A\

14 B

Journal of Fundamentals Mashhad University Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences
of Mental Health of Medical Sciences Research Center
Original Article Open Access

Association of job burnout with clinical empathy and quality of
life among medical students

Ali Naderi'; Elahe Derakhshan-Nezhad?; *Zahra Chaichy?; Zanireh Salimi*

IM.D, Faculty of Medicine, Mashhad University of Medical Sciences, Mashhad, Iran.

2Student Research Committee, Mashhad University of Medical Sciences, Mashhad, Iran.

3Department of Pediatric Diseases, Mashhad University of Medical Sciences, Mashhad, Iran.

4Associate professor of psychiatry, Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences Research Center, Mashhad University of Medical
Sciences, Mashhad, Iran.

Abstract

Introduction: Considering the increasing prevalence of job burnout among medical students and its potential
adverse effects on clinical empathy and quality of life, this research aimed to investigate the prevalence of job
burnout and its association with clinical empathy and quality of life among medical students.

Materials and Methods: This descriptive cross-sectional was conducted on 104 medical students of the
Pediatrics Department of Mashhad University of Medical Sciences in April 2023. The research tools included
Jefferson Scale of Empathy (medical students’ version), World Health Organization Quality-of-Life Scale, and
Maslach Burnout Inventory. Data were analyzed using SPSS 26 and Pearson’s correlation test.

Results: Totally, 104 interns and externs participated in this study, of whom 64.4% had moderate burnout, and
24% had severe burnout. Also, 84.6 and 56.7% moderately suffered from emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization problems, respectively, and 75% had moderate levels of personal success. There was an inverse
relationship between job burnout and clinical empathy. A substantial difference was found in job burnout between
female and male students.

Conclusion: The job burnout rate among medical students seems to be high. Considering the inverse association
between clinical empathy and job burnout, reducing job burnout could be an effective solution to improve clinical
empathy.
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Introduction includes the three dimensions of emotional
Job burnout is defined as an individual’s exhaustion, depersonalization problems, and
response to interpersonal and chronic lack of personal success (1). Burnout
emotional stressors in the workplace, which syndrome occurs when people experience
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MEDICAL STUDENTS' JOB BURNOUT AND CLINICAL EMPATHY

combined crises in all three of these
dimensions most of the time. They feel
chronically exhausted, have withdrawn
mentally, socially, and emotionally from
their work, and have lost confidence in their
capacity to have a constructive impact.
Basically, this means that they experience
high stress, have a hostile job environment,
and have a pessimistic evaluation of
themselves  (2). Several studies have
investigated the prevalence of job burnout
among medical professionals.

Unfortunately, a relatively high prevalence
has been reported among medical students
(3). Studies have shown that symptoms of
depression and burnout may increase during
medical school (4). Job burnout in medical
students affects their performance as
therapists (5). Studies have suggested that
certain factors in the learning environment
are associated with burnout, reduced
empathy, and career regret among medical
students (6,7).

Empathy is a powerful communication
ability that refers to the potential to
understand and share the experiences,
concerns, and perspectives of another person
(8). Empathy is the ability to understand
another person's inner feelings and
experiences, even when we are not in that
situation (9). Physicians' empathy with
patients and the  physician-patient
relationship are positively associated with
functional health (10). Nowadays, clinicians
are expected to show empathy, compassion,
and altruism while treating patients. This
issue is evident in the ethical codes written
in the documents of many medical
associations (11). In addition to patients,
empathy has a positive effect on physicians'
life. Empathy not only has a direct negative
effect on burnout but also has an indirect
impact on job satisfaction and job
commitment (12). Studies have shown that
the empathy of medical students decreases
during their studies due to a series of factors,
despite the great emphasis on learning and
teaching empathy (5). Another factor that is
associated with job burnout is quality of life
(13,14). Quality of life is defined as a
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person’s mental understanding of well-being
and fulfillment of individual goals in a social
and cultural context, which includes
satisfaction with life and feelings of
happiness, all of which are aspects of human
health. Quality of life is a multidimensional
structure consisting of four psychological,
physical, social, and environmental
dimensions (15). Considering the increasing
prevalence of job burnout among medical
students and its potential adverse effect on
clinical empathy and quality of life, the
current research aimed to evaluate the
prevalence of job burnout and its association
with quality of life and clinical empathy
among medical students.

Materials and Methods

This study was conducted on general
medical students of the Pediatrics
Department of Mashhad University of
Medical Sciences in April 2023, who were
selected using convenient sampling
method. The inclusion criterion included
studying at the internship an externship
levels, and the exclusion criterion included
having a history of psychological illness.
The place of data collection was Akbar and
Dr. Sheikh children’s educational hospitals
as well as the pediatric departments of
Imam Reza and Qaem hospitals.

Research instruments

A) The Jefferson Scale of Empathy
(medical students’ version): It contained 10
items, the respondent gave each statement a
score from 1 to 5 based on his/her
agreement with the statements, with 1
indicating disagreement and 5 indicating
maximum agreement. The reliability of this
questionnaire was confirmed based on
Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.88 and
reliability coefficient of 0.49 (16).

B) The World Health Organization
Quality-of-Life Scale: This scale included
26 items: seven items in the physical area,
six items in the psychological area, four
items in the social area, and nine items in
the environmental area. The validity and
reliability of the Persian version of this
questionnaire were confirmed in Iran (17).
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C) The Maslach Burnout Inventory: It
consisted of 22 statements: nine statements
about  emotional  exhaustion, eight
statements about lack of personal success,
and five statements about depersonalization.
Respondents’  feelings toward each
statement were measured with scores from 1
(equal to never) to 5 (equal to every day).
The validity of this questionnaire was
confirmed based on Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of 0.71-0.90 and reliability
coefficient of 0.60-0.80. The validity and
reliability of this questionnaire were
confirmed in various surveys conducted in
Iran (18).

D) Demographic Checklist: It included
questions about age, gender, educational
year, marital status, and education level.
The statistics of the students present in the
educational centers of the pediatric
departments of Akbar, Dr. Sheikh, Imam
Reza, and Qaem hospitals were obtained
from the medical school. Then by referring
to each center, the questionnaires were
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provided to the students online and then
completed by them if they were willing to
participate in this study. The research
population comprised 146 general medical
students. According to Krejcie and
Morgan’s sample size formula (19), the
sample size was determined to be 104
samples. Since the questionnaires were
provided to the students online, and there
was no possibility of not answering the
questions, there was no missing data. This
study followed the STROBE (strengthening
the reporting of observational studies in
epidemiology) cross sectional reporting
guidelines (20). Data were analyzed using
SPSS version 26, descriptive statistics, and
Pearson’s correlation test.

Results

In this study, 104 students participated.
Their demographic variables are presented
in Table 1. Frequency distribution of
medical students based on burnout levels
and its subclasses are shown in Table 2.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants

Characteristics Number (%) Average Age
Male 53 (51.0) 24.15
Gender
Female 51 (49.0) 24.02
) Single 75 (72.1) 24.04
Marital status ]
Married 29 (27.9) 24.21
Native 56 (53.8) 24.27
Native status )
Non-native 48 (46.2) 23.88
Extern 39 (37.5) 22.90
Level of education
Intern 65 (62.5) 24.80
Total 104 (100) 24.09

Table 2. Frequency distribution of medical students based on burnout levels and its subclasses

Severity of burnout

Burnout dimensions Mild Moderate Severe Mean ,S;ef,'}gf}g?,
N (%) N (%) N (%)
Emotional exhaustion 3(2.9) 88 (84.6) 13 (12.5) 25.93 6.05
Depersonalization problems 41 (39.4) 59 (56.7) 4(3.8) 12.37 3.40
Lack of personal success 16 (15.4) 78 (75.0) 10 (9.6) 23.83 484
Burnout 12 (11.5) 67 (64.4) 25 (24.0) 65.21 10.58

There was a statistically significant inverse
correlation between job burnout and clinical
empathy (P< 0.001), which indicates that
clinical empathy increases as job burnout
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decreases. No remarkable correlation was
detected between job burnout and quality of
life. As shown in Table 3, there was a
significant difference between male and female
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students in terms of job burnout (P=0.043). In
other words, the average job burnout in female
students (66.04 + 7.56) was higher than in male
students (64.42 + 12.85).

NADERI ET AL

However, no significant difference was found
between married and single students in any
variable (P> 0.05).

Table 3. Comparing the variables of job burnout, empathy, and quality of life and their subclasses based on the
students' gender and marital status

Gender Marital Status
Variable Male Female t P Single Married t P
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Burnout 6442  12.85 66.04 756 -781 0043 6575 969 63.83 127'6 0829 0675
Emotional 2536 646 2653 560 -986 0464 2628 576 2503 677 0940 0579
exhaustion
Depersonalizatio 1, 7 539 1902 341 1045 0567 1249 344 1207 335 0569 0786
n problems
Lac"szzf:;:‘)”a' 2336 526 2431 435 -1.007 0497 2383 425 2383 619 -0.001 0175
Empathy 3317 524 3363 408  -495 0690 3341 372 3334 667 0066 0093
. . 14.3 18.4
Quality of life 7679 17.47 7671 138 (028 0314 761l 0 7841 0 0677 0231
Physical health ~ 20.25 502 2029 369 -056 0122 2041 417 19.90 502 0535 0.208
Psyﬂ;‘;'l?r?'ca' 19.13 471 19.08 481 057 0325 1901 443 1934 552 -319 0091
Community
lations 9.32 267 951 252  -370 0966 924 249 986 282 -1.099 0294
Social 2498 580 2463 428 352 0235 2452 474 2555 594 -0.926 0321
environment ) ' ) ) ' ’ ’ ) ' ' ' ’
Table 4 compares the variables of job interns in any variable (P> 0.05). There was

burnout, empathy, and quality of life and their
subcategories based on the students’ education
There was no
significant difference between externs and

levels and native status.

also no significant difference between native
and non-native students
(P> 0.05).

Table 4. Comparing the variables of job burnout, empathy, and quality of life and their subcategories

in any variable

Level of education

Native status

Variable Extern Intern t P Native Non-native t P
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Burnout 65.44 791 6508 1195 0167 0281 6418 1054 66.42 10.60 -1.077 0.846
Emotional 25.97 571 2591 629 0054 0786 2545 599 2650 614 -0.884 0.731
exhaustion
Depersonalizati 1) 35 569 1240 379 -0006 0162 1209 332 1271 351 -0.924 0900
on problems
Lack of 2403 430 2371 516 0323 0728 2370 499 2398 470 -0.296 0.808
personal success
Empathy 3305 363 3360 524 -0575 0442 3327 544 3354 368 -0.295 0.286
Quality of life ~ 74.62 1426 78.03 1624 -1.086 0862 77.39 1597 7600 1516 0454 0.786
Physical health 1979 409 2055 459 -0.850 0809 20.18 456  20.37 426 -0.226 0.550
PSVEZZ:?E'Ca' 1836 504 1955 452 -1249 0303 19.11 488 1910 461 0003  0.749
Community
Iations 8.97 212 968 282 -1.344 0113 980 245 896 271 1673 0640
Social 2482 449 2480 545 0020 0322 2518 496 2437 527 080l  0.730

environment
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Discussion

This study evaluated the relationship between
the three variables of job burnout, clinical
empathy, and quality of life among medical
students of the Pediatrics Department of
Mashhad University of Medical Sciences in
April 2023. According to the results, 64.4% of
the students had moderate job burnout, and
24% had severe job burnout. Among medical
students, 84.6 and 56.7% moderately suffered
from emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization problems, respectively, and
75% had moderate levels of personal success.
There was an inverse relationship between
clinical empathy and job burnout. The average
job burnout in female students was higher than
in male students.

One of the main variables investigated in this
study was clinical empathy. The mean score of
clinical empathy among medical students was
approximately 33 out of the maximum score of
50. This score, which is ideally slightly higher
than half of the clinical empathy score,
indicates that medical students' situation is not
satisfactory in terms of clinical empathy. This
issue has been confirmed in various studies.

A similar study conducted by Bigdeli et al. on
medical students of the Iran University of
Medical Sciences in Tehran- Iran showed a
significantly negative association between
empathy and occupational burnout. They also
found a negative association between quality of
life and occupational burnout, which was not
shown in the present study (21). Sathaporn et
al. in Thailand found below-average empathy
scores among more than half of clinical-year
medical students. About 63.5 and 39.7% of
medical students had a high level of emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization scores,
respectively. They detected a statistically
significant difference between job burnout
(emotional exhaustion and depersonalization)
and empathy scores (22). Wu et al. in China
showed that medical students’ empathy
negatively and significantly predicted learning
burnout; their empathy positively predicted
mental resilience, and their resilience
negatively predicted learning burnout. They
also showed that resilience partially mediated
the relationship between empathy and learning
burnout of medical students and highlighted the
mediating role of resilience in the effect of
empathy on learning burnout of medical college
students (23). A systematic review and meta-
analysis by Almutairi et al. evaluated the
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prevalence of burnout among medical students
and showed an overall prevalence rate of
37.23%. The prevalence rates of emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal
accomplishment were 38.08, 35.07, and
37.23%, respectively (24). Similarly, in another
study by Shadid et al. 77% of the students had
severe job burnout (25). Cecil et al. showed that
55% of medical students had high levels of
emotional exhaustion, 34% had
depersonalization problems, and 46.6% had
low levels of personal success. Factors
affecting mental disorders have been reported
to be female gender, years of education, and
lack of physical activity (26). Kilic et al. found
that two academic burnout domains (emotional
exhaustion and cynicism) significantly changed
according to the study year. Cynicism increased
as the academic years progressed, and
emotional exhaustion peaked at the critical
graduation moments during the academic
curriculum. Overall, women presented higher
academic burnout traits than men, but
univariate analysis revealed that they especially
displayed higher emotional exhaustion.
Hierarchical regression analyses showed that
perceived stress, cognitive empathy, and
perceived social support were significant
predictors of academic burnout. They found
that perceived stress was a major predictor of
academic burnout (27). Changes in the levels of
health and perceived stress were examined in a
recent study by McKerrow et al. the results
showed that first-year students had a higher
level of health but eventually graduated with
high perceived stress (28).

The well-being and mental health of medical
students is of great interest to researchers
because of its impact on patient care.
Unfortunately, a high prevalence of depression
symptoms and suicidal ideation has been
reported among medical students in North
America and around the world (29).

An important point is the need to pay
attention to the quality of life of students during
their studies. Creating conditions to improve
guality of life could have positive effects on
improving learning and patient care. Evidence
shows that there is a direct association between
health-related quality of life and students'
academic success. Academic success is an
indicator of a student's learning, which could
also predict a student's professional
competence (30). This study had some
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limitations. The cross-sectional nature of the
study and lack of longitudinal evaluation of the
variables is one of the limitations. The lack of
evaluating the socio-economic status of the
students and other confounding factors is
another limitation.

Also, the sample used in this study was small,
limiting the generalizability of the findings. It
is suggested that future studies be conducted
with larger sample sizes to identify effective
factors in reducing job burnout and improving
the quality of life and clinical empathy of
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medical students to design and develop
effective strategies and interventions.

Conclusion

The burnout rate among externs and interns
seems to be quite high. Considering the inverse
relationship between clinical empathy and job
burnout, reducing job burnout could be an
effective solution to improve clinical empathy.
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