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Like other professionals working with vulnerable populations, engagement in ethical
practice is important for board-certified behavior analysts (BCBAs). This exploratory
research examines the relationships among reported supervisory pressure to act
unethically, burnout, and life and job attitudes among BCBAs working in schools and
other settings. To do so, BCBAs (N = 106) completed a web-based survey with questions
about supervisory pressure to act unethically and their responses to the pressure.
Participants also completed measures of burnout, life satisfaction, job satisfaction, and
intention to turnover. Of participants, 71 (77%) reported that they had experienced
supervisory pressure to act unethically, most commonly in the form of a supervisor
asking them not to recommend services because of associated costs. Participants reported
using a variety of strategies to manage pressure to act unethically, including educating
supervisors about behavior analysts’ ethical and legal responsibilities. BCBAs reported
relatively low levels of burnout as well as positive job and life attitudes compared with
other professionals. However, BCBAs who reported higher levels of burnout also
reported more negative life and job attitudes. There were no significant differences in
reported burnout, life satisfaction, job satisfaction, or intention to turnover among BCBAs
working primarily in different settings. Implications for practice, which include seeking
professional development in ethical conduct and engaging in individual and
organizational strategies to mitigate consequences associated with burnout, are discussed.
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Job Attitudes, Burnout, and Ethics Among
Board-Certified Behavior Analysts

Ethical practice is important for board-certified
behavior analysts (BCBAs) for myriad reasons, not
the least of which is that BCBAs often work with
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vulnerable populations (Bailey & Burch, 2011;
Rosenberg & Schwartz, 2019). Demonstrations of
the importance of ethical practice include graduate
training requirements in ethics, proficiency in
ethics on the certification examination, and, upon
certification, continuing education in ethics as man-
dated by the Behavior Analysis Certification Board
(BACB; Brodhead & Higbee, 2012). Given this
backdrop, careful study of ethical behavior is war-
ranted. Indeed, a growing body of research has
examined ethical behavior across a number areas
including supervisory practices (e.g., Sellers et al.,
2016), working with students with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD; Schreck & Mazur, 2008; Schreck
& Miller, 2010; Schreck et al., 2016), and telehealth
service delivery (Pollard et al., 2017). Although
there has been considerable examination of ethics
and engagement in ethical behavior, there has been
less examination of pressure to engage in unethical
behavior and its correlates. This topic forms the ba-
sis of the current exploratory research.
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ETHICS, BURNOUT, AND ATTITUDES 365

Boccio et al. (2016) found that supervisory pres-
sure to act unethically was related to higher levels
of burnout, lower job satisfaction, and intention to
turnover from one’s job and career among school
psychologists. Nearly a third of their participants
reported that they had experienced some form of su-
pervisory pressure to act unethically. The most
common form of pressure was to avoid recom-
mending services for students because of the cost to
the school district. Other common forms of pres-
sure experienced by participants included using
inadequate materials for intervention and assess-
ment and making placement decisions that consid-
ered least restrictive. Forms of pressure that
implied threats to these individuals’ jobs were
experienced by 6% of participants. These findings
have potentially important implications for profes-
sionals in other fields, such as BCBAs, who may
also experience pressure to act unethically and neg-
ative correlates such as burnout.

Burnout leads to decreases in personal resources
(e.g., effort) brought about by prolonged and
continuous exposure to stress, and, its original con-
ceptualization, it has three distinct components
(Maslach & Jackson, 1986). The first component of
burnout is emotional exhaustion (EE), which is the
depletion of emotional resources due to job
demands and may include increased levels of fa-
tigue and reports of feeling overwhelmed. The sec-
ond component of burnout is depersonalization
(DP), which is reporting hardened attitudes toward
those with whom one works that may include mak-
ing cynical statements about clients and coworkers.
Finally, burnout includes a reduced sense of perso-
nal accomplishment (PA), which is results in indi-
viduals reporting lower levels of job performance.
High levels of EE and DP along with low levels of
PA are indicative of burnout. Common antecedents
for EE and DP are high and unmanageable job
demands and conflict whereas lack of resources to
complete one’s work is a common antecedent for
PA (Maslach et al., 2016). Researchers have ques-
tioned the accuracy of the tripartite conceptualiza-
tion of burnout arguing, among other things, that
EE and DP are the core dimensions of burnout and
that PA represents a distinct entity (Demerouti et
al., 2001; Halbesleben, & Demerouti, 2005).

Studying burnout is important because it affects
personal, professional, and organizational func-
tioning (Alarcon, 2011; Brunsting et al., 2014;
Maslach, 2017; Maslach et al., 2016; Rupert et al.,
2015; Schaufeli et al., 2009). Burnout is related to
reports of fear reactions (i.e., anxiety), engaging in

unhealthy coping behavior (e.g., substance use),
and impairments in relationships with friends and
family (Maslach et al., 2016). Burnout is also
related to reports of reductions in reported life satis-
faction, quality of life, and lowered physical and
mental health among psychotherapists (Rupert
et al.,, 2015) and negative physical and mental
health outcomes among special education teachers
(Brunstingetal.,2014).

With regard to professional functioning, a meta-
analysis conducted by Alarcon (2011) indicated
that the components of burnout have moderately
strong to strong relationships with reported job
attitudes. Job attitudes are important as they are pre-
dictive of a number of productive (e.g., job
performance) and counterproductive workplace
behaviors (e.g., turnover; Judge et al., 2017). Alar-
con’s results indicated that high levels of EE and
DP, which are the core components of burnout,
were strongly related to low levels of job satisfac-
tion and organizational commitment. All compo-
nents of burnout had moderately strongly relations
to intention to turnover. Research has indicated that
individuals who report high levels of burnout may
perform their jobs more poorly (Maslach, 2017).

Burnout also results in costs to organizations and
to organizations’ consumers (Maslach, 2017,
Rupert et al., 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2009). Schau-
feli etal. (2009) posited that burnout is the depletion
of work engagement (i.e., excitement and energy
about work) which is important for optimal organi-
zational functioning. Burnout may affect an organi-
zation’s consumers, particularly when those
consumers have special needs. In a review of the lit-
erature examining burnout among special educa-
tion teachers, Brunsting et al. (2014) found that
students of teachers who reported higher levels of
burnout met fewer goals in their individualized edu-
cation programs.

The purpose of this exploratory research was to
examine the relations among reported pressure to
act unethically, burnout, and life and job attitudes
among BCBAs working in schools and other set-
tings. Studying these relations is important for a
number of reasons, one of which is personnel short-
ages (BACB, 2018). The demand for behavior ana-
lytic services increased by 800% and BCBA and
Board Certified Behavior Analyst-Doctoral Level
(BCBA-D) are the most likely provider of such
services (BACB, 2018). Individuals who experi-
ence burnout may be more likely to indicate that
they intend to turnover from a job and profession
(Maslach, 2017). Reported turnover intention is the
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366 BROWN

best predictor of turnover (Judge et al., 2017). For
behavior analysis, the intent to turnover might exac-
erbate already documented personnel shortages
(BACB, 2018). The impact of personnel shortages
may spread beyond organizational functioning and
affect consumer services. Consider young children
with ASD or other disabilities for whom the effec-
tiveness of early intensive behavioral interventions
is well-established (Griffith et al., 2014). Lack of
qualified personnel to deliver those services may
have negative lifelong effects for children and their
families unable to obtain these services (Kazemi
etal.,2015).

Although there is relatively little research explor-
ing burnoutamong BCB As and others who practice
behavior analysis, the body of research that does
exist dates back a number of years. Jennett et al.
(2003) and Gibson et al. (2009) found that partici-
pants who endorsed a specific teaching philosophy,
such as applied behavior analysis (ABA), reported
lower levels of burnout as compared with partici-
pants who did not endorse a specific teaching phi-
losophy. Other research examined the relationship
of personality, reported attitudes, and demographic
characteristics to burnout among individuals prac-
ticing behavior analysis (Hurt et al., 2013; Kelly &
Barnes-Holmes, 2013; Langeliers, 2014; Planti-
veau et al., 2018). Here, variables such as neuroti-
cism, extraversion, attitudes toward students with
ASD, and coping styles were related to different
components of burnout (Hurt et al., 2013; Kelly &
Barnes-Holmes, 2013). Other research indicated
that among those practicing behavior analysis,
older and more experienced participants reported
lower levels of burnout as compared with their
younger and less experienced counterparts (Lange-
liers, 2014; Plantiveau et al., 2018).

Another vein of research examined the relation-
ship of aspects of the workplace and burnout (Gib-
son et al., 2009; Jennett et al., 2003; Langeliers,
2014; Plantiveau et al., 2018). Research indicated
that participants who practice behavior analysis
reported lower levels of burnout as compared with
individuals in other health and human service occu-
pations (Gibson et al., 2009; Jennett et al., 2003).
Frequent supervision has been demonstrated to be
related to lower levels of burnout among those prac-
ticing behavior analysis (Gibson et al., 2009; Lan-
geliers, 2014; Plantiveau et al., 2018). Higher
levels of social support were a significant predictor
of lower overall burnout among participants prac-
ticing behavior analysis (Plantiveau et al., 2018).

One variable and its relation to burnout that has
yet to be explored among BCBAs working is super-
visory pressure to act unethically. For individuals
who experience such pressure, burnout may occur
because of a misalignment of behaviors mandated
by the BACB Professional and Ethics Compliance
Code and behaviors expected of employees. For
example, for BCBAs practicing in schools, those
environments typically do not have guidelines
regarding supervision for BCBAs; however, the
BACSB ethics code includes supervision guidelines
(Bailey, 2018). Similarly, the BACB ethics code
specifies that BCBAs only operate within their
boundaries of competence. However, in schools,
BCBASs may be assigned cases that fall outside of
those boundaries (Bailey, 2018). Yet another way
that these individuals may experience pressure to
actunethically is when the BACB ethics code is not
aligned with school board policies or state and fed-
eral regulations regarding general and special edu-
cation (Bailey, 2018).

This exploratory research attempted to answer a
number of questions. First, what, if any, types of su-
pervisory pressure to act unethically do BCBAs ex-
perience, and is primary work setting (i.e., school v.
other settings) related to supervisory pressure to act
unethically? Second, what, if any, types of actions
do BCBAs take to manage supervisory pressure to
act unethically? Third, what is BCBASs’ reported
levels of burnout, life satisfaction, and job attitudes
(i.e., job satisfaction, intention to turnover, attitudes
toward supervisors) and is primary work setting
related to reported levels of these variables?
Finally, what is the relationship between supervi-
sory pressure to act unethically and BCBAS’
reported levels of burnout, life satisfaction, and job
attitudes (i.e., job satisfaction, intention to turnover,
attitudes toward one’s supervisor)?

Method
Participants

Ninety-seven BCBAs and nine BCBA-D prac-
ticing behavior analysis in a variety of settings par-
ticipated in this study. Table 1 gives information
about participant demographic and work character-
istics. Most participants were women (n = 92),
White (n=105), and had obtained a master’s degree
as their highest degree (n = 89). Many participants
(n = 63) reported that their primary place of
employment was a public school district. Many
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Table 1

Participants’ Demographic and Job-Related

Characteristics

Characteristic n %
Gender
Female 92 87
Male 13 12
Other 1 <1
Race/ethnicity
White 92 87
Black 4 4
Latinx 3 3
Asian/Pacific Islander 4 4
Native American 1 <1
Other 2 <l
Education
MA/MS-Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) 22 21
MA/MS-Education 44 42
MA/MS-Psychology 12 11
MA-Other 11 10
PhD/PsyD-ABA 1 1
PhD/PsyD-Other 14 13
Behavior Analysis Certification Board-
Certification Certification
Board Certified Behavior Analyst 97 92
Board Certified Behavior Analyst-Doctoral 9 8
Level
Employer
Public school 51 48
Private school 11 10
Consulting agency 12 11
Self-employed 15 14
Other 17 16
Primary work setting
Public school 63 59
Private school 13 12
Home 17 16
Clinic 6 6
Other 77
Additional work settings
Public school 33 31
Private school 13 12
Home 36 34
Clinic 11 10
Other 12 11
Not applicable 34 32
Consumer’s age
0 to <3 years 8 8
3 to 5 years 54 51
6 to 13 years 90 85
14 to 21 years 67 63
>21 years 19 18
Consumer’s diagnosis
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 103 97
Emotional disorder 64 60
Developmental disorder (not ASD) 65 61
Behavioral disorder 62 59
Mental health disorder 49 46
Other 18 17
Note. N = 106. ASD = autism spectrum disorder.

reported that their primary work setting in which
they provide behavior analytic services is public
(n=63) or private (n = 13) schools. Nearly all par-
ticipants (n = 103) provided behavior analytic serv-
ices to consumers with an ASD. Many (n = 90)
provided behavior analytic services to consumers
between the ages of 6 and 13 years.

Participant age ranged from 25 to 69 years (M =
41.58, SD = 9.93). On average, participants had
been board certified behavior analysts for 6.31
years. Participants indicated that they had been
working in the field of ABA for 2 to 32 years. On
average, participants worked in the field of ABA
for 13.89 years (SD = 8.19). Participants indicated
that they had been working in their current position
for less than 1 year to 30 years with an average of
5.78 years (SD = 6.10). Participants resided in 30 of
the 50 states in the United States. The four most
common states in which participants resided were
California (n=14), Pennsylvania (n=13), New Jer-
sey (n=11), and Massachusetts (n=10).

Measures

The survey included some measures similar to
those developed and used by Boccio et al. (2016).
Where necessary, questions on these measures (i.e.,
ethics measures) were altered slightly to refer
to behavior analytic practice. Other measures
assessed burnout as well as reported job and life
attitudes. Finally, participants responded to a demo-
graphic measure.

Ethics Measures

The first similar measure was nine items asking
participants whether they had experienced different
types of supervisory pressure from supervisors to
act unethically. Here, participants responded either
yes or no. A sample question asked if participants
experienced pressure from supervisors to make
decisions or take actions that they believed did not
comply with federal or state law. The next similar
measure was 12 items asking participants to
respond to a series of questions that asked about
methods they used to cope with supervisory pres-
sure to act unethically. Participants made ratings of
their supervisors. A sample item asks participants
to rate the extent to which their supervisor is coop-
erative. Ratings were made on Likert-type scales
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly
agree).
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Burnout Measure

Participants responded to the Oldenburg Burn-
out Inventory (OLBI; Demerouti et al., 2001;
Demerouti et al., 2010). The OLBI is the most
widely used, cost-free measure of burnout (Sinval
et al., 2019). It has been demonstrated to be an ac-
ceptable psychometric alternative to the Maslach
Burnout Inventory, the most widely used measure
of burnout that is available for purchase (Halbesle-
ben, & Demerouti, 2005; Sinval et al., 2019). The
OLBI has 16 items. It gives scores for total burn-
out, exhaustion, and disengagement. Disengage-
ment is similar to depersonalization in Maslach et
al.’s original conceptualization of burnout. A
sample item asks participants to rate the extent of
their agreement with the statement, “There are
days when I feel tired before I arrive at work.”
Ratings are made on Likert-type scales ranging
from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree).
Scores on total burnout can range from 16 to 64,
with higher scores indicating higher levels of total
burnout. Scores on both exhaustion and disen-
gagement can each range from 8 to 32 with higher
scores indicating higher levels of exhaustion and
disengagement, respectively. Coefficient alpha
for total burnout was .88, for exhaustion, it was
.76, and for disengagement, it was .85.

Life Satisfaction Measure

Participants responded to the Satisfaction With
Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). The SWLS
is the oldest and most frequently used measure of
life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2013). It has strong
psychometric properties (Diener et al., 2013). The
SWLS is a five-item measure of life satisfaction. A
sample item asks participants to rate the extent of
their agreement with the statement that in most
ways my life is close to ideal. Ratings are made on
Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 7 (strongly agree). Scores can range from
5to35. Diener (2016) reported that scores between
25 and 35 indicate that individuals are very satisfied
with their lives. Scores between 20 and 24 are aver-
age. Scores below 24 are indicative of varying lev-
els of dissatisfaction. Coefficient alpha for the
SWLS for this research was .89.

Job Satisfaction Measure

Participants responded to the Job in General
(JIG; Ironson et al., 1989). The JIG has been used
extensively in industrial and research settings (Gil-
lespie et al., 2016). The JIG asks participants to rate

whether 18 different adjectives (e.g., worthwhile,
rotten) are descriptive of their job. Participants can
respond yes, no, or not sure for each of the 18 items.
Scores can range from O to 54 with higher
scores indicating higher levels of job satisfaction.
Developers of the JIG do not give cutoff scores that
are indicative of different levels of job satisfaction.
However, they do provide normative data for the
JIG; these were most recently updated in 2016 (Gil-
lespie et al., 2016). Coefficient alpha for the JIG for
this research was .89.

Intention to Turnover Measure

Participants responded to a scale measuring
intention to turnover (Kelloway et al., 1999). This
measure is used primarily in research settings. Nor-
mative data for this measure are not available. The
scale is comprised of four items, and a sample item
asks participants to rate the extent of their agreement
with the statement that I am planning to look for a
new job. Ratings are made on Likert-type scales
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). Scores can range from 4 to 20 with higher
scores indicating higher levels of intention to turn-
over. Coefficient alpha for this scale was .96.

Demographic Measure

Participants responded to demographic ques-
tions. Questions asked about their personal charac-
teristics (e.g., age), characteristics of consumers
with whom they work (e.g., grade level), and char-
acteristics of their employment settings (e.g., where
they provide behavior analytic services).

Procedure

Institutional research review board approval was
gained prior to data collection. Participants were
recruited through the BACB listserv. Participants
were those who indicated in the BACB registry that
their primary or secondary area of employment was
education or special education. Participants were e-
mailed a brief description of the study along with a
link to the study survey that was administered
through the Qualtrics platform (Qualtrics, 2020).
Also included in the description was information
about informed consent. Prior to completing the
survey, participants read that information which
included a statement indicating that by proceeding
to the survey, they were giving their informed
consent.
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Results
Research Question 1

Research Question 1 asked what, if any, types of
supervisory pressure to act unethically do BCBAs
experience and is primary work setting (i.e., school
vs. other settings) related to supervisory pressure to
act unethically? Examination of reported frequen-
cies were used to address what, if any, types of su-
pervisory pressure to act unethically do BCBAs
experience. A chi-square test of independence was
used to address if primary work setting (i.e., school
vs. other settings) related to supervisory pressure to
actunethically.

Results indicated that, of participants who
responded to this question, 71 (77%) reported that
they had experienced supervisory pressure to act
unethically. Among all participants, 59 (46%)
reported experiencing two or more types of pres-
sure. Table 2 lists the types of supervisory pres-
sure to act unethically and the number and
percentage of participants who reported that they
experienced the type of supervisory pressure. The
most often reported type of pressure experienced
was to not recommend services because of their
cost to the school district (42% of participants).
Other common forms of pressure experienced
were to perform job duties outside of the scope of
one’s professional competence, remove a student

from school without due process, not adhere to
placement recommendations for the least restric-
tive environment, and make decisions that were
unethical. The most infrequently reported type of
pressure was to make unlawful decisions or to
take unlawful actions (10% of participants).

A chi-square test of independence was con-
ducted to determine whether primary work setting
(i.e., school vs. other settings) was related to report-
ing that one experienced supervisory pressure to act
unethically. The result of this analysis was not sig-
nificant, y*(1)=.536, p=.464.

Research Question 2

Research Question 2 asked what, if any, types
of actions do BCBAs take to manage supervisory
pressure to act unethically? Examination of
reported frequencies were used to address this
research question.

Table 3 lists the types of actions that participants
took to manage supervisory pressure to act unethi-
cally and the number and percentage of participants
who reported that they took the action. The percent
of participants who reported that they took different
types of actions ranged from 52% to 5%. More than
half of participants (52%) reported that they
attempted to educate their supervisors about their
own ethical and legal responsibilities. Forty percent
of participants reported that they spoke with

Table 2
Types of Supervisory Pressure to Act Unethically
Type of pressure n %o

I have experienced pressure from administrators to avoid recommending certain support services due to

costs to the district. 42 42
I have experienced pressure from administrators to perform job duties that are outside the scope of my

training and expertise. 38 38
I have experienced pressure from administrators to make decisions or take actions that I believed were

unethical. 36 36
I have experienced pressure from administrators to agree with a special education placement that was not

the least restrictive appropriate environment for the student. 35 35

I have experienced pressure from administrators to remove a student from school or encourage parents to
keep the student home without due process due to behavioral and/or safety concerns. 23 23
I have experienced pressure from administrators to make decisions or take actions that I believed were

not in compliance with federal or state law.

23 23

I have experienced pressure from administrators to make decisions or take actions that I believed were
unethical, with an implied threat to my job standing (e.g., negative evaluation, move to less desirable

assignment, loss of job) if I did not comply.

I have experienced pressure from administrators to disclose information about a client that I considered

confidential.

I have experienced pressure from administrators to make decisions or take actions that I believed were
not in compliance with federal or state law, with an implied threat to my job standing (e.g., negative
evaluation, move to less desirable assignment, loss of job) if I did not comply. 10 10
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Table 3
Types of Action Taken to Deal With Supervisory Pressure to Act Unethically
Type of action n %

Tried to educate my supervisor about my ethical/legal responsibilities 55 52
Spoke with colleagues to obtain advice and emotional support 42 40
Informed my supervisor about the potential consequences of not behaving ethically/legally (e.g., parents

file due process complaint) 35 33
Educated parents/consumers about their rights 32 30
Negotiated a compromise that was consistent with my ethical/legal responsibilities and acceptable to my

supervisor 30 28
Brought my concerns to another supervisor in a higher position 22 21
Directed parents/consumers to an advocacy organization 17 16
Complied with supervisory demands 11 10
Contacted BACB or my state ABA association for advice from their ethics committee 13 12
Spoke to my union representative 9 9
Contacted my state department of education or other governmental agency 5 5

colleagues to obtain support as a type of action to
manage supervisory pressure. Participants also
reported that they took other educative actions such
as informing supervisors about the consequences
of unethical behavior (33% of participants).

Research Question 3

Research Question 3 asked about BCBAS’
reported levels of burnout, life satisfaction, and job
attitudes (i.e., burnout, job satisfaction, intention to
turnover, and attitudes toward supervisors). Exami-
nation of reported means relative to scale normative
data, if available, was used to address this part
of the research question. This research question
also asked if primary work setting was related to
reported levels of these variables. Independent
samples 7 tests were used to address this part of the
research question.

Reported total burnout scores ranged from 19 to
59 with a mean of 34.59 (SD = 6.93). Scores for
reported exhaustion ranged from 8 to 29 with a
mean of 18.83 (SD = 4.08). Scores for disengage-
ment ranged from 8 to 30 with a mean of 15.76
(8D = 3.52). Norms for establishing cutoffs for
burnout are not available for the OLBI (Halbesle-
ben, & Demerouti, 2005); however, for total burn-
out, exhaustion, and disengagement, participants’
reported mean scores are well below the maximum
scale values.

Participants’ mean score on the SWLS was
26.53 (SD = 5.18). Their scores ranged from 12 to
35. Based on national and international samples,
Pavot and Diener (1993) stated that mean scores on
the SWLS between 25 and 30 indicate that one is
satisfied with his or her life.

Participants’ mean score on the JIG was 47.08
(8D =9.51). Their scores ranged from 6 to 54. Com-
parative national norms for workers across all
industries for the JIG indicate that scores of 46 have
apercentile rank of 60 (Gillespie et al., 2016). Com-
parative national norms for workers in educational
services for the JIG indicate that scores of 46 have a
percentile rank of 57 (Gillespie et al., 2016). In both
cases, BCBAs reported higher than average levels
of job satisfaction.

Participants’ mean score on the measure of inten-
tion to turnover was 8.01 (SD = 4.40). Their scores
ranged from 4 to 20. Kelloway etal. (1999) reported
a mean of 10.05 among their participants. Norma-
tive data are not available for this scale.

A series of independent samples 7 tests was con-
ducted to explore whether primary work setting
was related to reported levels of burnout, life satis-
faction, job satisfaction, and intention to turnover.
The results of these analyses appear in Table 4.
None of these analyses yielded results that were
statistically significant.

Similar to Boccio et al. (2016), participants
also respond to a series of single-item questions
asking about their level of satisfaction with their
supervisor. These responses appear in Table 5. Par-
ticipants’ reported satisfaction levels with their
supervisors were positive. Participants reported
scores above the scale midpoint for all positively
phrased questions about their supervisors and below
the midpoint for all negatively phrased questions.

Research Question 4

Research Question 4 asked about the relations
between supervisory pressure to act unethically and



righted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.

\%

This document is cop
This article is intended s

1 use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

lely for the perso

ETHICS, BURNOUT, AND ATTITUDES 371
Table 4
Results of Tests of Relationships Between Primary Work Setting to Study Variables
Primary Primary
school nonschool

Study variable M SD M SD #(89) p Cohen’s d
Total burnout 34.12 6.90 35.77 7.01 1.024 309 238
Exhaustion 18.72 3.99 19.11 4.36 0.412 .681 .096
Disengagement 15.40 3.60 16.65 3.19 1.549 125 .359
Life satisfaction 26.94 4.96 25.39 5.72 —1.234 220 —.299
Job satisfaction 47.31 8.94 46.44 11.11 —0.378 706 —.091
Intention to turnover 7.86 4.35 8.44 4.61 0.534 595 129

BCBAs reported levels of burnout, life satisfaction,
and job attitudes (i.e., job satisfaction, intention to
turnover, attitudes toward one’s supervisor). A se-
ries of correlational analyses was conducted to
address this research question.

The results of these correlational analyses appear
in Table 6. With a Bonferroni correction applied
and an alpha of .01 necessary for statistical signifi-
cance, there were no significant relationships
between whether one experienced supervisory
pressure to act unethically and reported burnout,
life satisfaction, job satisfaction, or intention to
turnover.

There were significant relations between
reported total burnout and both reported life and job
satisfaction. Higher levels of reported total burnout
were significantly related to lower levels of
reported life and job satisfaction. The same pattern
of correlations was found between reported disen-
gagement and reported life and job satisfaction as
well as between reported exhaustion and reported
life and job satisfaction.

There were also significant relations between
reported total burnout and intention to turnover.
Here, higher levels of reported total burnout
were significantly related to higher levels of
reported intention to turnover. The same pattern
of correlations was found between reported dis-
engagement and reported intention to turnover as
well as between reported exhaustion and inten-
tion to turnover.

Discussion

In this initial exploration of the relation of super-
visory pressure to act unethically and burnout and
reported job and life attitudes, results indicated that
77% of participants reported that they had experi-
enced supervisory pressure to act unethically. This
rate is higher than that reported in Boccio et al.
(2016) where 32% of participants experienced su-
pervisory pressure to act unethically. The pressure
experienced was of a number of types, but most

Table 5
Reported Attitudes About Supervisors
Attitude M SD

I think highly of the supervisors I work with. 4.90 1.13
The supervisors I work with are cooperative. 4.99 1.02
The supervisors I work with are incompetent and/or inflexible. 2.28 1.27
I have a good relationship with the supervisors I work with. 5.27 0.72
The supervisors I work with understand the ethical responsibilities of those providing behavioral services.  4.07 1.57
The supervisors I work with are knowledgeable about state and federal laws that pertain to special

education. 4.78 1.29
I often feel caught between meeting students/consumers’ needs and complying with supervisors’

demands. 2.51 1.39
I feel burned out because of having to work with uncooperative/inflexible supervisors. 2.30 1.36
I feel burned out because of having to deal with pressure from supervisors to behave in ways that I feel

are unethical. 1.89 1.03
The actions of supervisors make it hard to keep my workplace legal (i.e., in compliance with federal,

state, and local regulations). 1.78 1.00
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Table 6

Intercorrelations for Experiencing Administrative Pressure to Act Unethically, Reported Burnout, Reported

Life Attitudes, and Reported Job Attitudes

Study variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Total burnout —
2. Exhaustion 93k —
3. Disengagement 90%* 667 —
4. Life satisfaction —.51%* —41%* —.54%% —
5. Job satisfaction —.T1¥* —.62%% —.68%* 39 —
6. Intention to turnover 53k 43%% S55%* —.25% —.51%* —
7. Administrative pressure —.04 —.05 —.01 .10 11 17 —

Note.
*p < .05. % p <.001.

commonly occurred when participants were pres-
sured not to recommend services because of their
cost. Boccio et al. (2016) also found that this was
the most common type of pressure that their partici-
pants experienced. The types of actions that partici-
pants took to manage supervisory pressure to act
unethically varied, but in many cases, participants
took some sort of educative action (e.g., tell admin-
istrators about their own ethical and legal responsi-
bilities) or relied on the support of colleagues.
Boccio et al. (2016) also had similar findings with
regard to types of actions taken to manage supervi-
sory pressure.

Unlike Boccio et al. (2016), there were not sig-
nificant relations between supervisory pressure to
act unethically and reported burnout and job and
life attitudes. However, participants in this explor-
atory research, regardless of many reporting that
they had experienced supervisory pressure to act
unethically, reported experiencing high levels of
jobsatisfaction, life satisfaction, and low intention
to turnover. In addition, participants reporting
lower levels of burnout reported experiencing
high levels of job satisfaction, life satisfaction,
and low intention to turnover. These findings may
be important for the field of ABA with regard to
attracting and retaining skilled personnel ulti-
mately resulting in the provision of high-quality
services to consumers.

This study did have a number of limitations,
most of which are related to its methodology.
First, the sample was relatively small and, as a
result, there was not adequate statistical power
for the inferential statistical tests. Another con-
cern related to the sample is that the response
rate is unknown. While common in web-based
survey research, it is important to recognize. Par-
ticipants were not asked about the proportion of
work they did in different settings other than

N = 106. Administrative pressure (to act unethically) coded as O for not experienced, coded as 1 for experienced.

whether it was their primary work setting. In
addition, responding may be subject to bias with
potential participants who experienced supervi-
sory pressure to act unethically more motivated
to complete the study than those who did not
experience such pressure. This may explain the
disparity between differences in supervisory
pressure reported by participants here and in
Boccio et al. (2016).

Additional research is necessary. Perhaps most
importantly, researchers should attempt to repli-
cate the study findings of high rates of supervisory
pressure to act unethically among those delivering
behavior analytic services. If this finding is not
replicated, it may be that the current findings are
an artifact. However, if the finding is replicated,
the implications raise questions about supervisors
in schools and other settings where BCBAs prac-
tice and their lack of knowledge of ethical behav-
ior analytic practice or their apparent willingness
to ask BCBAs to violate their ethics code. Any
attempt to replicate these findings using a similar
methodology should ensure that the sample size is
large enough to have adequate statistical power.
Those same attempts might consider the use of
stratified random sampling to ensure that the sam-
ple is representative of BCBAs with respect to the
settings in which they practice and other related
variables.

Implications for Training and Practice

BCBAs are required to complete four continuing
education credits in ethics as part of their 2-year
recertification cycle (BACB, 2017). The type of
ethics training BCBAs receive can vary and the
BACB makes a number of recommendations
regarding acceptable topics for ethics training.
BCBAs may want to be selective about the type of
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continuing education in ethics that they pursue. As
an example of this, consider BCBAs who work in
schools. These individuals may want to pursue
ethics training on providing behavior analytic serv-
ices in school settings (Brodhead et al., 2018).
Other BCBAs who might work in clinics or deliver
telehealth behavior analytic services might con-
sider other types of ethics training.

In addition to seeking specific types of continu-
ing education, BCBAs should engage in individual
strategies that will help them mitigate the negative
consequences associated with burnout (Maslach,
2017). These might include self-management strat-
egies that focus on the development of more effec-
tive coping skills. Changes in work patterns (i.e.,
working less, redesigning one’s job) may also be
effective. Might also benefit from training on how
to manage supervisory pressure to violate their
ethics code. This might be best done using behavior
skills training.

While individual level strategies may be
effective in ameliorating some of the effects of
burnout, strategies that are more useful may be
at the systems-level targeting the entire organi-
zation (Maslach, 2017). Data from this study
indicated that professionals working in schools
and other settings are, at times, asked to violate
their ethical code. Supervisors may need train-
ing on the ethical responsibilities of BCBAs.
Other system-wide preventative measures may
include advocating for appropriate reductions in
workload and ongoing training for BCBAs and
other employees who are their consumers.
These efforts should be made in a partnership
with national, state, and local organizations that
advocate for BCBAs and their consumers.

In conclusion, results from this study indicate
that most participants reported that they had experi-
enced supervisory pressure to act unethically and
that they used a variety of strategies to manage the
pressure. Regardless, they reported experiencing
low levels of burnout and relatively positive
life and job attitudes. There were significant rela-
tions between burnout and job attitudes, all in the
expected direction. Future research should attempt
toreplicate these findings.
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