
Medicinski  
podmladak                  

Mini review article

Medical  
Youth                                                               

Marić N. et al. MedPodml 2020, 71(2):8-13                                                                 doi:10.5937/mp71-25838
©                                                                                                                                      Editorial board: podmladak.med.bg@gmail.com                                                   
The authors declare no conflicts of interest.                                                                    

THE BURNOUT SYNDROME OF EDUCATIONAL WORKERS

SINDROM SAGOREVANJA NA RADU KOD PROSVETNIH 
RADNIKA

Nada Marić1,2, Nataša Maksimović3, Petar Bulat4,5

1 Institute of Occupational and Sports Medicine of the Republic of Srpska - Center Bijeljina, Bijeljina, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina
2 University of Belgrade, Faculty of Medicine, Belgrade, Serbia - PhD candidate
3 University of Belgrade, Faculty of Medicine, Institute of Epidemiology, Belgrade, Serbia
4 University of Belgrade, Faculty of Medicine, Belgrade, Serbia
5 Serbian Institute of Occupational Health, Belgrade, Serbia

Correspondence: petar.bulat@med.bg.ac.rs

Abstract
Since the 1970’s when it first started being mentioned in scientific literature, the burno-

ut syndrome has become a widely explored phenomenon. It is defined as a stressful reaction at 
workplace characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization/cynicism and reduced 
feeling of personal achievements. However, authors agreed that it is a multicausal phenome-
non as they identified a large number of situational and individual factors involved in its cre-
ation. Situational factors relate to working environment and include characteristics of work 
and profession itself, so as the way of work organization. On the other hand, individual factors 
include personality characteristics, sociodemographic characteristics and various life-wor-
king attitudes of individuals. However, existence of certain contradictions has been noticed 
and its variation depending on the country in question. The importance of this phenomenon 
is reflected in numerous negative effects it leaves on the health of individuals, but also in the 
significant economic overloading of employer and the country, as well. This is the reason for 
conducting numerous researches regarding this syndrome, with a high prevalence observed 
in a wide range of professions, including teachers. Authors emphasize that the importance of 
researching this phenomenon among teachers is of global interest due to already descripted 
negative effects on teachers. Additionally, it has a direct effect on educational process, as well 
as negative influence on mental and emotional growth of children. Consequently, additional 
research is necessary, especially among teachers, in order to better understand this phenome-
non. Gaining further knowledge would enable us to form targeted interventions in order to 
reduce stress exposure at work and reduce the prevalence of this syndrome among teachers. 
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Od kako je počeo da se pominje u naučnoj literaturi sedamdesetih godina prošlog 
veka, sindrom sagorevanja na radu do danas je postao široko istraživan fenomen. Reč 
je o stresogenoj reakciji na radnom mestu koja se karakteriše nastankom emocionalne 
iscrpljenosti, depersonalizacije/ cinizma i smanjenog osećaja ličnih dostignuća. Autori su 
se, međutim, složili da je ipak reč o multikauzalnom fenomenu i identifikovali su veliki 
broj situacionih i individualnih faktora koji učestvuju u njegovom nastanku. Situacioni 
faktori se odnose na radnu sredinu i obuhvataju karakteristike samog posla i zanimanja, 
kao i način organizacije rada, dok individualni faktori obuhvataju karakteristike ličnosti, 
sociodemografske karakteristike i različite životno-radne stavove individua. Uočeno je, 
ipak, postojanje određenih kontradiktornosti i variranje ovog fenomena od zemlje do ze-
mje. Značaj ovog fenomena je, pre svega, zbog brojnih negativnih efekata koje ostavlja 
na zdravlje pojedinaca, zatim i zbog značajnog ekonomskog optrećenja poslodavaca, ali 
i zemlje. Zbog toga su sprovedena brojna istraživanja ovog sindroma i uočena je visoka 
prevalencija u širokom spektru zanimanja, među kojima su i nastavnici. Autori naglaša-
vaju da je istraživanje ovog fenomena među nastavnicima od globalnog interesa jer on, 
pored već opisanih negativnih efekata kod nastavnika, direktno utiče i na obrazovni pro-
ces, kao i da ima negativne uticaje na mentalni i emotivni razvoj dece. Neminovno je da su 
potrebna dodatna istraživanja, posebno u populaciji nastavnika, da bismo ovaj fenomen 
mogli bolje da razumemo. Ta znanja bi nam omogućila formiranje ciljanih intervencija u 
svrhu smanjenja izloženosti stresu na radu i smanjenja prevalencije ovog sindroma među 
nastavnicima. 

Introduction

The burnout syndrome was mentioned for the first 
time in scientific literature in the 1970’s. It is defined as 
a stressful reaction at workplace, in literature very often 
described as syndrome characterized with emotional and 
physical exhaustion from which individuals are not able 
to recover. After further development of depersonalizati-
on or cynicism, it leads to bad relations at work, between 
colleagues or clients, and afterwards, towards feeling of 
low personal achievements due to loss of self-confidence 
in own abilities. So far, the research on this phenomenon 
became international (1,2).

 	 The appearance of the burnout syndrome was 
noticed in wide spectrum of professions. Primarily, it 
was researched and related to so-called helping professi-
ons such as healthcare, social workers, psychotherapy. Its 
presence was noticed in other professions whereas em-
ployees are exposed to high levels of stress, such as pilots, 
military personnel, police officers, as well as in professi-
ons where employees are constantly exposed to constant 
pressure. It can be related to realization of certain profit 
and aims (economists, managers), or professions where 
disproportion between high level of professional respon-
sibility and low salaries is present (kindergarten teachers, 
teachers, professors etc.) (1,2).

However, due to social significance and great 
number of employees, the research on this phenomenon 
among teachers is of global interest which is why nume-
rous researches have already been conducted. It points 
out the presence of high incidence of this syndrome in 
profession of teachers and it reflects significant negati-
ve effects on the health of individuals such as numerous 
psychic and physical consequences (3–5). This syndrome 

also leads to increase of the rate of presentism and ab-
senteeism (5). Consequently, absenteeism directly leads 
to the loss of teaching classes and its numbers (creating a 
negative effect on educational process), while presentism 
manifests through inadequate teaching (while establis-
hing bad teacher-student relationship). Inadequate co-
operation and teacher-student relation disrupts children’s 
learning process and their further progress, and can lead 
to bad social and emotional growth of children as a con-
sequence (5,6).

Prevalence

Previous research on this syndrome points out an 
importance of its prevalence. For example, in a study con-
ducted in Lithuania, high level of emotional exhaustion 
was marked in 25,6% of teachers, high depersonalizati-
on in 10,6% and low personal achievements in 33,7% (7). 
High emotional exhaustion was present in 36% of cases in 
Sweden, high depersonalization in 11% and low achieve-
ments in 21% of cases (8). In other European countries, as 
well, frequency of the burnout syndrome was significant 
and ranged between 25-30% (9). High frequency of this 
syndrome is also marked in the countries of the world 
such as Australia, Canada and China (10–13). Contrary 
to this, research in our region showed different results. In 
Republic of Srpska, only one relevant research was condu-
cted which showed that teachers are experiencing lower 
level of burnout. In this research, high emotional exhau-
stion was found in only 4% cases, high depersonalization 
in 2,8% and low level of personal achievements had only 
18% of teachers. However, the sample in this research 
is very small, so the results should be taken with reser-
ve (14). Also, results of research in environment showed 
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lower prevalence of the burnout syndrome at work of edu-
cational workers than in other foreign studies  (15,16).

Etiology

Opinions on etiology of the burnout syndrome are 
divided. Most authors agree that this is the syndrome of 
multi causal genesis and there are numerous factors that 
contribute and affect its occurrence (1,17). Those factors 
can be divided on situational and individual. Situational 
factors relate to working environment and include chara-
cteristics of work and profession itself, as well as the met-
hod of organization of work. On the other hand, individual 
factors include personality characteristics, sociodemograp-
hic characteristics and various life-working attitudes of the 
individuals (1,17).

Situational factors

Working environment 

A number of the studies have pointed to the fact that 
factors of the working environment, apropos professional 
stress, are very important predictor of the burnout syndro-
me, and in certain European countries it is considered as 
professional disease (18–23). Many authors tried to explain 
relation between stress at work with the burnout syndro-
me and most often explanation included disproportionate 
demands expected from workers and resources at his/hers 
disposal (18,19). In a longer time period, this dispropor-
tion, i.e. chronical work stress, leads to the occurrence of 
symptoms of burnout syndrome and later to the manife-
station of the consequences. Thereby, numerous research 
(1,22,26) pointed out the existence of a strong connection 
between the burnout syndrome and psychosocial demands 
at workplace, such as workload, time pressure at work and 
the presence of conflicting demands. Most often researc-
hed factor was job control, i.e. workers autonomy at work 
place. Job control generally involves two concepts, possibi-
lity to learn something new and develop new skills, as well 
as the ability of individual to affect the content and work 
methods. It is noticed that the burnout syndrome is most 
often present in employees who have small possibilities of 
participation and decision-making regarding content and 
work methods. However, as a significant factor, social su-
pport was included very often as well (1,20,22,27). It en-
titles adequate cooperation and communication with colle-
agues and superiors. Other research on burnout syndrome 
(27) showed that employees could endure even greater 
psychosocial efforts if they would be adequately rewarded - 
the effort reward model.

Occupation characteristics

The burnout was also explored from the aspect of 
profession, so the first studies were focused on so-called 
helping professions and educational sector, explaining an 
intensive work in the sense of providing assistance or 

education which represents great emotional pressure lea-
ding to the burnout syndrome. Later, research expanded 
to the professions that include contact with people and 
setting up of certain demands, like in the case of managers. 
Results showed that those so-called “client stressors” are 
less linked to the burnout syndrome comparing to earlier 
mentioned demands, i.e. “work stressors” (1). In case of 
teachers, studies showed there are differences between 
primary and secondary schools (28), as well as working 
with older and younger children (8). Studies conducted in 
Greece (28) point out the fact that there is a bigger risk of 
burnout growth and that more often teachers who work in 
primary education are the ones suffering from stress. 
Authors explained that fact with primary education suffe-
ring from lack of reform. Another research conducted in 
Sweden (8) stated that teachers who work with older chil-
dren are more exposed to the stress than teachers who 
work with smaller children. They linked this occurrence 
with the fact that teachers of lower grades have only one or 
several classes and their own classroom, while teachers in 
higher grades have more classes and during their work, 
they are obliged to change classrooms and the work with 
older children is more demanding. 

Organizational characteristics 

As a significant factor that contributes to the deve-
lopment of the burnout syndrome, organization characte-
ristics could be stated, such as the following: hierarchy and 
setting up certain aims or job security stand out, as well as 
shaping of emotional and cognitive relation of people and 
work (1). In the previous research, for example, during 
comparison of schools with high and low level of the bur-
nout, they noticed they differ in relation to the value 
systems, setting educational goals, administrative envi-
ronment (clearly defined hierarchy, management and the 
role of teachers) and even the physical environment (cle-
anliness and spatial planning) (29). This concept is partly 
under the influence of various social, cultural and econo-
mic standards (1). It is precisely the metanalysis of the 
burnout syndrome among teachers in 36 countries that 
points to the variation of this phenomenon between the 
countries and suggests that environmental factors (such as 
the education system) and the culture should be highly 
considered during the analysis  (4).

Individual characteristics

Personality characteristics

Many researchers (17,30-32) asked the question 
how some persons who work in the same environment like 
other persons develop the burnout syndrome while others 
do not. An explanation lies in the fact that some persons 
who work in the same profession and do the same job, in 
the same working conditions, have different personalities 

- which reflects on process of working activities itself, as 
well as on interpersonal relationships. Various individual 
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characteristics were identified as significant predictors of 
the burnout syndrome. In case of teachers, an influence of 
the negative affectivity, locus control, type of personality 
(neuroticism), low self-confidence, low emotional intelli-
gence, as well as an impact of regressive ”coping” strategies, 
i.e. mechanisms according to which a person confronts with 
stress, have been researched (17,30–33). Research showed 
that low self- confidence, outer locus control (the belief that 
people cannot influence their own destiny, that other things 
are responsible for their fate and they cannot change them), 
persistence and avoiding mechanism of defense represent 
typical profile of a person subjected to stress (1).

Socio-demographic characteristics

In the group of socio-demographic characteristics, 
most often explored are the following: gender, age and ma-
rital status. A number of studies indicate that for females 
it is more difficult to adapt to stressful conditions and rea-
ct without emotional exhaustion – all causing the burnout 
syndrome more common at females (3,32). On the contrary, 
meta-analysis (35) disapproves these findings and conclu-
des that there is no difference in the perception of the stress 
at work between men and women. Some authors (36) state 
that females may be more likely to develop emotional ex-
haustion, but males are prone to the development of deper-
sonalization. However, it is an interesting fact that gender 
difference is significantly emphasized in the American po-
pulation more than in the European (36). It is also assumed 
that the presence or absence of full equality in the coun-
try affects development of the burnout syndrome, and the 
authors state that it is precisely the representation of the 
conservative role of women in society that makes women 
more vulnerable population for development of this di-
sorder (4). Nowadays, research on the burnout syndrome 
of educational workers points to the existence of the con-
tradictory attitudes about the influence of the age of teac-
hers to the development of this disorder. Results showed 
that in Germany older teachers are more exhausted (>50), 
while in China and Greece it is younger population (<40 
and <30) (13,34). All authors have certain explanations for 
the results. In the study conducted in German (13) authors 
assume that in time, older teachers develop more adequate 
and efficient defense mechanisms for facing constant stress. 
Different group of authors (37) consider that older teachers 
maybe do not want to admit and report stressful situations. 
Opposingly, in studies  conducted in China and Greece 
(34,38) it is emphasized that teachers younger than 30 or 
40 are the most vulnerable because in that period they are 
forming families, and at the same time they are professio-
nally most active so they are torn between various roles and 
obligations. Additionally, they may be new to the profession, 
which is the reason why they are intensively developing the 
burnout. Results have showed that the feeling of personal 
achievements (37) of married teachers is more significant, 
and that the divorced teachers are more vulnerable popula-
tion for developing the burnout syndrome (9). 

Life and work attitudes/behavior

One of the predictors of the burnout syndrome 
which is also mentioned in the literature is the existence 
of work-life conflict, respectively, inability to align obli-
gations at work and in private life. This predictor is rarely 
examined, comparing to the other burnout predictors. It 
emphasizes that females are more exposed to the conflict 
between family and business obligations, due to the fact 
that they take family obligations as its own responsibi-
lity, and the conflict which is present in females results 
in high sensitivity and often development of the burnout 
syndrome at work (9,39). Also, among certain researc-
hers (1) different expectations are mentioned as an im-
portant factor, which are idealistic or unrealistic relating 
to work, and considered as a potential risk. However, the 
design of the conducted studies did not allow the establi-
shment of cause-and-effect connections.

Consequences 

The significance of the burnout syndrome lies 
in its consequences. A number of research (5,8,40,41) 
pointed out to the fact that this syndrome leaves signi-
ficant consequences on the health of workers, but also 
on their working skills. Among them, impairing the 
mental health of workers in the form of depressive and 
sleep disorders (5,8), together with the loss of energy, in 
long-term burnout syndrome leads to the disruption of 
the physiological functions in the organism, which may 
result in the objectification of symptoms. Due to that 
fact, the burnout syndrome relates with increased risk 
of cardiovascular diseases and risk factors for develop-
ment of cardiovascular diseases (obesity, hyperlipidemia, 
type 2 diabetes, metabolic syndrome, hypertension) (5). 
This syndrome is also connected to gastrointestinal di-
fficulties (5) and musculoskeletal pain (8). Connection 
between unhealthy pattern of behavior such as alcohol 
consumption and the burnout syndrome at work was 
noticed, as well (41). Beside these health consequences, 
this syndrome has significantly negative impact on wor-
king ability and the whole working organization, as well. 
Thus, burnout syndrome is associated with the already 
mentioned absenteeism and presentism, but also with 
reduced work pleasure and migration of teachers, as 
well as the abandonment of the profession. People with 
the burnout syndrome establish poor relationships with 
colleagues and in this way distract the performance of 
the work tasks  (1,42). All this leads to the increased eco-
nomic burden in the country. In Germany, the burnout 
syndrome is considered to be one of the leading causes 
of an increased number of premature pensions (43), and 
according to data in Norway, about 15% of absences 
are due to the burnout syndrome, with the annual costs 
of this disorder amounted to 1.7 billion euros in 2005 
(23). It is estimated that companies lose up to $60 billion 
each year due to reduced employee productivity and an 



Medicinski podmladak / Medical Youth

Marić N. et al. The Burnout Syndrome of Educational Workers. MedPodml 2020, 71(2):8-13

12

additional 10% of their earnings due to incapacity for work 
related to stress (44).

Conclusion 

Based on the presented results of the previous resear-
ch, it can be concluded that the burnout syndrome of educa-
tional workers is a phenomenon that leaves significant con-
sequences on teachers as individuals, on children as users, 
and on the community as a whole. Consequently, it repre-
sents a significant public health problem.  Marić et al. have 
suggested development of regular screening programs for 
burnout syndrome, which could be implemented before the 
beginning, in the middle and at the end of the school year 
(45). Further research is inevitable in order to better under-
stand this phenomenon. By identifying different individual 
and situational factors that contribute to the stress levels at 
workplace, it will be easier to form targeted interventions in 
order to reduce exposure to stress at work and reduce the 
prevalence of this syndrome among teachers.
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