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ABSTRACT

This study analyzed burnout and sense of coherence in nursing professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic. To
do so, 61 professionals of the Center-West region of Brazil answered the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) and
Sense of Coherence (SOC) instruments through a Google Forms questionnaire. The results suggested that the
domain with the highest mean score in the MBI was “Personal accomplishment” (M=3.95; SD=0,53), followed by
“Emotional exhaustion” (M=2.82; SD=0,83). There was a significant association between the MBI domains and
the SOC-13 dimensions, with higher scores in “Comprehensibility” and “Manageability” of SOC, associated to
lower “Emotional exhaustion” (rg of -0.447 and -0.572) e “Depersonalization” (1 of -0.339 and -0.383). A
significant relationship was found between the psychological support at work and a decrease in the exhaustion
level (p-value < 0.001). These findings provide relevant contributions to devise actions focused on nursing
professionals, highlighting the importance of psychological support and the strengthening of the sense of
coherence.
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RESUMO

Este estudo analisou a sindrome de burnout e o senso de coeréncia em profissionais de enfermagem durante a
pandemia de covid-19. Para tanto, 61 profissionais da regido Centro-Oeste do Brasil responderam aos instrumentos
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) e Senso de Coeréncia (SOC), em questionario do Google Forms. Os resultados
indicaram que o dominio com maior pontuacdo média no MBI foi a “Realizagdo pessoal” (M=3,95; DP=0,53),
seguida pela “Exaustdo emocional” (M=2,82; DP=0,83). Houve associacdo significante entre dominios do MBI e
as dimensdes do SOC-13, com pontuagdes mais altas em “Compreensio” e “Manejo” do SOC, associadas a menor
“Exaustdo emocional” (15 de -0,447 e -0,572) e “Despersonalizagdo” (15 de -0,339 e -0,383). Foi observada relacéo
significante entre o apoio psicoldgico no trabalho e a redugio do nivel de exaustdo (valor p < 0,001). Esses achados
fornecem contribuicBes relevantes para o desenvolvimento de agdes direcionadas aos profissionais da
enfermagem, destacando a importancia do apoio psicoldgico e do fortalecimento do senso de coeréncia.

Palavras-chave: Covid-19. Profissionais de enfermagem. Promoc&o da salide. Senso de coeréncia. Sindrome de
Burnout.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic, caused by the SARS-CoV-2 ! virus, remains the most
devastating health issue of the past decades. Although all disease consequences are still
unknown, this scenario brought several psychological disorders to the population 2. In this
context, Brazil, as one of the countries with the highest COVID-19 transmission rates 3,
presented a collapse in the health service system, overloading the professionals of this field.
Not only were they exposed to mental suffering that was aggravated by the pandemic, they are
still a high-risk group. They are at the front line of fighting against the virus and
disease treatment 22,

Among the health categories, nursing is the one with the highest proportion of
professionals and the highest susceptibility to experience psychological suffering. Some
situations arising from the functions they perform interfere in mental health. This may lead to
negative consequences to professionals and patients receiving care*. Nursing has always been
at the forefront when the issue was providing health care for the society. With the COVID-
19 pandemic, this could not be different. The importance of these professionals with regard to
providing care for the population has been strengthened °. It cannot be denied that workers are
exposed to psychosocial risks at work that may contribute to health impairments . Mental
diseases related to the work environment and stressful work are frequently found. The most
common are depression, anxiety, panic disorder, and burnout. Moreover, the lack of quality of
life at work may cause damages to individuals, organizations, and patients ’.

Burnout is characterized by emotional or physical exhaustion originated by working
conditions. The prevalence of health professionals can be explained by their daily exposure to
risk factors. This predominance in nursing professionals deserves highlight, since their
workplace, their working hours and their relationship with countless patients increase the
chances of their having burnout®. In circumstances such the pandemic, they often experience
psychological and even psychiatric alterations, that is, their mental health is more harmed than
their physical health. In this context, especially for health professionals who live in stressful
environments, health authorities created strategies to promote psychological support in
COVID-19 times °.

Salutogenesis is one of the main agents of mental health promotion. It provides a
positive approach to using the sense of coherence model, as well as enabling individuals to face

their daily life challenges successfully 1°. The salutogenic theory assesses the individuals’
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ability to maintain their health in the face of adversities in order to foster empowering and
positive management through health promotion. SOC is one of the protagonists of the
salutogenic approach. It is considered universal, that is, every individual has it .

When individuals have a high sense of coherence, they become able to deal with stress.
It cannot be guaranteed that stress causes diseases. Nonetheless, the way one deals with it is a
predictor of the type of consequences that will be faced. For this reason, SOC strengthens a
good health status *.

COVID-19 has caused negative impacts in societies’ mental health. One of the effective
paths to reverse such premise is to adopt salutogenic and preventive behaviors 2. This is
essential because the pandemic has increased the risk of mental alterations. It has forced health
professionals and the society to adapt to new ways of living 2.

Considering the efforts towards promoting mental health, this study analyzed burnout

and sense of coherence in nursing professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic.

METHODOLOGY

This is a transversal, descriptive, and exploratory study, of a quantitative approach.
Nursing professionals were invited to participate, of both sexes, who lived in the Center-West
region of Brazil and were working in this field at the time of this study. This study sample was
non-probabilistic and comprised nurses and nursing technicians. Data collection occurred
during 30 days, between August 8th, 2020 and September 9th, 2020.

The data collection instruments used consisted of digital self-applicable digital
questionnaires made available via Google Forms. The Maslach Burnout Inventory — MBI 4,
the sense of coherence — SOC-13 — scale, ° and a sociodemographic questionnaire were
approached.

The questions concerning personal data, COVID-19, MBI and SOC were included using
Google Forms and were made available through a link to the questionnaire on social networks,
such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp. They contained this study presentation and an
invitation to share it among other nursing professionals. The questionnaire link was available
for the nursing professionals for a 30-day period.

Clarification on this study and its Informed consent form (ICF) were based on National

Health Council Resolution no. 466/2012, with options to either accept or refuse it on the second
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page of the online instrument. Data collection began after approval from the Unicesumar Ethics
and Research Committee, under CCAE n° 30485320900005539.

DATA ANALYSIS

Initially, a descriptive analysis of the results were carried out in order to plot graphs and
frequency tables and characterize the participants. Absolute and relative frequencies for the
categorical variables were employed to describe results. The mean, standard deviation,
minimum and maximum values, and median were used as numeric variables. In order to verify
a possible relationship between “MBI domain and SOC dimension scores”, a test using the rank
biserial correlation was carried out for the dichotomic variables, and the Spearman’s rank

correlation test was carried out for the variables measured in either continuous or ordinal scales.

RESULTS

Nearly 200 professionals participated in this study; however, only 61 completed the
scales. Of these, most of them were females (91.80%). Figure 1 shows the mental exhaustion
assessments of the nursing professionals. The data related to emotional exhaustion varied. Ten
per cent of the participants reported experiencing these feelings frequently or always on the
items “I feel frustrated because of my work” and “Working directly with people makes me
stressed out”. The item “I feel drained after a day at work™ was reported by 43% of the
participants. The feelings of depersonalization were less frequent. They varied between 5%
(item “I feel I treat some of my patients as objects”) and 15% (item “I feel this job is hardening
me emotionally””) among the professionals who reported experiencing these feelings either
frequently or always.

The same tendency was found in the Personal accomplishment domain. In all items,
most professionals reported frequent positive perceptions of their work. Fifty-six per cent of
the participants frequently or always reported the perception “At work, I deal with my problems

calmly”, reaching 93% of those who reported that I treat my patients’ problems adequately.”
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution of the participants’ answers in the Maslach Burnout Inventory items and

domains.

Attributing a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always) for the answers to the MBI items, the

scores for each of the three instrument domains was calculated with the mean scores of the

items that compose it (Table 1). This was in accordance with the analysis of the scores obtained

from this research participants in the three MBI domains.

Table 1. MBI domain and SOC dimension scores of the study participants

[o)flr\n/lT: Mean Standard deviation Median Minimum Value Maximum Value
Emotional exhaustion 2.82 0.83 2.89 1.11 4.44
Depersonalization 1.93 0.69 1.80 1.00 3.80
Personal accomplishment 3.95 0.53 4.00 2.88 5.00

Dimension Mean Standard deviation Median Minimum Value Maximum Value

of SOC

Meaningfulness 4.05 0.97 4.00 2.33 7.00
Comprehensibility 4.75 1.12 4.80 2.20 7.00
Manageability 5.19 1.06 5.00 2.75 7.00
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The MBI domain that presented the highest mean score (3.95 points), on a scale that
varies between 1 and 5 points, was personal accomplishment. The depersonalization domain
presented the lowest mean score (1.93 points). Nonetheless, the emotional exhaustion domain
presented a 2.82-point mean.

Regarding the nursing professionals’ sense of coherence assessment, the score for each
of the three SOC dimensions was calculated as the mean of the punctuations of the items that

compose it (1 to 7). Its description is presented in Figure 2 and Table 1.

[ Meaningfulness
T
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around you?
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and you do not know what to do? < ageg 21% 43%
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Figure 2. Frequency distribution of the participants’ answers to the SOC questions

Table 1 shows that the SOC dimension that presented the highest mean score (5.19
points), on a scale that varies between 1 and 7 points, was manageability, and the lowest score
found for this dimension was 2.75. However, the “Comprehensibility” dimension presented a
4.75-point mean.

Table 2 shows the correlation of sociodemographic characteristics with the MBI scores
of this study participants.
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Table 2. Correlation of sociodemographic characteristics with MBI domain scores

Variable Emotional Depersonalization Personal
exhaustion accomplishment

Age -0.348 (0.006%)  -0.405 (0.001%) 0.221 (0.087)

Sex (Male) -0.011 (0.803) 0.052 (0.26) -0.02 (0.654)

How do you assess your eating habits? -0.37 (0.003*) -0.086 (0.509) 0.143 (0.273)

Do you have a religious affiliation? (Yes) -0.022 (0.721) -0.136 (0.034%) 0.051 (0.413)

Do you receive/Have you received psychological support ~ -0.195 (0.001%) -0.051 (0.433) 0.199 (0.001%*)

at work? (Yes)

Do you feel fulfilled by your profession? -0.453 (< 0.001*) -0.172(0.185) 0.504 (< 0.001%*)

Do you believe that despite the current COVID-19 -0.128 (0.091) 0.028 (0.733) 0.237 (0.002%*)

pandemic, you will be able to accomplish your personal or

professional goals? (Yes)

How is your communication with your colleagues? -0.461 (< 0.001*) -0.347 (0.006%) 0.421 (0.001%)

*P-value < 0.05

It was found that age presented a significant correlation with the domains “Emotional
exhaustion” and “Depersonalization” scores (p-values equal to 0.006 and 0.001, respectively).
Both correlations were weak and negative (r equal to -0.348 and -0.405, respectively).

Assessing one’s eating habits positively also showed significant correlations (p-values
equal to 0.033 and 0.003, respectively), as well as negatively (rs equal to -0.119 and -0.37,
respectively) with Emotional exhaustion. Likewise, there was a significant correlation between
spirituality and feeling less prone to Depersonalization (p = 0.034). The professionals who
reported this characteristic tend to present a smaller score of this domain, since their correlation
was negative (D equal to -0.136).

Two factors that were significantly correlated with emotional exhaustion and personal
accomplishment were receiving psychological support at work and the feeling of
accomplishment with one’s professional (p < 0.001). Such correlations were negative with the
first domain, i. e., people who received psychological support and felt fulfilled with their
professions presented less exhaustion; they were positive with the first domain, as the nurses
who received psychological support and felt fulfilled with their professions also displayed
Personal accomplishment.

The only feature that presented a significant correlation with the three domains was
assessment of communication with colleagues (p < 0.006), which was negative with the
emotional exhaustion and personal accomplishment domains (rs of -0.461 e -0.347,
respectively), and it was positive with personal accomplishment (rs of 0.421). This indicated

that a professional who has a good rapport with his/her colleagues experiences fewer feelings
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of exhaustion and depersonalization and more personal accomplishment. It was also found that
professionals who believed that despite the current COVID-19 pandemic, they would be able
to accomplish their personal or professional goals had higher personal accomplishment scores.
This means that this belief presented a significant, positive correlation with the Personal
accomplishment domain (p = 0.002). For the other assessed correlations, there were not enough
sample evidence that they were significant on a 5% level considering the correlation tests that
were administered.

Regarding the correlations between the sociodemographic variables and SOC, it was
found that none of the assessed characteristics presented a significant correlation with the
meaningfulness dimension of SOC. However, characteristics such as “Age” (p = 0.007), “Do
you receive/Have you received psychological support at work?” (p = 0.038), “Do you feel
accomplished by your profession” (p = 0.008), and “Do you believe that, despite the current
COVID-19 pandemic, you will be able to accomplish your personal/professional goals?” (p <
0.001) significantly correlate with the comprehensibility dimension score. In the four cases, the
correlations were positive (coefficients equal to 0.344; 0.128; 0.337 e 0.283, respectively),
suggesting that the more advanced the age, the more psychological support the participants
received at work, the more they felt fulfilled professionally, and the more they believed they
would accomplish their goals, the higher their scores in the “Comprehensibility” dimension.

The data are presented on Table 3 as follows.

Table 3. Correlation of sociodemographic characteristics with SOC dimension scores

Variable Meaningfulness  Comprehensibility Manageability
Age 0.087 (0.466) 0.373 (0.001%) 0.342 (0.003%)
Sex (Male) -0.036 (0.406) -0.052 (0.202) -0.05 (0.232)

Monthly income

-0.041 (0.734)

-0.08 (0.504)

0.335 (0.004*)

Time after university graduation

0.002 (0.988)

-0.090 (0.453)

0.289 (0.014%)

Do you receive/Have you received

psychological support at work? (Yes)

0.015 (0.813)

0.094 (0.105)

0.178 (0.002%)

Do you feel fulfilled by your profession?

-0.144 (0.227)

0.292 (0.013%)

0.430 (< 0.001%)

Do you believe that despite the current
COVID-19 pandemic, you will be able to
accomplish your personal or professional

goals? (Yes)

-0.031 (0.684)

0.206 (0.004*)

0.264 (< 0.001%)

How is your communication with your

colleagues?

-0.193 (0.105)

0.161 (0.176)

0.369 (0.001%)

*P-value < 0.05
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Regarding the “Manageability” dimension, there was a significant and positive
correlation with the four factors indicated in the “Comprehensibility” dimension (p < 0.001;
0.014; < 0.001; and 0.004; and coefficients equal to 0.515; 0.154; 0.451 and 0.228 for age,
psychological support, professional fulfillment and belief in accomplishing goals, respectively),
as well as a significant correlation with other characteristics: monthly income (p = 0.029), time
after university graduation (p = 0.002), and communication with colleagues (p = 0.012). All
correlations are also positive (coefficients equal to 0.280; 0.380 and 0.321, respectively). For
the other assessed correlations, there were not enough sample evidence that they were
significant on a 5% level considering the correlation tests that were administered.

Finally, while the MBI and SOC were correlated, it was found that none of the MBI
domains was significantly correlated with the meaningfulness SOC dimension scores on the

5% level, according to the Spearman’s correlation test results. These data are found on Table 4.

Table 4. Correlation of MBI domain scores with SOC dimension scores

Domain Meaningfulness Comprehensibility Manageability
Emotional exhaustion -0.100 (0.444) -0.447 (< 0.001%) -0.572 (< 0.001%)
Depersonalization -0.093 (0.477) -0.339 (0.007%) -0.383 (0.002%)
Personal accomplishment -0.168 (0.196) 0.303 (0.018%*) 0.581 (< 0.001%*)

In Table 4, a different tendency was found in the other two SOC dimensions
(Comprehensibility and Manageability), which presented a significant correlation with all the
MBI domains (p < 0.018). They were negative with the emotional exhaustion domains (rg of -
0.447 and -0.572, respectively) and depersonalization (1 of -0.339 and -0.383, respectively);
they were positive with the personal accomplishment domain (rs of 0.303 and 0.581,
respectively). This means that professionals who presented a level of comprehensibility higher
than what occurs around them and manage to deal with conflicts better reported less exhaustion

and depersonalization, as well as higher personal fulfillment.

DISCUSSION

This study analyzed burnout and sense of coherence in nursing professionals during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Because the hospital environment is considered unsalutary, there is a
predisposition to one’s falling ill. Nevertheless, hospitals are supposed to provide health care.

The individuals working in this environment are susceptible to physical and psychological
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suffering °. It must be pointed out that when work provides positive experiences, one of its
benefits is individuals’ professional fulfillment. However, negative experiences have the same
power and present a determining factor for mental illness?’.

With the COVID-19 pandemic, nursing service gained more visibility, and its
importance was evident for health care. Nursing is one of the main pillars of all health services.
It is irreplaceable, and it provides assistance and care that are essential to maintaining life.
Valuing nursing professionals and its consequences on their service quality ° are topics of
discussion, as they are at the front line in the fight against the virus. It has been a long time
since these professionals started seeking acknowledgement and validation; despite the attention
they have been receiving due to the pandemic nowadays, more than half of this study
participants does not believe in their professional validation.

Nurses live with situations that influence their mental health daily, such as lack of
structural quality, lack of professionals, and even difficulties in being acknowledged and valued
18 The societies’ view of nursing is still founded in the past. There is a common sense that this
professional activity is focused on charity and alludes to an inferior class if compared to other
professions 8, Thus, health professionals commonly experience burnout, which is mainly
caused by chronic stress conditions 1°.

In this study, it was found that only 36% of the participants always feel accomplished
by their profession, which strengthens the interpretation that there are issues in their
professional fulfillment. Their MBI scores (ona scale from 1 to 5) were basically low,
especially for the “Depersonalization” and “Emotional exhaustion” domains. The only domain
with a higher score was “Personal accomplishment”. A similar result to this finding was seen
in a previous study that assessed burnout in nursing professionals at a regional hospital in Piaui
20- jt found low rates of depersonalization, emotional exhaustion, and personal accomplishment
in MBI.

Generally, these domains remain interlinked. Emotional exhaustion is deemed the main
manifestation for one’s developing burnout 1°. However, exhaustion after a day of work showed
high constancy. This may be rooted in a high workload, since 45.90% of the participants have
a workload of more than 40 hours per week. In the current scenario, overwork may cause
significant problems to professionals 2. It is one of the obstacles for workplaces to become
healthy °.

A negative correlation between age and emotional exhaustion and depersonalization

domains was found. This indicated that the older individuals were, the lower these domain
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scores were. Sociodemographic factors are frequently approached in the burnout context.
Despite the existing studies on this topic, there is no concrete answer on an association between
these variables yet 2. In this study, it was found that older professionals tend to present less
emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. This result suggests the need for psychological
support to the other age ranges.

The eating habits assessment variable presented significance; however, it was not linked
to emotional exhaustion. It must be pointed out that foods usually provide well-being, but they
may also cause unsatisfactory sensations. Some psychological disorders may be developed
more easily in individuals with unbalanced eating habits or nutritional insufficiency °.

The religion item was associated to depersonalization. The reason for having a partner
or a religion is decisive for lower scores in the burnout manifestation dimensions. One of the
most used practices to face problems is religious behaviors. Religion or faith provides the hope
of overcoming and dealing with problems more easily 3.

The nursing professionals who participated in this study acknowledged the importance
of psychological support at the workplace, even though they cannot count on such assistance at
their workplace. The nursing service workplace presents risk conditions, patient pain
manageability, suffering, low salaries, and professional dissatisfaction, corroborating the
emergence of burnout 2. These professionals must have spaces that promote mental health,
such as psychological support and social support networks 2°.

The devaluation of nursing has been described for a long time. In the current COVID-
19 scenario, it became evident in spite of how important these professionals are ?°. The
participants’ feeling of professional dissatisfaction is an unfavorable influence on positive
mental health. However, in the item “Do you believe that despite the current COVID-19
pandemic, you will be able to accomplish your personal or professional goals?”, it was found
that despite the pandemic, the feeling of professional accomplishment remained. These
professionals believe they will be able to achieve their goals.

During the pandemic, some adaptations were required for their work, as well as several
changes in their personal habits and family routines. These factors may have affected their
mental health 2°. Studies conducted in China during the pandemic showed that health
professionals started to present psychological alteration symptoms 2°. Thus, workers’ mental
health must be treated as a priority through health promotion actions %’. Considering the context

of mental health promotion, it was found that the psychological support received at work and
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the good communication among professionals, as well as the psychological support provided
by their managers, are important steps to prevent burnout.

Reflecting on what causes health, the salutogenic theory must be investigated. This
model seeks to understand the key factors for promoting health in individuals. Even in
conflicting everyday situations, some individuals still manage to maintain a health standard *.
In this approach, the sense of coherence focuses on the basic factors for individuals to be able
to deal with everyday adverse situations successfully. These events are not to cause diseases **.

While attempting to understand the relationship between the sense of coherence and
sociodemographic characteristics, this study found that in the “Comprehensibility” dimension
of SOC, scores where higher in older individuals compared to the younger ones. There were
positive correlations regarding professional accomplishment in MBI and the belief in
accomplishing goals. Similarly, in the “Manageability” dimension, factors such as age, time
after university graduation, psychological support at work, and communication with colleagues
were all positively correlated. It could be concluded that these factors strengthen the
comprehensibility dimension ; consequently, individuals can deal with conflicts better.

Finally, the assessment of the relationship between MBI and SOC suggested that
professionals who presented a level of comprehensibility higher than what occurs around them
managed to deal with conflicts better, reported less exhaustion and depersonalization, as well
as higher personal accomplishment. The sense of coherence is a tool necessary for maintaining
health. It is found in all persons. Individuals with a strong SOC are privileged during conflicts

compared to those whose SOC is weak 2.

CONCLUSION

Understanding burnout and sense of coherence in nursing professionals, especially
during the COVID-19 outbreak, is key to minimizing the repercussion and the growing damages
in these professionals’ mental health throughout the pandemic.

Moreover, this study results present important contributions to promoting mental health,
especially psychological support at the workplace and building sense of coherence in nursing
professionals. This study also provides relevant references that may help discussions on new

action plans to be carried out for this professional category.
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