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Burnout syndrome in senior undergraduate nursing*
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AbstrAct
Objective: This papers’ goal was to evaluate the presence and the factors associated to Burnout Syndrome among senior year Nursing students. 
Methods: Exploratory descriptive quantitative research held in a private University of  Rio Grande do Sul, with an intentional sample of  42 
students enrolled in the 1st half  of  2011, through the application of  the instrument Burnout Inventory Student Survey (MBI-SS). The sample rep-
resented 76.3% of  the population studied. Results: As for the burnout rates, it was found that the professional effectiveness was the amount 
that reached higher average index 5.03, followed by emotional exhaustion 3.26 and disbelief  1.57. Conclusion: Burnout syndrome was not 
identified among the participants, so that the factors associated with it were also not identified. The only finding was that the students who have 
children have less emotional exhaustion.
Keywords: Burnout professional; Stress psychological/nursing; Students nursing

resumo
Objetivo: Avaliar a presença e os fatores associados à Síndrome de Burnout entre acadêmicos cursando o último ano da graduação em Enfer-
magem. Métodos: Pesquisa de abordagem quantitativa, exploratória descritiva, realizada em uma Universidade privada da região metropolitana 
de Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul), com amostra intencional de 42 estudantes dos sétimo e oitavo semestres, matriculados no 1º semestre de 
2011, por meio da aplicação do instrumento Burnout Inventory Student Survey. A amostra representou 76,3% da população pesquisada. Resulta-
dos: Quanto aos índices de Burnout, verificou-se que a eficácia profissional foi a dimensão que atingiu maior índice médio (5,03), seguida pela 
exaustão emocional (3,26) e descrença (1,57). Conclusão: A Síndrome de Burnout não foi identificada entre os participantes, como também 
não foram reconhecidos fatores associados à mesma. Apenas observou-se que os acadêmicos com filhos possuem menor exaustão emocional.
Descritores: Esgotamento profissional; Estresse psicológico/enfermagem; Estudantes de enfermagem

resumen
Objetivo: Evaluar la presencia y los factores asociados al Síndrome de Burnout entre alumnos que cursan el último año del pregrado en Enfermería. 
Métodos: Investigación de abordaje cuantitativo, exploratorio descriptivo, realizado en una Universidad privada de la región metropolitana de 
Porto Alegre (Rio Grande do Sul), con una muestra por conveniencia de 42 estudiantes del séptimo y octavo semestre, matriculados en el 1er 
semestre del 2011, por medio de la aplicación del instrumento Burnout Inventory Student Survey. La muestra represento el 76,3% de la población 
investigada. Resultados: En cuanto a los índices de Burnout, se verificó que la eficacia profesional fue la dimensión que alcanzó el mayor índice 
promedio (5,03), seguido por el cansancio emocional (3,26) e incredulidad (1,57). Conclusión: El Síndrome de Burnout no fue identificado 
entre los participantes, así como también no fueron reconocidos los factores asociados a la misma. Apenas se observó que los estudiantes con 
hijos poseen menor cansancio emocional.
Descriptores: Agotamiento profesional; Estrés psicológico/enfermería; Estudiantes de enfermería
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IntroduCtIon

In the capitalist world, the job market is increasingly 
demanding and competitive, making the daily work busy 
and stressful. Entering this market requires much more 
than a bachelor’s degree; scientific and technological 
advances require the professional to be always up to date 
and prepared for changes. In consequence, bachelor’s 
in nursing courses must be prepared to adapt their ac-
ademic curricula to new trends in the job market. This 
constant change of  scenery creates a more stressful 
factor on the undergraduate student journey(1).

The bachelor’s nursing program is theoretical and 
practical, with minimum workload of  4,000 hours, 
aiming at the training of  the generalist, humanist and 
qualified nurse for the profession practice, able to work 
at all levels of  health care, with training to promote the 
completeness health of  the human being(2).

Generally, courses covering the health area  have a 
practical activity, in which students perceive the impli-
cations and limitations of  their knowledge, when they 
practice. In early interventions with patients, doubts, 
fears and anxieties related to therapeutic practice usu-
ally emerge. Students come from a situation where the 
problems and difficulties of  professional practice are 
not addressed or are treated as superficial, and knowl-
edge gained seems appropriate to future situations of  
intervention, which is not confirmed in practical situa-
tions. Consequently, the worst concerns of  the students 
are related to making a mistake, harming the client and 
not being recognized by classmates and professors(1,3).

In this population, Burnout, refers to the feeling 
of  exhaustion due to study demands and lack of  the-
ory and practice relationship, experiencing a sense of  
depersonalization and a sense of  no personal accom-
plishment, ie, education does not give useful learning 
for professional training(4,5). The burnout syndrome has 
been considered a social problem of  great relevance and 
has been studied in many countries(5). For the first time, 
Burnout, a term coined by Freudenberger in 1974 to 
describe the physical and mental state of  young people 
who voluntarily worked and provided services in a rehab 
clinic. In a short period of  time, these young people 
started having fatigue, irritability and started avoiding 
their patients(6,7).

Syndrome is a phenomenon characterized by a set 
of  signs and symptoms of  various causes and it can be 
physical or psychological and, variably, psychophysical; 
whereas the term Burnout, word of  English origin, 
means, “burning to the outside”. It is a syndrome of  
the work environment, characterized by a process of  
chronicity response to occupational stress, leading 
to decreased productivity and quality in work-related 
activities and studies, when handling methods fail or 

are insufficient, bringing negative consequences to 
the individual, such as in professional, familiar and 
social aspects(7-11).

The first publication on the syndrome in Brazil 
occurred in 1987 in the Brazilian Journal of  Medicine. 
In the 1990s, the first theses and other publications 
began to appear, alerting some professional about it. In 
May 1996, the burnout syndrome was included in ICD-
10, Annex II, group V, in Pathogens Agents causing 
occupational diseases(12). Conversely, this illness is still 
unknown, even by some professionals who diagnosis 
it, by professionals who suffer from this syndrome, 
and others who deal directly with interpersonal rela-
tionships. Eventually, people with Burnout are treated 
as suffering from stress or depression, harming them 
with wrong treatments, because the root of  the cause 
is not faced(12).

Symptoms found can be grouped in four areas: psy-
chosomatic, behavioral, emotional and defensive. The 
psychosomatic symptoms are: the onset of  migraines, 
muscle tension, gastrointestinal disorders, weight loss, 
insomnia, asthma and hypertension. The behavioral 
symptoms are: work absenteeism, increased violent 
behavior, inability to have relationship, substance abuse 
and family problems. The emotional symptoms are 
marked by emotional detachment, impatience, irritabil-
ity, difficulty for focusing and memorizing. Regarding 
defensive symptoms, manifestations include the denial 
of  emotions, detachment from people and selective 
attention, anything to avoid a negative experience(5).

Nursing as a profession, due to the fact it is based on 
a humanistic philosophy of  care, having direct contact 
with feelings and problems of  others, and because they 
establish an affective bond, even when that is not their 
will. Nursing is one of  the professions most affected 
by Burnout Syndrome, progressively affecting the in-
dividual(13,14). The development of  Burnout syndrome 
among nursing students begins even before they receive 
their degree, it has been assigned to the expectations 
generated by them when enrolled the course(10).

The difficulties experienced by students during their 
training are diverse such as: scheme of  study, sensations 
experienced in the classroom and internship, helpless-
ness sensation, caring for patients with terminal disease, 
ethical dilemmas, fear of  acquiring infections during 
procedures, fear of  making mistakes, deal with inter-
nal requirements, lack of  leisure time, family, friends, 
personal needs, concerns with their own conflicts and 
emotional problems caused by contact with patients, 
questions and concerns about their ability to absorb all 
the information throughout the course, concerns about 
their economic gains in the present and in the future. 
In addition, many nursing students, besides the school 
workload, still divide time in a workload of  4-12 hours 
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a day; others still have children and home to devote(3). 
These are factors that lead to deterioration, because 
fatigue is common and the ability to concentrate is di-
minished, causing a low performance, leading to feelings 
of  failure and emotional exhaustion, making students 
constantly exposed to various psychosocial stressors 
throughout their training.

As an academic who suffered and lived with class-
mates with the same dilemmas, fears and conflicts 
presented above, we questioned: are there cases of  
Burnout syndrome in senior undergraduate students 
of  the nursing course? To answer this research ques-
tion, we defined as objective of  this study to evaluate 
the presence and the factors associated with Burnout 
Syndrome among academics taking into account the 
last year of  undergraduate nursing course. 

Methods

Field research of  exploratory type, descriptive and 
quantitative approach.

The field of  action was a private university located 
in the metropolitan area of    Porto Alegre, Rio Grande 
do Sul, which has undergraduate Nursing degree since 
1984. From 2010, the course started having ten semes-
ters and workload of  4080 hours. However, the study 
population followed the previous curriculum, eight 
semesters and workload of  3944 hours. As a feature 
of  this university, students must enroll in a minimum 
of  12 credits per semester, which corresponds to three 
disciplines and not to the course week workload. Thus, 
the period of  integration of  the course is quite variable. 
However, in the last year of  the course, all students are 
linked to curricular practical activities.

In 2011, the nursing program had 55 senior under-
graduate students (seventh and eighth semesters). All 
of  them were invited to participate, due to the fact they 
were involved with internship activities, which may 
contribute to the development of  Burnout Syndrome 
among university students(5). The establishment of  
inclusion criteria were: to be a senior undergraduate 
student of  the Nursing course; accept to participate 
in the research; read and sign the Consent Form (CF). 
From the 55 invited students, 13 refused to participate 
of  the research, so the final sample was composed of  
42 students who agreed to participate. This represent-
ed a loss of  23.6% that could not be recovered, given 
the magnitude of  the population and the refusal of  
the participants.

The instrument used for data collection was the 
Maslach Burnout Inventory Student Survey (MBI-SS), 
from Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach and Jackson, with trans-
lation and adaptation for Brazil performed by Carlotto, 
Nakamura and Câmara(5). It comprises 15 questions that 

are divided into three general scales, called: emotional 
exhaustion, depersonalization and personal accomplish-
ment. We complemented this instrument with an iden-
tification sheet for obtaining the sample characteristics.

To collect data, professor’s authorization, who were 
lecturing senior undergraduate students, was requested, 
so the researcher could perform the invitation and deliv-
er the instrument, with the CF, and await the return of  
the questionnaire from those who agreed to participate. 
Then, the data were entered and processed in the statis-
tical package for social sciences SPSS, version 17.0, later, 
frequencies were calculated for categorical variables and 
means for continuous variables. To compare the means 
of  the independent samples, Student t test was used. 
The results of  the bivariate analysis were considered 
statistically significant when the p-value was ≤ 0.05.

This research followed the guidelines of  Resolution 
No. 196/96 of  the National Health Council(15), and the 
research project was approved by the Research Ethics 
Committee of  the University in January 2011, with the 
number of  Protocol No. 2011-005H.

results

The sample represented 76.3% of  the population 
of  nursing students enrolled in the last year of  the 
course, in the 1st semester of  2011, in the University 
studied. From the Students’ participants in the research, 
23 (54.8%) were in the 8th semester and 19 (45.2%) in 
the 7th. It was found that 17 (40.5%) were enrolled in 
University for 6 to 8 years, 11 (26.2%), for 5 years; 9 
(21.4%), for 4 years; 5 (11.9%) more than 8 years.

As sample characteristics of  the 42 nursing students 
researched, we identified: 36 (85.7%) were female, 21 
(50%) were aged 26-40 years; 30 (71.4%) had no part-
ners; 29 (69%) had no children; eight (19%) had a child, 
three (7.1%) two children and two (4.8%) three children; 
21 (50%) lived with parents, 8 (19%) lived alone and 13 
(31%) lived with a partner. Besides studying, 25 (59.5%) 
had some sort of  paid job, from these 17 (40.5%) were 
working in the health area; of  these, 14 (33.3%) worked 
in private institutions and 12 (28.6%) in the morning 
shift. Regarding the financing of  studies, 21 (50%) were 
responsible, 20 (47.6%) earned the studies from their 
families and only one (2.4%) had funding or scholarship.

Satisfaction with the course was predominant in 40 
(95.2%) of  the academic participants, one (2.4%) was 
not satisfied and one (2.4%) chose not to answer this 
question. Along this journey, 18 (42.9%) participants, 
at some point, have thought about quitting the course, 
23 (54.8%) never conceived the possibility of  quitting 
and one (2.4%) did not answer. The biggest concern of  
32 (76.2%) students was getting a job and the waiting 
time for this.
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As for Burnout index, we verified that personal 
accomplishment scale had the highest mean index 
(5.03), followed by emotional exhaustion (3.26) and, 
later, depersonalization with the lowest mean index 
(1.57) (Table 1).

table 1. Burnout Scale mean index among senior undergradu-
ate nursing students of  a private university in the metropolitan 
region of  Porto Alegre (Porto Alegre, 2011) (n = 42)

Burnout n MinimumMaximum Mean dP

Emotional 
Exhaustion 42 0,60 5,80 3,26 1,59

Depersonalization 42 0,00 6,00 1,57 1,66

Personal 
Accomplishment 42 3,40 6,00 5,03 0,83

The results showed that 42 (100%) participants re-
searched had high levels of  personal accomplishment, 33 

(78.6%) had low levels of  depersonalization, and in the 
emotional exhaustion category, students had the same 
mean high levels 21 (50%) and mean low levels 21 (50%), 
according to the cutting point by Likert scale (Table 2).

table 2. Senior undergraduate nursing students of  a private 
university in the metropolitan region of  Porto Alegre by burnout 
scale levels (Porto Alegre, 2011) (n = 42) 

dimensions High levels (≥ 3)
n (%)

Low levels (< 3)
n (%)

Emotional Exhaustion 21(50%) 21(50%)

Depersonalization 9(21,4%) 33(78,6%)

Personal 
accomplishment 42(100%) 0(0,0)

The evaluated variables were not associated with the 
burnout scales: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization 
and personal accomplishment (Table 3).

Table 3. Relationship between the burnout scales and qualitative variables of  nursing students in the last year of  a private university 
in the metropolitan region of  Porto Alegre

Variables ee de PA
X sd t p-value* X sd t p-value* X sd t p-value*

Gender
Female 3,39 1,54

1,27 0,21
1,45 1,60

-1,20 0,24
5,02 0,83

-0,19 0,84
Male 2,50 1,79 2,33 1,96 5,09 0,91

Maritage status
Single 3,37 1,53

0,73 0,46
1,46 1,49

-0,71 0,47
5,01 0,79

-0,17 0,86
In a stable union 2,97 1,79 1,86 2,08 5,06 0,95

Children
Yes 2,33 1,38

-2,72 0,09
1,64 1,98

0,16 0,87
5,08 0,89

0,29 0,77
No 3,67 1,52 1,55 1,54 5,00 0,81

Paid Job
Yes 2,95 1,54

-1,56 0,12
1,35 1,7

-1,07 0,28
4,98 0,88

-0,42 -0,67
No 3,72 1,59 1,91 1,6 5,09 0,76

Professional area
Health 2,98 1,72

-0,29 0,76
1,27 1,56

-0,40 0,68
4,95 0,85

-0,86 0,39
Administrative 3,17 1,73 1,6 2,29 5,28 0,83

Institution
Public 2,55 1,82

-0,88 0,38
1,08 1,62

0,58 0,56
5,40 0,62

1,76 0,09
Private 3,16 1,46 1,53 1,93 4,79 0,91

semester
Seventh 3,11 1,51

-0,65 0,52
1,97 1,95

1,75 0,89
5,02 0,82

-0,09 -0,92
Eighth 3,43 1,7 1,09 1,10 5,04 0,85

Quit the course
Yes 3,35 1,62

0,26 0,79
1,87 1,65

1,08 0,28
4,86 0,86

-1,50 0,14
No 3,21 1,63 1,29 1,68 5,23 0,72

EE – Emotional Exhaustion. DE – Depersonalization. PA – Personal accomplishment.
* Level of  significance: p ≤ 0.05
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dIsCussIon

By analyzing the profile of  nursing students partici-
pating in this research, we found a sample predominant-
ly female (85.7%), with ages between 26-40 years (50%), 
agreeing with other studies with samples consisting 
predominantly of  females by up to 95%, with young 
people, relating care to women, reinforcing the historical 
relationship of  Nursing (10,16-18). In this research, it was 
evidenced that most of  the sample (71.4%) were single 
and 69% childless, in accordance to the characteris-
tics presented in other studies with nursing students, 
designing a new Brazilian reality, in which women are 
choosing to marry and have children later, being priority 
professional training and integration of  job market(10,18).

By this study being conducted in a private university, 
it was found that only nine (21.4%) students were able 
to perform their training within the period stipulated 
for completion of  the undergraduate degree, ie in 4 
years, others have opted to do less credits per semester, 
increasing the deadline to finish their training. As this 
is not a fulltime course, it allows students to combine 
study with paid jobs; it was found that from the 59.5% 
of  the sample performing paid activities, 40.5% were 
in health area. In a study published in 2009 about the 
students’ characteristics in a private university(18), the 
percentage of  students performing paid jobs in health 
area, such as nursing staff  was 48.7% of  a population 
of  158 students. Another study(10), with 102 nursing 
students, identified 51% of  the sample performing paid 
activities, besides taking higher education. Authors of  a 
study, when sought about the reason that led academics 
to choose the nursing course, found a large number 
already active in nursing, as technicians or assistants, 
justifying the degree choice for the following reasons: 
less selective course, allows professional promotion, 
improves scientific knowledge and consequently allows 
changing the status within the team(19).

The major concern of  senior undergraduate stu-
dents is related to their first job as a nurse (76.2%). 
This concern is not new, as it is the transition from 
student to professional status, source of  stress in nurses 
recently-graduated; while they are anxious to start their 
professional activities, they also feel afraid of  what they 
will face(20).

Regarding the prevalence of  Burnout in the studied 
sample, we found the general scale personal accomplish-
ment reached the highest percentage (100%), followed 
by the Emotional Exhaustion (50%) and depersonaliza-
tion (21.4%), results that does not show cases of  Burn-
out Syndrome, because it usually starts with high means 
of  Emotional Exhaustion and depersonalization and 
low means in personal accomplishment. These results 
are similar to other studies with health area academics, 

which did not confirm the existence of  Burnout in the 
sample. Researches(5,10) performed with academics of  
all semesters of  health area showed 71.56% presenting 
low levels of  Emotional Exhaustion, 70.56% low levels 
of  Disbelief  (in this study called Depersonalization). 
The data were similar, even studying senior undergrad-
uate students.

The Emotional Exhaustion reached 50% of  the 
sample, with mean of  3.26, indicating no Burnout. 
However, there is the possibility of  developing the 
syndrome; though, students in this study appear to be 
protected by high mean of  personal accomplishment.

In this research, it was evidenced that academics 
without paid jobs had higher mean of  Emotional Ex-
haustion(3,72) compared to those who were performing 
paid activities(2,95); presenting higher mean in deper-
sonalization, characteristic perceived by insensitivity 
and dehumanization caring for patients, and personal 
accomplishment. This result differed from another 
study conducted in Paraná, among students of  the first 
period of  a technical course in nursing, where students 
workers had higher exhaustion, depersonalization and 
lower personal accomplishment(21). The differences 
identified may be due to the status of  the occupation 
in both groups. The majority of  the university students 
in this study (40.5%) performed work activities related 
to the health context, representing the area of    interest. 
In the case of  students of  technical courses, parallel 
paid jobs were related to other areas, given the impos-
sibility of  performing in health area, being a technician 
course student. This makes the job only a strategy to 
maintain studies.

An interesting result, shown in senior undergraduate 
students investigated with children, they had lower mean 
(2.33) in the category Emotional Exhaustion comparing 
to those without children (3.95). A similar result was 
observed in another study, in which the academics with 
children of  health area had a mean of  2.26 in Emotional 
Exhaustion; and those without children had a mean of  
3.05(5). The fact was verified, in the academic practical 
experience, when a young mother of  three children, 
was questioned how she could stand the whole journey 
of  studies in theoretical disciplines, final paperwork, 
final internships plus her children; she answered that 
the greatest joy of  her day was to get home and see the 
smile of  the children waiting her, being able to attend 
them and being for them the most important person. 
This may indicate that childcare makes students to better 
distribute their time, being the contact with the child a 
source of  gratification and a way to distance themselves 
from the stressors generated at the University.

For students who have thought about quitting the 
course, it was found a mean of  3.35 for Emotional 
Exhaustion, 1.87 in depersonalization and 4.86 in 
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personal accomplishment, indicating dissatisfaction 
with the course and the desire to give up as reasons for 
students to develop their activities with less pleasure, 
unable to see the result of  their efforts, making the 
study exhausting. Similar mean were found between 
academics of  health area in 2004, with mean of  3.52 
for Emotional Exhaustion, 2.09 in depersonalization 
and 4.53 in personal accomplishment(5).

In this research students from the last semester had 
higher mean of  Emotional Exhaustion(3.43), lowest 
in depersonalization (1.09) and highest in personal 
accomplishment (5.04) compared to students from the 
seventh semester. These results are expected, therefore, 
to be closer to the completion of  the course, they are 
under pressure, with greater professor´s demand to 
finish curricular internships, for the conclusion and 
presentation of  final paperwork and anxiety to receive 
the diploma. At the same time, these students are in-
secure with the competitiveness of  job market and it 
generates expectations about their career(10).

ConClusIon

A limitation of  this study was the size of  popula-
tion investigated and the magnitude of  the losses. In 
terms of  the Burnout Syndrome, it might be possible 
to think the refusal as an indicator of  the Syndrome. 
However, as the data collection was made in face to 
face with students, it was found that the refusal was 
more due to a lack of  interest in participating than 
to the stress factors related to the end of  the course, 
because the students who did not participated, kept 
doing their academic activities on a regular basis, 

without showing any distinct characteristics of  those 
who participated.

In this study, there were no cases of  Burnout syn-
drome or risk factors for it. Students who have children 
have lower emotional exhaustion, not showing the 
relationship between education and children as a pre-
disposing factor for Burnout. Another result that caught 
our attention was that the students who had no paid job 
presented higher mean of  Emotional Exhaustion when 
compared to those performing paid activities.

There is a need to deepen the results. Therefore, 
it is suggested to conduct studies to investigate other 
variables related to academic life, covering the entire 
course of  undergraduate nursing, so that it can provide 
comparisons between freshman students and seniors. 
Likewise, it would be interesting comparative studies 
among nursing students of  public and private institu-
tions, because the sample of  this research is specific to 
a private institution, which may differ in the case of  
students of  public universities.

It was found limited literature on the topic of  
Burnout syndrome among students, causing little com-
parison to the Brazilian reality and even internationally. 
However, investigation among academics of  health area 
configured an important aspect in terms of  promotion 
and prevention in occupational health, meeting the 
efforts of  the Brazilian Ministry of  Health regarding 
the humanization of  health. Really tired people during 
professional training can represent less empathetic 
and attentive to the needs of  users of  health services 
during working life. Factor that contributes both to the 
professional’s illness, as to the quality of  care of  the 
Brazilian health system.
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