International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-024-01351-8

LETTERTO THE EDITOR q
|

Check for

updates

Work Addiction and Workaholism Are Different Constructs
— a Personal Overview and Response to Atroszko (2024)

Mark D. Griffiths'

Accepted: 11 June 2024
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2024

I was interested to read the recent commentary by my good colleague Pawel Atroszko arguing that
work addiction and workaholism are synonymous (Atroszko, 2024) based on his critique of the
literature review by Morkeviciute and Endriulaitiene (2023). Pawel and I agree on many things in
the area of work addiction given that we have already jointly published nine peer-reviewed papers
together on work addiction and/or study addiction (a pre-cursor to work addiction). However, my
own view is that while there is clearly a lot of overlap between workaholism and work addiction,
they are two different constructs. This is based on both the empirical literature and my own

personal experience of being a ‘happy workaholic’ for most of my working life.

In his paper, Pawel asserted that “an overwhelming majority of researchers (almost all), including the most
prolific authors in the field (Andreassen et al., 2018; Robinson, 1999, 2014), use these terms [workaholisn and
work addiction] as synonyms (see Atroszko et al., 2019)”. There are a number of points I would make in
relation to this sentence. Firstly, while Bryan E. Robinson is indeed (by any definition) a prolific
author, he is not prolific in the field of work addiction/workaholism with only a handful of peet-
reviewed papers on the topic. Secondly, Cecile Andreassen is also cited who has published
approximately 20 peer-reviewed papers in this area. She may be a prolific but she, her colleagues
at the University of Bergen, and I co-developed the Bergen Work Addiction Scale (Andreassen et

al., 2012) specifically to differentiate workaholism from work addiction (because some

b
conceptualizations of workaholism included positive constructs). Moreover, the sentence also
asserted that most researchers in this field view work addition and workaholism as synonyms. The

reference used to support this assertion (i.e., Atroszko et al., 2019) is a paper that I co-wrote with



Pawel and the word ‘workaholism’ was only mentioned once in the text and this was nothing to

do with most researchers in the field using the two terms synonymously.

In 2018, Pawel and I co-authored a deliberatively provocative paper “Ten myths about work
addiction’ (Griffiths et al., 2018). Pawel’s position on this issue may have changed since then, but
one of the things we argued in that paper was that work addiction and workaholism are not the
same thing. We used our own empirical findings to argue that our research (both joint and
separately) was theoretically grounded in the behavioural addiction literature and that work
addiction ultimately resulted in negative and detrimental effects for the individual. This was
contrasted with ‘workaholism’ which has a much wider range of theoretical underpinnings where
in some research, the construct can sometimes be seen as positive rather than negative. We also
made the point that the term ‘workaholic’ is used by individuals in everyday common language to
describe those workers are very engaged. I have also made the argument that the construct of
‘workaholism’ and that it is more akin to excessive working more generally, regardless of whether
there are advantageous or disadvantageous consequences (Griffiths, 2011). Because of this, we
argued that use of the term should be limited in the work addiction literature because of its use as
meaning very high and intense work involvement irrespective of whether it is good or bad for the

individual.

It is very clear that working very hard and excessively is not the same as work addiction (Griffiths,
2024) and that ‘hyper performers’ are sometimes viewed as workaholics (Korn et al., 1987; Peiperl
& Jones, 2001). Moreover, there are numerous examples of empirical studies that refer to
‘achievement-oriented workaholics’, ‘enthusiastic workaholics’, ‘engaged workaholics’, ‘happy
workaholics’ and ‘committed workaholics’ where few such individuals experience negative
consequences due to excessive working (e.g., Bonebright et al., 2000; Friedman & Lobel, 2003;
Killinger, 1992; Spence & Robbins, 1992). All of these could be described more realistically as
‘happy hard workers’ who are “Strongly and intrinsically motivated, content with their style of working, enjoy
their passionate involvement, are bappy to exceed the demands of the job, and are typically professionally
rewarded. . . [these] workaholics simply represent an extreme case of work commitment” (Buelens & Poelmans,
2004; p.443). Arguably, it would be an oxymoron to describe an individual as a ‘happy work addict’
or an ‘enthusiastic work addict’ whereas few people (scholars or otherwise) would find it strange
to term someone as an ‘enthusiastic workaholic’. This because ‘work addiction’ and ‘workaholism’
are not the same either empirically or clinically. In short, empirical studies that posit the existence
of ‘happy’ or ‘enthusiastic’ workaholics are arguably not viewing workaholism as a behavioural

addiction but an activity that the individual enjoys doing excessively.



Morkeviciute and Endriulaitiene (2023) may not have argued their case for workaholism and work
addiction being separate constructs as well as they could have but that does not mean they their
conclusion was wrong. One of the shortcomings of the review by Morkeviciute and Endriulaitiene
was that their review only included studies from 2008 onwards but the literature on workaholism
and work addiction dates back over 50 years. Many seminal studies on workaholism which

included positive aspect of workaholism were carried out prior to 2008.

References

Andreassen, C. S., Griffiths, M. D., Hetland, J. & Pallesen, S. (2012). Development of a Work
Addiction Scale. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 53, 265-272.

Andreassen, C. S., Schaufeli, W. B., & Pallesen, S. (2018). Myths about the myths about work
addiction: Commentary on: Ten myths about work addiction (Griffiths et al., 2018). Journal of
Bebhavioral Addictions, 7(4), 858—8062.

Atroszko, P. A. (2024). Work addiction and workaholism are synonymous: an analysis of the
sources of confusion (a commentary on Morkeviciuté and Endriulaitiené). International Journal of
Mental Health and Addiction. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-024-
01243-x

Atroszko, P. A., Demetrovics, Z., & Griffiths, M. D. (2019). Beyond the myths about work
addiction: Toward a consensus on definition and trajectories for future studies on problematic

overworking. Journal of Bebhavioral Addictions, 8(1), 7-15.

Bonebright, C. A., Clay, D. L. & Ankenmann, R. D. (2000). The relationship of workaholism with
work-life conflict, life satisfaction, and purpose in life Journal of Counseling Psychology, 47, 469-477.

Buelens, M., & Poelmans, S. A. (2004). Enriching the Spence and Robbins' typology of

workaholism: Demographic, motivational and organizational correlates. Journal of Organizational

Change Management, 17(5), 440-458.



Friedman, S. D., & Lobel, S. (2003). The happy workaholic: A role model for employees. .Acadenzy
of Management Perspectives, 17(3), 87-98.

Griffiths, M.D. (2005). Workaholism is still a useful construct. Addiction Research and Theory, 13, 97-
100.

Griffiths, M.D. (2024). Work addiction and quality of care in healthcare: Working long hours
should not be confused with addiction to work. BM] Quality & Safety, 33, 4-6.

Griffiths, M.D., Demetrovics, Z. & Atroszko, P.A. (2018). Ten myths about work addiction.
Journal of Bebavioral Addictions, 7, 845-857.

Killinger, B. (1992). Workaholics, the respectable addicts. East Roseville: Simon and Schuster.

Korn, E. R,, Pratt, G. J., & Lambrou, P. T. (1987). Hyper-performance: The AINM strategy for releasing
your business potential. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Morkeviciute, M., & Endriulaitiene, A. (2023). Defining the border between workaholism and
work addiction: A systematic review. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 21(5), 2813—
2823.

Peiperl, M. & Jones, B. (2001). Workaholics and overworkers: Productivity or pathology? Group
and Organization Management, 26, 369-393.

Robinson, B. E. (1999). The work addiction risk test: Development of a tentative measure of
workaholism. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 88(1), 199-210.
https://doi.org/10.2466/pms.1999.88.1.19.

Robinson, B. E. (2014). Chained to the desk: A guidebook for workaholics, their partners and children, and

the clinicians who treat them. NY U Press.

Spence, J. T., & Robbins, A. S. (1992). Workaholism: Definition, measurement, and preliminary
results. Journal of Personality Assessment, 58, 160—178



van Beek, 1., Taris, T. W., & Schaufeli, W. B. (2011). Workaholic and work engaged employees:
Dead ringers or worlds apart? Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 16(4), 468-482.



