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Abstract 
The COVID-19 health crisis and its generalized lockdown have not spared 
the professional world. In this health crisis context characterized by uncer-
tainty and threats, stress and burnout are consequences widely studied. 
Work-team identification has often been associated with reduced stress and 
burnout in a non-crisis context. However, to the best of our knowledge, only 
one study has addressed this issue shortly after the onset of the COVID-19 
health crisis (i.e., six months). To expand our understanding of these rela-
tionships, the present study aims to investigate the effect of work-team iden-
tification on mental health (i.e., stress and burnout) one year after the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. We performed hierarchical regressions on a 
sample of 110 Belgian employees. Data were collected from the end of Janu-
ary to the end of April 2021. We found that only disengagement was nega-
tively predicted by work-team identification. No significant effect was found 
for stress and exhaustion. The research implications are discussed in relation 
with proximity managers, who have a specific role to play in the work-team 
identification, and more generally in the well-being of their employees. 
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1. Introduction 

The sudden onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the widespread lockdown 
experienced in recent years have disrupted all areas of our lives, not sparing the 
world of work. Indeed, this period has challenged some long-established dimen-
sions of work, notably in terms of the work environment, with the massive im-
plementation of telecommuting (Allen et al., 2021); work relations, conducted 
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mainly remotely (Bolisani et al., 2020); or even more generally in terms of work 
organization (Spurk & Straub, 2020). Employees have been thrust into these new 
working conditions, sometimes with few tools to cope (Jamal et al., 2021). Under 
these conditions, it is not surprising to observe an increase in stress, anxiety and 
burnout among healthcare professionals (e.g., Al Maqbali et al., 2021) and more 
generally in the overall population (Salari et al., 2020). In view of this particular 
context, the objective of this study is to see if work-team identification, a concept 
associated with reduced professional stress and burnout in a non-crisis context, 
is also negatively associated with these health variables one year after the onset 
of the COVID-19 health crisis. Given that very few scholars have addressed this 
issue during a health crisis, the present study will enrich our knowledge of these 
relationships.  

2. Literature Review  

Professional stress refers to a change in the worker’s physical or mental state, 
caused by a challenge or threat from the workplace (Zimbardo et al., 2003). Fac-
tors that contribute to professional stress include for example high workload, 
isolation, role conflict, difficult relationships with colleagues, and unfavorable 
organizational climate (Colligan & Higgins, 2006). Some of these factors were 
accentuated during the COVID-19 pandemic including consistent workload 
(e.g., Carillo et al., 2021; Jamal et al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2021), role overload 
(e.g., Kumar et al., 2021), professional isolation and loneliness (e.g., Carillo et al., 
2021; Jamal et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021), and family-work interference (e.g., 
Jamal et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). As the COVID-19 health crisis characte-
rized by an uncertain and ongoing threat was prolonged over time, it inevitably 
contributed to a persisting professional stress (Franklin & Gkiouleka, 2021), 
which is a strong predictor of burnout (e.g., Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Several 
studies have investigated the impact of the COVID-19 health crisis on mental 
health. For example, through their study conducted in a healthcare service, Ho-
seinabadi et al. (2020) observed a higher level of burnout and stress among 
nurses in frontline services confronted with COVID-19 patients compared to 
nurses who had no direct contact with such patients. 

Burnout is often considered as a tripartite syndrome (Maslach, Schaufeli, & 
Leiter, 2001) consisting of emotional exhaustion (“the depletion or draining of 
emotional resources caused by interpersonal demands”, Schaufeli & Salanova, 
2014: p. 296), feelings of depersonalization, also named disengagement (“the de-
velopment of negative, callous and cynical attitudes towards the recipients of 
one’s services”, Schaufeli & Salanova, 2014: p. 296) and a diminished sense of 
personal accomplishment (“the tendency to evaluate one’s work with recipients 
negatively”, Schaufeli & Salanova, 2014: p. 296). However, this multidimensional 
nature has been vigorously debated. Indeed, as mentioned by Schaufeli and Sa-
lanova (2014: p. 297), “Schaufeli and Taris (2005) argued that exhaustion and 
depersonalization constitute the core of burnout and that rather than being a 
constituting dimension, reduced personal accomplishment should be a conse-
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quence of exhaustion and depersonalization”. Therefore, throughout the present 
study, we focused on these two principal components of burnout, i.e. exhaustion 
and disengagement.  

Work-team identification is a well-known variable for reducing stress and 
burnout in non-crisis periods (e.g., Haslam et al., 2009). This concept refers to 
“the extent to which a team member identifies with a specific team rather than 
with organizational groups in general” (Gundlach et al., 2006: p. 1608). Work- 
team identification was initially explained by the social identity theory developed 
by Tajfel et al. (1979). This theory describes the way in which individuals con-
sider themselves part of a group through identification with it, adhering to its 
values and being emotionally attached to it (Tajfel et al., 1979; Tajfel & Turner, 
1986). A few years later, Ashforth and Mael (1989) developed the concept of so-
cial identification. Through this identification, individuals define themselves as 
belonging to a specific group and they believe they have certain characteristics in 
common with the other members of the group. Members of a group with a 
strong sense of group belongingness are motivated to act in the collective’s best 
interest (Levine, Prosser, Evans, & Reicher, 2005). Indeed, according to Tajfel 
and Turner (1986), workers generally seek to foster the viability and success of 
the group they belong. In such a context, workers strongly identified with their 
group are particularly likely to experience an important social support from 
other members of this group, giving that helping a group member fosters the 
functioning and success of the group. In line with this, Van Dick and Haslam 
(2012) argued that social support plays a central role in the influence of social 
identification on mental health outcomes. Social support thus enhances workers’ 
ability and confidence to deal with future challenges and stressors (Underwood, 
2000).  

Work-team identification has been shown to have a series of positive conse-
quences including increased commitment (Gautam et al., 2004) or reduced 
turnover (Edwards & Peccei, 2010). The more individuals identify with their 
work team, the less stress they feel (e.g., Steffens et al., 2014). These findings are 
also valid for burnout. Through a longitudinal study, Haslam, Jetten, and Wag-
horn (2009) found that work-team identification had a positive long-term im-
pact on the well-being of individuals and ultimately protected them from bur-
nout during challenging work group demands. Moreover, according to McKim-
mie et al. (2020), during “non-routine” stress (e.g., a workplace fire), the feeling 
of identification is all the more important to face this ordeal.  

Although identification has often been associated with reduced stress and 
burnout, few authors have addressed this issue during a health crisis. To our 
knowledge, only one study addresses this topic at the beginning of the COVID-19 
health crisis, from April to June 2020. Based on a sample composed of US fron-
tline workers in an emergency department, Sangal et al. (2020) pointed out that 
work-team identification helped frontline workers to alleviate feelings of stress 
and burnout. The authors also confirmed these results through a prospective 
longitudinal perspective, with a group of frontline workers they followed over 
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time.  
The study conducted by Sangal et al. examined the effect of identification on 

stress and burnout in the time of COVID. However, it took place shortly (i.e., 6 
months) after the onset of the crisis. The current study looks at this same rela-
tionship but in a different time frame, i.e., one year after the onset of COVID-19. 
Therefore, in this context of prolonged COVID-19, work-team identification 
could further reduce the effect of stress and burnout. To contribute to the litera-
ture on this subject, this study aims to investigate the impact of work-team iden-
tification on stress and burnout one year after the onset of the COVID-19 pan-
demic.  

Based on the aforementioned, we hypothesized that:  
H1: Work-team identification decreases stress. 
H2: Work-team identification decreases burnout.  

3. Materials and Methods  

Data were collected through an online survey disseminated via different plat-
forms such as social and professional networks. The link to the online question-
naire was posted along with a description of the research explaining the purpose 
of the study and emphasizing the confidentiality of the responses (anonymous 
participation). Prior to launching the survey, the present study and its design 
were presented for approval to the researchers’ university faculty of psychology 
ethics committee. The ethics committee’s final decision was positive suggesting 
that the present study fulfilled all the ethical rules regarding the methodological 
design. This survey was shared from the end of January to the end of April 2021. 
The exclusion criteria for this study were being under the age of majority and 
not having a proximity manager/team leader. The sample of this study was 
composed of a population of Belgian adult workers who were supervised by a 
proximity manager or a team leader. One hundred and ten completed the ques-
tionnaire in full and were eligible (Table 1 and Table 2).  

 
Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the respondents. 

Variable N % 

Gender 
Women 68 61.8 

Men 42 38.2 

Age 

18 - 29 years old 29 26.4 

30 - 49 years old 37 33.6 

50 years old and older 44 40.0 

Education 

Secondary school 28 25.5 

Bachelor’s degree 43 39.1 

Master’s degree 33 30.0 

Doctorate 0 0.0 

Others 6 5.5 
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Table 2. Characteristics of the respondents’ work. 

 Variable N % 

Contract 

Fixed term contract 14 12.7 

Open-ended contract 86 78.2 

Interim 4 3.6 

Other 6 5.5 

Job tenure 

Less than 5 years 44 40.0 

Between 5 and 10 years 15 13.6 

Between 11 and 15 years 11 10.0 

Between 16 and 20 years 11 10.0 

Between 21 and 25 years 6 5.5 

Between 26 and 30 years 6 5.5 

More than 30 years 17 15.5 

Work time 

Part time 29 26.4 

Full time 77 70.0 

Other 4 3.6 

Number of 
work-team members 

Less than 3 members 9 8.2 

3 to 6 members 21 19.1 

7 to 9 members 17 15.5 

10 to 12 members 12 10.9 

13 to 15 members 9 8.2 

More than 15 members 42 38.2 

3.1. Measures  

The online questionnaire included several parts detailed below. For all ques-
tionnaires, we used original French versions (see Appendix for the overall ques-
tionnaire).  

Sociodemographic variables. Sociodemographic variables were questioned, 
including gender, age, level of education, type of contract, status, working hours, 
job seniority, number of team members, and manager presence in the workplace. 

Stress. This dimension was measured using the Negative Occupational State 
Inventory subscale (NOSI) developed by Barbier et al. (2012). This subscale 
comprises eleven items (e.g., “I feel demoralized by my work”) assessed on a 
4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Never) to 4 (Always). Cronbach’s alpha was 
0.89. 

Burnout. The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI) is a 16-item question-
naire designed to assess burnout through its dimensions of disengagement (e.g., 
“I frequently talk about my work in a negative way”) and exhaustion (e.g., “After 
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my work, I regularly feel worn out and weary”) (Demerouti et al., 2003). Res-
ponses to this questionnaire were provided using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.78 for 
disengagement and 0.85 for exhaustion.  

Work-team Identification. An adapted version of the “Six Item Measure of 
OID” questionnaire proposed by Mael and Ashforth (1992) was used. In partic-
ular, the word “organization” was replaced with the word “team” (e.g., “When 
someone criticizes my team, it feels like a personal insult”). Responses to this 
questionnaire were provided using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Total-
ly disagree) to 5 (Totally agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.83.  

3.2. Statistical Analysis 

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS26.0 software (SPSS Inc., 2019). 
The alpha threshold of 0.05 was used for all analyses.  

Pearson correlations were performed between work-team identification, 
stress, disengagement and exhaustion. A correlation below .10 suggests a neglig-
ible association, between 0.10 and 0.30, the effect size is medium, while a value 
above 0.50 indicates a large effect size.  

We conducted 3 hierarchical regressions to explain stress, disengagement and 
exhaustion. The first block included the sociodemographic variables of gender, 
age, and education. The second block included the professional sociodemo-
graphic variables, namely status, seniority, working time, type of contract, num-
ber of members on the work team and the presence of the manager in the 
workplace. Finally, the last block was composed by work-team identification. 

4. Results 

Table 3 displays the means, SDs and correlations for work-team identification, 
stress, disengagement, and exhaustion. On average, participants were identified 
with their work-team (M = 3.81, SD = 0.77, range = 1 - 5). They sometimes felt 
strained by their job (M = 1.89, SD = 0.49, range = 1 - 4). Participants showed 
mean levels of disengagement (M = 2.19, SD = 0.55, range = 1 - 4) and exhaus-
tion (M = 2.23, SD = 0.58, range = 1 - 4).  
 
Table 3. Means, SDs and intercorrelations among work-team identification, stress, dis-
engagement and exhaustion. 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Work-team identification 3.81 0.77 (0.83) 0.02 −0.24* −0.11 

2. Stress 1.89 0.49  (0.89) 0.61** 0.77** 

3. Disengagement 2.19 0.55   (0.78) 0.65** 

4. Exhaustion 2.23 0.58    (0.85) 

Note. N = 110. M = mean, SD = standard deviation. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.001. Cronbach’s 
alphas are provided on the diagonal. 
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Work-team identification is negatively and moderately correlated with disen-
gagement (r = −0.24, p < 0.05). Stress is positively and strongly correlated with 
disengagement (r = 0.61, p < 0.001) and with exhaustion (r = 0.77, p < 0.001). 
Disengagement is positively and strongly correlated with exhaustion (r = 0.65, p 
< 0.001). We found no significant correlation between work-team identification, 
stress and exhaustion (respectively, r = 0.02, NS; r = −0.11, NS).  

Results of the hierarchical multiple regression indicate that work-team identi-
fication explains negatively disengagement (β = −0.26, p = 0.008) beyond the va-
riability explained by the sociodemographic and professional variables. No sig-
nificant effects were observed for stress and exhaustion (Table 4 and Table 5). 

5. Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to see the extent to which work-team identifica-
tion had an impact on stress and burnout one year after the onset of the 
COVID-19 health crisis. Only one of our hypotheses was partially confirmed in 
our study (H2). Indeed, our findings indicate that the more individual identifies 
with his/her work team, the less he/she will be disengaged in his/her work. These 
results are consistent with some previous research (e.g., Sangal et al., 2020). 
Contrary to what was expected, no significant relationship was found between 
work-team identification and exhaustion, or stress.  

 
Table 4. Hierarchical regression on stress, disengagement and exhaustion. 

 Block R2 ΔR2 F p 

Stress 
1. sociodemographic variable 0.02 0.02 F (3, 106) = 0.64 0.59 
2. professional variable 0.11 0.09 F (5, 101) = 2.12 0.07 
3. work-team identification 0.11 0.00 F (1, 100) = 0.14 0.71 

Disengagement 
1. sociodemographic variable 0.01 0.01 F (3, 106) = 0.43 0.73 
2. professional variables 0.10 0.09 F (5, 101) = 2.00 0.08 
3. work-team identification* 0.16 0.06 F (1, 100) = 7.42 0.008 

Exhaustion 
1. sociodemographic variable 0.03 0.03 F (3, 106) = 0.92 0.44 
2. professional variables 0.09 0.07 F (5, 101) = 1.45 0.21 
3. work-team identification 0.10 0.01 F (1, 100) = 0.55 0.46 

Note. *p < 0.001. 
 

Table 5. Regression on disengagement. 

Variables Standardized Coefficients Sig. 
Gender −0.15 0.13 

Age −0.04 0.76 
Education 0.06 0.51 
Contract 0.03 0.76 

Job tenure −0.01 0.98 
Work time −0.12 0.25 

Number of work-team members −0.06 0.53 
Work-team identification* −0.26 0.008 

Note. *p < 0.001. 
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Concerning our first hypothesis, work-team identification has no significant 
effect on stress, a result opposed to those revealed by Sangal et al. (2020). In at-
tempting to explain this unexpected result, it is essential to resituate this present 
study in time. It was conducted in early 2021, more than one year after the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting restrictions. This delay may in part 
explain that individuals are no longer in an acute stress phase and have by this 
point deployed effective coping strategies to deal with the threat (Dewe et al., 
2010). Indeed, during organizational changes, an acute effect on mental health is 
observed in the short term and tends to disappear or normalize over time (Dahl, 
2011). In addition, the nature and number of COVID-19 stressors have changed 
over time, with a marked decrease in the number of stressors (Landau et al., 
2022). Another possible explanation could be that, by identifying with their 
team, workers can count on the social support of other team members, leading 
them to perceive that they are better able to cope successfully with challenges 
and stressors because they can count on and mobilize collective action (Lorenzo, 
Schuh, Fraccaroli, & van Dick, 2015). In the long term, this collective effective-
ness may limit the stressful impact of life’s challenges. 

Concerning our second hypothesis, work-team identification reveals an effect 
only on the disengagement dimension of burnout, whereas it is non-significant 
on the exhaustion dimension. Some authors have highlighted that there may be 
a longitudinal causal relationship between the different components of burnout 
(Rogala et al., 2016). Leiter and Maslach (1988) and Lee and Ashforth (1993) 
agree that burnout begins with emotional exhaustion and ends with disengage-
ment, results replicated by Rogala et al. (2016). A high level of emotional ex-
haustion leads to a decrease in self-esteem and leads to disengagement approx-
imately 6 months later (Rogala et al., 2016). Therefore, the hypothesis partially 
confirmed in the present study could be explained by this observed shift in the 
components of burnout. Following the logic of the results obtained in the litera-
ture, the individuals in our sample could be in the disengagement stage and have 
gone through a prior exhaustion phase. A study conducted by Meyer et al. 
(2021) indicates that strict lockdown conditions further affect the exhaustion of 
women, who must telecommute and take on an additional domestic burden. 
Because our study took place several months after the lockdown, this could ex-
plain the fact that we found significant effect of identification on work disen-
gagement rather than on exhaustion.  

From a practical point of view, our study shows that it is important for em-
ployees to feel identified with their work team to reduce disengagement. The 
proximity manager has an important role to play in this identification process, 
especially during times of organizational change (Buick et al., 2018). Indeed, due 
to their central position within organizations, they are agents of communication, 
connection, and change (Callari et al., 2019), as well as essential references for 
the management of daily organizational life (He & Brown, 2013). From then on, 
behaviors of these managers have an impact on how employees identify with 
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their organization (He & Brown, 2013). The link between leadership and work- 
team identification has been widely validated in the past (e.g., Haslam & Elle-
mers, 2011; He & Brown, 2013), pointing to transformational leadership as the 
most suitable. This leadership style is characterized by individual recognition, 
intellectual stimulation, and charisma and motivation through inspiration (Bass 
& Avolio, 1994). A proximity manager who allows a certain amount of autono-
my and who allows his/her collaborators to make decisive actions increases 
work-team identification (Edwards & Peccei, 2010). A study conducted during 
the health crisis on a sample of University Professors in Jakarta (Indonesia) in-
dicated that transformational leadership had a positive and significant impact on 
job satisfaction, while transactional leadership did not reveal a significant effect 
(Azizaha et al., 2020). Given these elements, it is necessary to make managers 
aware of their role in supporting and regulating the team, which are essential 
skills in the process of motivating, involving and identifying a team. This means 
that these managers must listen, be attentive to fairness and keep regular contact 
with their employees. In that sense, Yarker et al. (2008) have established a refer-
ence framework of competences that managers should apply to promote the 
well-being of their employees such as, being present to ensure regulation within 
the team, communicating on collective work and on individual aspects, sup-
porting organizational changes or developing autonomy within the team (Yarker 
et al., 2008). According to several authors (e.g., Fuller, Hester, Barnett, Frey, Re-
lyea, & Beu, 2006; Tyler & Blader, 2000, 2003), another way to increase work-team 
identification is to foster factors catering individuals’ need to belong and factors 
that make them proud to belong to the group. It therefore involves, for example, 
to promote respectful treatment within the group; promote trust within the group, 
notably through transparent and open communication; to encourage support 
from group members; or to reinforce the group’s prestigious image. 

The interpretation of the results of this study must take certain limitations in-
to account. First, we used self-reported measures that are therefore subject to the 
subjectivity of each participant, with a potential desirability effect that may have 
caused respondents not to answer completely honestly. Second, our results come 
from a relatively small sample size, which does not allow generalizable conclu-
sions to be drawn. Then, since this survey was open to the general population, 
we have no information concerning the sector of activity or the environment in 
which participants work, which makes the results not very specific and not ge-
neralizable. Finally, the cross-sectional design of this study does not allow us to 
have long-term information and to compare the situation before, during and af-
ter the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, results of the Harman single-factor 
test indicated that the common method bias was not a major threat. 

Future research could replicate this study through longitudinal measures as 
well as with samples of workers from identifiable distinct sectors. This would make 
it possible to compare the different samples with each other and to propose tar-
geted interventions according to the course of the crisis. Although COVID-19 
seems to be behind us at this point, there is a need to learn from it and transfer 
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the learning to the professional world to come. 
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Appendix  

Items used to in this study. 
• Work-team Identification (Mael & Ashforth, 1992) 

 
1. When someone criticizes my team, it feels like a personal insult. 

2. I am very interested in what others think about my team. 

3. When I talk about my team, I usually say “we” rather than “they”. 

4. This team’s successes are my successes. 

5. When someone praises my team, it feels like a personal compliment. 

6. If a story in the media criticized my team, I would feel embarrassed. 
 

• Stress (Barbier et al., 2012) 
 

1. I feel I can’t cope with everything I have to do at work. 

2. I feel demoralised by my work. 

3. I work in a rush. 

4. I have insomnia because of my working life. 

5. My work stresses me. 

6. I find my work mentally exhausting. 

7. I suffer from nausea when I’m at work. 

8. I’m tired at work. 

9. I’m nervous at work. 

10. I get easily irritated at work. 

11. I’m worried by my working life. 
 

• Burnout (Demerouti et al., 2003) 
 

1. I always find new and interesting aspects in my work. 

2. There are days when I feel tired before arrive at work. 

3. It happens more and more often than I talk about my work in a negative way. 

4. After work, I tend to need more time than in the past in order to relax and feel better. 

5. I can tolerate the pressure of my work very well. 

6. Lately, I tend to think less at work and do my job almost mechanically. 

7. I find my work to be a positive challenge. 

8. During my work, I often feel emotionally drained. 

9. Over time, one can become disconnected from this type of work. 

10. After working, I have enough energy for my leisure activities. 

11. Sometimes, I feel sickened by my work tasks. 

12. After my work, I usually feel worn out and weary. 

13. This is the only type of work that I can imagine myself doing. 

14. Usually, I can manage the amount of my work well. 

15. I feel more and more engaged in my work. 

16. When I work, I usually feel energized. 
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