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Summary:

Introduction: Student burnout arises from the assumption that university students are stressed and
overwhelmed academically. This situation may be exacerbated by the presence of a study plan with
more complex content that requires more time for study and patient care, which combined with the
return to post-pandemic presence creates a favorable scenario for the development of this
syndrome. Goals. To describe the prevalence of Burnout syndrome in dental students at a Chilean
university during the return to face-to-face training. Methods: Cross-sectional study in dental
students who, with prior informed consent, answered the Maslach Burnout Inventory Student Survey
(MBI-HSS) questionnaire via Google Forms. The instrument has 22 items in the form of statements
about students' feelings and attitudes in their academic work. The presence of Burnout and the
subscales “Emotional Exhaustion”, “Depersonalization” and “Personal Fulfillment” were recorded
by sex and academic level. To establish differences, the Chi2 statistical test was used in STATA 14.0
software. Study approved by the Scientific Ethics Committee of the university. Results: 121 students
participated, 71.9% women and 67.7% at the clinical level. 32.2% present Burnout, higher in women
(74.4%) and clinical level (69.2%). 74.4% classified as high level for the “Emotional Exhaustion”
subscale, higher in women (p= 0.026) and non-clinical academic level (p=0.527). In
“Depersonalization” the level predominates in men and in the clinical level, however for “Personal
Realization” the low level is present in both sexes and academic levels. Conclusion. About a third of
the students showed Burnout and obtained high scores on the “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale.
Early detection of the syndrome can be an opportunity for early intervention and avoid academic
difficulties when returning to face-to-face activities.

Keywords: Burnout syndrome; University students; COVID-19 pandemic; educational climate;
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Abstract:

Introduction: Student Burnout arises from the assumption that university students are stressed and
overwhelmed academically. This situation can be exacerbated by the presence of a study plan with
more complex content that requires more study time, and patient care, which combined with the
return to post-pandemic face-to-face training creates a favorable scenario for the development of
this syndrome. Goals. To describe the prevalence of Burnout syndrome in dental students from a
Chilean university during the return to face-to-face. Methods: Cross-sectional study in dental
students who, with prior informed consent, answered the Maslach Burnout Inventory Student
Survey (MBI-HSS) via Google Forms. The instrument has 22 items in the form of statements about
feelings and attitudes of students in their academic work. The presence of Burnout and its
dimensions "emotional exhaustion", "depersonalization" and "personal fulfillment" by gender and
academic level were recorded. To establish differences, the Chi2 statistical test was used in STATA
14.0 software. Study approved by the University's Scientific Ethics Committee. Results: 121 students
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participated, 71.9% women and 67.7% of the clinical level. 32.2% present Burnout, higher in women
(74.4%) and clinical level (69.2%). 74.4% classified at a high level for the "emotional exhaustion"
subscale, higher in women (p= 0.026) and non-clinical academic level (p=0.527). In
"depersonalization” the level predominates in men and in the clinical level, on the other hand for
"personal fulfillment" the low level is present in both sexes and academic levels. Conclusion. About
a third of the students showed Burnout and scored high on the "emotional exhaustion" subscale.
Early detection of the syndrome can be an opportunity for early intervention and avoid academic
difficulties when returning to face-to-face.

Keywords: Burnout syndrome; university students; COVID-19 pandemic; educational climate;
dentistry

1. Introduction

Burnout syndrome is defined as a possible consequence of stressful conditions that
occur chronically in a person and as the first response to some alteration in mental health
(1). Although the syndrome itself is not a disease, its effects are associated with the
presence of alterations in mental health, musculoskeletal, respiratory, cardiovascular,
endocrine and immunological systems (2-3 ). In an academic context, Burnout is described
as a student's experience of “Emotional Exhaustion”, “Depersonalization” and poor
performance related to the academic demands of the higher education system (4).

There is conclusive evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic is having a negative impact
on the mental health of the population in general, and in particular, on more vulnerable
groups (5-7). For university students, the confinement and uncertainty of the new
educational scenarios they faced caused higher levels of anxiety, stress and, in some cases,
depression. The use of different learning methods, including online learning on different
platforms and the need to have technological resources to continue academic training have
been the main difficulties for the development of academic activities (8-9). After two years
of working with new teaching methods, the return to in-person teaching is presented as an
opportunity for teachers to review their traditional teaching practices and strengthen the
resources and dynamics that have worked well during the pandemic. On the contrary,
confinement and virtual education have impacted the emotional well-being and mental
health of students, generating socio-educational gaps related to delays in learning.
Therefore, this emerging scenario must focus on measuring the collateral damage that the
pandemic has caused on the mental health of students. Although anxiety, depression or
stress problems in the general population have been widely studied during the COVID-19
pandemic, there is little evidence that refers to the presence of Burnout in the return to
face-to-face teaching. For universities, this represents a key indicator that enables the
implementation of preventive strategies for the university population.

Excessive workload, lack of social support, anxiety, stress and extra-academic
activities, among others, have been cited as factors that can contribute to the development
of Burnout in students (10). The type of career being studied is another factor that
influences this syndrome, especially those in the health area considered highly stressful.
Compared to other health professions, dentistry has one of the highest rates of anxiety,
depression, burnout and “Depersonalization”(11-15). The academic demands during the
development of the career and professional practice in a field limited to the mouth, with
forced postures and time pressure can lead to the physical and mental deterioration of
students, leading to the development of depression syndrome. Burnout (13,16).

Given the role that universities play in this return to face-to-face classes and the health
protection rights of the student community, the objective of this study is to describe



RevEspEduMed 2023, 3: 86-97; doi: 10.6018/edumed.582211 88

Burnout syndrome in dental students from a Chilean university during the return to
school. presence.

2. Methods
2.1 Study design: Descriptive and cross-sectional observational study.

2.2 Study population : The study considered as the study population the 340 students of the
Dentistry Program at a university affiliated to the Council of Rectors of Chilean Universities.

2.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria: All those regular students of the Dentistry Career who, at
the time of entering the Google Forms application of the project sent by institutional email,
voluntarily agreed to participate were included in the study. Acceptance was accompanied
by an Informed Consent (IC) that students had to read before answering the questionnaire.
Students who did not enter the application or did not respond or agree to participate were
excluded from the study.

2.4 Sample size and sampling: The study attempted to collect information from all regular
students of the Dentistry Career in 2022, however, it was estimated to consider a minimum
number of students who would agree to participate in the study. This calculation was made
based on the total population of students (340), the result of the global prevalence of the
main variable of the study referred to in a systematic review (10), with a confidence level of
95% and precision of 5%. . The minimum value is 115 participants. The selection of
participants was voluntary, after acceptance of an Informed Consent provided in the Google
Forms application. All students, from the first to the sixth academic year, had the same
probability of participating in the study.

2.5 Ethical considerations: The protocol of this study (Protocol ID: 22-048) was approved by
the Scientific Ethics Committee of the Finis Terrae University, accredited by the Regional
Ministerial Service (SEREMI) of Health with Exempt Resolution N°002681/2021 on February
24, 2021. The data collected from the questionnaire is anonymous, without having access to
the identity of those who responded.

2.6 Instruments : To measure Burnout levels, the Spanish version of the “Maslach Burnout
Inventory Human Services” (MBI-HSS) questionnaire was used, adapted for application to
university students (17). The present version of the MBI-HSS has a three-factor structure
that has been shown to have adequate reliability that allows its use in the Chilean
university population. It allows evaluating the three components of the syndrome, which
are “Emotional Exhaustion”, “Depersonalization” and “Personal Fulfillment”. “Emotional
Exhaustion” evaluates feelings of being emotionally overloaded and exhausted by work,
“Depersonalization” recognizes attitudes of coldness and distance, and “Personal
Fulfillment” evaluates feelings of competence and success in studying. The questionnaire
consists of 22 items with statements about feelings or attitudes related to your academic
work, and is answered based on the frequency with which it is experienced. It uses a 7-
point Likert-type scale, with the response possibilities: never (0), a few times a year or less
(1), once a month or less (2), a few times a month (3), once once a week (4), a few times a
week (5) or every day (6). The “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale consists of 9 items (1, 2, 3,
6, 8,13, 14, 16, 20.) whose maximum score is 54. “Depersonalization” is made up of 5 items
(5,10, 11, 15, 22.) and the maximum score is 30. The “Personal Achievement” subscale is
made up of 8 items (4,7, 9, 12,17, 18, 19, 21.) and has a maximum score of 48. To obtain the
final score, the score of each response given in each subscale is added and the individual is
classified as having Burnout Syndrome or not according to whether he or she has more
than 26 points in the “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale, greater than 9. points in
“Depersonalization” and less than 34 in “Personal Achievement”.
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2.7 Variables to study: The variables studied emanate from the MBI-HSS questionnaire and
consider the three components of the syndrome, which are: “Emotional Exhaustion” (54
points), “Depersonalization” (30 points), “Personal Fulfillment” (48 points) . The sum of
the final score determines the presence of Burnout syndrome according to whether it has
more than 26 points in the “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale, greater than 9 points in
“Depersonalization” and less than 34 in “Personal Achievement”. To contextualize the
study participants, at the beginning of the questionnaire the measurement of the variable
“sex” (male/female) and “academic level” (first to sixth academic year) was considered.
The variable “academic level” was recoded according to whether or not the student
provides dental care to patients in the university clinic (care activity) and was defined as
“non-clinical level” which covers the student at the academic level from the first to the
third year of the university. career who do not carry out care activities with patients and
“clinical level” with students who attend the fourth to sixth academic year level and who
do carry out care activities with patients.

2.8 Data collection: The MBI-HSS version for university students was applied in the second
semester of the 2022 academic year. Through the Google Forms application, the MBI-HSS
questionnaire was transcribed and distributed via institutional email to all students of the
university. Dentistry Career, with the collaboration of the Academic Secretary of the
Faculty. At the beginning of the form, information about the study, its objectives and an
informed consent were explained that the participants had to read and accept before being
able to answer the MBI-HSS questionnaire itself. All information in the questionnaire was
anonymous and the questions appeared sequentially. The time allocated to collect the
information was 30 calendar days.

2.9 Data analysis: The STATA program version 14.0 was used for statistical analyses. A p
value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant. Students who completed the entire
MBI-HSS questionnaire were included in the analysis. The study participants were
described according to sex and academic level, variables that were summarized in
proportion (%) and frequency (n). The internal consistency reliability of the instrument was
measured using Cronbach's alpha coefficient. The score was calculated by averaging the
coded responses of all items globally and for each subscale. The scores obtained were
analyzed using their mean, standard deviation, minimum, maximum, kurtosis and
skewness. The frequency (n) and proportion (%) were determined for the three subscales of
the questionnaire, defining the cut-off point in the subscale “Emotional Exhaustion” (EA) as
low, < 18, medium EA of 19-26, and high EA > 27 . ; For the subscale “Depersonalization”
(D) low, < 5, average D of 6-9 and high D, > 10, and for “Personal Fulfillment” (PR) low <
33, average RP of 34-39 and high RP , > 40. The presence of “Unidimensional Burnout
Syndrome” (yes/no) and the levels (high, medium and low) for the three subscales of the
questionnaire were summarized in frequency (n) and proportion (%), according to “sex ”
and “academic level”; The Chi2 test was applied to determine statistically significant
differences between the variables studied. In addition, the differences between the average
score obtained in each of the subscales were determined according to the variable “sex” and
“academic level” and a box plot was used to compare the distribution of the data and
outliers.

3. Results

The MBI-HSS questionnaire was applied to 340 students as regular students of the
Dentistry Career during the year 2022. A total of 115 students were considered as the
minimum sample size for this study, obtaining the response of 121 participants from all
academic levels. The response rate was 35.6%. The population studied was mostly women
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(2:1 compared to men) and more than twice as many were studying the clinical academic
level (fourth, fifth and sixth academic year). This is shown in table 1.

Table 1. Description of the dental students participating in the study.

Variable | Frequency (n) | Percentage (%)
Sex
Male 3.4 28.10
Female 87 71.90
Academic level
Non-clinical 39 32.23
Clinical 82 67.77
Total 121 100.0

To determine the reliability of the internal consistency type of the MBI-HSS
questionnaire applied in the studied population, the Cronbach's Alpha reliability
coefficient was calculated, the value of which was 0.89, considered good. The same value
was obtained for the “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale, however for the
“Depersonalization” and “Personal Fulfillment” subscales the result was 0.74 and 0.75
respectively, which is considered acceptable.

When comparing the scores obtained from the MBI-HSS questionnaire for each
subscale, it is observed that the mean scores + standard deviation for the subscale
“Emotional Exhaustion”, “Depersonalization” and “Personal Fulfillment” were 33.5 =
1156, 8 5 + 655, 3045 + 698 respectively. The “Emotional Exhaustion” and
“Depersonalization” subscales indicate greater wear and tear when they present a higher
score; In this case, the average obtained for both subscales corresponds to the cut-off point
of a high level of “Emotional Exhaustion” ( = 27 points) and a medium level of
“Depersonalization” ( 6-9 points) . On the other hand, “Personal Achievement” works in
the opposite direction and indicates greater wear and tear when the score is lower;
considers a value > 33 points as a low level. The value of the Cronbach's Alpha reliability
coefficient and the descriptive statistics of the scores obtained from the MBI-HSS
questionnaire are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and internal consistency of the MBI-HSS questionnaire.

SB and Subscales - Half OF min Max. Asymymetr Kurtosis
Emotional Exhaustion 0.89 335 11.56 3 54 -0.52 2.74
Depersonalization 0.74 8.50 6.55 0 30 0.80 3.33
Personal fulfillment 0.75 3045 6.98 elc;ve 46 -0.33 3.02
Burnout syndrome 0.89 72.49 13.22 1;?:]12 113 0.29 3.03

(SB= Burnout Syndrome; oc = Cronbach's Alpha reliability coefficient; SD= standard deviation)

Around a third of the students who participated in the study presented high values in
the “Emotional Exhaustion” and “Depersonalization” subscales, and a low value in
“Personal Fulfillment”, which allows us to determine the existence of Burnout syndrome.
Although women showed a higher frequency of Burnout as did students at the clinical
academic level, the differences observed are not statistically significant when applying the
Chi2 statistical test. It is highlighted that almost three quarters of the students presented
high levels of Emotional Exhaustion, higher in women and with statistically significant
differences when compared to men. On the contrary, a high level of “Depersonalization”
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occurs more frequently in men, without significant differences in relation to women, who
present a higher frequency in the low level of Depersonalization. The last subscale of the
MBI-HSS questionnaire indicates that more than half of the students have a higher
frequency in the low level of “Personal Achievement”. In this subscale it can be seen that
the high level of achievement is very low in both sexes, and is slightly higher in women.

In relation to the academic level, “Emotional Exhaustion” is similar for students who
study at both the clinical and non-clinical levels, but “Depersonalization” is not the case,
which is slightly higher in students at the clinical level. In the “Personal Achievement”
subscale, the low level predominates in students at the non-clinical academic level. This is
shown in table 3.

Table 3. Prevalence of academic burnout syndrome in dental students according to the
three subscales of the MBI-HSS questionnaire.

Sex Academic level
Man Women p* Non- Clinical | p* Total
n (%) n (%) clinical n (%) n (%)
n (%)
Low 4(11.8) | 11(12.6) 3(77) 12 (14.6) 15 (12.4)
Emotional Half 9(26.5) 781 | o026 | 6054 [10(122) | g53 | 16(13.2)
Exhaustion ' ’
High 21 (61.7) | 69 (79.3) 30 (76.9) | 60(73.2) 90 (74.4)
Low 9 (26.5) 39 (44.8) 17 (43.6) 31 (37.8) 48 (39.7)
Half 7(206) | 17(195) | o142 | 8(05) | 16(195) | 076 | 24(19.8)
Depersonalization ’ ’
High 18 (52.9) | 31(35.6) 14 (35.9) 35(42.7) 49 (40.5)
Low 18 (52.9) | 58 (66.7) 30 (76.9) 46 (56.1) 76 (62.8)
Personal fulfillment | Half 15041) | 2124 | o07 | 7079 | 29(354) | 009 | 36(29.8)
High 1(2.9) 8(9.2) 2(5.3) 7 (8.5) 9(74)
One-dimensional No 24(29.3) | 58(70.7) e 27 (32.9) | 55 (67.1) . 82 (67.8)
burnout Yeah 10 (25.6) | 29 (744) | 12(30.8) | 27(692) | " [39(322)

(% achieved for the cut-off points: low AE, < 18, medium AE of 19-26 and high AE > 27; low D, < 5, medium D of 6-9
and high D, > 10, and RP, low < 33, average RP of 34-39 and high RP, > 40. (*) Chi 2 statistical test

When analyzing the average score in the “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale by sex, it is
observed that this value is higher in women (Median of 36 ) compared to men (Median of
31), without statistically significant differences (p=0.27). ). On the other hand, for the
“Depersonalization” subscale, men present a higher value (Median of 11) compared to
women (Median of 6), these differences being statistically significant (p=0.0046). In the
“Personal Achievement” subscale, there is a slightly higher score in men (Median of 31.5)
than in women (Median of 30), however, the differences are not significant (p=0.53).

The results of the mean score in the “Emotional Exhaustion” subscale is higher in
students at the non-clinical level (Median of 37) compared to the clinical level (Median of
33.5). On the contrary, for the “Depersonalization” subscale, this value was higher at the
clinical level (Median of 8.5) than at the non-clinical level (Median of 7). In both subscales
the differences are not statistically significant.

For “Personal Achievement”, clinical level students have a higher score (Median of 32)
than non-clinical students (Median of 28), these differences being statistically significant
(p=0.0009). The distribution of subscale scores by sex and academic level is shown in
Figures 1 and 2.
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Figura 1. Comparacion de los puntajes del cuestionario MBI-HSS en las tres subescalas, segin sexo

Figure 1. MBI-HSS subscales data ordered by sex (left, male; right,
female).
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Figura 2. Comparacion de los puntajes del cuestionario MBI-HSS en las tres subescalas, segun nivel academico

Figure 2. MBI-HSS subscales data ordered by academic level
(left, preclinical; right, clinical).
4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to describe the burnout of dental students at a private
Chilean university in the year 2022, a period of time in which, after two years of
confinement, isolation and lack of social contact as a result of the pandemic, they resume
to face-to-face classes. According to the results of this research, approximately a third of
students present the syndrome during their return to normality, its frequency being higher
in women and in students who attend the clinical academic level, equivalent to fourth,
fifth and sixth year. of the Dentistry Career. It is extremely important to measure Burnout
in university students, especially in the Dentistry career, considered one of the most
stressful health professions, if adequate psychological well-being is to be ensured. Early
detection and intervention of cases could minimize the repercussions on the student's
physical and mental health.
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Of the instruments proposed to measure Burnout, the MBI-HSS questionnaire is one
of the most used in research on academic burnout. Internal consistency was found to be
adequate, with Cronbach's a values > 0.8 as a global measurement and for the Emotional
Exhaustion subscale. For the “Depersonalization” subscale (Cronbach's o = 0.74) and
“Personal Accomplishment” (Cronbach's o = 0.75) this value was slightly lower, which is
consistent with other studies that show similar values (18-20 ).

The prevalence found in this study is consistent with other studies carried out among
dental students (13, 15) and medicine (21-23), but also differs from other studies where
they found high levels of Burnout in students in the health area (11 , 18). These
discrepancies in the reported prevalence of Burnout can be attributed to multiple factors,
among which are mentioned the different measurement instruments used and cut-off
points used (24). In particular, it is noted that levels of exhaustion are significantly higher
in dental students compared to medicine students, a situation that can be attributed to the
fact that dental practice is more demanding, the last years of the degree have a purely
healthcare nature, making more likely to develop musculoskeletal and psychosomatic
problems (25). Although Burnout constitutes a response to chronic stress in the individual,
the decrease in mental well-being among dental students can be associated with a high
level of perfectionism, attributable to increased competition and demands for high grades,
therefore Stress management should be taught as part of the Dentistry Degree curriculum
(26).

In relation to the sex variable, the results are not consistent with respect to its
relationship with Burnout, it seems that women present this syndrome more frequently
compared to men (22-23, 26-27), another study reveals that exhaustion is more prevalent
among men (18) and with lower academic performance (20). Although women feel more
emotionally exhausted by their studies compared to men, the majority of studies simply
reveal that they have not found a statistically significant difference between men and
women (19, 26-27), as do the results that shows this study.

Dental students studying the clinical academic level had a higher prevalence of
Burnout compared to those who have not yet entered the clinic, that is, students in the first
three years of their degree. This correlates with other studies that showed a higher
frequency of this syndrome in students in recent years (15, 18, 19). A systematic review on
stress burden among dental students suggested that the highest level of stress is caused by
grades, exams, and the environment created by clinical instructors. Likewise, students in
higher courses were characterized by presenting higher levels of stress (28), so it seems
that years of clinical training, especially at the time of contact with the patient, are a risk
factor for Burnout in the Career. of Dentistry.

High levels of “Emotional Exhaustion” were present in 74.4% of dental students, and
“Depersonalization” in 40.5%, while 62.8% of dental students experienced low levels of “
Personal fulfillment". These results are indicative of the presence of Burnout and are
higher than those reported among medical students (15, 26) and dentistry students (15). A
systematic review carried out in the academic field (24) reports a prevalence of high levels
of “Emotional Exhaustion” ranging from 0% to 80.3% (Median of 35.6%), high levels of
“Depersonalization” from 0%. up to 58.0% (Median 35.75%); and low levels of “Personal
Achievement” from 0% to 58.9% (Median of 33.7%). The wide range of values reported
allows us to give consistency to the results of this study.

The women presented a high level of “Emotional Exhaustion” and a low level of
“Personal Fulfillment”, which is consistent with other studies that report that women are
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more likely to suffer from stress factors than men and with more demands outside the
university. (19, 27,29). However, the greater participation of the female sex could explain
the result obtained in this study. A high level of “Depersonalization” was presented in
men, being considered as a self-protection mechanism against Emotional Exhaustion,
which manifests itself as a negative and cynical attitude towards the patient, and
detachment.

In relation to the academic level, “Emotional Exhaustion” was similar among students
studying both the clinical and non-clinical level, but “Depersonalization” was not the case,
which was slightly higher in students at the clinical level. There is no consensus that
“Emotional Exhaustion” is more frequent in students who enter university due to the
changes they face in their lives (30) or during the clinical period, where interaction with
patients makes the environments more demanding. and stressful (15, 19, 31). The presence
of a high academic load and demanding curricular requirements throughout the study
plan could be the answer to the results found, to which is added today, the return to face-
to-face classes as another possible source of stress that would impact on all the students.

Dentistry is considered one of the most stressful medical professions, and it is possible
that the development of Burnout can occur early, from the beginning of learning. There is
a certain degree of stress that is inherent to the degree study plan, and when this fact
becomes chronic, it could precipitate a state of “Emotional Exhaustion” with a negative
impact on mental health (26). The information provided by this study is considered
relevant for the early detection of the problem, education about the signs and symptoms of
the syndrome is key to preventing detrimental effects on the mental health of students and
presence is crucial to carry out this support. It is suggested that universities provide
counseling programs to reduce the level of stress, as well as teach coping strategies.
Furthermore, considering the evaluation of the academic load of the study plan or its
flexibility could be another way to address this problem.

4.1 Limitations.

A cross-sectional observational study was carried out that includes the responses of
students who voluntarily agreed to participate in the study, which means that there are
differences in the number of participants by sex and academic level. Representativeness is
limited, since students who belonged to a single educational institution were included.
Another limitation that must be considered is the difficulty in making comparisons with
other studies, since not all authors use the same cut-off points to determine the presence of
Burnout when applying the MBI-HSS questionnaire, nor the same version of the
questionnaire.

5. Conclusions

¢ With the return to in-person classes, approximately a third of dental students
present Burnout syndrome.

¢ Burnout syndrome was more common in female students than in male students,
however, the differences were not statistically significant.

¢ There were no statistically significant differences between dental students studying
at the clinical academic level and those studying at the non-clinical level with
respect to the prevalence of Burnout syndrome.
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Supplementary material: Annex I: MBI-HSS Questionnaire, Informed Consent.
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