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Abstract: Background: One of the most outstanding consequences of the pandemic is the impact it
had on the mental health of nurses caring for patients with COVID-19 in specialised services. Aim:
The aim was to analyse the burnout levels of nursing professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic
in specialised care and their relationship with variables of the socio-occupational context. Method:
This was a quantitative, descriptive, observational, cross-sectional study, which included a sample of
355 nursing professionals. The instrument used was a questionnaire (Maslach Burnout Inventory
Human Services Survey (MBI-HSS)). Results: A mean score of 27.44 (SD = 12.01) was obtained in
the subscale “Emotional exhaustion”; in “Depersonalisation”, the mean score was 7.26 (SD = 6.00);
and, finally, in “Personal fulfilment”, the mean score was 38.27 (SD = 7.04). Statistically significant
differences were found in the subscale “Emotional exhaustion”, which is higher in women than in
men. The subscale “Personal Accomplishment” was higher in the age group 51-65 years. Regarding
the “Depersonalisation” subscale, statistically significant differences were found with respect to
the years of experience in the current service, which is higher in the group aged 39 years or more.
Conclusion: Intervention programmes are required in healthcare systems to improve the emotional
well-being of nursing professionals.
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1. Introduction

The 2019 coronavirus disease pandemic (COVID-19) has become the most important
health crisis of the current era [1]. This health crisis has highlighted the essential role
of healthcare professionals as a key element in its containment [2]. Providing nursing
care in this context can have important short- and long-term consequences for nursing
professionals [3]. One of the most prominent consequences of the pandemic is the impact it
has had on the mental health of these professionals caring for patients with COVID-19 [4].
The COVID-19 pandemic emergency has created the need for an organisational renewal
of care pathways based on the principles of “primary health care” recommended by the
World Health Organization (WHO) [5]. The negative consequences in the work context can
cause these professionals to suffer physical and psychological exhaustion [6] along with
professional burnout, negatively affecting their health and job satisfaction [7]. They may
even suffer from certain syndromes, such as burnout [8]. According to the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD-11), burnout syndrome or “occupational burnout” is a
syndrome conceptualised as a result of chronic stress in the workplace that has not been
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successfully managed. It is characterised by three dimensions: (1) feelings of lack of
energy or emotional exhaustion; (2) increased mental distance from work, negative or
cynical feelings about work or depersonalisation; and (3) reduced professional efficacy or
self-fulfillment [9]. Nursing professionals who suffer from this syndrome are often more
likely to make mistakes, have reduced job performance, or have lower job satisfaction [10].
Burnout has been related to certain socio-demographic factors, such as gender and age [11],
and it was also found in previous research that certain variables in the work context
produce higher levels of burnout and, therefore, emotional discomfort triggering psychiatric
pathology [12]. Working in emergency and intensive care services has been associated
with a greater susceptibility to developing psychiatric disorders [13]. Even seniority in the
service is more likely to present with clinical anxiety [14].

During the COVID-19 pandemic, nurses were categorised as vulnerable staff due to
fear of infection, high workloads, high patient-to-nurse ratios, long shifts, and not obtaining
sufficient personal protective equipment. Nurses who provided care in specific COVID-19
services during the pandemic reported a high prevalence of burnout [15,16]. Shoja [17]
found that the levels of job stress and burnout in the group of nurses who were exposed
to COVID-19 patients were higher than in the group of nurses who did not work with
exposure to COVID-19 patients. However, there is insufficient evidence to determine the
prevalence of burnout among different specialised care services during the pandemic [18].
Therefore, the aim of this research was to analyse the levels of burnout in specialised care
nurses during the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to a series of socio-demographic and
work context variables.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Desing

A quantitative, cross-sectional, descriptive observational study was carried out.

2.2. Participants and Setting

A sample size adequate for inference was calculated with a margin of error of 5% and
a confidence level of 95%. The estimate for a population of 3071 nursing professionals was
343 nurses who needed to answer the question with adequate reliability. Given the response
rate in similar studies in this health care group, it was not necessary to estimate for losses
as the calculated size was feasible to obtain. The study included a sample of 355 nursing
professionals who were serving in specialised care in two hospitals in the province of
Almeria, southeastern Spain: Hospital Universitario Torrecardenas (n = 190) and Hospital
de Poniente (n = 165) during the first outbreak of COVID-19 (April-May 2021). Study
participants were selected by non-probabilistic purposive sampling [19]. The inclusion
criteria were nursing professionals actively providing services in specialised care during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The exclusion criteria were all healthcare professionals who were
not actively providing services during the pandemic and who refused to participate in
the study.

2.3. Instrument

The Maslach Burnout Inventory Human Services Survey (MBI-HSS) [20] was used,
adding a series of socio-demographic variables: gender, age, place of work, years of
experience in the current service, and years of professional experience. This questionnaire
has shown good behavior and fit to the data in the factor analysis, and most authors
consider that it is a questionnaire with good internal consistency and can be considered
valid and reliable in its Spanish version [21]; in this study, it showed a reliability of 0.72.

The questionnaire consists of 22 items in the form of statements about the feelings
and attitudes of the professional at work. It measures the 3 aspects of burnout syndrome:
(1). The Emotional Exhaustion subscale, which assesses the experience of being emotionally
exhausted by the demands of the job. It consists of 9 items (1, 2, 3, 6, §, 13, 14, 16, 20) and
has a maximum score of 54; (2). The Depersonalisation subscale, which assesses the degree
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to which one recognises attitudes of coldness and aloofness. It consists of 5 items (5, 10,
11, 15, 22) and a maximum score of 30; (3). The Self-fulfillment subscale, which assesses
feelings of self-efficacy and self-fulfillment at work. It is composed of 8 items (4,7, 9, 12,
17,18, 19, 21) and a maximum score of 48. The items were answered by workers using a
Likert-type frequency scale ranging from zero “0” (Never) to “6” (Daily) [22]. High scores
on the first two subscales (Emotional Exhaustion and Desperonalisation) and low scores on
the third one (Personal Accomplishment) define burnout syndrome.

2.4. Data Collection

The questionnaire was digitalised using Google Forms and sent by WhatsApp mes-
saging application to the specialised care nursing staff of the hospitals in the province
of Almeria during the months of April and May 2021. This application was used due
to the confinement caused by COVID-19. In the digitalisation of the questionnaire, the
introduction of any personal data was avoided, which allowed anonymisation and lack of
traceability at all times, making it a totally anonymous tool for the researcher receiving the
data. The estimated time for answering the questionnaire was 10 min. Participation was
strictly voluntary, anonymous, and confidential.

2.5. Data Analysis

An analysis was carried out using the SPSS statistical software (IBM Corp, Armonk,
NY, USA), version 26.0, which gave us the necessary information to express the results
obtained. Quantitative variables were calculated using measures of central tendency
(mean) and dispersion (standard deviation, minima, and maxima), while percentages and
frequencies were calculated for qualitative variables. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was
performed to check the normality of the quantitative variables. The Student’s t-test and the
ANOVA test were used for the comparison of independent variables (sociocollaborative
variables) with respect to the dependent variable (total score and subscales of the MBI-
HSS questionnaire). The post hoc Significant Mean Difference (SMD) test was used to
establish between which categories the significant differences occurred. The confidence
level of the study was 95%, and the effect size was analysed with Cohen’s d (d) (small = 0.2;
medium = 0.5; large = 0.8) and eta squared (n2) (small = 0.01; medium = 0.06; large = 0.14)
on the significant variables (reference).

2.6. Ethical Issues

The research project was approved by the provincial Research Ethics Committee of
Almeria with internal code 41/2021. The study was carried out according to the standards
of appropriate clinical practice and following the international and national standards that
regulate Biomedical Research, especially the Declaration of Helsinki and Law 14/2007
of 3 July on Biomedical Research, as well as Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 and Law 3/2018 of 5 December on the
Protection of Personal Data and Guarantee of Digital Rights. The confidentiality of the data
provided by the participants was guaranteed in accordance with Organic Law 15/1999, of
13 December, on the Protection of Personal Data.

3. Results
3.1. Socio-demographic and Laboral Variables of Health Professionals

A total of 355 healthcare professionals participated with a mean age of 27.44 years
(SD =12.02). A total of 41.7% of the participants were in the range of 36 to 50 years old. In
terms of gender, 19.89% were male and 83.1% female, with a working experience of 6 to
16 years (39.2%). A total of 36.3% worked in the emergency department, followed by 18.6%
who worked in COVID hospitalisation. Finally, 51.5% (n = 183) had less than 5 years of
experience in their current service, followed by 31.3% (n = 111) with 6 to 16 years (Table 1).
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Table 1. Socio-demographic and employment characteristics of participants (N = 355).

Variable n %
Sex
Women 295 83.1
Men 60 16.9
Age
From 20 to 35 years 136 38.3
From 36 to 50 years 148 41.7
From 51 to 65 years 71 20
Workplace
COVID Hospitalisation 66 18.6
Non COVID Hospitalisation 46 13
Emergency 129 36.3
ICU 44 12.4
Resuscitation 22 6.2
Operating Room 24 6.8
Outpatients 24 6.8
Years of professional experience
Under 5 years old 60 16.9
6 to 16 years old 139 39.2
17 to 27 years old 93 26.2
28 to 38 years old 54 15.2
39 and over 9 2.5
Years of experience in current service
Under 5 years old 183 51.5
6 to 16 years old 111 31.3
17 to 27 years old 39 11
28 to 38 years old 20 5.6
39 and over 2 0.6

3.2. Burnout and Demographic and Occupational Variables

Table 2 shows the results obtained for each of the subscales of the questionnaire. In the
“Emotional Exhaustion” subscale, 52.7% of the participants presented a high level, 46.2%
a low level in the “Depersonalisation” subscale, and 49.6% presented high levels in the
“Self-realisation” subscale.

Table 2. Frequencies and percentages of MBI results according to scale.

Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalisation Self-Realisation

n % n % n %
Low 99 27.9 164 46.2 72 20.3
Medium 69 194 78 22.0 107 30.1
High 187 52.7 113 31.8 176 49.6

When analysing the three subscales of the questionnaire, a mean score of 27.44
(SD =12.01) was obtained in relation to the subscale “Emotional exhaustion”; in the sub-
scale “Depersonalisation”, the mean score was 7.26 (SD = 6.00); and, finally, in the subscale
“Self-realisation”, the mean score was 38.27 (SD = 7.04). The mean total score of the ques-
tionnaire was 72.97 (SD = 14.51). The subscales of the MBI-HSS questionnaire were related
to gender, age, place of work, years of professional experience, and years of professional
experience in current service. In relation to sex, statistically significant differences were
found in the MBI-HSS subscale, “Emotional Exhaustion” (p = 0.01, d = 0.27), which was
higher in women (M = 28.04, SD = 11.39) than in men (M = 24.5, SD = 14.45). Regarding
the MBI-HSS subscale, “Depersonalisation”, statistically significant differences were found
with respect to the years of experience in the current service, which was higher in the group
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of 39 or more years (M = 20.0, SD = 2.83, n2= 0.05) with respect to the rest of the groups
according to the DMS test. In the subscale “Personal fulfillment”, statistically significant
differences were obtained in relation to the age group. In order to establish exactly which
groups the differences occurred between, the DMS test was carried out. According to this,
the differences were significantly higher in the age group 51-65 years (M = 40.27, SD = 6.49,
1n2=0.02) than in the other age groups (Table 3).

Table 3. Burnout, socio-demographic and occupational variables.

Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalisation Self-Realisation Total Score
Mean (SD) t/F (p) Mean (SD) t/F (p) Mean (SD) t/F (p) Mean (SD) t/F (p)
Sex
Women 28.04 (11.39) 11.37 (0.01) 7.30 (6.05) 38.23 (6.68) 73.57 (13.82)
Men 24.5 (14.45) 7.05 (5.84) 1.71(0.19) 38.43 (8.68) 268(010) 4998 (17.36) 3.62 (0.06)
Age
From 20 to 35 years 26.18 (1.35) 1.33 (0.26) 7.01(5.24) 37.81(7.13) 71.00 (13.54) 2.04(0.13)
From 36 to 50 years 28.49(77,81) =9 (O 8.03 (6.72) 2.64 (0.07) 37.73 (7.09) 3.64 (0.03) 74.25 (14.89) e
From 51 to 65 years 27.69(15.53) 6.11 (5.67) 40.27 (6.49) 74.06 (15.31)
Workplace
COVID Hospitalisation 28.85 (13.47) 7.35 (6.00) 38.67 (7.05) 74.86 (16.03)
Laon COVID 26.13 (12.58) 5.83 (5.07) 37.20 (7.95) 69.15 (16.60)
ospitalisation 1.19 (0.31)
Emergency 26.69 (11.85) 7 7.74 (6.34) 0.71 (0.64) 38.95 (6.02) 0.91 (0.49) 73.39 (14.18) 1.48 (0.18)
ICU 29.43 (11.02) 7.64 (6.14) 36.57 (7.98) 73.64 (12.61)
Resuscitation 31.14 (12.24) 7.50 (5.65) 39.00 (6.02) 77.64 (13.86)
Operating Room 24.29 (10.98) 6.33 (5.63) 38.54 (8.06) 69.17 (12.73)
Outpatients 26.25 (12.02) 7.13 (6.12) 37.71 (8.28) 71.08 (11.99)
Years of professional
experience
Under 5 years old 26.15 (11.92) 6.73 (5.42) 39.27 (5.91) 71.69 (13.62)
6 to 16 years old 28.64 (12.41) 6.73 (5.06) 37.57 (7.86) 74.07 (15.26) 1.11 (0.35)
17 to 27 years old 29.74 (11.38) 1.18 (0.32) 8.42 (7.16) 1.89 (0.11) 36.77 (7.74) 2.19 (0.07) 75.03 (13.32)
28 to 38 years old 11.81 (2.64) 6.70 (5.99) 36.00 (9.49) 73.15 (19.72)
39 and over 28.50 (7.78) 10.11 (8.75) 37.50 (.71) 86.00 (11.31)
Years of experience in
current service
Under 5 years old 26.57 (12.30) 6.27 (5.09) 39.32 (7.47) 72.62 (13.47)
6 to 16 years old 26.40 (11.53) 7.86 (6.23) 38.36 (6.24) 71.50 (13.07) 0.98 (0.42)
17 to 27 years old 28.56 (11.35) 1.01 (0.41) 8.51 (7.07) 4.89 (0.01) 37. 54 (7.56) 0.84 (0.50) 74.52 (15.73)
28 to 38 years old 28.33 (13.29) 9.15 (7.94) 38.50 (7.09) 73.54 (14.51)
39 and over 32.44 (16.04) 20.00 (2.83) 36.00 (10.10) 78.56 (26.45)

Note = SD = standard deviation; t = Student ¢-test; F = ANOVA; p = significance level.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to analyse the burnout levels of nursing professionals
working in the different specialised care services during the COVID-19 pandemic. By
analysing the results globally, we observed that the participants in this study showed a high
level of “Emotional exhaustion”, a low level of “Depersonalisation”, and a high level of
“Personal fulfillment”, so they did not meet the criteria that would indicate burnout (high
level of “Emotional exhaustion” and “Depersonalisation” and low “Personal fulfillment”).

However, the mean total score of the burnout questionnaire is high. Comparing these
results with those of previous studies in the scientific literature shows the existence of high
levels of stress and burnout in nursing professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic [23].
At the beginning of the pandemic, there was concern and uncertainty about how the disease
would be transmitted [24]. Therefore, the safety of healthcare workers in hospitals is a major
concern during the COVID-19 pandemic [25]. An example is a study by Elghazally et al. [26],
who observed that during the COVID-19 pandemic, a high prevalence of burnout was
recorded among physicians in Egypt. Age, job title, working duration, and working
hours/day were significant predictors for burnout syndrome subscale results.

In this study, no signs of burnout were found in nursing professionals working in
more stressful services, such as critical care and emergency units. In agreement with other
authors [27,28], this could be explained by the empathy that professionals have developed
towards patients suffering from COVID-19, a terrifying situation that affects the lives of
all people, since, as they refer, a pandemic can trigger compassionate behaviour among
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nursing professionals, making the nurse-patient relationship more consistent and deeper,
and this relationship is beneficial since the treatment and care of patients with COVID-19
improves the morale of these professionals. However, in the study by Bisesti et al. [29],
burnout was a common condition among healthcare workers operating in ICUs during
the pandemic.

When analysing the results according to the different independent subscales of the MBI-
HSS questionnaire, they were found to be in line with other studies [30,31] (both carried
out in China) in which the female sex presents a greater risk of “emotional exhaustion”
compared to the male sex, due to the fact that women carry a greater number of family
responsibilities and burdens [11], so that women bear the fundamental burden of the care
system, both formally and informally [32]. However, men may suffer more long-term
emotional distress, as men generally experience distress later in life than women [14].

With regard to the years of experience in the current department and “Despersonalisa-
tion”, the increase in this subscale is significant, with a greater existence of this subscale
in people with many years of work in the same hospital department (39 or more years
working). However, according to Galanis et al. [33], a greater risk of burnout in nursing
professionals is having little experience working in the same department. This may be
due to the fact that repeated exposure to stressful or distressing situations in the same
workplace causes empathic distress in nursing professionals. This empathic distress leads
to emotional distress or burnout [34].

According to Simonetti’s study [35], older nursing professionals presented a higher
risk of suffering burnout syndrome in the “Personal Accomplishment” subscale; however,
Galanis et al. [33] associated advanced age and professional experience with greater self-
efficacy; reducing symptomatology; and risk of stress, depression, or anxiety. This may be
related to the personality of nursing professionals; according to Cafiadas-De la Fuente [36],
neuroticism, agreeableness, extraversion, and conscientiousness are personality traits that
predict at least two of the dimensions of burnout syndrome in nurses. According to
Ma et al. [37], leadership reduces burnout and increases the “psychological safety” of
nurses. Additionally, as concluded by Rivas et al. [38], resilient nurses were able to cope
with stressful situations better. On the other hand, in the study by Socaciu et al. [39], they
found no relationship between socio-demographic variables and burnout in nurses, but
they did relate it to work and a sedentary lifestyle.

Limitations and Future Lines

This research may have a number of limitations. Firstly, the majority of the sample was
female, which may have biased the results towards this gender. However, we have to bear
in mind that this is a women'’s profession, so we are really expressing the reality experienced
during the pandemic. Secondly, we dealt with questionnaires that were disseminated on
social networks, and the bias of social desirability cannot be ignored. In spite of this, we
tried to control as much as possible all the variables that could have contributed to it.
Finally, this is a descriptive observational study. In this study, it is not possible to determine
the causality of certain factors, although it is important because it gives us a description
of the situation experienced during the pandemic. There may be certain variables that
were not included in the study that may have influenced the burnout of specialised nurses.
It is, therefore, necessary that future lines of research continue to delve deeper into the
phenomenon of burnout in hospital nurses during the pandemic and establish which
variables may have an influence.

5. Conclusions

The current COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting health crisis highlighted the attri-
tion of nursing professionals in specialised care services. However, it is true that no signifi-
cant differences were found between the different specialised services. Socio-demographic
variables such as gender and age are related to burnout levels in nursing professionals.
The length of experience in the current service is a factor that influences burnout levels.
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These data indicate that certain nursing professionals are more susceptible to suffering
from emotional exhaustion, which can lead to psychiatric pathology in times of health
crises. Therefore, it is necessary to implement programmes and strategies that promote
compassion and resilience among health professionals at different levels of health care,
providing the necessary resources and thus decisive planning for future outbreaks or global
epidemics. Health systems must implement these programmes. This issue should not be
focused on the nursing profession as the only one responsible for their mental health but
should be supported by health care institutions.
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