e.g., work 
overload) that increase stress may lead to long-term ex-
haustion (Bakker et al., 2014). Anticipation of the poten-
tial stress from the buildup of work while taking time off, 
may deter one from using PTO. Thus, we presented the 
following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Work stress will be negatively related to 
PTO usage. 

Method 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 302 full-time US-based em-
ployees, recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk). Participants ranged from 21 to 69 years old (M 
= 38.86, SD = 10.41). Just over half of the respondents 
identified as male (55.2%) and 44.1% as female. Seventy 
eight percent identified as Caucasian/White, 7% as Afri-
can American or Black, 7.5% as Asian/ Pacific Islander, 
4% as Hispanic or Latino, 1.5% as Native American or 
American Indian, and 1.2% as other. Many participants 
reported receiving a bachelor’s degree (48.9%), followed 
by master’s degree (16.7%), high school or less (15.5%), 
and associate’s degree (13.8%). Other education included 
doctorate degree (1.9%) and professional degree (2.2%). 
Just under two-thirds of the participants reported they 
were married (62.2%) and 27.1% reported being single. 
Sixty-one percent indicated they have children. 

Participants varied in work field, with the most com-
mon being information technology (15.3%) and health 
science (12.1%), followed by education (8.2%) and busi-
ness management administration (7.3%). On average, 
participants reported working at the same organization for 
7.2 years and holding the same position for 5.6 years. 
Sixty-six percent reported being mid-level employees, 
18.6% entry-level, and 14.8% senior-level. About half 
(49.8%) of the respondents reported making less than 
$60,000 per year, with 2% making less than $20,000; 
16% percent earned over $100,000 per year. 

On average, including remote work, participants 
worked 44.8 hours weekly (SD = 6.8). Of those who re-
ported working more than 40 hours a week, 42.7% 
worked those extra hours to complete projects by a set 
deadline and 33% for overtime pay. Fifty-three percent of 
participants reported not expending all their PTO, with 
the average having 10.16 days left over, (SD = 11.89). 
Only 13.6% of participants who did not utilize all their 
PTO stated their company ‘paid out’ unused PTO. Sixty-
one percent indicated using PTO for a vacation (i.e., 4 or 
more days away from work), while 5% reported using 
none of their PTO in the last calendar year. 

Procedure 

Upon approval by the Institutional Review Board, sur-
vey items were compiled via Qualtrics and administered 
through MTurk. MTurk is a crowdsourcing marketplace 
that allows companies to outsource virtually for various 
tasks, allowing for a demographically diverse participant 
pool. MTurk enables employers or researchers to post 
Human Intelligence Tasks (HITs) that specify require-
ments for who can qualify to complete the tasks. These 
crowd-workers complete HITs in exchange for a rate set 
by the researcher and receive HIT approval rates depend-
ing on if they finish a task. The qualifications to complete 
this survey were set at: US-based participant, minimum 
HIT approval of 95%, and a full-time employee. Partici-
pants were briefed on the purpose of the study and the 
expected time for completion. They were provided with 
an informed consent document, explaining participation is 
voluntary and assures confidentiality. Participants were 
assessed on workaholism, work engagement, work stress, 
and PTO usage. Demographics were collected, and they 
received a monetary compensation (i.e., $0.25) in ex-
change for survey completion. 
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Measures 

Workaholism. The 29-item Workaholism Analysis 
Questionnaire (WAQ; Aziz, Uhrich, Wuensch, & Swords, 
2013) was used to assess workaholism. It uses a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree), whereby higher scores indicate greater 
levels of workaholism. A sample item includes, “I enjoy 
spending evenings and weekends working.” A 
Cronbach’s alpha of .96 was obtained. 

Work engagement. The shortened Utrecht Work En-
gagement Scale (UWES-9; Schaufeli et al., 2006b) was 
used to assess work engagement. It uses a seven-point 
frequency scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day); 
higher scores suggest greater levels of work engagement. 
A sample item is, “At work, I feel bursting with energy.” 
A Cronbach’s alpha of .94 was obtained. 

Work stress. The 8-item Stress in General Scale-
Revised (SIG-R; Yankelevich et al., 2012) was used to 
assess work stress. A sample question is “Does this de-
scribe your job….Demanding”, with ‘yes’, ‘no’, and 
‘cannot decide’ given as possible response options. High-
er scores indicate more work stress. Only one item is re-
verse-scored, otherwise answers are coded as 3, 0, and 
1.5. A Cronbach’s alpha of .85 was obtained. 

PTO usage. Respondents were asked how many days of 
PTO were offered to them in the last year and how many 
of those days did they take. PTO usage was computed as 
the ratio of the number of hours of PTO that the respond-
ent used in the last calendar year to the number of hours 
offered to them in the last calendar year. 

Data Analysis 

Demographics (e.g., age, gender identity, race/
ethnicity) and work-related factors (e.g., industry type, 
hours worked per week) were used to describe the study 
participants. SPSS v27 was utilized to clean and analyze 
the data, as well as run descriptive statistics (i.e., means, 
standard deviations, and ranges) for workaholism, work 
engagement, work stress, and PTO usage. Reliability 
analyses were conducted to determine the internal con-
sistency (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) of the measures. Pearson 
correlations were computed between the study variables; 
they were used to address H1 to H5. 

SPSS v27 was utilized to conduct a sequential multiple 
regression analysis to test the effects of workaholism, 
work stress, and work engagement on PTO after control-
ling for demographic variables. In the first step, all the 
demographic variables were entered (i.e., education, ca-
reer status, marital status, race/ethnicity, income, gender 
identity, and age). In the second step, workaholism, work 
stress, and work engagement were entered. A .05 criterion 
of statistical significance was employed for all tests.  

After controlling for demographic variables, the hy-
pothesized variable relationships were tested for explain-
ing PTO.  

Results 

There was mixed support for the study hypotheses (see 
Table 1). H1 was supported, as workaholism was signifi-

cantly and negatively related to PTO usage, r = -.18, p 
= .002. H2 was not supported as workaholism was not 
significantly correlated with work engagement, r = .08, p 
= .15. There was also a positive significant correlation 
between workaholism and work stress, r = .48, p < .001, 
thereby supporting H3. Work engagement was not signifi-
cantly related to PTO usage, r = -.01, p = .92, thus H4 was 
not supported.  H5 was supported, as work stress was 
significantly and negatively related to PTO usage, r = -
.15, p = .009. 

A sequential multiple regression analysis was used to 
test the effects of workaholism, work stress, and work 
engagement on PTO after controlling for demographic 
variables. In the first step, all the demographic variables 
were entered (education, career status, marital status, race/
ethnicity, income, gender identity, and age). The first 
model was significant, F(9, 285) = 2.09, p = .030, R2 
= .062, adjusted R2 = .032. Only the two education dum-
my variables had significant unique effects and indicated 
that those with graduate or professional degrees had lower 
PTO than those with less advanced degrees (Table 2). 

In the second step, workaholism, work stress, and work 
engagement were entered, significantly increasing the R2 
to .102, F(3, 282) = 4.19, p = .006 (Table 3). The second 
model was significant, F(12, 282) = 2.67, p = .002, adjust-
ed R2 = .06. Only the two education dummy variables and 
workaholism were significant. For workaholism, β = -
.138, p = .049. Univariate analysis showed that income 
was significantly inversely correlated with PTO, r = -.125, 
p = .030. Education level was also significantly related 
with PTO, F(2, 297) = 6.18, p = .002, R2 = .040, with 
PTO being significantly lower among those with graduate 
or professional degrees than among those without such 
advanced degrees. 

Discussion 

Workaholism is associated with negative work and life 

Table 1 

 

Variable 1 2   3 4 

1. Workaholism (.96)    

2. Work Engagement .08 (.94)   

3. Work Stress .48** -.34** (.85)  

4. Paid Time Off (PTO) -.18** -.01 -.15** - 

Range 1 - 4.86 0 - 6 0 - 3 0 - 1 

M 2.70 3.55 1.69 .66 

SD .78 1.36 1.03 .33 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations 

Note. N = 302. Entries on the main diagonal are Cronbach’s 
alphas. PTO usage is a percentage. It was computed as the 
ratio of the number of hours of PTO that the respondent used 
in the last calendar year to the number of hours offered to 
them in the last calendar year. **p < .01 
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outcomes, including work stress (Aziz et al., 2018). The 
number of job demands can increase one’s level of work 
stress. The combination of such demands and a lack of 
job resources (e.g., task autonomy) can make combating 
work stress even more difficult (Bakker et al., 2014). 
Thus, work stress can lead to feelings of fatigue, poor job 

performance, and burnout (Andreassen, 2014; Smith et 
al., 2018). To alleviate stress and work pressures, many 
companies implement work-life balance initiatives, in-
cluding PTO. While several of these initiatives improve 
overall life satisfaction (Blair-Loy & Wharton, 2002), no 
relationship has been found between them and job perfor-
mance (de Bloom & Van Reenen, 2006). For many work-
ing adults, especially those with families, weekends do 
not offer enough time to recover from work (Fritz & Son-
nentag, 2005). Thus, PTO can offer extended time off 
from work and time to pursue non-work interests. Howev-
er, despite the positive effects of vacations and other 
forms of PTO, much of the PTO in the U.S. goes unused. 
Thus, we examined work-related characteristics that may 
lead to individuals forgoing their PTO. 

The current study contributes to the existing research 
on workaholism, work stress, and work engagement in 
many ways. First, it fills a gap in terms of how workahol-
ism relates to work stress and work engagement. While 
engaged workers are characterized distinctly by their pas-
sion for work (Shimazu, & Schaufeli, 2009), there is some 
overlap with workaholism. Therefore, it is important to 
know how these two worker characteristics may relate. 
Moreover, we contribute to the dearth in PTO literature in 
that a significant relationship was established between 
PTO usage and workaholism. We also sought to under-
stand types of individuals who decide to forego PTO of-
fered by their employer; those characterized as workahol-
ics use less PTO than other types of workers. Therefore, 
we demonstrated that low PTO usage is an observable 
behavior seen in workaholics. 

First, the association between workaholism and PTO 
usage was investigated. As predicted, workaholism was 
negatively related to PTO usage (H1). Many researchers 
have established workaholism is related to work-life im-
balance, and workaholics spend more time working than 
other types of workers (Andreassen, 2014; Aziz & Zickar, 
2006; Clark et al., 2016). Additionally, COR theory sug-
gests individuals are motivated to protect resources that 
are important to them (Halbesleben et al., 2014). For 
workaholics, an important resource may be job security, 
which further explains why they forego their PTO days 
and choose to work instead. 

The relationship between workaholism and work en-
gagement was examined. Contrary to expectation that 
workaholism would be negatively related to work engage-
ment (H2), we found an insignificant relationship.  Re-
search is inconclusive on the nature of the relationship 
between workaholism and work engagement (Clark et al., 
2016). However, there are distinct similarities and differ-
ences between them (Aziz & Zickar, 2006; Schaufeli et 
al., 2006a; Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2009). Both engaged 
workers and workaholics work excessively with a high 
drive to work (Aziz & Zickar, 2006). The distinction be-
tween these two worker characteristics is characterized by 
their level of work enjoyment (Schaufeli et al., 2006a). 
Workaholics also differ from engaged workers in that 
they are motivated by extrinsic factors (van Beek et al., 
2012a).  These competing commonalities and differences 
may explain why no significant relationship was found. 

Table 2 

Multiple Regression Predicting  
PTO from Demographics 

 Predictor  p 

Career Status 1 -.06 .50 

Career Status 2 -.08 .34 

Education 1 .19* .02 

Education 2 .22* .01 

Race = White .04 .50 

Income -.11 .10 

Married -.07 .24 

Gender = Female .05 .40 

Age .03 .08 

Note. Exact p values are for the unique effects of the predictors. Ca-
reer status 1 contrasted entry level respondents with those with higher 
levels. Career status 2 contrasted those with mid-level status with all 
others. Education 1 contrasted those whose highest degree was an 
associate degree or less with those with higher degrees. Education 2 
contrasted those whose highest degree was a bachelor's degree with all 
others. *p < .05 

Table 3 

Multiple Regression Predicting PTO from All Predictors 

Predictor  p 

Career Status 1 -.06 .47 

Career Status 2 -.09 .28 

Education 1 .16* .04 

Education 2 .18* .02 

Race = White .04 .49 

Income -.12 .06 

Married -.07 .23 

Gender = Female .07 .26 

Age .00 .98 

Workaholism -.14* .04 

Work Engagement -.03 .61 

Work Stress -.10 .15 

 
Note. Exact p values are for the unique effects of the predic-
tors. *p < .05 
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Next, the relationship between workaholism and work 
stress was investigated. As predicted, there was a positive 
correlation between them, supporting H3. While the 
breadth of workaholism research is expanding, many 
studies conclusively find workaholics report higher stress 
levels than non-workaholics (Aziz & Zickar, 2006; Clark 
et al., 2016). This aligns with the ERI model, which indi-
cates when individuals (e.g., workaholics) are motivated 
by external factors, there is typically minimal gain 
(Siegrist et al., 2004). This imbalance leads to detrimental 
health outcomes such as stress, thereby supporting the 
positive association between workaholism and work 
stress. 

No relationship was observed between work engage-
ment and PTO usage, thus, H4 was not supported. Previ-
ous research confirms there are clear differences between 
workaholics and engaged workers. Compared to worka-
holics, engaged workers report less stress (Aziz et al., 
2018; Clark et al., 2016), less health issues, and more life 
satisfaction (Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2009). Time off can 
provide the chance for stress recovery and reduce the like-
lihood of burnout (Sonnentag, 2018). Engaged workers 
may spend more time working than other types of work-
ers, but might take advantage of work-life initiatives such 
as PTO to provide stress relief. This might explain why a 
relationship was not found between work engagement and 
PTO usage. 

The relationship between work stress and PTO usage 
was also examined. Support was obtained for H5 in that 
there was a negative association between them. Given that 
excessive workload can lead to work stress (Balducci et 
al., 2020), the fear of stress during vacation may deter 
individuals from taking PTO (Kuykendall et al., 2020). 
Additionally, due to stress, positive vacation after-effects 
rapidly fade after returning to work (de Bloom et al., 
2013). As explained by the JD-R model, when job de-
mands are high, work absorption increases (Bakker et al., 
2014), thus amplifying work stress. It should be noted that 
when all other variables were covaried, the strength of the 
relationship between PTO and work stress fell to insignif-
icant. Exploratory multiple regression analysis indicated 
this was not due to redundancy with the demographics 
(work stress was not significantly related to any of the 
demographic variables), but was due to redundancy with 
workaholism and work engagement (work stress was sig-
nificantly positively related with workaholism and nega-
tively related with work engagement, both beyond the .01 
level of significance). Spector (2021) suggests the hierar-
chical iterative control approach to determine a link be-
tween two or more constructs and then add control varia-
bles, hierarchically, to rule in or out their impact. Thus, a 
series of studies are conducted to iteratively test associa-
tions among key variables, with the use of different con-
trol variable techniques comprising various approaches. 

The regression results indicated those with less ad-
vanced degrees (versus graduate or professional degrees) 
and lower income had higher PTO. There are several rea-
sons why these factors may lead to taking more PTO. For 
instance, such individuals might have limited access to 

healthcare, which could result in more health problems 
and, accordingly, require greater PTO to tend to medical 
needs. Additionally, low-income jobs are typically char-
acterized by manual labor or physical demands, thereby 
leading to higher workplace injuries and necessitating 
PTO to recover. Further, limited opportunities for educa-
tion and low income could result in greater stress, which 
may negatively influence health and result in higher PTO 
usage to address mental health issues. As another exam-
ple, those with lower income might find it challenging to 
afford childcare, thereby leading to more PTO to tend to 
sick children. 

Study Limitations and Future Research 

Amazon’s MTurk was used to recruit study partici-
pants. There are benefits to using MTurk, such as obtain-
ing a representative sample. The sample was similar in 
terms of proportion of women (44.1%) and men (55.2%). 
Additionally, because our survey was open to anyone 
using MTurk and who fulfilled the study requirements, 
there was a large age range (21 to 69) and a representative 
sample of education level and industry in which the par-
ticipant worked. While a representative sample is im-
portant, our sample was not diverse in terms of race/
ethnicity. There was a disproportionally larger number of 
Caucasian/White (78%) respondents. Future researchers 
could benefit from an ethnically diverse sample to investi-
gate possible differences in demographic groups. While 
this study encompassed a diverse sample in many ways, 
limited representativeness of racial and ethnic back-
grounds may constrain the applicability to a general audi-
ence. 

MTurk enables a global reach of participants. Those 
recruited through MTurk do not pose a threat to validity, 
and yield quality data (Buhrmester et al., 2011). However, 
this does not negate the fact that there will be participants 
who do not pay attention. Goodman et al. (2012) found 
the implementation of instructional manipulation checks 
(IMC) into the survey reduced statistical noise. Thus, an-
other limitation while using MTurk was the lack of using 
such IMCs as attention checks. 

The study design being cross-sectional instead of longi-
tudinal may pose some limitations. Spector (2019) asserts 
the two major pitfalls of cross-sectional designs are issues 
in method variance and the lack of causality. Given that 
we used the self-report method, participants’ answers may 
be subject to biases and correlations between variables 
can be inflated due to common method variance (CMV). 
However, Spector (2006) contends this is misleading and 
oversimplifies reality. He suggests the term CMV no 
longer be used and, instead, we should concentrate on 
measurement bias that results between the interchange of 
variables and their assessment methods. A principal com-
ponents analysis of all the variables indicated that 18.5% 
of the variance was due to measurement method. Addi-
tionally, because data in cross-sectional designs are gath-
ered synchronously, causality cannot be drawn. Despite 
the drawbacks, cross-sectional designs allow researchers 
to study how two (or more) variables are related (Spector, 



113 Natalie French , Shahnaz Aziz, and Karl L. Wuensch 

 

2019). Cross-sectional designs using regression analyses 
to first control for distal variables, e.g., demographics, 
such as education and income here, can test the initial 
impact of such distal variables on PTO, as well as then 
provide for a stronger test of the relationship between 
more proximal variables, here workaholism, work en-
gagement and work stress to PTO. Moreover, cross-
sectional designs can aid in ruling out other covariates as 
explanations of the relationship between two variables 
(Spector, 2019). 

Perceived work pressure was a common theme in the 
literature on hesitation to take vacations or time off from 
work (Kuykendall et al., 2020; Mazzetti et al., 2014). 
Kuykendall et al. (2020) found correlations with stress 
before vacation, during vacation, and unused vacation 
days. Organizational culture may also encourage employ-
ees to work more than necessary because of perceived 
work pressure to do so (Barber et al., 2019). For future 
research, perceived work pressure could be incorporated 
to see if a relationship with PTO usage exists. As indicat-
ed earlier, negative psychological outcomes (e.g., lower 
wellbeing, lower self-efficacy) are correlates of workahol-
ism (Clark et al., 2016; Chamberlin & Zhang, 2009). Fur-
ther, future researchers should assess employee concern 
about PTO (e.g., perhaps they feel they will miss out on 
something important), as well as coworker norms for PTO 
(e.g., organizational culture may inhibit PTO; Cossin et 
al., 2021; Mazzetti et al., 2014). 

Organizational Implications 

Workaholism can negatively influence job performance 
(Schaufeli et al., 2006a). Notably, it leads to burnout, 
which is linked to higher turnover and negative organiza-
tional perceptions (Moyer et al., 2017). Recovery from 
daily work stressors is critical to minimize burnout and 
enhance work success (de Bloom et al., 2013). Since work
-life initiatives, including PTO, offer mental and physical 
recovery, it is important for researchers to consider em-
ployees who forego these options. Moreover, if workahol-
ic and work-engaged individuals do not use their PTO, 
then it is essential for organizations to offer other pro-
grams for them to recover from work stress. For example, 
incorporating more comprehensive benefits packages and 
wellness programs into the workplace. One-size-fits-all 
benefits packages do not serve all employees equally and 
may even be costlier rather than beneficial (Darcy et al., 
2012). 

Our findings will add to the occupational health psy-
chology field and help managers to better understand em-
ployee characteristics that may lead to lack of wellness 
and work-life initiative usage, specifically PTO. Gaining 
deeper insight as to why one may forego their PTO can 
also help create enriched work-life initiatives and pre-
ferred benefit plans. Many organizations spend copious 
time, energy, and equity to create wellness programs and 
work-life initiatives. Continued research in PTO usage, 
worker characteristics, and work-life initiatives can im-
prove employee benefit packages, including perks that 

more accurately represent the benefits employees use. 
Accordingly, this could yield monetary savings for organ-
izations. Also, the work-life initiatives employees use will 
improve overall health and wellbeing, thereby leading to 
higher job performance and positively influencing organi-
zations. 

Our findings demonstrate individuals with lower in-
come and less advanced degrees have higher PTO. The 
organizational implications are manifold. With less em-
ployees to fulfill key responsibilities, this may result in 
decreased productivity, which can detrimentally impact 
the efficiency of the organization. Also, compensating 
employees for time they are not working might lead to 
increased labor costs and possibly hurt the company’s 
budget. Further, coworkers may need to work more when 
other employees take more PTO. Additionally, providing 
equitable PTO benefits might influence employee recruit-
ment and retention, especially for those with lower in-
come and education levels. Finally, these workers are 
more likely to experience stress, so permitting them to 
take more PTO may enhance their well-being and job 
satisfaction. 
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