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Burnout and work engagement among psychiatric 
nurses – are work characteristics important?

Bogusława Lachowska, Karolina Minda

Summary
Aim: The aim of the study is evaluation of burnout and work engagement among psychiatric nurses, and de-
termination of the relationship between these variables and the perceived demands of emotional display rules, 
emotional labour strategies, and of demands of interpersonal interactions.

Method: Sixty psychiatric nurses completed the Polish version of the Maslach-Burnout Inventory MBI, the Pol-
ish version of the UWES, the Emotional Labour Scale, Emotion Work Requirements Scale and the Frequen-
cy, Duration and Routineness of Interactions Scale.

Results: It was found that a greater burnout is associated with higher requirements of hiding negative emo-
tions, surface acting, and routineness of interactions, whereas a lower burnout is connected with expression 
of naturally felt emotions and a high frequency of interpersonal interactions. Lower engagement in work is re-
lated with undertaking surface actions, while a greater dedication is associated with the duration of interaction.

Discussion: Work requirements are of great importance for burnout, but less important for work engagement. 
The perceived demands for the display of positive emotions are related with both higher emotional exhaus-
tion, and a lower feeling of the lack of accomplishments at work, which suggests that this aspect of work may 
be of a negative as well as positive importance.

Conclusion: A relationship was found between work characteristics, and burnout and work engagement.

psychiatric nurses, burnout, engagement, emotional labour

INTRODUCTION

It is commonly assumed that professions involv-
ing ‘people work’ are emotionally exhausting 
[1]. This group of professions includes the oc-
cupation of a nurse, which additionally belongs 
to the group of professions of public trust. Pro-
fessions of public trust involve the performance 
of tasks, the character of which is special from 

the aspect of public tasks and implementation 
of public interest. Among nurses, psychiatric 
nurses are a special group. They provide spe-
cialist health services, such as nursing, preven-
tion, diagnostic, treatment, rehabilitation servic-
es, as well as services within the scope of health 
promotion on behalf of mentally disabled pa-
tients and patients with psychiatric disorders. 
The skills of taking care of mentally ill persons 
are acquired through an adequate theoretical 
training and practical experience, and it is ex-
pected that these skills will be constantly im-
proved [2]. In the course of the work of a nurse, 
contact with people lasts all the time, which in-
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creases the requirements posed to nurses, who 
are expected to be patient, understanding, and 
showing concern for others. The phenomenon of 
burnout, including also psychiatric nurses, has 
already been investigated many times. Howev-
er, the novelty of this study is the simultaneous 
consideration, apart from occupational burnout, 
of the phenomenon of work engagement and an-
alyzing them in a wide context of work charac-
teristics, including work demands regarding the 
expression of emotions, requirements pertaining 
to interactions with the patients and their fam-
ilies (frequency, duration, routineness of inter-
personal interactions), and the emotional labour 
strategies applied. To-date, in Polish conditions, 
these problems have not been examined in such 
a compilation and with respect to the profession-
al group of psychiatric nurses.

Burnout and work engagement are among the 
aspects of the functioning of an employee in an 
organization which have recently been most fre-
quently investigated. The syndrome of occupa-
tional burnout is defined as including three dif-
ferent psychological states: emotional exhaus-
tion, associated with the feeling of an employee 
that he/she gave everything emotionally, deper-
sonalization, i.e. distancing oneself from others, 
and lack of personal accomplishment at work 
[3]. In this study, work engagement is defined 
as a positive state of mind characterized by vig-
our, dedication to work and absorption, refer-
ring to work. Vigour expresses high levels of en-
ergy and high mental resistance at work, dedica-
tion to work expresses strong work engagement, 
experiencing the feeling of importance, enthu-
siasm and challenge, while absorption express-
es being fully focused and joyfully absorbed in 
work, due to which time passes quickly and the 
employee has difficulties in getting away from 
work [4]. According to this approach, burnout 
and work engagement are considered as differ-
ent constructs, and not the opposite ends of the 
same dimension, and should be measured by 
different instruments.

Different demands are associated with the 
work area. The most important of them are the 
requirements concerning the display of emo-
tions, and those pertaining to the interaction 
with the client. The emotional display rules 
express the degree to which showing positive 
emotions or hiding negative emotions is per-

ceived by employees as an element of the func-
tioning of a worker required in an organization 
[5]. In turn, the requirements concerning inter-
personal interactions include their: frequency, 
duration, and routineness [6]. In the case of psy-
chiatric nurses, frequency refers to how often 
nurses interact with patients and their families. 
Duration refers to how long typical interactions 
last. Routineness is the extent to which interac-
tions with patients and their families are repet-
itive and scripted.

Employees cope with work demands in many 
ways. In order to achieve the expression of emo-
tions required in an organization the workers 
undertake emotional labour. This concept was in-
troduced by Arlie Hochschild [7] to define the 
process of managing own emotions by an em-
ployee, in accordance with the rules of display-
ing emotions in effect in the organization. Emo-
tional labour is performed for earnings and 
may take various forms. The employee may un-
dertake surface acting or deep acting [8]. Sur-
face acting consists in the pretence of emotions 
by the employee, which he/she does not real-
ly feel, or the suppression of actually experi-
enced emotions. In the case of deep acting, an 
employee controls and modifies own internal 
thoughts and feelings in order that the emotions 
displayed outside were authentic. Deep acting 
most frequently concerns attempting to experi-
ence positive emotions, due to which their ex-
ternal manifestations occur in a natural way, re-
sulting in internally experienced and externally 
displayed emotions being compatible. Surface 
and deep acting are considered as compensato-
ry strategies, used by employees in situations 
when they are not able to spontaneously show 
the emotions desired in the organization. The 
subsequent strategy consists in displaying nat-
urally felt emotions. In this case, an employee 
undertakes a conscious effort in order to make 
certain that the expression of emotions is com-
patible with the requirements of the organiza-
tion [6].

OBJECTIVE

The aim of the study is evaluation of burnout 
and work engagement among psychiatric nurs-
es, and study of the relationships between these 
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variables and the perceived emotional display 
rule demands, the applied strategies of emotion-
al labour, as well as the requirements with re-
spect to interpersonal interactions (frequency, 
duration, routineness of interactions). In addi-
tion, the objective of the study is determination 
of the intensity of individual aspects of burn-
out and work engagement of psychiatric nurses, 
emotional demands imposed on them by work, 
and the requirements pertaining to interactions 
with patients.

MATERIALS AND METHOD

The study included 60 psychiatric nurs-
es with the period of employment from 1-40 
years (M = 25.23; SD = 9.53). The respondents 
were aged 25 – 61 years (M = 47.52; SD = 7.46). 
The majority of them work in a multi-shift work-
ing system (81.7%), while the reminder in a sin-
gle-shift system (18.3%). In a typical week, the 
working time remains within the interval from 
36 – 72 hours (M = 42.5; SD = 7.08). The majori-
ty of respondents had higher education (61.7%), 
followed by secondary school education (38.3%). 
Slightly more than half of nurses lived in large 
cities, with a population of over 100,000 (53.3%), 
whereas the reminder – in smaller towns (26.6%) 
or in a rural area (20.0%). The majority of re-
spondents remained in stable relationships – 
marital or partnership (76.7%). The remaining 
nurses (23.3%) were single (unmarried, widows, 
divorced). Nearly all the respondents (95.5%) 
rear at least one child.

Occupational burnout was measured using the 
Polish version of the Maslach-Burnout Inventory 
MBI [8]. The questionnaire consists of 22 items 
examining 3 aspects of the burnout syndrome: 
emotional exhaustion (9 items), depersonali-
zation (5 items) and the feeling of lack of per-
sonal accomplishments (8 items). The respond-
ents assess each statement according to a 7-de-
gree scale: within the range from 0 (‘never’) to 
6 (‘everyday’). A higher result according to the 
scale means, respectively, a greater: emotion-
al exhaustion, depersonalization and feeling of 
the lack of personal accomplishment at work. 
The reliability of the scale was assessed in this 
study by means of the Cronbach α coefficient: 
for the scale of emotional exhaustion α = 0.92; 

for the scale of depersonalization (after removal 
of the statement 10) α = 0.70; and for the scale of 
the lack of personal accomplishments α = 0.80.

Work engagement was investigated using the 
Polish version of the UWES questionnaire [9]. 
The questionnaire allows measurement of 3 as-
pects of engagement: vigour (6 items), dedica-
tion (5 items), and absorption (6 items). The re-
spondent defines, according to a 7-degree scale 
(from never to always), how often he/she feels 
in a specified way at work. The reliability of the 
scale assessed in this study using the Cronbach 
α coefficient is for the particular scales: α = 0.85; 
α = 0.90; α = 0.87, respectively.

Emotional labour strategies were measured us-
ing the Polish version of the Emotional Labor Scale 
[6]. The method was translated with the consent 
of the authors of the scale [10]. The scale con-
sists of 14 items. The examined person responds 
to each statement by reporting to what extent it 
fits the description of this person’s situation, and 
provides the reply according to a 5-degree scale, 
where 1 means definitely disagree, and 5 – defi-
nitely agree. A higher result means that the per-
son uses a given strategy more frequently: sur-
face acting, deep acting, expression of naturally 
felt emotions. The reliability of the scale assessed 
using the Cronbach α coefficient for the scale of 
surface acting – α = 0.87; for the scale of deep 
acting – α = 0.71; and for the scale of expression 
of naturally felt emotions – α = 0.83.

Perceived emotion display rule demands were 
assessed by means of the Polish version of the 
Emotion Work Requirements Scale [11]. This 
scale allows measurement of the size of require-
ment to display positive emotions (4 items), 
and the requirement to hide negative emotions 
(3 items). The respondents specify with respect 
to each statement, according to a 5-degree scale 
(from ’not required at all’ to ‘always required’), 
how often a specified behaviour is required at the 
respondent’s work. The reliability of the scale is 
assessed in this study by means of the Cronbach 
α coefficient: for the scale of the requirement to 
display positive emotions – α = 0.88; and for the 
scale of hiding negative emotions – α = 0.86.

In order to determine the demands of inter-
personal interactions (frequency, duration, rou-
tineness) a Polish version of the scale Frequen-
cy, Duration and Routineness of Interactions 
was used [6]. This scale allows measurement 
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of the frequency of interactions (2 items), their 
duration (2 items), and routineness of interac-
tions (3 items). The reliability of the scale is as-
sessed in this study by means of the Cronbach 
α coefficient and is for individual scale: α = 0.74; 
α = 0.74; α = 0.77, respectively.

RESULTS

From among the symptoms of occupational 
burnout, the examined psychiatric nurses most 
strongly experienced emotional exhaustion 
(M = 2. 24; SD = 1.39), followed by the lack of 
personal accomplishments at work (M = 2.25; SD 
= 1.19). Their intensity was significantly higher 
than that of depersonalization (respectively: t(59) 
= 8.117; p < 0.001; t(59) = 6.115; p < 0.001). Dep-
ersonalization in the examined group was rela-
tively low – M = 1.07 (SD = 1.14), according to the 
scale assuming values from 0 – 6 (Fig. 1). Emo-
tional exhaustion was strongly positively related 
with depersonalization (r = 0.63, p < 0.001), and 
moderately positively related with the feeling 
of lack of personal accomplishments (r = 0.40, 
p < 0.01), whereas the relationship between lack 
of personal accomplishments and depersonali-
zation was statistically insignificant.
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Figure. 1. Dimensions of occupational burnout among 
psychiatric nurses (N = 60).

From among the manifestations of work en-
gagement, the highest value was obtained for 
dedication to work (M = 4.21, SD = 1.15), signif-
icantly higher than vigour (M = 3.76, SD = 1.03), 
and absorption (M = 3.61, SD = 1.07) (respective-
ly: t(59) = 3.935; p < 0.001; t(59) = 5.169; p < 0.001) 
(Fig. 2). No statistically significant differenc-

es were observed between vigour and absorp-
tion. All dimensions of work engagement were 
strongly positively related (the Cronbach α coef-
ficient assumes values from 0.67 – 0.71; p < 0.001).
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Figure 2. Dimensions of work engagement among 
psychiatric nurses (N = 60).

The most frequently applied emotional la-
bour strategy was the expression of naturally 
felt emotions (M = 4.34; SD = 0.77). This strat-
egy was applied significantly more often than 
deep acting (M = 2.68; SD = 0.99; t(59) = 8.930; 
p < 0.001) and surface acting (M = 1.72; SD = 0.73; 
t(59) = 15.418; p < 0.001; ), with surface acting be-
ing significantly less often undertaken than deep 
acting (t(59) = 8.579; p < 0.001) (Fig. 3). Expres-
sion of naturally felt emotions was negatively 
related with surface acting (r = – 0.54; p < 0.001) 
and deep acting (r = – 0.31; p < 0.001). Neverthe-
less, surface and deep acting were positively cor-
related (r = 0.53; p < 0.001) .
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Figure 3. Emotional labour strategies in the group 
of psychiatric nurses.

Psychiatric nurses report that in their work 
they experience significantly higher require-
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ments with respect to display of positive emo-
tions (M = 4.13; SD = 0.89) than hiding nega-
tive emotions (M = 3.78; SD = 1.13; t(59) = 4.030; 
p < 0.001). However, the occurrence of these two 
types of requirements was strongly positively 
correlated (r = 0.81; p < 0.001). Considering the 
range of the scale of replies (from 1 – 5), it may 
be presumed that the intensity of these 2 types of 
requirements assumes values beyond the mean 
value on the scale, and closer to the end of the 
scale informing that these requirements always 
occur at work.

Frequency and duration of interpersonal in-
teractions were weakly negatively correlated 
with their routineness (respectively: (r = –0.27; 
p < 0.05; r = – 0.28; p < 0.05). Evaluation of the 

routineness of tasks remained on an average 
level (reaching the value of M = 2.39 according 
to the 5-degree scale of replies; SD = 0.89). Fre-
quency and duration of interpersonal interac-
tions were not correlated (r = 0.06, insignificant.). 
Assessment of the frequency of interactions ob-
tained high results according to the 5-degree 
scale of replies (M = 4.82; SD = 0.37), whereas 
the duration of interactions was assessed at a rel-
atively high level, beyond the average (M = 3.18; 
SD = 0.54).

In order to recognize the relationships between 
burnout and work engagement, and work char-
acteristics, a number of bivariate correlations 
were calculated. Table 1 presents the results of 
these analyses.

Table 1. Values of correlation coefficients between emotional display rule demands, frequency, duration and routineness 
of interactions, emotional labour strategies, and burnout and work engagement among psychiatric nurses (N=60).

Variables: EDR PDR NDR F D R SA DA NF
Burnout : .20 .11 .28** -.28** .01 .35** .32* -.05 -.26*
Emotional exhaustion .37** .30** .41*** -.26** .01 .23 t .35** .06 -.13
Deperso-nalization .27* .13 .24 t -.41*** -.05 .26* .34** .09 -.21
Lack of personal accomplishment -.20 -.27* .09 -.09 .19 .32* .06 -.24 t -.28*
Engagement : -.04 -.01 -.08 .19 .18 -.24 t -.31* -.19 .18
Vigor -.14 -.09 -.18 .18 .10 -.25 t -.39** -.20 .21
Dedication .07 .14 -.02 .22 t .29* -.24 t -.18 -.06 .07
Absorption -.03 -.05 -.01 .11 .09 -.15 -.25 t -.25 t .18

Source: own research
EDR Perceived Emotion Display Rule Demands; PDR Requirements to Display Positive Emotions; NDR Requirements to Hide Negative 

Emotions; F Frequency; D Duration, R Routineness; SA Surface Actinn; DA Deep Acting; NF expression of Naturally Felt Emotions

As a result of the analyses, no statistically sig-
nificant relationships were found between work 
engagement and the perceived emotional dis-
play rules demands. However, a relationship 
was observed between the perceived emotional 
display rules demands and emotional exhaus-
tion and depersonalization. Both the require-
ment to display positive emotions (r = 0.30; 
p < 0.05), and hiding negative emotions (r = 0.41; 
p = 0.001) were related with emotional exhaus-
tion. In turn, the requirement to display posi-
tive emotions was related with a lower feeling of 
the lack of personal accomplishments (r = –0.27; 
p < 0.05).

Demands of interpersonal interactions (fre-
quency, duration, routineness) were rarely re-

lated with work engagement, and significantly 
more often with burnout. In the case of work 
engagement, a significantly significant positive 
correlation was found only between dedication 
to work and duration of interactions (r = 0.29; 
p < 0.05). In turn, with respect to occupational 
burnout, the frequency of interactions was neg-
atively related with depersonalization (r = – 0.41; 
p = 0.001), and emotional exhaustion (r = – 0.26; 
p < 0.05), whereas routineness was positively re-
lated with depersonalization (r = 0.27; p < 0.05) 
and the feeling of lack of personal accomplish-
ments (r = 0.32; p < 0.05).

Emotional labour strategies rarely show any 
relationship with work engagement. A negative 
correlation was only found between surface act-



82	 Bogusława Lachowska, Karolina Minda

Archives of Psychiatry and Psychotherapy, 2020; 1: 77–83

ing and vigour (r = – 0.39; p < 0.01). The rela-
tionships between emotional labour and occu-
pational burnout were considerably more fre-
quent. A positive correlation was observed be-
tween surface acting, and emotional exhaustion 
(r = 0.35; p < 0.01) and depersonalization (r = 0.34; 
p < 0.01), as well as a negative correlation be-
tween expression of naturally felt emotions and 
a lower feeling of the lack of accomplishments 
(r = – 0.28; p < 0.05).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In the presented study, it was found that few 
from among the work characteristics of psychi-
atric nurses showed a statistically significant re-
lationship with work engagement of the nurs-
es. A negative relationship was only confirmed 
between engagement (including only one of its 
dimensions – vigour) and surface acting, and 
a positive relationship between dedication and 
duration of interactions with patients and their 
families. Nevertheless, it was confirmed that oc-
cupational burnout was statistically significant-
ly related with many of the analyzed work char-
acteristics. It was found that a greater emotional 
exhaustion co-occurs with higher emotional de-
mands (both of hiding negative emotions and 
display of positive emotions) and with surface 
acting, while a lower emotional exhaustion co-
occurred with a higher frequency of interperson-
al relationships. Higher depersonalization was 
associated with higher requirements of emotion-
al labour and with surface acting, with a great-
er routineness of interpersonal interactions and 
their lower frequency. In turn, higher demands 
for display of positive emotions and expres-
sion of naturally felt emotions were combined 
with the feeling of the lack of personal accom-
plishments at work. Routineness of interactions, 
apart from depersonalization, was related with 
a higher feeling of the lack of personal accom-
plishments.

The relationship between surface acting, and 
a higher emotional exhaustion, greater deper-
sonalization and lower vigour is fully justified 
theoretically. The relationship is also justified 
between higher emotional labour requirements 
(display of positive emotions an hiding negative 
emotions) and emotional exhaustion. The de-

mands of emotional labour and surface acting 
consume the energy and emotional resources of 
an employee, which in accordance with the Con-
servation of Resources Theory (COR) by Hob-
foll [12], is the source of stress. The relationship 
is also justified between the expression of natu-
rally felt emotions and a lower feeling of the lack 
of accomplishments. An expression of natural-
ly felt emotions does not require the expendi-
ture of energy and resources, while it may lead 
to the acquisition of resources at work. Accord-
ing to the results of research to-date, these re-
sources are greater satisfaction with work, low-
er distress, and the feeling of personal accom-
plishments [13, 14].

Considering the demands concerning inter-
personal relationships undertaken by psychiat-
ric nurses at work, their routineness is associ-
ated with a higher feeling of the lack of accom-
plishments and a greater depersonalization, as 
well as with a lower devotion to work. In turn, 
the undertaking of many interactions is connect-
ed with lower emotional exhaustion and a lower 
depersonalization, and the duration of interac-
tions co-occurs with a higher devotion to work. 
However, a surprising result is that the require-
ment of emotional labour consisting in display-
ing by nurses of positive emotions co-occurs 
with a lower feeling of the lack of accomplish-
ments at work. This study demonstrates that 
this requirement is related with lower exhaus-
tion, which is understandable considering that it 
consumes the employee’s energy and resources. 
At the same time, this requirement is connected 
with a lower feeling of the lack of accomplish-
ments at work. A similar result was obtained by 
Brotheridge and Grandey [15], who stated that 
perceiving the demand to display positive emo-
tions is associated with a heightened sense of 
personal accomplishment. According to these re-
searchers, this suggests that this aspect of work 
may provide benefits.

The results obtained may be of practical im-
portance. The results of analyses suggest that in 
order to decrease occupational burnout among 
psychiatric nurses it is justified to seek factors 
which would facilitate them to express natural-
ly felt emotions, factors limiting the undertaking 
of surface acting, and allowing the avoidance of 
the routineness of interactions with patients and 
their families. It also seems important to provide 
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assistance with constructive coping with nega-
tive emotions occurring at work, considering the 
fact that emotional labour undertaken in order to 
hide them is an important source of emotional 
exhaustion. In turn, with respect to the require-
ment of displaying by psychiatric nurses of pos-
itive emotions, although this requirement uses 
up their energy and resources, but simultaneous-
ly reduced the lack of accomplishments at work.

REFERENCES

1.	 Maslach C, Jackson S. Burnout in Health Professions: 
A Social Psychological Analysis. In: Sanders GS, Suls J, 
editors. Social Psychology of Health and Illness. Hillsdale, 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum;1982. p. 227-251.

2.	 Cebulak M, Ksykiewicz-Dorota A. The characteristics of the 
work of the nurses in a psychiatric ward versus the utili-
zation of working time. Problemy Pielegniarstwa/Nursing 
Problems. 2012; 19(4): 424-430.

3.	 Maslach C, Jackson SE, Leiter MP. Maslach Burnout In-
ventory manual. 3rd ed.. Palo Alto: Consulting Psycholo-
gists Press; 1996.

4.	 Schaufeli W, Salanova M, González-Romá VB. Bakker 
A. The Measurement of Engagement and Burnout: A Two 
Sample Confirmatory Factor Analytic Approach. J Happi-
ness Stud. 2002; 3: 71-92.

5.	 Wharton A, Erickson RJ. The consequences of caring: Ex-
ploring the Links Between Women’s Job and Family Emo-
tion Work. Sociol Q. 1995; 36(2): 273–296.

6.	 Diefendorff JM, Croyle MH, Gosserand RH.The dimension-
ality and antecedents of emotional labor startegies. J Vocat 
Behav. 2005;66:339-357.

7.	 Hochschild AR. The manager heart: commercialization of 
human feelings. Berkeley: University of California Press; 
1983.

8.	 Pasikowski T. Polska adaptacja kwestionariusza Maslach 
Burnout Inventory. In: Sęk H, editor. Wypalenie zawodowe. 
Przyczyny i zapobieganie. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Nau-
kowe PWN; 2009. p. 135-148.

9.	 Schaufeli WB, Bakker AB. Work Engagement Utrecht 
Scale. Preliminary manual. Utrecht: Occupational Health 
Psychology Unit Utrecht University; 2003.

10.	 Lachowska B, Starczewski K. Kryzys w wartościowaniu 
i praca emocjonalna a wypalenie zawodowe u nauczy-
cieli religii/Crisis in the valuation, emotionallabor and oc-
cupational burnout among teachers of religion. Med Pr. 
2015;66(5):687-700.

11.	 Best RG, Downey RG, Jones RG. Incumbent percep-
tions of emotional work requirements. Paper presented at 
the12th annual conference of the Society for Industrial and 
Organizational Psychology. St. Louis, MO. 1997 April.

12.	 Hobfoll SE. Stres, kultura i społeczność. Psychologia i filo-
zofia stresu. Gdańsk: GWP; 2006.

13.	 Cheung F,Tang C. Effects of age, gender, and emotion-
al labor strategies on job outcomes: Moderated media-
tion analyses. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-being 
2010;2:323-339.

14.	 Cheung F., Tang C. S. K., Tang S.: Psychological capital 
as a moderator between emotional labor, burnout, and job 
satisfaction among school teachers in China. Int J Stress 
Manag 2011;18(4):348-371.

15.	 M. Brotheridge, Céleste i Grandey, Alicia. (2002). Emo-
tional Labor and Burnout: Comparing Two Perspectives 
of “People Work”. J Vocat Behav. 60. 17-39. 10.1006/
jvbe.2001.1815.


