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A B S T R A C T

This study examined an intervention that links task significance (one’s job has a positive impact on other people) to 
burnout symptoms of professionals working in organizations for individuals with intellectual disability. Professionals 
assigned to the experimental condition participated in teams designed to enhance the positive impact of their work on 
others (task significance). To do so, teams focused on a task to improve the quality of life of individuals with intellectual 
disability. Professionals assigned to the control condition did not participate in these teams, and they continued with their 
usual work. All the participating professionals answered a questionnaire about burnout before and after the intervention. 
Mixed ANOVA indicated that professionals who participated in teams reduced their exhaustion symptoms (comparing 
pre vs. post intervention scores) and kept their cynicism levels stable. Professionals assigned to the control condition 
increased their cynicism symptoms. We conclude with a discussion of theoretical and practical implications. 

El afrontamiento de los síntomas de burnout a través del significado de la tarea en 
profesionales que trabajan con personas con discapacidad intelectual

R E S U M E N

Este estudio puso a prueba una intervención que vincula el significado de la tarea (el trabajo de uno tiene un impacto 
positivo en otras personas) con los síntomas de burnout de los profesionales que trabajan en organizaciones para personas 
con discapacidad intelectual. Los profesionales asignados a la condición experimental participaron en equipos diseñados 
para mejorar el impacto positivo de su trabajo en los demás (significado de la tarea). Para ello, los equipos se centraron 
en una tarea para mejorar la calidad de vida de las personas con discapacidad intelectual. Los profesionales asignados a 
la condición control no participaron en estos equipos y continuaron con su trabajo habitual. Todos los profesionales que 
participaron respondieron un cuestionario sobre burnout antes y después de la intervención. Los ANOVA mixtos indicaron 
que los profesionales que participaron en los equipos redujeron sus síntomas de agotamiento (comparando las puntuaciones 
pre y post intervención) y mantuvieron estables sus niveles de cinismo. Los profesionales asignados a la condición de control 
aumentaron sus síntomas de cinismo. Se concluye comentando las implicaciones teóricas y prácticas.

Palabras clave:
Significado de la tarea
Burnout
Equipos
Discapacidad intelectual 
Profesionales

Meta-analyses have reported that about 1% of the global population 
have an intellectual disability (Maulik et al., 2011; McKenzie et al., 
2016). Prevalence is higher in studies with children and adolescents 
than in studies focusing on adults. Higher rates also exist in low-
middle income countries, which can create obstacles to accessing 
resources (Maulik et al., 2011). To respond to the needs and hopes 
of individuals with intellectual disability, modern societies organize 
specialized services. These service organizations try to evolve towards 
more innovative and transformative efforts, inclusive settings, and 
complex support systems, where improving the quality of life of 
the person with intellectual disability is the main goal (Harbour & 
Maulik, 2010; Schalock et al., 2019; Verdugo, 2018). To provide the 

service, the role of contact professionals (who have daily interactions 
with individuals with intellectual disability) is crucial. Professionals 
are the visible face of organizations and are responsible for ensuring 
adequate service (Vassos et al., 2017). Based on the terminology of 
Price et al. (1995), social interaction between professionals and 
individuals with intellectual disability could be considered a highly 
emotional relationship because it requires spatial proximity and is 
characterized by a long duration and strong emotional bonds.

Despite the importance of professionals in this type of services, 
labor conditions are not very positive. Professionals in services for 
individuals with intellectual disability are usually underpaid and 
work in poorly supported labor contexts (Hastings, 2010; Vassos et 
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al., 2017). A significant number of professionals also report high levels 
of stress (Hatton et al., 1999a, 1999b; Robertson et al., 2005), which 
could produce burnout (Devereux et al., 2009). Additionally, burnout, 
defined as a “psychological syndrome that involves a prolonged 
response to stressors in the workplace” (Maslach, 2003, p. 189), is 
especially negative in this sector because it deteriorates the social 
interaction between professionals and individuals with intellectual 
disability (e.g., Rose et al., 1998). In the present research study, we 
concentrated on the “core” of burnout (Schaufeli et al., 2002), which 
includes two dimensions: exhaustion (feelings of being overextended 
in one’s personal resources) and cynicism (a distant attitude 
towards the job). Although exhaustion is the central dimension of 
burnout (Zhao et al., 2019), we also considered cynicism (also called 
depersonalization) because it is a very negative reaction in labor 
contexts where a positive interaction with service users is necessary 
(e.g., Bang & Reio, 2017). We did not include lack of professional 
efficacy as the third dimension of burnout because it was defined as 
a personality trait (Shirom, 2003). Two types of empirical evidence 
support the exclusion of lack of efficacy as a genuine dimension of 
burnout (see González-Romá et al., 2006). On the one hand, there 
is a low correlation between lack of efficacy and the other two 
dimensions of burnout (Lee & Ashforth, 1996). On the other hand, 
exhaustion and cynicism are connected through the burnout process, 
whereas lack of efficacy functions independently (Leiter, 1993).

Despite the existence of different coping strategies (Martínez 
Ramon, 2015), we propose that a relevant way to deal with burnout 
symptoms in services for individuals with intellectual disability is 
by improving the task significance of professionals. Based on the job 
characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1976), task significance is 
defined as “the degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the 
lives or work of other people” (p. 257) in a positive way (Grant, 2008). 
Although there can be some overlap with other concepts, such as 
prosocial behaviors (human actions intended to benefit other people) 
or altruism (as a motivational concept) (Batson & Powell, 2003), task 
significance is specifically based on job characteristics and design. 
Therefore, one way to enhance task significance is to change the tasks 
by organizing work in teams oriented towards helping others.

Helping others leads to positive effects not only for recipients but 
also for helpers (e.g., positive emotions) (Nelson et al., 2016). This 
is especially evident among professionals working with individuals 
with intellectual disability. Task significance, as the positive impact 
of a professional’s work on others, could be enhanced through 
the efforts to improve quality of life of service users. With this in 
mind, the current research study contributes to the knowledge by 
testing the effects of a task significance intervention on burnout of 
professionals working with individuals with intellectual disability. 
Although task significance (a professional’s job has a positive impact 
on other people) is quite relevant in this context, there is a lack of 
empirical studies. We follow a contextualist theory of knowledge. 
Although general laws can exist, science also makes progress in 
acquiring knowledge by examining which phenomena are important 
in particular contexts (McGuire, 1983), including organizations 
(see Campbell, 1990; Johns, 2006). Task significance is especially 
relevant in understanding professionals’ burnout in the context of 
organizations for individuals with intellectual disability because 
the central goal is to help others (i.e., individuals with intellectual 
disability). Professionals’ task significance (positive effects on service 
users) involves positive feelings and meaning in the work that could 
prevent burnout.

In addition to the contribution to knowledge, two aspects of 
our research study provide added value and rigor. First, we test 
the intervention considering a pre vs. post design and comparing 
experimental vs. control conditions. This allows us to solidly examine 
the degree to which task significance has an effect on burnout. 
Second, the study is carried out in real organizational contexts. The 
combination of real contexts and intervention facilitates the transfer 

of research to real life in organizations. In fact, the intervention is 
based on professionals’ participation in teams (along with family 
members and individuals with intellectual disability), where they 
have the opportunity to contribute to the quality of life of service 
users.

Linking Task Significance Intervention to Burnout

In their qualitative study, Hensel et al. (2015) found that one of 
the most frequently mentioned positive facets of jobs in explaining 
the motivation and permanence of professionals who deliver services 
to individuals with intellectual disability is the opportunity to 
“make a difference” in the lives of service users. Feelings of personal 
accomplishment are associated with providing care and changing 
the lives of vulnerable people (Hensel et al., 2015). However, it is not 
easy to achieve this task significance associated with positive effects 
on service users. Institutions and organizations dedicated to taking 
care of and supporting vulnerable people have become increasingly 
professionalized (Carey et al., 2009). This process has had positive 
effects (e.g., the consideration of professional knowledge in the 
service delivery), but it usually produces a bureaucratization process 
that makes it difficult to do a job that places the service user at the 
center of activities (Alexander et al., 1999; Grant, 2008). In other 
words, resources are more oriented toward following regulations and 
management and administration (e.g., documenting, writing reports, 
etc.), and less oriented toward designing and delivering innovative 
services to help vulnerable people (e.g., individuals with intellectual 
disability).

This context, with high bureaucracy and obstacles to achieving 
task significance, does not seem appropriate for preventing and 
reducing burnout symptoms. By contrast, it is possible to expect that 
professionals who positively impact others (i.e., individuals with 
intellectual disability) will have fewer burnout symptoms. Indirect 
evidence supports this argument. From an evolutionary point of 
view, helping behaviors have been necessary to achieve large-scale 
cooperation and the subsequent survival of humans around the 
world (e.g., Henrich & Henrich, 2006; Kelly, 2005). Accordingly, 
helping behavior is a rewarding and well-established mechanism 
among humans, present in some areas of the brain involved in reward 
experiences (Harbaugh et al., 2007). In fact, Nelson et al. (2016) found 
that helping others increases positive affect and decreases negative 
affect over time, whereas this improvement is not observed when 
individuals display self-focused behaviors (prioritizing their own 
needs). Nelson et al. (2016) argued that helping others provides an 
opportunity to experience positive emotions (e.g., pride) that emerge 
less in self-focused behaviors.

This rationale could be transferred to the effect of task significance 
on burnout in professionals working with individuals with 
intellectual disability. Because helping and supporting behaviors 
provide the opportunity to positively impact others, they should 
be rewarding for professionals. Therefore, task significance could 
prevent burnout in helping professions. Some indirect findings 
support this idea. For example, nurses and physicians typically 
associate their burnout symptoms with difficulties in properly caring 
for patients and lack of task significance (Kompanje, 2018; Swensen 
et al., 2016). Professionals who deliver services to individuals with 
intellectual disability should have similar experiences. “Making a 
difference” in the lives of individuals with intellectual disability is a 
meaningful activity that fills a professional with energy, in contrast 
to experiencing exhaustion. In addition, a meaningful interaction 
with individuals with intellectual disability that produces a positive 
impact on their lives seems to be incompatible with cynicism. Task 
significance refers to purpose or meaning in the workplace that 
can reduce cynicism (Holbeche & Springett, 2004). Thus, we can 
argue that having a positive impact on individuals with intellectual 
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disability (task significance) can satisfy professionals’ need for life 
purpose and meaning in the workplace, thus avoiding attitudes of 
distance towards work (cynicism) (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006).

Some empirical evidence has shown negative correlations 
between task significance and burnout (see Humphrey et al., 2007; 
Parker, 2014). However, there is a lack of research on the effects of 
task significance interventions on burnout. This is quite surprising 
because testing interventions provides solid information on specific 
actions to implement in organizations and services. More specifically, 
we propose that participation of professionals in teams mitigates 
their burnout symptoms because these teams are oriented to achieve 
a positive effect on others. Specifically, it is about autonomous 
teams where professionals cooperate with families with the aim of 
deciding and implementing a project to improve the quality of life of 
individuals with intellectual disabilities. Therefore, we hypothesize 
as follows:

Hypothesis 1: A task significance intervention, based on 
participation in teams, mitigates exhaustion symptoms in 
professionals working with individuals with intellectual disability.

Hypothesis 2: A task significance intervention, based 
on participation in teams, mitigates cynicism symptoms in 
professionals working with individuals with intellectual disability.

Method

Participants

A total of 58 small organizations (centers) participated in this 
research study. They were affiliated with Plena Inclusión, a non-
governmental organization dedicated to improving the social 
inclusion and quality of life of individuals with intellectual disability 
in Spain. The main objective of these centers is to achieve self-
determination (individuals with intellectual disability as primary 
agents in their own lives) and social inclusion. After removing 
missing data, 323 professionals (social workers, psychologists, 
occupational therapists, physiotherapists, etc.) were considered 
for statistical analyses. Of them, 130 participated in teams to 
develop projects along with family members and individuals 
with intellectual disability (experimental condition), whereas 193 
professionals were assigned to the control condition. The average 
age of professionals was 39.8 (SD = 9.24) years, and 245 (76%) of 
them were women. There were no significant differences between 
professionals assigned to the experimental vs. control conditions in 
mean age, t(317) = 0.5, p > .05, or sex distribution, χ2(1) = 0.33, p > 
.05, indicating lack of biases.

Procedure

This research study received the approval of the Ethical 
Committee of the University of the corresponding author. In each 
participating center, at least one team was specifically created 
(experimental condition) for the present research study. Each team 
was composed of two professionals and two families. One individual 
with intellectual disability and one of her/his relatives (the one who 
had a more constant relationship with the center) represented each 
family. A group of additional professionals in each center filled in 
the questionnaire about burnout, but they did not participate in the 
teams (control condition). Selection and distribution (experimental 
vs. control conditions) of participants were carried out randomly 
within each center. Participation of professionals, individuals with 
intellectual disability, and family members was confidential and 
voluntary. The research team trained one professional per center to 
organize the process and collect the data. This professional did not 
participate in the experimental condition or the control condition. 
The sampling plan resulted in a high response rate, higher than 90%.

In each center, one member of the research team gave an initial 
standardized half-hour speech to team members. Immediately 
after the speech, each team met for two hours to design a project 
that had to be implemented during an eight-week period. Only 
participants in the experimental condition (teams) attended 
the speech and designed the project. During the speech, the 
researcher explained the logic behind the process and the teams’ 
main objectives. More specifically, two clear messages were 
transmitted. First: “the main goal is to design a project to improve 
self-determination and social inclusion of individuals with 
intellectual disability in each team”. The focus was on improving 
self-determination and social inclusion, due to their relevance 
in understanding quality of life in the disability sector (e.g., 
Mumbardó-Adam et al., 2018). This makes it possible to achieve 
relevant task significance (one’s job has a positive impact on other 
people) as a positive impact of professionals’ participation in teams 
on individuals with intellectual disability. Second: “team members 
are autonomous in deciding on the project and designing a work 
plan to implement”. Accordingly, professionals, together with 
individuals with intellectual disability and family members, were 
directly responsible for the effort to improve self-determination 
and social inclusion. Teams’ autonomy is necessary so that 
professionals can be directly involved in helping individuals with 
intellectual disability (task significance). Professionals assigned to 
the experimental and control conditions answered a questionnaire 
on burnout twice, in parallel. In the second measurement time (T2), 
professionals assigned to the experimental condition also expressed 
their level of satisfaction with the specific work done in relation 
to the team’s objective: improving self-determination and social 
inclusion. This ad hoc measure allowed us to have an indicator of the 
degree to which professionals perceived that the team’s work had 
positive consequences for individuals with intellectual disability 
and, consequently, to check whether the activity (experimental 
condition) helps to stimulate task significance.

Manipulation Check

Although our measure of satisfaction referred to positive 
effects on service users (self-determination and social inclusion), 
it provided indirect evidence that only applied to professionals 
in the experimental condition. For this reason, we carried out an 
independent manipulation check. To evaluate the degree to which 
the manipulation was successful, 22 additional professionals (82% 
were women, 43.67 years old on average, SD = 5.18) working in the 
sector of organizations for individuals with intellectual disability 
were recruited as a convenience sample. They answered a short 
questionnaire with three parts: a) definition of “task significance”; b) 
description of the two conditions (participation in teams as described 
in the above procedure vs. usual work performed by professionals in 
these organizations for individuals with intellectual disability); and c) 
two items scored on a 10-point rating scale ranging from 1 to 10, where 
participants evaluated the degree to which each condition enhances 
professionals’ task significance. Higher scores indicated greater 
task significance. Task significance attributed to the experimental 
condition (M = 8.23, SD = 1.66) was significantly higher, t(21) = 6.96, p < 
.01, than the significance attributed to the usual work of professionals 
in organizations for individuals with intellectual disability (M = 4.14, 
SD = 1.58). This result indicates that the manipulation was successful.

Instruments

We measured “core of burnout” (Schaufeli et al., 2002), which 
is composed of its two central dimensions: “exhaustion” and 
“cynicism”. To do so, we used the Spanish validated version of the 
Maslach Burnout Inventory General Survey (see Schaufeli et al., 
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2002). The exhaustion measure (5 items, e.g., “I feel emotionally 
drained by my job”; alpha coefficients for the overall sample, T1 = 
.89 and T2 = .90) assesses the degree to which a professional has 
symptoms of exhaustion, whereas the cynicism measure (5 items, 
e.g., “I have become more cynical about my work”; alpha coefficients 
for the overall sample, T1 = .84 and T2 = .86) assesses the extent to 
which professionals express cynicism or distant attitudes towards 
the job. All items were scored on a 7-point frequency rating scale 
ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always). High scores were indicative of 
exhaustion and cynicism.

As mentioned above, we also measured “satisfaction” of 
professionals assigned to the experimental condition with the work 
done in relation to the team’s objective. The research team designed 
an ad hoc scale. Professionals were asked to think about the team’s 
objective (improving self-determination and social inclusion of 
individuals with intellectual disability) and then answer two items 
(alpha coefficient = .69): “In general, I am satisfied with the work 
done” and “The team has done a very good job”. Both items were 
scored on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). High scores were indicative of satisfaction with the 
work done in relation to the objectives of the team, reflecting a 
positive impact on individuals with intellectual disability (in terms 
of self-determination and social inclusion) as indicator of task 
significance.

Data Analysis

Prior to testing the effects of the intervention, confirmatory factor 
analyses (CFA) were conducted, with robust maximum likelihood 
(MLR) as the estimation method using MPlus (Muthén & Muthén, 
1998-2010), to test the distinctiveness of the two dimensions of 
burnout (exhaustion and cynicism). We compared the proposed 
two-factor model with a nested one-factor model (with all items 
loading on a single general factor) to test whether the data supported 
differentiation between exhaustion and cynicism. We also computed 
descriptive results for the satisfaction of the professionals assigned 
to the experimental condition with the work done in relation to the 
team’s objective, in order to test whether these professionals felt that 
their teams were able to produce a positive impact on individuals 
with intellectual disability (task significance).

Two-way mixed analyses of variance (ANOVA), considering one 
within-group factor (time - 2 levels: pre-intervention and post-
intervention) and one between-group factor (condition - 2 levels: 
control and experimental), were computed to test the effects of 
the intervention on burnout. When significant interaction effects 
were identified, simple effects were calculated and profile plots 
for the interaction were obtained. Because professionals pertained 
to different centers, we carried out additional analyses to control 
for center membership in examining the effects of intervention. 
Centers may vary in the degree to which they stimulate task 
significance, impacting our results. For this reason, we also 
computed mixed-effect regression models with random intercepts 
to test the difference in the rate of change in the exhaustion and 
cynicism scores over time between the experimental and control 

conditions, controlling for center membership. Analyses were 
carried out with SPSS version 24.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

CFA results showed that all fit indices for the one-factor model 
were below cut-off. By contrast, fit indices of the two-factor model 
were satisfactory, with RMSEA very close to cut-off (.080) (see 
Table 1). When comparing two- and one- factor models, chi-square 
difference was statistically significant (Δχ2 Satorra-Bentler = 44.83, 
Δdf = 1, p < .01), supporting exhaustion and cynicism as two different 
constructs. In addition, satisfaction of professionals assigned to the 
experimental condition with the work done in relation to the team 
objective was high (M = 6.20, SD = 0.72). In addition to manipulation 
check, this was indicative of the existence of task significance among 
those professionals who participated in the teams (experimental 
condition). They felt that the team had a positive impact on an 
individual with intellectual disability in critical elements of quality of 
life such as self-determination and social inclusion. We also checked 
the possible existence of significant differences in burnout between 
experimental and control groups in T1 (pre-intervention phase). 
Simple effect results indicated no significant differences in mean 
values for either exhaustion, M(experimental) = 1.94, SD = 1.17; M(control) = 2.18, 
SD = 1.23; p > .05, or cynicism, M(experimental) = 0.78, SD = 0.96; M(control) = 

0.87, SD = 1.03; p > .05, when comparing the control vs. experimental 
conditions in the pre-intervention phase.

Table 1. Goodness of Fit Indices of the CFA Models for Burnout

χ2 p df RMSEA CFI TLI

Single-factor model 217.192 .000 34 .129 .863 .819
Two-factors model 119.852 .000 33 .090 .935 .912
Cut-offs - - < .080 > .900 > .900

Tables 2 and 3 show descriptive statistics, correlations among 
study variables, and reliability for control and experimental con-
ditions, respectively. There were positive significant correlations 
among variables. In addition, all alpha coefficients were satisfac-
tory, with scores higher than .70.

Hypothesis Testing: Effects of the intervention

Results of the mixed ANOVA for emotional exhaustion revealed 
a significant main effect of time, F(1, 321) = 17.07, p < .01, h2 = .050, 
indicating that the mean value for emotional exhaustion significantly 
differed across the two times. The mean value was significantly 
greater in the pre-intervention phase (M = 2.06, SD = .07) than in 
the post-intervention phase (M = 1.88, SD = .07). There was also a 
significant main effect of condition, F(1, 321) = 6.84, p < .01, h2 = .021, 
indicating that the average value reported for exhaustion was 
significantly greater in the control condition (M = 2.14, SD =.08) 
than in the experimental condition (M = 1.80, SD =.10). Furthermore, 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for the Control Condition

Control condition
Range Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Emotional exhaustion pre-intervention 0-6 2.18 1.23 (.89)
2. Emotional exhaustion post-intervention 0-6 2.10 1.30 .77** (.90)
3. Cynicism pre-intervention 0-6 0.87 1.03 .59** .58** (.83)
4. Cynicism post-intervention 0-6 1.01 1.13 .51** .68** .75** (.87)

Note. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are in brackets on the diagonal.
**p < .01.
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there was a significant time x condition interaction effect, F(1, 321) = 
5.43, p < .05, h2 = .017, confirming H1. Specifically, results of simple 
effects indicated statistically significant differences (p < .001) in the 
experimental condition between the pre- (M = 1.94, SD = 1.17) and 
post-intervention (M = 1.65, SD = 1.12) mean values for exhaustion. By 
contrast, there were no significant differences (p > .05) in the control 
condition between pre- (M = 2.18, SD = 1.23) and post-intervention 
(M = 2.10, SD = 1.30) mean values (see Figure 1). As mentioned 
above, there were no significant differences in mean values for 
exhaustion comparing the control vs. experimental conditions 
in the pre-intervention phase. However, statistically significant 
differences (p < .01) were detected between control (M = 2.10, SD = 
1.30) vs. experimental (M = 1.65, SD = 1.12) conditions in the post-
intervention phase. After the intervention, exhaustion symptoms 
were significantly lesser in the experimental condition than in the 
control one, as expected.
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Figure 1. Profile Plot for the Interaction Effect of Time x Condition on Emotional 
Exhaustion.

Results of the mixed ANOVA for cynicism indicated no significant 
main effects of time, F(1, 321) = 1.72, p > .05, h2 = .005, or condition, 
F(1, 321) = 2.51, p > .05, h2 = .008. However, there was a significant 
time x condition interaction effect, F(1, 321) = 4.64, p < .05, h2 = .014. 
The pattern of results was partially different from that expected 
in H2, despite the fact that the symptoms of cynicism, after the 
intervention, were higher for the control condition than for the 
experimental one. Simple effect results indicated statistically 
significant differences (p < .01) in the control condition between the 

pre- (M = 0.87, SD = 1.03) and post-intervention (M = 1.01, SD = 1.13) 
mean values for cynicism. By contrast, there were no significant 
differences (p > .05) in the experimental condition between the 
pre- (M = 0.78, SD = .96) and post-intervention (M = 0.75, SD = 
.91) mean values (see Figure 2). As mentioned above, there were 
no significant differences in the mean cynicism values between 
control vs. experimental conditions in the pre-intervention phase. 
However, statistically significant differences (p < .05) were detected 
between the control (M = 1.01, SD = 1.13) and experimental (M = 
0.75, SD = .91) conditions in the post-intervention phase. After 
the intervention, cynicism was significantly higher in the control 
condition than in the experimental one.
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Figure 2. Profile Plot for the Interaction Effect of Time x Condition on Cynicism.

Additional Analyses

We conducted additional analyses to control for center 
membership. Results of the mixed-effect regression model 
with random intercepts confirmed that the rate of change in 
the exhaustion scores was not the same from pre-intervention 
to post-intervention when comparing the experimental vs. 
control conditions (γ11 = -.21, p < .05), after controlling for center 
membership. In sum, our findings showed that, according to H1, 
participation in teams reduced exhaustion symptoms, whereas 
exhaustion scores remained stable in professionals assigned to the 
control condition.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Experimental Condition

Experimental condition
Range Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Emotional exhaustion pre-intervention 0-6 1.94 1.17 (.88)
2. Emotional exhaustion post-intervention 0-6 1.65 1.12 .83** (.88)
3. Cynicism pre-intervention 0-6 0.78 0.96 .62** .55** (.84)
4. Cynicism post-intervention 0-6 0.75 0.91 .63** .61** .88** (.81)

Note. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are in brackets on the diagonal.
**p< .01.
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Results of the mixed-effect regression model with random 
intercepts also corroborated our finding for cynicism. The rate of 
change in cynicism scores was not the same from pre-intervention 
to post-intervention when comparing the experimental vs. 
control conditions (γ11 = -.16, p < .05), after controlling for center 
membership. Regarding H2, our results indicated that cynicism 
remained stable in professionals who participated in teams, 
whereas cynicism increased in professionals assigned to the 
control condition.

Discussion

This research study was carried out in centers for individuals with 
intellectual disability. In this context, we aimed to test the effect of 
an intervention designed to reduce professionals’ burnout symptoms 
(exhaustion and cynicism) through task significance. To do so, 
professionals assigned to the experimental condition participated 
in teams dedicated to designing and implementing projects to 
improve the self-determination and social inclusion of individuals 
with intellectual disability. To stimulate task significance (positive 
impact on others), teams ensured autonomy and direct participation 
of both professionals and service recipients (families). Professionals 
participating in teams reported high satisfaction with the work done 
by teams in relation to the objective (self-determination and social 
inclusion), which is considered an indicator of task significance. Our 
findings confirmed that participation in teams helped to reduce 
exhaustion symptoms. However, the results for cynicism were quite 
different. Participation in teams only served to keep cynicism levels 
stable, whereas professionals assigned to the control condition 
increased their cynicism significantly from T1 (pre-intervention) to 
T2 (post-intervention). Implications of our findings are discussed 
below.

The positive effect of participating in teams (task significance) on 
professionals’ exhaustion symptoms is congruent with the literature 
proposing that different types of helping and supporting behaviors are 
good not only for receivers, but also for givers (e.g., Aknin et al., 2013; 
Harbaugh et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2016; Warneken & Tomasello, 
2006). According to Nelson et al. (2016), providing help and support 
to others allows individuals to feel positive emotions (e.g., pride) 
that underlie well-being. We transferred this idea to the context of 
centers for individuals with intellectual disability, considering lack of 
exhaustion to be a relevant indicator of well-being in the workplace. 
Previous qualitative evidence in this specific context reported that 
“making a difference” in the lives of individuals with intellectual 
disability is a precursor of motivation and personal accomplishment 
(Hensel et al., 2015). This attitude in the workplace does not seem to 
be compatible with exhaustion. Our research contributes to previous 
knowledge by confirming this proposal through an intervention 
where professionals had the opportunity to have a positive impact on 
individuals with intellectual disability.

Results for cynicism were surprising. Of course, there was a 
positive aspect of professionals’ participation in teams: symptoms of 
cynicism were not significantly reduced, but at least they remained 
stable. This result was probably due to the very low level of cynicism 
in our study (see Tables 2 and 3). In fact, average values indicated that 
the experience of cynicism is very rare. It is likely that, in this sector, 
high cynicism is not compatible with daily attention to individuals 
with intellectual disability. Therefore, there is probably no room for 
improvement, even when professionals participate in teams. Our 
findings for professionals assigned to the control condition were also 
intriguing because there was a significant and unexpected increase 
in the level of cynicism, although there was a high correlation 
between levels of pre vs. post-intervention cynicism (.75). A 
tentative explanation could be related to the evolution of cynicism 
in the workplace in the sector of organizations for individuals with 

intellectual disability. The sector is now subject to changes for 
different reasons, such as designing innovative and transformative 
ways of providing services (Harbour & Maulik, 2010; Schalock et al., 
2019; Verdugo, 2018) in a context with a recurrent lack of resources 
and sub-optimal working conditions (Hastings, 2010; Vassos et al., 
2017). It is well-known that cynicism is a typical negative reaction 
to organizational changes (Stanley et al., 2005). Thus, it is possible 
that the sector is experiencing an evolution towards higher levels of 
cynicism, even though the current level is very low. In any case, this 
question should be addressed in future studies.

Our findings also have implications for practice. Organizations 
oriented toward helping vulnerable people (e.g., individuals with 
intellectual disability) have become increasingly professionalized 
(Carey et al., 2009). Despite the positive aspects of this process (e.g., 
use of evidence-based and expert knowledge), bureaucratization 
associated with professionalization could impede innovative 
initiatives directed to service users. Efforts tend to concentrate 
more on administrative issues (e.g., preparation of reports) 
(Alexander et al., 1999; Grant, 2008). Organizations should be 
aware that professionalization has to be combined with initiatives 
that force a professional to interact with service users in a creative 
way, producing positive changes in their lives. For example, it is 
possible to create physical and temporary conditions, as in the 
autonomous teams in this study, that encourage professionals’ 
interactions with family members and individuals with 
intellectual disability.

The present study has limitations that could be considered in 
future efforts. First, as mentioned above, a better understanding 
of cynicism is needed in services for individuals with intellectual 
disability. Although it was not our objective, the change in cynicism 
that we observed in professionals assigned to the control condition 
should be analyzed more in-depth in order to confirm its existence 
and diagnose the causes. For example, questions that could be 
addressed are: Is there really a tendency towards higher levels 
of cynicism? Do organizational changes (and/or labor conditions) 
explain possible changes in cynicism over time? Second, the 
present research study considered self-report measures of 
burnout. Therefore, another area for future research is related to 
considering alternative measures of well-being at work. Burnout is 
a critical facet of well-being, but it would be interesting to examine 
the extent to which the intervention we tested also influences 
physiological measures and measures that assess the positive side 
of well-being at work (e.g., engagement). Investigating these issues 
will provide a richer portrait of the way interventions based on task 
significance impact well-being. Third, some instruments could be 
used in further research to more directly measure task significance. 
For example, a solid alternative is the instrument designed by the 
meaning of work (MOW) research team (e.g., Gracia et al., 2001; 
Salanova et al., 1991). Fourth, the mere grouping of professionals 
in teams could have had some effect, similar to the so-called 
“Hawthorne effect” (Moldaschl & Weber, 1998). Therefore, future 
studies should create another control condition where participants 
are also organized in teams. Fifth, although our focus in this 
research study was on professionals’ burnout, future efforts could 
consider the possible reactions, in terms of well-being, of other 
participants, such as individuals with intellectual disability and 
their family members.

Despite these limitations, the current research study contributes 
to knowledge about interventions that help to cope with exhaustion 
symptoms in organizations for individuals with intellectual 
disability. It is especially noteworthy that exhaustion experiences 
are reduced because employees have the opportunity to perform a 
significant task designed to help service users by interacting with 
families in teams.
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