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Abstract
The national and European economic crisis has caused significant changes in the National Health System in Spain, among others a
considerable deterioration in the working conditions of nursing professionals. The aim of this study was to analyse whether the
economic crisis situation influenced the burnout and engagement of Spanish nursing professionals. The research design was a
transversal study based on descriptive and inferential statistical analysis. Because the variable “economic crisis” is not susceptible to
direct experimental manipulation, to explore its possible influence on the burnout and engagement of nursing staff, we use an indirect
strategy of “priming”. That is, we presented a group of participants with news about how the economic crisis was affecting healthcare
personnel, in order to facilitate their cognitive accessibility, while another control group did not read any news. The participants were 66
nursing professionals from two public hospitals in the north of Spain completed various questionnaires that allowed information to be
collected on the factors of interest in the study. The work experience of the participants contributes significantly to their burnout levels.
The economic crisis situation helps to explain the burnout of Spanish nurses, but not their engagement levels.
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Introduction

In a European context, and particularly in Spain, the economic
crisis has conditioned the employment situation of nursing
staff, causing, among other effects, a decrease in the rate of
recruitment of these professionals. This has resulted in active
personnel having to attend a larger number of patients.
According to the 2015 and 2017 “Health at a Glance” reports
prepared by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), Spain has one of the lowest ratios of
nursing professionals per 1000 inhabitants of the European
Union (EU) and a long way from the average (5.1 compared

to 9.0 in 2013 and 5.3 compared to 9.0 in , 2015). Despite the
fact that in the latest report published by the OECD “Health
Statistics 2019,” the ratio of nursing professionals has im-
proved from 5.5 in 2016 to 5.7 in , 2017 (last year analysed),
these figures are still far from the European average (estimated
at 8.8 nurses per 1000 inhabitants). The economic crisis has
had an impact on nursing professionals, meaning that, from
2010 onwards, those responsible for the Spanish Healthcare
System used the situation to reduce human and material re-
sources as an immediate saving measure. This situation
generated, among other things, a work overload for
healthcare professionals, more demanding performance
targets, a proliferation of part-time temporary contracts
and salary reductions and worsening of their already pre-
carious work/life balance (Calero Romero, 2012). In other
words, there has been an increase in occupational psycho-
social risks (Moreno-Jiménez, 2011), the deterioration of
healthcare professionals’ well-being and the care they
provide (SATSE, 2012). In addition, these organisational
changes in the national health system, together with the
reduction in public expenditure, labour market reforms
and the increase in unemployment among Spanish nursing
professionals, are generating an increase in the emigration
of these professionals to other European countries
(Galbany-Estragués & Nelson, 2016).
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As has happened in other European countries, the econom-
ic crisis has led to an increase in job demands for Spanish
nursing staff (Carta et al., 2017), demands that on many occa-
sions have not been accompanied by an increase in the job
resources. According to Bakker, Demerouti, and Sanz-Vergel
(2014), this fact may have led to an increase in burnout and a
decrease in engagement amongst this group of professionals.

Nursing itself is considered a stressful profession because it
requires handling high emotional, cognitive, and physical de-
mands (McVicar, 2003). Continued exposure to these de-
mands is associated with stress, burnout, and fatigue
(Garrosa, Moreno-Jimenez, Liang, & Gonzalez, 2008),
among other mental and physical problems (Hakanen &
Schaufeli, 2012; Oates, Drey, & Jones, 2017). The nursing
collective is the largest group among health professionals,
playing a very important role in the quality of care and patient
safety (Aiken et al., 2012).

It is known that the nursing profession, as a consequence of
these and other labour problems, suffers from a relevant prev-
alence of what is known as burnout syndrome (Carod-Artal &
Vázquez-Cabrera, 2013). This syndrome is a response to
prolonged exposure to work-related stress, and it negatively
affects the people who suffer from it, the organisations and the
health service recipients (Maslach & Leiter, 2008), causing
negative effects on job performance (Bakker et al., 2014).

Burnout has been defined as a negative indicator of work-
related well-being, including negative attitudes towards work
(Bakker et al., 2014). The main dimensions of this syndrome
are emotional exhaustion (feeling of being emotionally and
physically exhausted) and cynicism (response of excessive
detachment and negativity towards work), together with the
feeling of reduction of personal achievements (low perception
of competence and achievement) (Bakker, 2016).

Recent studies indicate that health professionals report very
high burnout rates (Wahlberg, Nirenberg, & Capezuti, 2016),
and specifically in the Spanish context (Aiken et al., 2012;
Fuentelsaz-Gallego et al. 2012). Burnout conditions hospital
performance due to increased staff turnover intentions (Leiter
& Maslach, 2009), staff absenteeism (Davey, Cummings,
Newburn-Cook, & Lo, 2009) or early retirement intentions
(Linzer et al., 2001).

In contrast, engagement is defined as a positive emotional
state associated with work and characterised by high levels of
vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004;
Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002).
Vigour refers to high levels of energy and resilience, even
when difficulties and obstacles to work arise. Dedication is
related to high labour participation, associated with the ex-
pression of a feeling that implies meaning, enthusiasm, pride
in work and inspiration (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Finally, absorption arises when individuals are fully
concentrated on their work and time “flies”, with diffi-
culties in disconnecting from what they are doing

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Although there are discrep-
ancies on how to conceptualise engagement at work, it
is widely accepted that this committed work is exhibited
with a high level of energy, vigour and identification
(Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter, 2011). The energy and en-
thusiasm that is characteristic of work engagement can
act as an energetic resource that will help health profes-
s ionals mobi l ize new resources in thei r work
environment.

Previous research has shown that engagement spreads
among colleagues and improves their performance. For
example, Bakker and Xanthopoulou (2009) showed that em-
ployees who communicate regularly at work influence others
in terms of strength, dedication and absorption at work (see
also Bakker, Emmerik, & Euwema, 2006). In short, engage-
ment gives rise to an enthusiastic positive work-related state of
mind (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011), becoming an indicator of
well-being in itself and therefore a component of a motiva-
tional process related to resources and positive organisational
outcomes, such as performance (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).

As Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) or Halbesleben (2010) have
shown, working conditions are the main predictors of both
burnout and engagement. However, while job resources are
the most significant predictors of work engagement, job de-
mands are the most important predictors of burnout. In a study
carried out between 2017 and 2018 with a sample of 1335
Spanish professional nurses, when asked “do you consider that
the economic crisis in Spain has a negative impact on their
working conditions? 99.1% considered that the economic crisis
had had a negative influence on their working conditions.
(Gómez, Vara, & Sánchez 2019). Besides, in a recent correla-
tional research with a sample of nursing students (Manzano-
García, Montañés, & Megías, 2017) they found that the per-
ception of this economic crisis on the part of nursing students
was positively related to the burnout and negatively with the
commitment to their studies. Thus, the main objective of this
work is to explore whether the serious economic crisis in which
Spain has been immersed in recent years, a crisis that has led to
significant economic adjustments in the healthcare sector,
could influence the development of burnout or engagement in
nursing staff. More specifically, our hypotheses are:

& H1: The economic crisis is positively related to burnout.
& H2: The economic crisis is negatively related to

engagement.

This study improves on previous research into burnout and
literature on engagement by analysing its relationship with a
little-studied situational variable: the economic crisis. This
study also provides authorities and health managers with in-
formation that allows them to better understand the impact
that the economic crisis has had on nursing staff’s well-
being and commitment.
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Methods

Experiment Protocol

In the present study, the possible relationship between the
economic crisis, burnout and engagement in active nursing
professionals is explored by means of an experimental de-
sign. Because the economic crisis is not susceptible to di-
rect experimental manipulation, to explore its possible in-
fluence on burnout and engagement, we use an indirect
priming strategy. To this end, we presented to half of the
participants a real news item from the Ánimo de
Enfermería magazine (a free magazine dedicated to post-
graduate training in nursing and medicine), in which the
General Assembly of the Organización Colegial de
Enfermería (the regulatory body and competent authority
of the profession in Spain) highlighted “the seriousness
with which nursing is going through” and that “at present
nurses are, without a doubt and by a very wide margin, the
main victims of the crisis in the health sector and this is
having a serious impact on the care provided and the pa-
tient’s safety.”

In one of the experimental conditions, the participants (n =
31) read the following news:

CTO MAGAZINE.
NURSING.
A few weeks ago, the Organización Colegial de Enfermería’ general

assembly, which brings together all the presidents of the country’s
profession, once again showed the seriousness of the nursing
experience.

The Assembly of presidents of said organisation has revealed in a press
release that nurses are, without any doubt and with a great deal of
difference, the main victims of the health sector crisis and this is
resulting seriously in the care provided and in the safety of the patients.

We present this news as a way to boost the cognitive ac-
cessibility of the crisis and thus be able to study its possible
effect on burnout and engagement. The other participants (n =
35) completed the burnout and engagement questionnaires
without having read any news. Thus, following the same logic
as other research (Schwarz & Strack, 1981), if there is a rela-
tionship between the crisis and the burnout and/or engage-
ment, we should find higher burnout and lower engagement
scores in the condition where the participants had previously
read the news about the crisis than in the condition where they
had not read it.

We carried out two hierarchical regression analysis, in or-
der to examine the role that the economic crisis plays in
explaining burnout and nursing staff engagement. In the first
step of the regression analysis, control variables were intro-
duced, and in the second step the experimental condition was
introduced (news: 1 vs no news: 0). The validity of the models
analysed was evaluated according to the R2, the adjusted R2

and the F-test of statistical significance. Analysis of the

quantitative data was performed using Statistical Package for
Social Sciences, IBM (2015).

Measures

The following scales and measuring instruments were used in
the study:

& Questionnaire on socio-demographic variables.

At the beginning of the questionnaire, participants were
asked to provide information on their age, sex, nationality,
professional experience, number of dependants and number
of children.

& Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli &
Bakker, 2003).

Engagement was assessed through the Spanish adapta-
tion of the UWES (Salanova, Schaufeli, Llorens, Peiró &
Grau, 2000) composed of 17 items distributed in three sub-
scales: 1) vigour (6 items, e.g., “In my work I feel full of
energy”), 2) dedication (6 items, e.g., “My work makes
sense”) and 3) absorption (5 items, e.g., “When I am work-
ing I forget everything that’s happening around me”). As a
response measure, a seven-point Likert scale was used
(from 0 = “never” to 6 = “always”). Cronbach’s alphas were
0.74, 0.74 and 0.86 respectively. The internal consistency
of the scale as a whole was 0.85.

& Maslach Burnout Inventory General Survey (MBI-GS)
(Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, & Jackson, 1996).

Burnout was measured using the Spanish adaptation of
the MBI-GS, consisting of 16 items distributed in 3 sub-
scales: 1) exhaustion (5 items, e.g., “I feel tired of my
work”), 2) cynicism (5 items, e.g., “I have become less
enthusiastic about my work”) and 3) professional effec-
tiveness (6 items, e.g., “I feel confident that I am effective
at doing things”). All items are scored on a seven-point
Likert scale, ranging from 0 (“never”) to 6 (“every day”).
Cronbach’s alphas were 0.81, 0.67 and 0.79 respectively.
The internal consistency of the scale as a whole was 0.75.

This study respects the Helsinki World Declaration on
biomedical research with human subjects. The researchers
visited the hospital units, requesting the participation of the
professionals. The surveys were given to professionals
who agreed to participate without compensation and with
prior informed consent. The questionnaire was delivered in
an envelope to preserve the anonymity of the participants;
it included a cover letter indicating that a study was being
carried out with the nursing staff. The confidentiality and
anonymity of the participants was guaranteed.
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Control Variables

Several studies conducted in recent years with samples of
nurs ing profess ionals have l inked a number of
sociodemographic variables with both burnout and
engagement. The variables most commonly studied were the
age of the professional and the years of professional practice.
In relation to both it seems that the data is inconclusive, and
sometimes even the results found are contradictory. For
example, in terms of age and engagement, Cadiz (2011) found
that they were positively related, while Walker and Campbell
(2013) found no such relationship. Similarly, with regard to
the relationship between age and burnout, various investiga-
tions report contradictory data. Some find a negative correla-
tion between age and burnout (Fortunatti & Palmeiro-Silva,
2017), for example, in research by Gómez-Urquiza, Vargas,
De la Fuente, Fernández-Castillo, and Cañadas-De la Fuente
(2017) where it was found that, the younger the age, the great-
er the emotional exhaustion and the depersonalisation of the
nursing staff. However, other studies have reported lower
burnout levels in nurses under 30 years of age compared to
those over that age (Losa Iglesias & Becerro de
Bengoa, 2010). Finally, in some papers they find no relation-
ship between age and burnout (Kiekkas, Spyratos, Lampa,
Aretha, & Sakellaropoulos, 2010). Some authors consider that
the years in which professionals would be most vulnerable to
burnout would be the first years of their professional career,
since that would be the transition from their expectations to the
working practice and they would verify the inadequacy of
these expectations (Jiménez & Puente, 1999), what Cherniss
called “career start burnout”.

As with the age variable, contradictory results are also
found in studies which relate the years of professional ex-
perience and engagement. Some report a positive relation-
ship between years of nursing practice experience and pro-
fessional engagement (Bamford, Wong, & Laschinger,
2013; Rivera, Fitzpatrick, & Boyle, 2011), while other
studies report a negative relationship (Sullivan Havens,
Warshawsky, & Vasey, 2013) or even no relationship
(Simpson, 2009). In relation to burnout and years of pro-
fessional experience, there is no agreement between re-
searchers; some authors find no relationship between the
syndrome and experience in the profession (Moreno et al.,
2003), others find a positive relationship between experi-
ence and burnout (eg, Salillas, 2017), while finally, some
studies indicate that more experienced nurses have signif-
icantly less burnout than less experienced nurses (eg,
Breen & Sweeney, 2013; Mollart, Skinner, Newing, &
Foureur, 2013); this may be due to the fact that the staff
with the most burnout end up abandoning their careers and
therefore those with the most years of service have the least
burnout (Naisberg-Fennig, Fennig, Keinan, & Elizur,
1991).

Participants

A total of 66 nursing professionals from two Spanish public
hospitals participated (100% response rate). The age of the
participants ranged from 22 to 62 years (M = 40.38, DT =
10.95). Almost the entire sample consisted of women (65
women and 1 man). Regarding marital status, 27.7% of the
participants were single, compared to 58.5% of married peo-
ple, 6.2% divorced and 7.7% common-law couples. Years of
experience in the profession ranged from 1 year to 40 years of
professional practice (M = 17.82). Regarding the type of con-
tract, 66.2% said they had a fixed contract compared to 26.2%
of eventual contracts, 7.7% marked the option of others.
42.2% worked less than 40 h a week, 34.4% 40 h a week
and 23.4% worked more than 40 h. As for the number of
children, 47.7% did not have any, 16.9% had one child,
33.8% had two children and 1.5% had three or more.

Results

First, the correlations of the sociodemographic variables
with the variables of interest were calculated. As can be
seen in Table 1, age and work experience correlated posi-
tively with burnout, but not with engagement. Burnout and
engagement correlated negatively with each other, as ex-
pected (Leiter & Maslach, 2004; Maslach & Leiter, 1997).
Age and work experience correlated positively in an almost
perfect way; previous works have pointed out the
multicollinearity that can arise when using both together
as predictor variables (Jiménez, 2002). For this reason, we
will include in subsequent analyses only work experience
as a predictor of the burnout.

In each of the regression models analysed, the value of the
Durbin-Watson statistic takes values that are within the ac-
ceptable range (1.5 to 2.5). This means that there is no auto-
correlation problem in the data. The condition index in all
models is within the acceptable range (15–20). In all cases,
the values of the variance inflation factor (VIF) remained be-
low the recommended maximum value of around 5. This
means that there is no multicollinearity problem in the regres-
sion models used in this study.

In the case of the burnout, the work experience predicted it
in a significant way,β = .25, t = 2.05, p < .05, so that, the more
work experience, the more burnout. In the second step of the
regression, when experimental condition was introduced, R2

increased by 7% (F = 4,53; p = 0,03). We also found signifi-
cant effect of the condition β = .26, t = 2.13, p < .05 so that, as
we hypothesised, the burnout scores of the participants of the
condition where the crisis became salient were higher than
those of the participants of the control condition.

In relation to engagement, no significant effect was found
either fromwork experience β = −.08, t = −.62, p = ns, or from
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economic crisis, β = −.03, t = −.24, p = ns. These results
allowed us to reject our H2 (The economic crisis is negatively
related to engagement) (Fig. 1).

Discussion

The present study investigates the relationship between the
economic crisis and the burnout and engagement of active
Spanish nurses. The results indicate that prioritising informa-
tion about the economic crisis leads to a greater perception of
burnout among nursing staff. However, this same action does
not change the engagement reported by Spanish nurses.

This result would partially confirm the results of the study
by Manzano-García et al. (2017), in which the perception of
economic crisis positively predicted the burnout and negative-
ly predicted the engagement of nursing students. These differ-
ences between the results of the two studies could be due to
differences in the designs between them, since the current
study follows an experimental design and that of Manzano-
García et al. (2017) was correlational. Alternatively, it could
be due to the differences between the samples, active profes-
sionals in this study and nursing students in the study by
Manzano-García et al. (2017). It could be that the engagement
of university students in relation to their studies depended on
the perception of crisis, since this could negatively affect their
integration into the labour market (a recurring concern among

students) and lead to less engagement in relation to their stud-
ies. But in the case of active professionals, the crisis may not
determine their engagement because they are already incorpo-
rated into the labour market, and other variables more related
to the content or meaning of the work determine it, such as, for
example, the capacity for internal reward or whether or not
patients recognize the importance of their work (García-
Sierra, Fernández-Castro & Martínez-Zaragoza, 2017).
Previous studies have in fact found a relationship between
the perceived importance of contributing to the lives of others
and engagement (Freeney & Tiernan, 2009). According to
García-Sierra et al. (2017, pp. 153) “nurses who maintain high
engagement are also affected by negative aspects, however,
the appreciation of positive aspects such as enjoying work, the
meaning of being a nurse, reward and autonomy allow them to
overcome the engagement wear process”. In any case, both
studies have found a relationship between the economic crisis
and the burnout in the Spanish context (H1), regardless of the
differences between the samples.

The fact that the economic crisis has not contributed to
explaining nursing staff’s engagement (H2) is an unexpected
finding. As we have previously suggested, this may be be-
cause the job resources are necessary but not sufficient vari-
ables to explain nursing staff’s engagement. It could also in-
dicate that the economic crisis has considerably increased job
demands but has not sufficiently eroded available job re-
sources. Another explanation for this finding could be that
there is a significant difference between the influence of the
crisis itself and the perception of the crisis by participants. The
finding that the level of engagement seems independent from
that crisis is thought-provoking andmerits more specific study
in subsequent research projects.

In relation to years of professional experience, our results
would confirm the relationship between years of professional
practice and burnout, but not so with engagement. This result
coincides with that of previous studies that find the same pos-
itive relationship of professional experience with burnout syn-
drome (eg, Salillas, 2017), but contradicts that of others in
which no such relationship was found (eg, Moreno Jiménez,
Trujillo Flores, Rivas Tovar, Lámbarry Vilchis, 2014) or a
negative relationship was found (eg, Breen & Sweeney,
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Fig. 1 Average scores in burnout and engagement according to the
experimental condition

Table 1 Study variables and relatives in charge

Age Experience Nº Children Relatives in Charge Burnout Engagement

Age .946 ** .467 ** -.433 ** .254 * -.056

Experience .389 ** -.201 .256 * -.080

Nº Children -352 * .012 .055

Relatives in Charge -.249 -.015

Burnout -.277 *

Engagement 1

** Significance level of p<0.01./; * Significance level of p<0.05
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2013; Mollart et al., 2013). It should be mentioned in this
sense that the average professional experience of the sample
in this study has been close to 18 years, while in the previous
literature it is indicated that it could be after 10 years when a
period of awareness occurs in which workers would be more
vulnerable to the syndrome. (Hillhouse & Adler, 1997; cited
by Albaladejo et al., 2004): “After this time of professional
practice, there has already been a transition from idealistic
expectations to everyday practice, with personal, professional
and economic rewards being neither promised nor expected”
(Albaladejo et al., 2004, pp. 513).

Given the possible consequences for the health system of
burnout on active nursing staff, such as increased staff turn-
over intentions (Leiter &Maslach, 2009), absenteeism (Davey
et al., 2009) or early retirement intentions (Linzer et al., 2001),
the results of this study would support the need to develop
programmes and take measures to try to alleviate the effects of
burnout and predict it on health professionals, even more so in
contexts of economic crisis.

We are aware that our study has a number of limitations
which should be corrected in future research. Firstly, in our re-
search the sample was one of convenience, composed almost
exclusively of women (although it is true that in Spain, as inmost
countries, the nursing profession is markedly feminised).
Secondly, longitudinal studies should be carried out to allow a
better understanding of the causes and effects of the economic
crisis over time. Finally, it would be appropriate to replicate this
study in other contexts of economic crisis. Despite these limita-
tions, this work could inspire others to introduce situational var-
iables (for example the crisis generated by COVID-19) in studies
on burnout and engagement of nurses.

In conclusion, the most significant finding of this study is
the confirmation that prioritising information about the
economic crisis leads to a greater perception of burnout
among Spanish nurses, but not of engagement. So, the
context of economic crisis would be conditioning the
burnout of these workers.
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