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[= Abstract =

Objective. To determine the prevalence of burnout syndrome, and
the relationship with the type of contract under which profes-
sors work for the university, in professors of an academic unit of
a public university of the city of Medellin (Colombia) in 2008.
Methodology. A cross sectional descriptive study was carried out
in three independent, randomized, representative samples ac-
cording to the type of contract (31 full timers, 21 part timers
and 43 per hours). A total of 89 professors were interviewed.
To measure burnout prevalence the Maslach Burnout Inventory
was used. Results. The prevalence of burnout probable cases was
19.1%, an additional 49.4% was at risk of having suffered it.
According to the type of contract, full time professors had the
highest prevalence (25.0%). In general, professors reported high
levels of emotional tiredness and depersonalization (32.6% and
30.6% respectively), and a low level of personal accomplishment
(38.2%). Conclusion. Burnout syndrome presented different type
of behaviors according to the type of contract, being full time pro-
fessors the ones who had the highest prevalence of the syndrome;
it was expressed with higher degrees of emotional tiredness and a
lower personal accomplishment.

Key words: burnout, professional; faculty; occupational health.

Sindrome de burnout en profesores de una
unidad académica de una universidad de Colombia

[~ Resumen |

Objetivo. Determinar la prevalencia del sindrome de burnout y su
relacién con el tipo de vinculacion laboral, en los profesores de
una unidad académica de una universidad publica de la ciudad de
Medellin (Colombia), en 2008. Metodologia. Estudio descriptivo
de corte transversal, en tres muestras independientes, aleatorias
y representativas segln tipo de vinculacién laboral (31 de planta,
21 ocasionales y 43 por horas). En total, se encuestaron 89 pro-
fesores. Para medir la prevalencia del burnout se utilizd el Mas-
lach Burnout Inventory. Resultados. La prevalencia de los casos
probables de burnout fue del 19.1%; otro 49.4% adicional estaba
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en posible riesgo de sufrirlo. Segln el tipo de vinculacion, los profesores con mayor exposicion al ambiente
laboral presentaron la prevalencia mas alta (25.0%). En general, los profesores reportaron altos niveles de
cansancio emocional y despersonalizacion (32.6% y 30.6%) y bajo nivel de realizacion personal (38.2%).
Conclusion. El sindrome de burnout presentdé un comportamiento diferente segtin tipo de vinculacién. Los
profesores con mayor exposicion al ambiente laboral obtuvieron mayor prevalencia del sindrome, el cual se
manifestd con un mayor cansancio emocional y una menor realizacion personal.

Palabras clave: agotamiento profesional; docentes; salud laboral.

Sindrome de burnout em professores de uma unidade académica
de uma universidade de Colémbia

[= Resumo |

Objetivo. Determinar a prevaléncia da sindrome de burnout e sua relagdo com o tipo de vinculagao tra-
balhista, nos professores de uma unidade académica de uma universidade publica da cidade de Medellin
(Colémbia), em 2008. Metodologia. Estudo descritivo de corte transversal, em trés mostras independentes,
aleatorias e representativas segundo os tipos de vinculagao trabalhista (31 de planta, 21 ocasionais e 43
por horas), ao todo foram interrogados 89 professores. Para medir a prevaléncia do burnout se utilizou o
Maslach Burnout Inventory. Resultados. A prevaléncia dos casos provéveis de burnout foi de 19.1%, outro
49.4% adicional estava em possivel risco de té-lo sofré-lo. Segundo o tipo de vinculagéo, os professores
com maior exposicdo ao ambiente trabalhista apresentaram a prevaléncia mais alta (25.0%). Em geral, os
professores reportaram altos niveis de cansago emocional e despersonalizagdo (32.6% e 30.6%) e sob nivel
de realizacdo pessoal (38.2%). Conclusao. A sindrome de burnout apresentou um comportamento diferente
segundo tipo de vinculagao, sendo os professores com maior exposicao ao ambiente trabalhista quem obti-
veram maior prevaléncia da sindrome, que se manifestou com um maior cansago emocional e uma menor

realizacao pessoal.

Palavras chave: esgotamento profissional; docentes; salide do trabalhador.

Introduction

The burnout term appeared in the scientific litera-
ture in the decade of 1970, when it was used for
the first time by the psychoanalyst Freudenberg,!
who worked as a voluntary psychiatrist in the
New York Free Clinic for drug addicts in 1974; he
observed that after a year of working in the clinic,
most of them underwent a gradual loss of ener-
gy, exhaustion, lack of job motivation and some
anxiety and depression symptoms. He suggested
burnout as a status characterized by a group of
medical-biological and psychosocial unspecific
symptoms, exhaustion, deception, and loss of
interest, as a consequence of daily work, deve-
loped by professionals dedicated to service and
help, who didn’t reach the expectations deposited
in their job. He defined burnout syndrome as a
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“feeling of failure and exhausted or tired existence
resulting from energy demands overload, personal
sources or employee’s spiritual strength”.? Despite
the psychoanalyst contribution, the term has been
delimitated and accepted by the scientific com-
munity, almost all, from Maslach’s and Jackson’s
conceptualization,® who defined the syndrome as
an answer to chronic stress consisting of three
main factors: Emotional exhaustion, depersonali-
zation and low personal accomplishment.

Burnout was considered, at first, as an exclusive
syndrome of social service professions, in which
people work with direct contact with the custo-
mer, however, Maslach and others, expressed it
could be developed in individuals whose job do
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not imply such contact, to the point of conside-
ring it can happen in any profession, but it is a
specially important problem in jobs that require
giving emotional help, among which are nursing,
teaching, social work and children care.**

The necessity to explain the burnout episode, as
well as the usefulness of integrating it in wider
theoretical frames, to allow a satisfactory explana-
tion of its etiology, has given place to the creation
of diverse theoretical models that group a series
of variables, considered as precedents and conse-
quents of the syndrome. The models created from
psychosocial considerations can be classified ac-
cording to Gil Monte and Peird’ in three groups
to know:

1) Models developed from the social cognitive
theory, in which individuals cognitions influence
in what they perceive and do; 2) Models develo-
ped from social exchange theories, which propose
that the syndrome is originated from perceptions
of lack of equity, where the employee expectations
play an important role; and 3) Models created from
the organizational theory which include role dys-
functions, lack of organizational health, structure,
culture and organizational climate as the syndro-
me precedents. They are models characterized by
emphasizing the importance of the organization’s
context stressors and the coping strategies used
towards the “burning” experience.’

Burnout syndrome can decrease the quality of the
education given by professors, what goes against
the academic excellence, ethical and social res-
ponsibility criteria every university set in their
institutional mission.® It is how it was determi-
ned to look for the burnout syndrome prevalence,
and its relationship with the type of contract in
professors of an academic unit in a University of
the city of Medellin, aiming to provide information
for designing strategies directed to improve the
professional’s wellbeing.

Methodology

Cross-sectional study carried out using information
collected from a self-administered survey to pro-

fessors, with the supervision of researchers, from
an academic unit of a public university of Medellin
(Colombia), in the second semester of 2008.

Cox, Kuk and Lieter’s® burnout definition was used
in our research; answer to work stress developed
when the employee’s strategies for coping with
stress are not effective to manage it. Maslach,
Schaufeli and Leiter’s Maslach Burnout Inventory
(MBI),1° validated for Colombia in 2004, was the
instrument used. This questionnaire has 22 items
that evaluate burnout through three factors: emo-
tional fatigue, depersonalization, and low personal
accomplishment (with 9, 5 and 8 questions, res-
pectively). Each item has seven answer categories
which go from O (never) to 6 (Every day).

Burnout degrees were established according to the
MBI's manual,*? in which a triple classification of
the variability of the results in the instrument was
used. Establishing three possible values: high,
medium and low, according to their location in the
upper third, medium or bottom third of the possi-
ble values. With this purpose, the values segment
is divided in three areas: upper, medium, bottom,
taking as cut points percentiles 33 and 66.

Manassero’s et al.'3 and Guerrero'# procedure was
replicated to value burnout levels, establishing five
different levels from the possible combinations in
percentiles 33 and 66, already calculated, and
used as cut point. Burnout levels were classified
as: none, little, medium, much, and extreme. For
prevalence calculus, burnout levels were classi-
fied as: a) without burnout: for the “none” level;
b) at burnout risk: “little”, “medium”, “much” le-
vels; and c) With “extreme” burnout level. For the
variable professor’s type of contract, three cate-
gories were established: a) Permanent professor:
Academic hired by public contest of merits, and
is hired indefinitely; b) Occasional: Hired by merit
selection, he is hired for less than a year; c) Ad-
juncts: Work for a determined number of hours by
academic period.

The studied population consisted of 139 pro-
fessors, 47 associated professors, 24 occasio-
nal and 68 adjuncts, according to the academic
department’s official registries. The overall sample
size was calculated using the usual expression,
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when the study aims to estimate a proportion ac-
cording to the burnout syndrome prevalence re-
ported by Yepez and Soraca.!® Out of 14.3%, a
maximum error of 5% and 95% reliability, for a
total sample of 95 professors, who were propor-
tionately assigned according to the type of con-
tract: 31 permanent professors, 21 occasional,
and 23 adjuncts. Professor who did not have sub-
jects assigned, were in a sabbatical year, in work
commission or exclusively dedicated to research
projects were not included.

The instrument was applied once it was accep-
ted by the bioethical committee of the academic
unit, and each professor accepted participating
signing informed consent. Information was syste-
matized using Access 2007, SPSS 15 (SPSS®,
Chicago). Tabular, pictorial and textual presenta-
tion was made through the Word’s text processor
in Windows Vista. Additionally, steps established
in Rubio’s research!, where three possible ways
of interpreting the syndrome are studied for each
MBI dimension, through averages, degrees and
levels were followed.

Results

MBI dimensions score description according to
professor’s type of contract. Table 1 shows MBI
dimensions mean scores according to professor’s
type of contract. It can be appreciated that in the
emotional fatigue dimension, the range went from
0 to 43 points out of 54 possible points, with
a total average of 12.6+10.4 points. By type of
contract, a statistically significant difference was
found between the average scores of this dimen-
sion, being higher among permanent professors
(p=0.023, Kruskal Wallis H test). Regarding de-
personalization dimension, the range varied bet-
ween O and 7 out of 30 possible points, for a
total average of 1.4+2.0 points. For this dimen-
sion, temporary professors were the ones who got
a higher score, statistically significant difference
(p=0.014 Kruskal Wallis test). Different from the
personal realization dimension where the general
sample got an average score of 42.4+4.5 out of
48 possible points, without statistically significant
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differences in the average scores (p=0.348, one-
way parametric ANOVA).

Burnout degrees. For this research, cut points were
calculated for the general sample and for each type
of contract; they can be seen in Table 2.

This classification is shown in Table 3. It is
highlighted that professors reported low levels of
emotional fatigue, depersonalization and personal
accomplishment, taking into account that the first
two correspond to negative indicators, and the
last one to a positive indicator. According to type
of contract, permanent professors got the lowest
personal accomplishment (42.9%) and the hig-
hest emotional fatigue (32.1%), while temporary
professors showed higher scores for depersonali-
zation (33.3%).

Burnout levels. It was observed that 45% of the
professors were located among the “none” and
“little” levels (31.5% and 13.5% respectively),
13.5% were in the “medium” level, 22.5% were
in the “much” one, and the remaining 19.1% in
the “extreme” level.

Burnout prevalence. In Table 4 it can be appre-
ciated that the total prevalence of probable
burnout cases for this research was 19.1%
(Clyy,, =10.4%-27.8%), however it should be
highlighted that the additionally 49.4% was at
risk of having it (Cl,,,=38.5%-60.4%). Perma-
nent professors were the ones with higher burnout
prevalence (25.0%), followed by temporary pro-
fessors (19.0%) and adjuncts (17.5%).

Discussion

This study shows burnout syndrome experien-
ced by professors of an academic unit of a public
university of the city of Medellin. In general, pro-
fessors reported low levels of emotional fatigue,
depersonalization and personal accomplishment,
taking into account the first two correspond to po-
sitive indicators, while the last one is a negative
indicator. Permanent professors were the ones
who got a higher rate of emotional fatigue, while
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Table 1. MBI dimensions mean scores according to type of contract and total

Contract
Dimension Total
Permanent Temporary Adjuncts
Emotional fatigue 17.1+x13.0 12.2+7.0 9.6+x8.9 12.6x104
Depersonalization 0.9+1.7 2.5+2.4 1.2+1.8 1.4+2.0

Personal accomplishment  42.5+4.4 41.4+4.8 42.8+4.4 42.4+45

Table 2. Cut points* for three MBI equal groups according to dimension and type of contract

Contract
Total
Dimension Permanent Temporary  Adjuncts
P P P P P P P P

33 66 33 66 33 66 33 66

Emotional tiredness 7.0 20.1 7.0 165 40 11 7.0 15.0
Depersonalization 0.0 0.14 10 40 00 1.0 00 1.0
Personal realization  40.6 44.3 40.3 435 41 44.1 41.0 44.0

* established for percentiles 33 and 66

Table 3. Burnout degree by MBI according to dimension and type of contract

Contract
Dimension Degree Permanent Occasional Adjuncts
n=28 % n=21 % n=40 % n=89 %

Total

Emotional fatigue  Low 10 35.7 8 38.1 15 375 37 41.6
Depersonalization  pjaqiym 9 321 9 429 14 350 23 258
High 9 321 4 190 11 275 29 326
Emotional fatigue  Low 19 67.9 11 52.4 20 50.0 45 50.6
Depersonalization  \egium 0 00 3 143 9 225 17 191
High 9 321 7 333 11 275 27 303
Emotional fatigue  Low 12 429 7 333 14 350 34 382
Medium 7 250 9 429 13 325 28 315
High 9 321 5 238 13 325 27 303

Table 4. Burnout prevalence by degree and type of contract

Contract
Degree Permanent Temporary Adjuncts
n=28 Prev* Cl,, Prev* n=21 Prev* Cl,, Prev* n=40 Prev* Cl,,, Prev*
Without burnout 12 429 22.7-63.0 7 33.3 14.6-57.0 13 32.5 16.7 - 48.3
At risk 9 321 13.1-51.2 10 47.6 24.0-71.4 20 50.0 33.3-66.7

With burnout 7 25.0 7.2-42.8 4 19.0 54-41.9 7 17.5 4.5-30.5

*Prev= burnout prevalence per 100 constant

Invest Educ Enferm. 2011;29(3) * 431
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occasional professors got higher depersonalization
scores. Some studies have found higher prevalence
of depersonalization and lower personal accomplis-
hment levels in professors, in high school teachers
the opposite has been found. However, these re-
sults should be carefully analyzed because they do
not discriminate by teacher’s type of contract.!6-18

Burnout syndrome prevalence for this research
was 19.1%, being higher for permanent profes-
sors than occasional and adjuncts, what could
be explained by the chosen model to achieve the
goals of this research, framed from organizatio-
nal theory that emphasizes in the importance
of organizational context stressors, and wearing
out coping strategies, as an answer to job stress.
From this point of view, and knowing permanent
professors indefinite term contractual relationship
with the university, It is possible that the presence
of the syndrome could be explained because wea-
ring out coping strategies used by the professor,
are not effective to manage the syndrome and its
effects, or because there could be any kind of de-
terioration of the organizational environment, due
to fissures in the relationship between professors
and, leaderships that do not bring the team toge-
ther, or administrative situations. Reason why, the
ones who spend more time in the faculty, perma-
nent professors, would be the ones with higher
risk of having the syndrome.

It is necessary to mention that burnout prevalence
rates could have change according to professor’s
type of contract, if instead of using Cox Kuk
y Leiter,® organizational model, a model that
emphasizes in professor’'s work load framed from
the social exchange theory was used. In everyday
life it is perceived that adjunct professor’s are the
ones who should more easily develop burnout
syndrome, due to simultaneous jobs in different
institutions and job instability; such picture would
justify a study where work load domains would be
taken as models.

The organizational model was chosen for this re-
search, knowing the difficulty of having a relia-
ble measure for the variables related with work
load, especially with adjunct professors, becau-
se tendency reflects that this professors assume
school responsibilities in other institutions and
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so, even though they have the syndrome, it could
be detected that it could be caused by cumulati-
ve wearing out, but not by a specific institution.
It is highlighted the importance of knowing the
characteristics of this population, because 49.3%
of the faculty professors where the study was ca-
rried out are adjuncts. 49.4% of the professors
were at risk of developing burnout, being higher
in adjunct professors and similar among perma-
nent and temporary professors. In a study carried
out in San Andres de Sotavento (2006), al4.3%
prevalence was found;!® and in Medellin (2005)
a 23.4% prevalence was found with an additio-
nal 23.4% at risk of developing it. Other studies
showed 12.5%,'° 23%,%° 25.9%,?! 40%?* and
43%23 prevalence. According to Restrepo and
Colorado,!! the differences among the syndrome
magnitudes could be hypothetically due to the
model, and burnout case definition used by each
of the authors, despite which prevalence found
are of great importance.

The necessity of implementing an epidemiological
surveillance system that include, both MBI varia-
bles as well as psychosocial risk factors distinguis-
hed by type of contract, to promote the implemen-
tation of promotion, prevention and intervention
activities in the system, directed to lower burnout
risk magnitude and improving work environment,
urges. This surveillance system requires structu-
ring a training program with qualified personnel.
To let the professors know what the syndrome is,
what triggers it, manifestations and coping strate-
gies, which allow care and self-evaluation.

It is important to continue estimating burnout
syndrome risk magnitude, and establish its asso-
ciation with other psychological variables from a
clinical perspective, to establish comorbidity as-
sociated to the syndrome, such as depression,
modal event in professors.

Due to burnout risk and prevalence magnitude
according to professor’s type of contract, it would
be important to make similar studies in other fa-
culties of the university in which the study was
performed, including, as mentioned before, va-
riables that take into account professor’'s work
load, which would allow a better approach to the
problem. Finally, it is pointed out that the main
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limitation of this study is the lack of consensus to
define a burnout case, what make comparisons
among different researches differ, even though to
date, it is still the most recommended instrument
to measure such syndrome.23-28
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