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Burnout and engagement among university nursing students
Burnout y engagement en estudiantes universitarios de enfermeria
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ABSTRACT:

University students are tasked with a protracted academic workload that occupies the greater part of
their time. Their ability to cope with the stress this entails during their degree course will partly depend
on their personal response to these academic demands.

Objective: to describe nursing students’ level of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism and academic efficacy)
and academic engagement through the variable engagement (absorption, dedication and vigour), and to
analyse associations, relations and predictions between these variables.

Materials and method: cross-sectional descriptive study with 1009 subjects. Data collection
instruments: student versions of the Maslach Burnout Inventory and the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale.

Results: the dimensions of burnout and engagement correlated with each other. The higher the score
for academic efficacy, the lower the scores for exhaustion and cynicism and the higher the score in all
dimensions of academic engagement. Vigour and dedication predicted higher scores for academic
efficacy. Females’ self-perceptions indicated lower scores for cynicism and higher scores for academic
efficacy, absorption and dedication.

Conclusions: students evidenced more burnout when they obtained high scores for exhaustion and
cynicism and low scores for academic efficacy. In addition, high scores for the three dimensions of
engagement indicated high commitment to their studies. The relationship between these variables
indicates a difference between males and females and a positive influence of engagement on students’
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academic efficacy. Promoting engagement could help students to deal with academic tasks and enter
the labour market with a greater probability of success.
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RESUMEN:

Los universitarios se encuentran sometidos a cargas académicas prolongadas que ocuparan la mayor
parte de su tiempo. La capacidad para hacer frente a estas situaciones de estrés durante su formacion,
dependera ente otras cosas, de la disposicion personal para afrontar las demandas académicas.
Obijetivo: Describir el nivel de burnout (agotamiento, cinismo y eficacia académica) y el compromiso
académico a través de la variable engagement (absorcion, dedicacion y vigor), ademas de analizar las
asociaciones, relaciones y predicciones entre estas variables en estudiantes de Enfermeria.

Material y método. Estudio descriptivo transversal en 1009 sujetos. Instrumentos de recogida de
datos: Maslach Burnout Inventory y Utrech Work Engagement en versién estudiantes.

Resultados: Las dimensiones del burnout y engagement correlacionan entre si. A mayor eficacia
académica menos agotamiento y cinismo y mayor puntuacion en todas las dimensiones del
engagement académico. El vigor y la dedicacidon predicen puntuaciones mas altas en eficacia
académica. Las mujeres se perciben con puntuaciones mas bajas en cinismo y mas altas en eficacia
académica, absorcién y dedicacion.

Conclusiones: Los alumnos muestran mas burnout cuando manifiestan altas puntuaciones de
agotamiento y cinismo y bajas en eficacia académica, ademas valores altos en las tres dimensiones del
engagement indican alto compromiso con sus estudios. La relacion entre estas variables pone de
manifiesto la diferencia entre hombres y mujeres y la influencia positiva del engagement en la eficacia
académica del estudiante. El fomento de engagement puede ser una oportunidad para superar las
tareas académicas y para enfrentarse al mundo laboral con mayor probabilidad de éxito.

Palabras clave: Engagement; Burnout; Enfermeria; Educacién en enfermeria
INTRODUCTION

One consequence of work-related stress is burnout syndrome. Although there is no
unanimously accepted®? definition for this condition, there appears to be agreement
in understanding burnout as a psychological phenomenon that arises as a response to
chronic and interpersonal work-based stressors®. It is a syndrome characterized by
three basic dimensions: emotional exhaustion; depersonalization or cynicism; and a
lack of personal fulfiiment®. Exhaustion describes a progressive loss of energy as
tasks are carried out. It is the primary manifestation of burnout and the most commonly
declared dimension of it. Depersonalization manifests itself in the form of irritability,
negative attitudes and insensitive responses to people. The third dimension of
burnout, a lack of personal fulfilment, is characterized by negative responses towards
oneself and towards activities undertaken. Individuals express a lack of productivity at
work and shortcomings with regard to professional tasks®.

The interest that the term burnout is currently attracting® has laid the ground for the
extension of this syndrome to pre-occupational samples such as university students,
with research into academic burnout’® indicating that students also exhibit fatigue in
relation to the tasks that they carry out.

One relevant development in research on burnout has been the study of an opposing
construct called engagement®®. Engagement coincides with the positive psychology
movement, which attempts to capitalize on favourable aspects of human life to build
positive qualities and avoid individuals' dominant concern with negative aspects®.

Engagement is defined® as a positive state of mind characterized by energy,
involvement and efficacy. More specifically, engagement is understood as a positive
motivational construct related to work that is characterized by the attributes of
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strength, dedication and absorption®?. It is a cognitive-affective state rather than a
specific and temporary state. It persists in time and is not focused on a specific
behaviour or object®?. Vigour refers to high levels of energy in relation to tasks
undertaken, as well as to a strong desire to try and persist when obstacles in the road
emerge. The characteristic of dedication responds to high levels of meaning in terms
of work, as well as to enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and the challenge found in tasks
performed. The factor of absorption involves high levels of concentration and
happiness while an activity is being performed. The individual is immersed in what he
or she is doing and experiences the feeling of time passing very quickly.

While burnout and engagement are talked about as opposing constructs, some
research®?¥ clarifies that the vigour and dedication of engagement are opposing
dimensions to the exhaustion and cynicism of burnout, these latter dimensions being
considered the "core of burnout™®",

Recent studies on these constructs display a growing interest in burnout™ and
engagement in the academic field and in samples of university students®9.
Following confirmatory analysis of the validity and internal consistency of the
instruments that assess these variables®®, whether engagement adds explanatory
value to the prediction of indicators of well-being®?® has also been studied. In
addition, both constructs have been related to other variables—for example, emotional
intelligence®?? and satisfaction®®. Along this same line, the influence of these
constructs together with efficacy and academic performance®®?® has recently been
analysed, expanding perspectives on burnout and understanding it as a crisis of
efficacy, or efficacy as an impetus for engagement#26:27,

In the public universities of Castile and Leon (Spain), the educational context of this
research, university students, and particularly those in nursing, must overcome the
academic challenges set in the curricula that occupy most of their time. Students are
involved in theoretical tasks organized under a strict schedule and must also
participate in clinical practice, where productive behaviours and activities—all of which
are forms of knowledge—are required of them and subject to evaluation. Public higher
education institutions must pay attention to the emotional state of students in situations
of learning®”, since the ability to deal with stressful situations during their education
will depend on their personal disposition in dealing with academic demands®®.

The objectives of the this study are to describe the level of burnout and engagement in
nursing students at public universities in the Castile and Leon region of Spain; to
analyse the relationship, association and prediction arising from the dimensions of
emotional exhaustion, cynicism and academic efficacy of burnout and levels of
absorption, dedication and vigour from engagement; and to analyse differences in
means, comparing groups of men and women. We present these objectives in order to
understand more about these variables and their relationship, with the goal of
identifying possible intervention needs that may ensure teaching quality and provide
university students with resources for their academic and professional futures and
skills for success in a public university institution.
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MATERIAL AND METHOD
Research design

This is a piece of quantitative research that does not involve an intervention. It is a
cross-sectional descriptive study. We analyse differences between groups of men and
women as well as the correlations and predictions that are established between the
different study variables, burnout and engagement.

Subjects and scope of study

The study population was degree-level nursing students enrolled in the 2009/2010
academic year. The students belonged to Castile and Leon's four public universities:
the University of Burgos, the University of Leon, the University of Salamanca and the
University of Valladolid.

Data collection instruments

-Maslasch Burnout Inventory-Students Survey (MBI-SS), adapted to measure the level
of burnout in university students “? and validated for the Spanish population®®. This
scale contains 15 items that assess the dimensions of exhaustion (= .876), cynicism
(0=0.826) and academic efficacy ([1=0.663); all these aspects are linked to feelings,
beliefs and behaviours related to the experience as a "student" at the university level.
The response range of the various items is from O to 6 on a Likert-type scale. In the
scale, O indicates total disagreement and 6 total agreement. The student was most
burned out when he or she exhibited high scores in exhaustion and cynicism and low
scores in his or her belief in academic efficacy.

-Utrecht Work engagement Student SUWES-S) Survey, adapted to measure the level
of engagement in university students™® and validated for the Spanish population®®3%,
We used this 17-item scale to measure the three dimensions of this construct in
students: vigour ([J=0.792), dedication ([J=0.791) and absorption ([1=0.802). Survey
respondents’ answers are quantified according to a Likert-type scale, in which 0
indicates total disagreement and 6 total agreement with the statement contained in the
item. High scores in these dimensions reflect high levels of academic engagement.

The socio-demographic characteristics were: sex, age, and university where studies
were being undertaken.

Procedure

Written permission was requested from the participating universities to administer the
surveys. After a favourable response was received, arrangements were made with the
four public universities as to the most appropriate day and time to visit the
corresponding university and proceed with data collection. In the classroom
environment, and prior to administering the surveys, the principal investigator provided
information orally and in writing, through the information and informed consent forms
(which did not need to be signed so as to preserve anonymity), on the objectives of the
study, and they also answered relevant questions asked by students. After assuring all
participating individuals of their anonymity and the voluntary nature of participation in
the study, the surveys were handed out so that they could be completed individually. It
took students approximately 20 minutes to fill in the surveys.
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Data analysis

The data analysis techniques used were descriptive statistics (central trend and
dispersion trend), linear correlation analysis (Pearson correlation coefficient), t-test
analysis with Student's t test and multiple linear regression analysis, to develop
predictions on a variable based on others. In order to establish the psychometric
indicators of the measurement instruments, the Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient
(U) was analysed.

The aforementioned statistical analyses and database were produced using SPSS
21.0 (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences).

Ethical Considerations

The study protocol and instruments were approved by the Executive Commission of
the Ethics Committee of the University of Leon.

The proposed research respected the fundamental principles of the Helsinki
Declaration, as well as the ethical principles of the nursing profession established in
relation to research by the Spanish Nursing Code of Ethics.

The surveys were accompanied by an information sheet and verbal and written
consent.

RESULTS

A total of 1,009 nursing students enrolled in the four public universities of Castile and
Leon participated on a voluntary and anonymous basis. The mean age was 21.53
years. The characteristics of the subjects and the distribution of participants by
universities are shown in Table 1®?. The predominant sex was female, with 859
women (85.1%) and 127 men (12.7%). Students who responded incorrectly to or did
not complete the variable sex were considered under the category of unknown. There
were 23 participants of unknown sex in the sample (2.3%).

Table 1: socio-demographic characteristics of nursing students at public universities in
Castile and Leon (Spain).

Public universities Men Women Unknown Total N = 1009
University of Leon 52 376 7 435 (43.1%)
University of Salamanca 20 100 5 125 (12.4%)
University of Valladolid 43 269 9 321 (31.8%)
University of Burgos 12 114 2 128 (12.7%)
Total 127(12.6%) 859(85.1%) 23(2.3%) 1009

Means, standard deviations, Pearson correlations and reliability coefficients of
measurement instruments are shown in Table 2. As can be seen, Cronbach's alpha
exceeds or approaches the preferable criterion of 0.70% in the dimensions analysed.
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients of the measurement
instruments for burnout and engagement among nursing students at public universities
in Castile and Leon.

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Exhaustion 1
2. Cynicism 0.494* 1

3. Academic efficacy -0.071** -0.236* 1

4. Absorption -0.062 -0.165* 0.457* 1

5. Dedication -0.150*  -0.486* 0.434* 0.544* 1

6. Vigour -0.246*  -0.251* 0.530* 0.720* 0.532*

Mean 2.6491 1.2183 41199 3.2453 4.3943 3.0739
Standard deviation 1.29590 1.10736 0.76800 0.98957 0.95033 0.98416
Cronbach's alpha 0.876 0.826 0.663 0.802 0.791 0.792

" Correlation is significant at the 0.01 (bilateral) level.
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 (bilateral) level.

As Table 2 shows, the results explain how the dimensions of burnout correlate with
one another. In addition, the association between exhaustion and cynicism is stronger
than that found for academic efficacy. Academic efficacy presents a moderate positive
correlation with the variables of engagement; the results demonstrate that the greater
the academic efficacy displayed by the students, the lower the scores obtained for
exhaustion and cynicism and the higher engagement (absorption, dedication and
vigour) is. The three dimensions of engagement positively and significantly correlated
with one another.

To find out if the variables behaved differently depending on the sex of individuals, the
t test was used for independent samples (see Table 3). Statistically significant
differences were found in the comparison of means between women and men for
scores in cynicism, academic efficacy, absorption and dedication. Women scored
significantly higher in these variables than did men, except in the case of cynicism,
where they scored lower.

Table 3: Descriptive statistics and t test according to the sex of nursing students at
public universities in Castile and Leon.

Sex Mean Standard t p
deviation
Cynicism Female 1.1554 1.06164 4.421 0.000
Male 1.6142  1.26724
Academic efficacy Female 4.1477  0.76564 2.712  0.007
Male 3.9499 0.77174
Absorption Female 3.2724  0.982136 2.088 0.037
Male 3.0749  1.04499
Dedication Female 44241  0.93924 2.637  0.009
Male 41841  1.04111
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Following on from the evidence of correlations between academic efficacy and the rest
of the variables studied, multiple linear regression analysis shows that Model 2
explains 31.1% of the variance of academic efficacy, as shown in Table 4. For this
analysis, the stepwise model was followed (criterion: Prob. of F entering < = 0.050,
Prob. of F exiting > = 0.100). The variables vigour (beta = 0. 417, t =-13.335 and p <
0.001) and dedication (beta = 0.212, t = 6.776 and p < 0.001) are those which explain
most variability. An increase in the scores for vigour and dedication (engagement)
perceived by students predicts higher scores in academic efficacy.

Table 4: Linear regression for the dependent variable academic efficacy, nursing
students at public universities in Castile and Leon.

Predictor variables Model 1 Beta Model 2 Beta
Vigour 0.530 0.417*
Dedication 0.212*
R 0.530 0.559
R? 0.280 0.313
R? corrected 0.280 0.311
* p=0.000
DISCUSSION

The results obtained show that all the dimensions of engagement strongly and
positively correlate with one another in the case of nursing students in Castile and
Leon. Dedication is the variable of engagement in which the highest values were
obtained. This finding has been confirmed by other studies*®?®, where relationships
between this variable and satisfaction, time management or welfare®® were also found
among students. In the case of burnout, the association is positive and moderate for
exhaustion and cynicism, and negative and weaker in the case of academic efficacy
and the other two factors of the construct. These data strengthen the consistent nature
of the two core dimensions of burnout and the tendency to analyse it as a crisis of self-
efficacy™®, such that the greater the academic efficacy shown by nursing students at
the public universities of Castile and Leon, the lower the levels of exhaustion and
cynicism. As was expected, others results obtained along this line that have found
associations that are very close to those found in the present study!®:#417:19.21:26.27)
have been confirmed.

In addition, research that seeks to identify differences based on the sex of the subjects
shows that there is no unanimity, and thus some studies®® have not found statistically
significant differences in any of the three dimensions of burnout, though they did find
significantly higher values for dedication for women. However, in other research*”, no
differences in means according to the sex for these variables studied were found. In
the study population presented, as in the study carried out by other authors®
significant differences were found according to sex for cynicism, efficacy, absorption
and dedication. Women adopt fewer distant and negative attitudes; they are less
cynical; and they appraise greater efficacy in themselves. They also presented higher
levels of absorption, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge (dedication) than did
men.

With regard to the relationship between burnout and engagement, the results support
other empirical research®*?141729) For example, the conclusions of research focused
on tourism students™ suggest that the unfavourable nature of burnout (high levels of
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exhaustion and cynicism and low efficacy) decreases students' commitment to their
academic activity (decreased academic absorption, vigour and dedication). By
contrast, the results®? from a sample of first-year medical students indicate that these
students are academically focused and committed (high levels of engagement), while
in relation to the opposing construct of burnout, the students presented a low degree
of exhaustion or emotional tiredness. In the sample studied, we observed that the
factor of academic efficacy correlates significantly and positively with engagement and
negatively with burnout. That is, students with high personal expectations and positive
self-assessment also exhibited fewer feelings of fatigue or exhaustion, a lower
adoption of negative attitudes or cynicism, and a greater motivation, characterized by
vigour, dedication and absorption, in relation to tasks. Regression analysis shows the
influence of the variables of vigour and dedication on academic efficacy, and so the
future nursing professionals studied who had high values in vigour and dedication
scored highly in academic efficacy.

Limitations

The results obtained do not allow conclusions to be drawn about the causality between
the variables studied, and so it would be necessary to develop longitudinal or
experimental studies that delve into this issue.

The subjects studied are not representative of the university population as a whole,
since they only come from the nursing branch of the health sciences.

There is also a bias in terms of sex, since the set of subjects is hot homogeneous for
this variable. As a result, the results and conclusions about gender differences must
be taken cautiously.

Finally, this study used a self-reporting measure for data collection, in which the
results could have been exaggerated.

CONCLUSIONS

Nursing students in Castile and Leon are more burned out when they exhibit high
scores in exhaustion and cynicism and low scores in self-efficacy. Furthermore, the
results relating to the three dimensions of engagement indicate that they are highly
correlated with one another, as a result of which high scores in these scales indicate
high levels of academic engagement.

The female university students who participated in the study were revealed to be less
cynical and to evaluate their academic efficacy more highly. In addition, they
presented higher levels of absorption and dedication than did men.

Students with high academic efficacy had fewer feelings of emotional exhaustion,
lower scores in cynicism, and a greater engagement with or commitment to studies,
which was characterized by vigour, dedication and absorption.

The relationship between these two constructs highlights the positive influence of
engagement on students' academic efficacy. To approach the question from the
positivity perspective, it could be said that the results indicate that students who have
vigour and are dedicated to their tasks feel greater levels of efficacy with regard to
their studies and have lower levels of burnout. As has been described, the fostering of
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engagement (vigour and dedication) can offer an opportunity for students to handle
academic tasks and to properly complete studies (academic efficacy), as well as to
face the world of work with a greater probability of success.

In our view, it is necessary for more studies to be carried out in relation to this theme.
The next logical step, owing to the incipient phase in which engagement sits at
present, would be to study in greater depth the relations with others variables of a
personal nature (emotional intelligence, health, affective state, sense of coherence,
coping mechanisms and so on) and those linked to the university institution
(contextual, organizational and academic variable), and the sample could be extended
to other domains. It would also be interesting for universities to establish strategic
plans to promote health in university environments and enhance academic
engagement (motivation for studying). These skills are especially pertinent for nursing
students, since a commitment on their part to their studies could entail better academic
outcomes and possibly result in better personal well-being and in quality care in the
population.
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