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Abstract

Introduction. Social skills may prevent burnout and enhance engagement in students by in-
creasing social support and improving relationships with peers and teachers.

Method. This study explores the interrelation between self-reported social skills and experi-
enced burnout and engagement among 351 university students (70.5% women, 29.5% men) in
different study fields. The Study Burnout Inventory (SBI-9), the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale-Student (UWES-S) and a social skills questionnaire were utilised. The data was ana-

lysed using linear regression analysis.

Results. The results show an association between higher social skills and lower burnout and

higher engagement. Higher engagement was also associated to lower burnout.

Discussion and Conclusion. The findings imply that targeting social skills might offer a way

to increase engagement and diminish burnout among students.

Keywords: burnout, engagement, university students, higher education, social skills
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Resumen

Introduccion. Las habilidades sociales pueden evitar el agotamiento y mejorar la participa-
cion en los estudiantes al aumentar el apoyo social y mejorar las relaciones con sus comparie-

ros y maestros.

Método. Este estudio explora la interrelacion entre las habilidades sociales autoinformadas y
el agotamiento experimentado y el compromiso entre 351 estudiantes universitarios (70.5%
mujeres, 29.5% hombres) en diferentes campos de estudio. Se utilizaron el Study Burnout
Inventory (SBI-9), la Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student (UWES-S) y un cuestionario
de habilidades sociales. Los datos se analizaron mediante analisis de regresion lineal.

Resultados Los resultados muestran una asociacion entre mayores habilidades sociales y me-
nor agotamiento y mayor compromiso. Un mayor compromiso también se asocié a un menor

agotamiento.
Discusién y conclusion. Los hallazgos implican que enfocarse en las habilidades sociales
podria ofrecer una forma de aumentar el compromiso y disminuir el agotamiento entre los

estudiantes.

Palabras clave: agotamiento, compromiso, estudiantes universitarios, educacion superior,

habilidades sociales.
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Introduction

Engagement plays a significant role in academic success and working life. It is regard-
ed as a hallmark of an optimal study experience (Bilge, Tuzkol, Dost, & Cetin, 2014), with
engaged students usually completing their studies successfully (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridg-
es, & Hayek, 2007; Salanova, Schaufeli, Martinez, & Breso, 2010). Engaged university stu-
dents also have high study motivation (Cazan, 2015; Stoeber, Childs, Hayward, & Feast,
2011) and better self-esteem (Forsyth, Lawrence, Bernetti, & Baumeister, 2007). However, a
number of higher education students face serious problems in their studies. If prolonged, these
students are in a risk developing stress and, eventually, burnout (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2007;
Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzales-Roma, & Bakker, 2002). Study-related burnout has been on
the rise in the last decade (Schaufeli, Martinez, pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002) and a signif-
icant proportion of higher education students have been shown to suffer from study-related
stress and burnout during their university studies (Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, Leskinen, & Nurmi,
2009).

Burnout and reduced engagement can cause problems for higher education students, as
well as for education institutions, because they are associated with low academic performance
(Schaufeli et al., 2002; Galbraith & Merril, 2015) and low academic motivation (Lyndon et
al., 2017). Burnout can cause problems for students in transition to work life as student burn-
out predicts burnout at work in the dimensions of exhaustion and cynicism (Robins, Roberts,
& Sarris, 2018). Engaged students succeed in their studies, while burned-out students are
more likely to fail or even dropout (Salmela-Aro, Savolainen, & Holopainen, 2009). Social
skills are one potential factor influencing student engagement, but it has largely been over-
looked in the literature. This study explores the role of social skills in study burnout and en-

gagement.

Students’ burnout

Students do not always cope optimally with study challenges, which can cause stress,
and eventually, burnout. Study-related burnout is a syndrome of three distinctive symptoms:
exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Emo-
tional exhaustion refers to the feeling of being emotionally exhausted from study work;
whereas cynicism denotes a cynical attitude towards studying and inefficacy measures feel-

ings of inadequacy as a student (Maslach & Leiter, 2005; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009). Study
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burnout is associated with low academic achievement (Galbraith & Merril, 2015), low aca-
demic self-esteem (Schone, Tandler, & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2015) and low performance-
based self-esteem (Dahlin, Juneborg, & Runeson, 2007). High levels of burnout among stu-
dents is also related to lower self-perception skills (Rodriguez-Hidalgo, Calmaestra, & Dios,
2014).

Imbalances between study and paid work and feeling pressured can cause stress, or
students can set overly high performance-related goals, becoming stressed from lack of
achievement (Schouwenburg, 2004; Salmela-Aro & Kunttu, 2010), which can result in stu-
dent burnout (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009). Excessive demands in school can lead to increasing
difficulty in coping with such demands, which can result in stress and pressure (Friesen &
Sarros, 1989). Study-related burnout arises from feelings of strain, especially fatigue over
one’s schoolwork (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009). Prolonged feelings of exhaustion can contribute
to a cynical attitude towards studies, resulting in a loss of interest in academic work (Salmela-
Aro et al., 2009). Burnout and engagement are seen as independent dimensions, but they are
negatively correlated (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). It is also worth noting the gender differ-
ences in stress and burnout; young women tend to suffer from stress (Reiseberg, 2000) and
burnout (Kiuru, Aunola, Nurmi, Leskinen, & Salmela-Aro, 2009) more than young men even
though women are performing better at school than men (Pomerantz, Altermatt, & Saxon,
2002). Salmela-Aro and Read (2017) point out that students’ risk of burnout rises along in-

creasing study years.

Student’s engagement

Study-related engagement refers to a positive emotional state of student well-being
characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et
al., 2002). Vigour denotes high levels of energy and mental resilience while working, putting
in effort and being persistent about one’s work. Dedication connotes a sense of significance,
enthusiasm, inspiration and pride in one’s studies and finding study work challenging enough
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Absorption is characterised by being concentrated and happily en-
grossed in one’s study work (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Absorption may feel like time is passing
quickly, with a student being captivated by his/her study (Schaufeli et al., 2002).

An optimistic attitude, enthusiasm and commitment to studies are regarded as factors

that increase study engagement (Salmela-Aro & Kunttu, 2010). Positive feelings about one’s
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study field, spending extra time with study work, determining one’s own learning objectives
and feelings of accomplishment and self-efficacy can also foster the possibility of study en-
gagement (Bilge et al., 2014). Study engagement is also associated with high personal stand-
ards (Zhang, Gan, & Cham, 2007), academic performance (Breso, Schaufeli, & Salanova,
2010; Vizoso, 2018), effective coping strategies and lower levels of perceived stress (Gan,
Yang, Zhou, & Zhang, 2007). There are gender differences in engagement; previous studies
show that girls are more engaged at school than boys, and teacher support partly explains the
gap in engagement between boys and girls (Liataert, Roorda, Leavers, Verschueren, & De
Fraine, 2015). Study engagement seems to have a great influence on transition to university as
it is well known that age and the year of studies have an effect on engagement (Ayala & Man-
zano, 2018) and students seem to be more engaged in the early years of their studies (Salmela-
Aro & Read, 2017).

Social skills among students

Social interactions have been suggested to play a central role in the development of
both study-related burnout and engagement (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2006; Wang & Eccles,
2012). Social skills refer to the ability to behave according to the environmental requirements
of the social context in which interpersonal relationships occur (Bakx, Van Der Sanden, Si-
jitsma, Croon, & Vermetten, 2006). They entail the ability to integrate feelings and thoughts
and to express behaviours according to personal goals in a particular context and culture
(Ford, 1982). Good social skills enable a student to interact effectively with other people,
which is related to many positive psychological and social consequences (Segrin, Hanzal,
Donnerstein, Taylor, & Domschke, 2007).

Social skills are associated with perceived social support (Riggio, Watring, &
Throckmorton, 1993), which is shown to decrease burnout (Jacobs & Dodd, 2003; Kutsal &
Bilge, 2012) and improve school engagement (Wang & Eccles, 2012). Moreover, a sense of
belonging to the study group, positive relationships with other students and staff, participation
in extra-curricular activities and being able to participate in conversation and decision making
in the class all influence study engagement (Bilge et al., 2014). Conversely, a negative study
atmosphere and insufficient study guidance can increase the risk of experiencing study burn-

out (Salmela-Aro, Savolainen, & Holopainen, 2009).
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Social skills increase social competence and emotional and behavioural adjustment
(Spence, 2003). Thus, it seems plausible that social skills may be associated wth lower risk of
burnout and increased engagement. Social competence is the ability to integrate behavioural,
cognitive and affective skills to obtain successful outcomes from interactions with others
(Bierman & Welsh, 2000). Social skills also increase the amount and quality of social support,
which is strongly associated with one’s personal resources (Siedlecki, Salthouse, Oishi, &
Jeswani, 2014), which in turn is closely related to well-being (Xanthoupoulou, Bakker,
Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009). Students with good social skills tend to have higher self-
esteem, more social support, higher life-satisfaction (Cooley, Buren, & Cole, 2011; Malinaus-
kas, Dumciene, & Lapeniene, 2014; Riggio, Thorckmorton, & Depaola, 1990) and better aca-
demic functioning (Demaray & Elliot, 2001).

Social skills are also associated with satisfying interpersonal relations, which in turn
promote health, personal satisfaction and quality of life (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2013). So-
cial skills are negatively correlated with social anxiety, loneliness and depression (Riggio et
al., 1990; Segrin, 1993) and positively correlated with increased academic success and effec-
tive stress regulation (Luthar, 1991; Zach, Yazdi-Ugav, & Zeev 2016).

Relationship among engagement, burnout and social skills

Social support (Riggio et al., 1993) has been proposed to buffer the risk of study-
related burnout (Cobb, 1976; Emadpoor, Lavasani, & Shacheraghi, 2016; Civitsi, 2015; Hal-
besleben & Buckley, 2006) and foster study-related engagement (Lamonte et al., 1995;
Kantanis, 2000). Social skills are positively correlated with perceived social support, and so-
cial skills combined with social support predict satisfaction and adjustment in college students
(Riggio et al., 1993). Social aspects of the teaching-learning environment are also linked to
the level of study-related burnout. Research indicates that the more negative perceptions stu-
dents have of the learning environment, the higher the level of experienced study-related
burnout is (Merildinen & Kuittinen, 2014).

Social skills are negatively correlated with components of burnout in medical residents
(Pereira-Lima & Loureiro, 2015), and it has been suggested that social skills may act as pro-
tective factors against burnout and other mental health problems such as anxiety and depres-
sion (Pereira-Lima & Loureiro, 2015). However, the research about the role of social skills in

burnout and engagement is almost completely lacking among higher education students.
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There is only one study describing the role of social skills in burnout among medical residents
(Pereira-Lima & Loureiro, 2015) so there is definitely a need for further studies with relation
to higher education students and the role of social skills in study engagement as well. While
there is limited research about the relation between social skills and burnout, social support
has repeatedly been shown to buffer the risk of study burnout (Emadpoor, Lavasani, &
Shahcheraghi, 2016; Civitsi, 2015; Halbesleben & Buckley, 2006; Jacobs & Dodds, 2003).
We know very little about the role of social skills in engagement and burnout among higher
education students. Arguably, social skills that enable students to better relate to and modify
their study environment can reduce the risk of experiencing burnout and, thus, increase en-

gagement.

Obijectives and Hypotheses

In this study, we examine the role of social skills in student burnout and student en-
gagement among university students. We hypothesise that higher social skills are associated
with lower burnout and higher engagement among students. We also report on the association
between study-related burnout and engagement (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014; Salanova et
al., 2009; Schaufeli et al., 2002). We adjust for gender and age as they may act as potential

confounders.

Methods

Participants

The study included 351 students (70.5% female and 29.5% men, approximately 70%
of course attendants) from various years and degree programmes in seven departments at the
University of Oulu: 46.3% from education, 20.8% humanities, 17.4% science, 3.9% medicine,
6.6% economics, 2.4% technology and 1.2% information technology. Their age varied from
19 to 44 years, and their civil status varied as follows: 5.4% single, 3.1% in a relationship,
19.7% cohabitating, 0.8% engaged, 13.9% married, 29.3% unmarried, 0.4% divorced and

0.4% single parents. All the students were Caucasians.

Instruments
The students were asked questions about study engagement (Utrecht Work Engage-
mens Scale for Students, UWES-S), as well as to fill out the burnout surveys (Study Burnout

Inventory, SBI-9), and students were also asked to self-rate their social skills.
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Study-related engagement

To measure engagement in students, we used the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale-
Students (UWES-S; Schaufeli et al., 2002), which comprises nine items (a« = .91), of which,
three measure vigour (a = .79, “when | study, | feel like | am bursting with energy "), three
dedication (o = .85, “I find my studies to be full of meaning and purpose”) and three absorp-
tion (a = .76, “time flies when I’'m studying”) (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The students responded
to all items on a six-point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree. The scale’s
reliability and validity among university students has been verified in previous research (Bre-
so, Schaufeli, & Salanova 2011; Mostert et al., 2007; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Uludag & Yara-
tan, 2010). The study engagement scale has also been validated in a study environment in
higher education in Finland (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009). The construct validity of the scale has
previously been examined with structural equation modelling (SEM) : The model showed
strong inner compatibility for the scale and it fitted well to the data and can be well applied to
examining student engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Mean variable was utilised in our

analyses.

Study-related burnout

To measure burnout in students, we used the Finnish version of the Study Burnout
Inventory (SBI-9; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009), which is similar to the original Maslach Burnout
Inventory — Student Survey (MBI-SS) by Schaufeli et al. (2002). The inventory comprises
nine items (a = .84) of three-factor structure based on the MBI-GS (Maslach Burnout Invento-
ry — General Survey), of which four measure exhaustion (a = .75, “I feel emotionally drained
by my studies”), three cynicism (a = .82, “I have become less enthusiastic about my studies”),
and two inefficacy (o = .60, “I have often feelings of inadequacy in my studies”) (Schaufeli
et al., 2002; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009). Burnout can be examined with different factor models
such as one-factor, two-factor and three-factor models but confirmatory analysis has shown
that three-factor model had the best fit to the data and was clearly better to the one and two-
factor models (Schutte, Toppinen, Kalimo, & Schaufeli, 2000). Although inefficacy did not
show as strong reliability as the other dimensions, the three-factor model is aligned with the
theory and gives more specific information about students’ burnout symptoms (Schaufeli et
al., 2002) than the one or two-factor models. The students responded to all items on a six-
point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree. The scale’s reliability and validi-

ty in university students has been verified in previous research (Breso, Schaufeli, & Salanova,
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2011; Mostert, Pienaar, Gauche, & Jackson, 2007; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Uludag & Yaratan,
2010). The construct validity of the measure has been examined with structural equation
modelling among Finnish higher education students (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009) and the results
indicated that the scale has strong inner compatibility and the reliability was strong for all
components of burn out (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009). A mean score of the scale was used in
analyses.

Social skills

We also asked the students to self-rate their social skills by means of a questionnaire,
which included six items (a = .76, e.g. “I find it difficult to argue my opinions in a group situ-
ation”, “When | express my opinions, people listens to me”, “I need advice and education
with social skills”, “I am able to argue my opinions rationally in group situations”, “I have
good social skills” and “Peers tell and trust me with difficult issues”) of self-evaluated percep-
tions regarding their social skills level. We run factor analysis for the questionnaire items and
items loaded on two factors. Six items loaded on the first factor and this factor explained
38.66% of the variation. Only two items loaded on the other factor. Item (“I give advice as
often as it is possible”) received low loadings on both factors (.16 and .17) and was, thus re-
moved. The only remaining item (“I consider myself as a good listener”) of the second factor
had a low loading with the first factor (.12) and also differed in content from the items on the
first factor and was thus not included in the final scale. The six items used in this study loaded
in the same factor (« = .76). The background of the questionnaire is based on the theoretical
frames of specific communication skills such as the Human Relations Counselling Model
(HRCM, Okun, 2002), micro-counselling (lvey, 1971; Ivey & Ivey, 2007) and human re-
source development (HRD, Truax & Carkhuff, 1967) that highlight specific social skills.
Studies have shown that focusing on these specific skills enhances social skills in counselling
sessions (Baker & Daniels, 1989, 1990; Buser, 2008). The questionnaire focuses also to simi-
lar classes as Social Skills Inventory (SSI-Del-Prette, Del Prette & Del Prette, 2013) as com-
munication, assertive, empathetic, work (coordinating social interaction situations), and ex-

pression of positive feelings. We used mean scores of the scale for our analyses.

Procedure
The study was executed in 2013-2016 during an educational psychology course in
basic studies and an organisational psychology course in advanced studies, which were part of

a study programme in educational psychology at the University of Oulu. We selected these
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courses because of their heterogeneity of participants, with students from different faculties
attending. The participants took part in the above-mentioned at the university during the years
2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016. The students invited to answer the questionnaire were attending
educational psychology and organizational psychology courses in basic and advanced studies
in educational psychology. Students received the information about the questionnaire and
study and were able to choose whether to participate or not. They were able to fill the ques-
tionnaire either by paper or online. A paper version of the survey was used by approximately
three thirds of the participants, and one third filled out the online version. The students re-
ceived no payment for their contribution. The students were not asked to fill their names on

the questionnaire, and they could remain anonymous.

Statistical Analysis

We examined the interaction between gender and social skills, with study burnout and
study engagement as dependent variables (separate analyses). We also checked the interaction
between gender and engagement, with burnout as the dependent variable. The interaction be-
tween gender and social skills, with study burnout as the dependent variable, was significant

(p = <.05). All other gender interactions were non-significant.

Age- and gender-adjusted linear regression analyses were conducted to examine 1)
associations of social skills with study engagement and burnout and 2) the association be-
tween study-related engagement and burnout. Hierarchical linear regression analyses were run
for burnout and study engagement. We used gender and age as control variables. Social skills
was set as the independent variable and study engagement and burnout were used as depend-
ent variables. In the analyses on the associations between engagement and burnout, engage-
ment was set as the independent variable and burnout as the dependent variable. Age and
gender were used as control variables in all our analyses. The independent variables were in-
troduced to the regression analysis with method enter. We also used social skills as control

variable in analyses between engagement and burnout.
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Results

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Study Sample

Variable Mean SD Number %
Age? 24.26 59
Gender?
Women 251 705
Men 74 295
Study engagement (1-6)2  4.02 0.77
Vigour (1-6) 2 3.94 0.84
Dedication (1-6) ? 456 0.84
Absorption (1-6) 2 3.57 0.92
Study burnout (1-6) 2 2.64 0.82
Exhaustion (1-6) 2 2.95 0.92
Cynicism (1-6) 2 1.96 0.96
Inefficacy (1-6) @ 3.00 1.11
Social skills (1-6) 456 0.60

aN=351, PN=319

Bivariate associations (Pearson correlations) between the study variables are presented

in Table 2. Social skills correlated with lower burnout (r = -.31, p<.001) and higher study en-

gagement (r = .19, p <.001). Engagement correlated with lower study burnout (r = -.58,

p<.001). The dimensions of study burnout and study engagement were also correlated. Cyni-

cism correlated with lower dedication (r = -.62, p<.001) and lower vigour (r = -.59, p<.001),

while inefficacy correlated with lower vigour (r = -.51, p<.001).
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1 2 3 4 5 6. 7 8 9 10
1. Gender? 1
2. Age -12% 1
3. Social skills A1 -.19** 1
4. Study engagement 2% 24%* 19** 1
5. Vigour .08 15%* 18** 90** 1
6. Dedication 15%* 21%* 26%* .88** 1> 1
7. Absorption 10 27** .08 .88** 70%* .64** 1
8. Study burnout -.03 -13* -31** - 58** - 60** -51** - 42%* 1
9. Exhaustion -.03 -12%* - 17 -.26** -.39** -.22%* - 19** JT6** 1
10. Cynicism -.15%* -.07 -35%*%  -pl*¥* - 5g** -.62** -42%*%  80**  .40** 1
11 Inefficacy .00 -.12* -.24** -.50** -.51%* -41%* -41%* 87** ,54** 56**

Table 2. Bivariate Correlations

**p<.01; * p <.05, 2male=0, female=1

Age- and gender-adjusted linear regression analyses showed associations between so-
cial skills and burnout (B = -.50, p = <.001) and between social skills and engagement (B =
.30, p = <.001). Social skills explained 13% of burnout and 6% of engagement. Age- and
gender-adjusted linear regression analysis also showed associations between social skills and
exhaustion (B = -.26, p = <.005), cynicism (B = -.67, p = <.001) and inefficacy (B = -.56,
p<.001). The analysis also yielded associations between social skills and vigour (B = .28, p=
<.001), dedication (B = .46, p<.001) and absorption (B = .19, p = <.01). Social skills ex-
plained 3% of the variation in exhaustion, 14% in cynicism and 7% in inefficacy. Social skills

also explained 4% of the variation in vigour, 11% in dedication and 2% in absorption.

Study engagement was also associated with study burnout (B = -.63, p<.001) in the

age- and gender-adjusted regression analyses. To analyse whether social skills explained the
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association between engagement and burnout, we also adjusted for social skills. The associa-

tion between engagement and study burnout remained significant.

Table 3. Linear Regression on the Associations between Social Skills and Study Engagement

and Burnout

Study burnout Exhaustion Cynicism Inefficacy

B SE Adj.R?RR’changep B SE AdjR?R?’changep B SE AdjR? R? change P B SE AdjR? R? change p

Social skills  -.50 .08 .13 .13 <.001 -26.09 .03 .03 <.01 -.67.09 .18 .17 <.001 -56.10 .09 .09 <.001
Study engagement Vigour Dedication Absorption
B SE AdjR? R’change p B SE AdjR? R? change p B SE AdjR? R? change p B SE AdjR? R? change p
Social skills  .30.07 .12 .06 <.001 .28.08 .05 .04 <.001 46 .08 .16 .11 <.001 .19.08 .09 .02 <.01

Gender and age were used as control variables. N = 286

Table 4. Linear Regression on the Association between Study Engagement and Burnout

Study Burnout
B SE AdjR? R%hange p
Model 1 -.63 .05 .33 .32 <.001
Model 2 -58 .06 37 24 <.001

Model 1 — Gender and age were used as control variables, N = 314
Model 2 — Gender, age and social skills were used as control variables, N = 286

Discussion and conclusion

Our main finding shows associations between lower burnout and social skills and
higher engagement and social skills among university students. Higher engagement was also

related to lower burnout, thus corroborating earlier research.

Social skills seemed to play a role in study engagement, but from our knowledge, no
study has examined the association between social skills and engagement among higher edu-
cation students. Earlier research argued that social skills play a crucial role in student well-
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being (Buren & Colen, 2010; Civitsi, 2015; Emadpoor et al., 2016; Malinauskas et al., 2014).
Social skills promote social support (Cooley et al., 2010; Malinauskas et al., 2014; Riggio et
al., 1990), which has been shown to promote school and classroom engagement (Kazan et al.,
2017; Wang & Eccles, 2012).

In line with previous research, social skills were connected to lower burnout (Pereira-
Lima & Loureiro, 2015). Earlier research maintained that impaired social skills are associated
with burnout and depression in three different ways: poor social skills as a cause of depres-
sion, depression as a cause of poor social skills and poor social skills as a vulnerability factor
in the development of depression (Segrin, 2000). Our study is cross-sectional and, thus, does

not provide information on temporal relations. Further studies should examine this issue.

Social skills were also associated with the symptoms of burnout, that is, lower exhaus-
tion, dedication and inefficacy. The largest association of these dimensions was between so-
cial skills and cynicism. Cynicism is naturally associated with social interaction and social
relationships. Research indicates that cynicism is related to lower (Chen et al., 2016) and less
sympathetic (Smith & Frohm, 1985) social support. A cynical attitude also leads to social
conflict and negative interaction (Kahler et al., 2012). Social skills were also connected to the
dimensions of engagement. Vigour and absorption were associated with social skills, but ded-
ication had the greatest association with the social skills of these dimensions. Dedication was
closely associated with commitment, which promotes social relationships (Givertz, Segrin, &
Hanzal, 2009).

Social skills have been shown to increase psychological well-being by reducing de-
pression and increasing life-satisfaction (Segrin et al., 2007), even though the impact on en-
gagement and burnout has not yet been investigated. Social skills are associated with stress
regulation; thus, poor social skills increase vulnerability to developing psychosocial stress
(Luthar, 1991; Vinnick & Erickson, 1994). These following associations should be more
widely researched in the future: how does the level of social skills influence psychological

stress, and how does stress, in turn, affect engagement and burnout?

Social transition into university is vital for student success in academic work and en-
gagement and resilience is shown to promote transition into university and academic perfor-

mance (Ayala & Manzano, 2018). It has been suggested that integrating social learning spaces
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and practices like taking tutorials and demonstrations in a teaching programme would en-
hance students’ social transition and study success (Kantanis, 2000; Matthews, Andrews, &
Adams, 2011). Social practices built on study programmes are shown to be helpful for stu-
dents’ social transition as well as for the quality of the learning environment. The quality of
the learning environment comprises the following qualities: constructive teaching, support,
teacher approachability, student and staff interaction, academic challenge, active learning,
collaborative work, beyond-class collaboration and complementary activities (Coates, 2006).
Coates (2006) proposes that as online learning plays a crucial role in university studies, the
following issues should also be analysed: online engagement, online active learning, online
academic relevance, online teaching, online collaboration, online social interaction and online

contact with staff.

We also replicated the earlier research finding that higher engagement was associated
with lower burnout in university students (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Our study supports the theo-
ry of defining engagement and burnout as parallel processes (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Study-related engagement is seen as buffering the risk of study-related burnout (Emadpoor et
al., 2016; Civitsi, 2015). Previous research indicates of gender and age differences in en-
gagement and burnout (Ayala & Manzano, 2018; Liataert et al., 2015; Salmela-Aro et al.,
2009). In the current study, we were able to take into account the potential effect of age and
gender, as we controlled for them. Thus, we were able to get results on social skills and study
engagement as well as on social skills and burnout that were independent of age and gender

(i.e. not explained by gender or age).

Educational implications

Our findings are in line with those of earlier research showing that social skills play an
important role in students’ well-being, including many psychological indicators, and should
be regarded in higher education. Our study shows that in addition to these previously found
associations, social skills are also associated with higher study engagement and lower study
burnout, which further corroborates the significance of social skills for students. Higher edu-
cation practices should be built on pedagogic behaviour that supports group work and social
skills such as collaborative and problem-based learning and practices (Ahlfeldt, Metha, &
Sellnow, 2005; Laal, 2013).
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These findings will prove useful for developing higher education and teaching meth-
ods aimed at increasing study engagement and decreasing the risk of study burnout. While
social skills might present a framework for increasing study engagement and decreasing the

risk of study burnout, further studies are needed before drawing definite conclusions.

Limitations and strengths

The most important limitation of the current study is the correlational design, which
prevents the drawing of causal inferences. Other limitations concern the relatively small and
homogenous sample and the use of self-report measures to assess social skills, engagement
and burnout, which may lead to the common method variance problem (Podsakoff, MacKen-
zie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Common method variance is not an automatic source of bias in
self-report surveys, and its role may not be that significant, which has been suggested in the
literature (Spector, 2006). Self-report surveys are still the best way to gather information
about the subjectively experienced variables of engagement and burnout. There is also a need
for other measurements, such as psychophysiological measures and longitudinal settings that

would render greater validity to this study.

The survey used for assessing the students’ social skills was non-standard, although it
has been shown to have good reliability. Moreover, the theory and research behind the social
skills survey has been widely used and tested for effectiveness in specific social skills training
(Baker & Daniels, 1989, 1990; Buser, 2008; Ivey, 1971; Ivey & Ivey, 2007; Okun, 2002;
Truax & Carkhuff, 1967). The strengths of this study include the use of well-validated
measures for study engagement and study burnout as well as a good research setting for our

sample.

Conclusions

To summarise, this study provides insights into the role of social skills in the experi-
ence of engagement and burnout among university students. The findings support the im-
portance of social skills and social support for students’ well-being, defined in terms of en-
gagement and burnout. The study also supports engagement and burnout as parallel processes.
Paying attention to social interaction and social skills in university teaching might offer a way
to increase students’ engagement and to decrease the risk of burnout, although further studies

are needed to support this recommendation.
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