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Overcommitted individuals cannot withdraw from work obligations. We examine whether work goal
engagement attenuates the negative effects of overcommitment on work and health outcomes. For
overcommitted professionals it should matter whether they dedicate time and energy to work goals they
feel bound to or to goals they do not feel attached to (unengaged overcommitment). In a longitudinal
study of 752 employees, we examined the interaction between overcommitment (T1) and work goal
engagement (T2) in contributing to job and sleep satisfaction (T1 and T3). Results indicated that higher
overcommitment and lower work goal engagement were associated with lower job and sleep satisfaction
at T3, controlling for T1 job and sleep satisfaction. Overcommitment was only related to lower job
satisfaction when work goal engagement was low. No interactive effect was found for sleep satisfaction.
These findings support the essential role of goal engagement for well-being and adaptive development
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in the work domain.
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Overcommitment, the inability to withdraw from work obliga-
tions (Joksimovic, Starke, Knesebeck, & Siegrist, 2002; Siegrist,
1996) is a relatively stable stress component that is associated with
exhaustion, job dissatisfaction, and poor sleep quality (de Jonge,
Bosma, Peter, & Siegrist, 2000; de Jonge, van der Linden,
Schaufeli, Peter, & Siegrist, 2008; Kudielka, von Kénel, Gander,
& Fischer, 2004; Siegrist & Li, 2016). Thus, overcommitment is a
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nonadvisable way to deal with work stress, yet overcommitted
professionals find it hard to overcome overcommitment.

We examine whether a more controllable motivational process,
work goal engagement (Haase, Heckhausen, & Silbereisen, 2012),
mitigates the negative effects of overcommitment on work and
health outcomes. Because engaging in work goals implies that
individuals are active agents in their own (work) life (Haase et al.,
2012; Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz, 2010, 2019), it should
make a difference for overcommitted employees if they dedicate
their time and energy to work goals they feel motivationally
attached to—or if they dedicate their time and energy to endeavors
they do not really feel a motivational attachment to (i.e., unen-
gaged overcommitment). Negative outcomes of overcommitment
should be more severe when employees are overcommitted but
unengaged, while negative effects should be attenuated when
employees are engaged in work goals. We investigate these ques-
tions using longitudinal data from 752 employees. As work and
health outcomes, we use their job and sleep satisfaction ratings
(Buysse, 2014; Kinicki, McKee-Ryan, Schriesheim, & Carson,
2002).

With our longitudinal design, we are in a position to corroborate
prior studies on the negative outcomes of overcommitment (e.g.,
Kudielka et al., 2004) and then move one important step forward
by highlighting the relevance of goal engagement for well-being
and adaptive development in the work domain. Workers might
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benefit from motivational processes that alleviate maladaptive
ways of dealing with work stress. Thus, practically, this research
suggests that employees should reflect on their work-related goals,
while employers should communicate meaningful goals and pro-
vide opportunities for goal pursuit.

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development

Overcommitment has been conceptualized within the effort—
reward imbalance (ERI) model (Siegrist, 1996). In this model, the
combination of high efforts and low rewards results in work stress,
with adverse health effects in the long run (Siegrist, 1996). While
efforts and rewards are considered extrinsic stress components,
overcommitment is regarded as an intrinsic component that in-
volves excessive engagement (Siegrist, 1996; Siegrist & Li, 2016).
It has been theorized as a maladaptive coping pattern that moder-
ates the effect of effort-reward imbalance on health such that the
strongest negative effects are expected among highly overcommit-
ted individuals (Siegrist, 1996; Siegrist & Li, 2016). Furthermore,
overcommitment has been expected to show direct effects on
individuals’ health (Siegrist & Li, 2016). Research has indeed
demonstrated mainly direct effects, for example, negative effects
on cardiovascular and immune response variables (Siegrist & Li,
2016). Furthermore, studies have linked overcommitment with job
dissatisfaction, exhaustion, and poor sleep quality (e.g., de Jonge et
al., 2000; Kudielka et al., 2004). We also examine direct effects
and aim to replicate the finding that overcommitment is detrimen-
tal to job and sleep satisfaction:

Hypothesis 1: Controlling for the outcomes at Time 1, high
overcommitment at Time 1 is associated with (a) low job satisfac-
tion and (b) low sleep satisfaction at Time 3.

Although it is debated whether overcommitment is a state or a
trait (du Prel et al., 2018), it has been shown to be relatively stable
over time (de Jonge et al., 2008). It is nonresponsive to changes in
freedom of choice at work and increases as work stress increases
(du Prel et al., 2018). We therefore investigate if work goal
engagement as a more controllable motivational process (Haase et
al., 2012) alleviates negative effects of overcommitment.

In contrast to overcommitment, goal engagement—the process
individuals experience once they have committed to a goal—is
generally linked to better health and well-being (e.g., Haase,
Heckhausen, & Koller, 2008; Haase et al., 2012; Hall, Chipper-
field, Heckhausen, & Perry, 2010) and is considered a key process
of developmental regulation in the major theories of developmen-
tal psychology (e.g., Baltes & Baltes, 1990; Brandtstidter & Ro-
thermund, 2002; Heckhausen et al., 2010, 2019). Within the mo-
tivational theory of life span development (Heckhausen et al.,
2010), three facets of goal engagement are distinguished, selective
primary control (i.e., investment of effort, time, and skills), com-
pensatory primary control (i.e., seeking out help or other means to
overcome shortcomings in primary control resources), and selec-
tive secondary control (i.e., volitional self-regulation to enhance
commitment to a chosen goal). Together, these facets operate as
goal engagement and have been linked with life satisfaction,
purpose in life, and better self-reported physical health (i.e., indi-
cators of adaptive development; Haase et al., 2008; Haase et al.,
2012; Haynes, Heckhausen, Chipperfield, Perry, & Newall, 2009).

Because goal engagement involves individual agency, it might
help to maintain a feeling of control over the workplace even for

overcommitted employees who are not able to withdraw from their
preoccupation with work. That is, we suggest that work goal
engagement mitigates the negative effects of overcommitment on
work and health outcomes:

Hypothesis 2: Controlling for the outcomes at Time 1, associa-
tions between overcommitment at Time 1 and (a) job satisfaction
and (b) sleep satisfaction at Time 3 are moderated by work goal
engagement at Time 2. When work goal engagement is low, high
overcommitment is associated with low job satisfaction and low
sleep satisfaction. When work goal engagement is high, such
associations do not exist or are considerably weaker.

Method

Sample

We used data from the Innovation Sample of the German
Socio-Economic Panel, a longitudinal study established in 2011.
Data were collected via face-to-face interviews (see Richter & Sch-
upp, 2015; further information, including codebooks and question-
naires, is available via www.diw.de/doi/soep.is.2016.2). We used data
from 2011 (T1), 2012 (T2), and 2013 (T3), because overcommitment
was assessed in 2011, work goal engagement in 2012, and job and
sleep satisfaction were assessed in all years. We used the subsample
of participants that provided data on our variables of interest and
reported to be employed in all three years. Our sample thus consisted
of N = 752 employees (48.5% female, M = 44.97 years, SD = 11.34
years, range 18—65 years). Sensitivity analyses (Faul, Erdfelder,
Lang, & Buchner, 2007) yielded an effect size of f2 = .01046. That
is, a small effect can be reliably detected with our given sample of
N =752 (o« = .05, power = .80).

Of our sample, 455 (60.5%) were white-collar workers/employ-
ees, 145 (19.3%) were blue-collar workers, 71 (9.4%) were self-
employed, 51 (6.8%) were civil servants, 27 (3.6%) were trainees,
and one person (0.1%) was helping a self-employed family mem-
ber. Two individuals (0.3%) made no comment about their occu-
pation but provided work goal engagement and overcommitment
assessments; thus, we kept them in the sample. Of the sample, 207
(27.5%) reported managerial responsibilities.

Measures

Overcommitment was measured at Time 1, work goal engagement
at Time 2, and job and sleep satisfaction data were used from Time 1
and 3. As control variables, we included age and negative affect (T1),
because they might affect our criterion variables (Dobrow Riza,
Ganzach, & Liu, 2018; Jacobs, Cohen, Hammerman-Rozenberg, &
Stessman, 2006; Judge & Ilies, 2004; Kafetsios & Zampetakis, 2008;
Ng & Feldman, 2010). As to these key constructs, there were no
missing data. Internal consistencies are displayed in Table 1.

Overcommitment. The 6-item scale from Joksimovic et al.
(2002) was used. A sample item was “Work rarely lets me go, it is
still on my mind when I go to bed.” Participants responded on a
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

Work goal engagement. Participants were asked to think of
their working life. Then, work goal engagement was measured by
6 items, two for each facet, on a scale from 0 (strongly disagree)
to 10 (strongly agree), for example, “When I encounter problems,
I don’t give up until I solve them” (selective primary control), “If
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Intercorrelations of Study Variables
Study variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 Overcommitment T1 (1-4) 2.20 0.67 (.79)
2 Work goal engagement T2 (0-10) 7.46 1.39 —.01 (.78)
3 Negative affect T1 (1-5) 2.28 0.70 18 -.10™ (.64)
4 Age 44.97 11.34 .08" —.02 .04 —
5 Job satisfaction T1 (0-10) 7.23 1.96 -.16™ 15 —.29™ —.01 —
6 Sleep satisfaction T1 (0-10) 7.09 2.12 —21 1 —.38"" —.05 32 —
7 Job satisfaction T3 (0-10) 7.10 1.90 -17 16™ —.24™ —.08" A40™ 25" —
8 Sleep satisfaction T3 (0-10) 6.80 2.16 —.18" 16™* —.25"" —.09" 20" 50" 357 —
Note. N = 752. Cronbach’s alphas are presented on the diagonal. Variable ranges are displayed in parentheses in the first column.

“p=.05 Tp=.0lL

I can’t attain a goal one way, I look for alternative ways to still get
to it” (compensatory primary control), and “When I have decided
on a goal, I always keep in mind its benefits” (selective secondary
control; Schéllgen, Gerstorf, & Heckhausen, 2014)."

Job satisfaction and sleep satisfaction. Satisfaction was
measured by single items (“How satisfied are you with your job?”
and “How satisfied are you with your sleep?”; Richter, Metzing,
Weinhardt, & Schupp, 2013) on a scale from O (highly dissatisfied)
to 10 (highly satisfied).

Negative affect. This construct was measured by 3 items
(Schimmack, 2009) on a scale from 1 (very rarely) to 5 (very
often). Participants reported how often they felt “angry,” “sad,” or
“worried” in the past four weeks.?

Results

Table 1 displays means, standard deviations, and correlations
among the study variables. To test hypotheses, we conducted
hierarchical regression analyses predicting job and sleep satisfac-
tion (T3) from overcommitment (T1) and work goal engagement
(T2). Table 2 displays the results. We report unstandardized coef-
ficients in the text and standardized ones in the table.

Hypothesis 1 proposed that higher overcommitment is associ-
ated with lower job and sleep satisfaction at Time 3, controlling for
both outcomes at Time 1. Supporting Hypothesis 1, higher over-
commitment was indeed predictive of both lower job satisfaction
(B = -.170, p = .008, f> = .0087) and lower sleep satisfaction
(B = —-.138, p = .048, f* = .0054). Analyses further demonstrated
that higher work goal engagement was related to both higher job
satisfaction (B = .210, p = .005, f> = .0112) and higher sleep
satisfaction (B = .264, p = .001, > = .0138).

In Hypothesis 2, we proposed an interaction effect between
overcommitment and work goal engagement in contributing to job
and sleep satisfaction. We found that work goal engagement sig-
nificantly moderated associations between overcommitment at
Time 1 and job satisfaction at Time 3 (B = .192, p = .006, % =
.01013), but there was no interaction effect for sleep satisfaction
(B = .007, p = .93, f2 < .001). As recommended (Cohen &
Cohen, 1983), we plotted the significant interaction (see Figure 1).
Simple slope tests revealed that the association between overcom-
mitment (T1) and job satisfaction (T3) was statistically significant
for low work goal engagement (B = —.379, t = —3.99, p < .001),
but not for high work goal engagement (B = .005, t = .053, p =
.96). That is, higher overcommitment was associated with lower

job satisfaction two years later when work goal engagement was
low, but not when it was high. In sum, Hypothesis 2 was supported
for the outcome of job satisfaction, but not for sleep satisfaction.?

Discussion

We aimed to replicate research on the effects of overcommitment
and to extend research by highlighting the moderating role of work
goal engagement in this context. We found that higher overcommit-
ment was associated with lower job and sleep satisfaction two years
later, whereas we found the reverse associations for work goal en-
gagement. Moreover, we found that overcommitment only predicted

! The motivational theory of life-span development differentiates be-
tween motivation and volition (see review in Achtziger & Gollwitzer,
2018; Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz, 2019). Motivation comprises the
incentives or reasons why a particular goal is chosen and volition com-
prises the degree of, and the strategies involved in, pursuing a chosen goal.
Goal engagement reflects volitional investment. Therefore, extrinsic and
intrinsic incentives are not part of the goal engagement scale. Please also
note that the measurement of goal engagement is different from the
measurement of goal commitment (Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, Wright, &
DeShon, 2001; Locke & Latham, 2002). Although both constructs are
similar and generally refer to the psychological attachment to a given goal,
the measurement of goal engagement includes three facets—selective
primary control, selective secondary control, and compensatory primary
control—that are not considered in the measurement of goal commitment
(Klein et al., 2001).

2 As to construct validity, confirmatory factor analyses, using the max-
imum likelihood estimation method in Mplus, demonstrated a good fit for
the three-factor solution (overcommitment; work goal engagement; nega-
tive affect; x* = 197.28, df = 87, RMSEA = .04, CFI = .96, TLI = .95,
SRMR = .04) and unsatisfactory fit indices for a two-factor solution
(overcommitment and negative affect combined; work goal engagement;
x> = 488.42, df = 89, RMSEA = .08, CFI = .85, TLI = .83, SRMR =
.07) or a one-factor solution (x2 = 1654.23, df = 90, RMSEA = .15,
CFI = .43, TLI = .34, SRMR = .15). This suggests that our constructs are
distinct.

3In line with the recommendations of Becker et al. (2016), we also
conducted all analyses without control variables. All result patterns re-
mained stable if either one or both control variables, age and negative
affect, were excluded. For exploratory purposes, we also ran our analyses
using gender and years of education as additional control variables; all
result patterns were stable. We further ran our analyses in Mplus (i.e., as a
latent moderated structural equation model, using the XWITH command;
Muthén & Muthén, 2012). Again, all result patterns remained stable.
Because Mplus does not provide traditional fit indices for models with
latent variable interactions, we decided to report the hierarchical regression
analysis and not the latent moderated model in greater detail in this article.
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Table 2

Hierarchical Moderated Regression Analyses Predicting Job and Sleep Satisfaction (T3) From Overcommitment (T1) and Work Goal

Engagement (T2)

Job satisfaction T3

Sleep satisfaction T3

Variables B AR? R? B AR? R?
Step 1: Control variables 186" 186" 262" 262"
Age —.069" —.066"
Negative affect T1 —.137*" —.065
Job satisfaction T1 364"
Sleep satisfaction T1 476"
Step 2
Overcommitment T1 —.089™" .008™ 193 —.064" .004* 266"
Step 3
Work goal engagement T2 .094™ .009™ 2027 104 o1 276"
Step 4
Overcommitment T1 X Work
Goal Engagement T2 .090™* .008™* 210" .003 .000 276

Note.

“p=.05 "p=.0l

lower job satisfaction when work goal engagement was low. For
predicting sleep satisfaction, no interaction effect was evident.

Our study suggests that job satisfaction is more severely af-
fected if employees display unengaged overcommitment. This
finding is practically relevant because job satisfaction is linked
with many important variables of the work domain, such as job
performance, withdrawal behaviors, and organizational commit-
ment (Kinicki et al., 2002). That is, decreases in job satisfaction
might have further detrimental consequences. As to sleep satisfac-
tion, it seems that work goal engagement cannot lessen the objec-
tive load that is associated with overcommitment; sleeping trou-
bles are probably an inherent part of overcommitment (Joksimovic
et al., 2002) that is not alleviated by goal engagement.

Implications

This analysis has applied a central construct of the motivational
theory of life span development, goal engagement, to the work do-
main (Heckhausen et al., 2010). Findings highlight the importance of
work goal engagement for job satisfaction and thus adaptive devel-
opment in the work context. Our findings also resonate with related
research showing that the impact of maladaptive, excessive work
mentalities can be attenuated by motivational variables (Ten Brum-
melhuis, Rothbard, & Uhrich, 2017). Our study emphasizes the im-
portance of work goals, while Ten Brummelhuis and colleagues
(2017) show the importance of work enjoyment. Although interaction
effects are often small (Murphy & Russell, 2017), our findings pertain
to the work context and thus millions of people, thereby having
ramifications for entire societies both economically and regarding
public health in terms of risks for exhaustion. That is, for overcom-
mitted professionals, even small improvements in work satisfaction
can be relevant and should be worth the effort. For the ERI model
(Siegrist, 1996), our results are in line with research that has examined
overcommitment as a risk factor on its own (de Jonge et al., 2008).
However, future research could also include extrinsic work efforts and
rewards so as to examine the full ERI model in this context.

Practically, this research points to beneficial effects of engage-
ment in work goals. Thus, employees should sometimes take one
step back and reflect on their priorities and work goals. Likewise,

N = 752. Beta weights are standardized. Predictors and control variables were standardized for analysis.

employers should make sure to develop and to explain meaningful
organizational goals that employees can identify with (Latham,
Erez, & Locke, 1988), and, importantly, employers should create
an environment that provides opportunities and resources for em-
ployees’ goal pursuit (Heckhausen, Shane, & Kanfer, 2017; Locke
& Latham, 2002). Besides engaging in work goals, employees
should aim to develop adaptive coping styles to counter work
stress. Even though overcommitment seems hard to change, over-
committed employees should try to find ways to get their mind off
work and to recover (Sonnentag, Kuttler, & Fritz, 2010).

Limitations and Future Research

Despite the large sample and the longitudinal design, several
limitations need to be acknowledged: Our analyses rely on self-
reports from a single source, thus common method bias cannot be
ruled out (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Yet
our focus was on the interaction between overcommitment and
work goal engagement, and interactions cannot be artificially
created by common method variance (Siemsen, Roth, & Oliveira,
2010).* Murphy and Russell (2017) have also pointed out that
interaction effects are often small.”

Further limitations concern causal conclusions and single-item
measures. Although we were able to control for Time 1 outcome
measures, we cannot draw definite causal inferences. Moreover,
we used single items for the assessment of job and sleep satisfac-

* The study also involves several recommended techniques to control for
method biases (Podsakoff et al., 2003): Predictor, moderator, and criterion
variables were temporally separated in our longitudinal design; further-
more, our key constructs involved different response formats. Due to the
large data collection effort in the context of the SOEP Innovation Sample,
our hypotheses were not salient for respondents. Apart from study design,
our confirmatory factor analyses (see footnote 2) further indicate that there
is no single factor accounting for the majority of the covariance among the
measures.

3 Furthermore, our study complies with the general recommendations of
Murphy and Russell (2017) in terms of moderator research: Our N is larger
than 500, predictor and moderator are not correlated, their reliabilities are
not much below .80—.85, and predictor and moderator are not too strongly
related to the criterion variables.
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Figure 1.

High overcommitment T1

The moderating effect of work goal engagement at Time 2 in the relationship between overcom-

mitment at Time 1 and job satisfaction at Time 3. Higher and lower levels of work goal engagement represent
one standard deviation above and below the mean. n.s. = nonsignificant. ** p = .001.

tion. Although single items are accepted to proxy job satisfaction,
for example (de Jonge et al., 2000; Wanous, Reichers, & Hudy,
1997), more comprehensive measures would be preferable. Future
research should also consider the processes by which goal engage-
ment moderates the effect of overcommitment on job satisfaction.
For example, it is possible that behavioral investment in one’s
work is more effortful when goal engagement is low. That is, when
employees display unengaged overcommitment, they lack a sense
of direction at work. Continuing investment is only possible with
heightened self-regulatory effort and in the long run may lead to
increased risks for exhaustion. Further longitudinal research could
also take the perspective of goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham,
2002, 2006) and include variables pertaining to goal choice, per-
formance, and satisfaction with performance.

In conclusion, our analysis suggests that overcommitment af-
fects job satisfaction more severely when employees display low
work goal engagement. Thus, this research highlights the impor-
tance of goal engagement for adaptive development in the work
domain.
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