
1 
 

 

  

INTERNAL REPORT 

BURNOUT AND 

ENGAGEMENT AMONG PHD 

STUDENTS IN MEDICINE 

(BEEP) STUDY 
      

Kusurkar, R.A. (Rashmi) 
R.Kusurkar@amsterdamumc.nl 

This document is intended for internal use only as the study manuscript is currently under review for 
publication in a journal. Since this is a short document capturing only the highlights of the study, please 
consult the full manuscript if needed for a detailed presentation of the results and their interpretation. 

Abstract 
This document contains a brief report of a mixed method study conducted by Team Research 
in Education among PhD students at Amsterdam UMC – location VUmc in the Fall of 2018. 
We found three different subgroups of students on the basis of their scores on the subscales 
of the Maslach Burnout Inventory. These three subgroups were associated with different 
outcomes on engagement, work-life balance, conflict between work responsibilities and so 
on. We have provided customized recommendations for supporting these three subgroups in 
alignment with their needs. 
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Burnout and engagement among PhD students in medicine (BEeP) study 

 

Objectives 

This is an internal report on the “Burnout and engagement among PhD students in medicine“ 

(BEeP) study that we conducted in Amsterdam UMC – location VUmc from September to 

November 2018 on the request of the PhD-student Representative Committee (Pro-VUmc). In 

this study, we investigated burnout and engagement in this group using the framework of Self-

determination Theory1. We also studied their association with motivation, work-life balance, 

conflict between responsibilities at work, sleep, feeling part of a team and satisfaction or 

frustration of their basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness in 

their PhD work. One of our main research goals was to provide recommendations for PhD 

student support. Therefore, we explored not only burnout and factors influencing it, but also 

engagement and motivation in work and the factors enhancing them. 

What do we mean by burnout in this study? 

“Job burnout is a psychological syndrome that involves a prolonged response to 

chronic interpersonal stressors on the job.”2 

In the Netherlands, job burnout has to be officially diagnosed by the company doctor or 

General Practitioner. When an employee in the Netherlands is diagnosed with a burnout, the 

employer is obliged to support the employee in treatment and reintegration into the job. 

Having all PhD candidates interviewed by a General Practitioner was not feasible. Therefore 

in the present report we used a score to quantify work-related stress symptoms as a proxy for  

“burnout” based on a self-report questionnaire (“Maslach Burnout Inventory”3). In this 

questionnaire, burnout is described as having three dimensions: exhaustion, cynicism and 

perceived negative efficacy. Exhaustion means feeling physically and emotionally exhausted, 

cynicism involves feelings of detachment from one’s work, and perceived negative efficacy 

involves feeling of incompetence in work.  

Methods 

This was a cross-sectional mixed method study. We collected quantitative data using 

standardized questionnaires on burnout, engagement, motivation, work-life balance, sleep, 

perceived conflict between different responsibilities at work, feeling of belongingness to a 

team, and satisfaction and frustration of autonomy, competence and relatedness at work. We 

also collected qualitative data through descriptive comments on the top stressors and 

energizers in PhD work. 

We compared scores on all variables between males and females, clinical and non-clinical 

departments, working in a lab or office or with patients. We performed a cluster analysis on 

the burnout subscale scores to look for subgroups within the sample. We conducted a 

structural equation modeling analysis to find associations between sleep, feeling part of a 

team, conflict in work responsibilities, basic psychological need frustration and the burnout 

components of exhaustion, cynicism and perceived negative efficacy. We conducted thematic 

analysis on the qualitative data to derive the top three stressors and energizers in PhD work. 
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Results 

Quantitative data 

The estimated response rate was 47% (n=464). The majority of candidates were 25-34 years 

old, most were Dutch females, married or in a relationship, and childless. Thirty three percent 

had a Medicine-related degree, 52% worked in clinical departments, 56% worked in an office, 

27% in a lab and 17% with patients. Sixty eight percent worked beyond their contract hours.  

Some interesting general findings include: 

 work-life balance was significantly better, and vigour was significantly poorer, in 

females as compared with males.  

 autonomy frustration and conflict between work responsibilities was significantly 

higher among PhD students from clinical departments compared with non-clinical 

departments.  

 work-life balance was significantly better among PhD students who worked in an 

office as compared to those who worked in a lab or with patients.  

 conflicts with work responsibilities were significantly higher among PhD students 

who worked with patients than those who worked in an office or a lab. 

We found 3 subgroups of PhD students on the basis of their scores on the burnout subscales 

through the cluster analysis: 

Cluster N 
(%) 

Exhaustion 
(Mean ± SD) 

Cynicism 
(Mean ± SD) 

Perceived Negative 
Efficacy (Mean ± SD) 

1 
Low burnout scores 

199 
(47%) 

1.65 ± 0.73 1.45 ± 0.86 1.69 ± 0.67 

2 
Medium burnout scores 

168 
(40%) 

3.34 ± 0.82 3.41 ± 1.00 2.19 ± 0.52 

3 
High burnout scores 

55  
(13%) 

3.69 ± 0.94 4.59 ± 0.85 3.62 ± 0.61 

Scores range from 0 (never experience this) to 6 (always experience this)  

Cluster 1 (47%) comprised PhD students with low scores on burnout. This group was 

associated with the most favourable outcomes, i.e. high autonomous motivation, 

engagement, need satisfaction, feeling part of a team, and feeling refreshed in the morning 

and low controlled motivation, need frustration and conflict in work responsibilities. Clusters 

2 (40%) and 3 (13%) included PhD students with medium and high scores on burnout 

respectively. These clusters were associated with low engagement scores. Cluster 3, with high 

burnout scores, was associated with the lowest autonomous motivation, engagement, need 

satisfaction, feeling part of a team, and feeling refreshed in the morning and the highest 

controlled motivation, need frustration and conflict in work responsibilities.  

The structural equation modeling results are depicted in Figure 1. Quality of sleep was 

negatively associated with exhaustion. Work-life balance was negatively associated with basic 

psychological needs frustration, directly and indirectly with exhaustion, and indirectly with 

cynicism and perceived negative efficacy. Conflict in work responsibilities was negatively 
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associated only with basic psychological needs frustration, and did not have any direct or 

indirect effects on the burnout subscale scores. Basic psychological needs frustration was 

associated with exhaustion, cynicism and perceived negative efficacy. 

Figure 1 Structural Equation Model of Basic Psychological Need Frustration and Burnout 

 

 

Qualitative data 

Analysis of the qualitative data indicated the following top stressors and energizers:  

Stressors Quotes on stressors Energizers Quotes on energizers 

Too much work, 
too little time 

n=329, “I feel like I can 
never finish my PhD in the 
given time” 

Relatedness 
 

n=318, “I am part of a 
team of inspiring 
people” 

Obligations 
besides PhD 
work 

n=158, “Administrative 
work or too many clinical 
tasks” 

Results and 
goals 

n=275, “Publishing an 
article feels like a great 
achievement” 

Poor guidance n=152, “Not all great 
scientists are great 
supervisors” 

Content of 
work 

n=45, “I really like the 
topic of my research” 

Content of work n=137,“I don't like certain 
aspects of my job, such as 
data complexity” 

Knowledge 
and skills 
 

n=134, “Deepening your 
knowledge and skills 
brings satisfaction” 

Learning 
environment 

n=96, “I cannot follow 
courses I want due to lack 
of funding” 

Autonomy n=39, “Working on my 
own ideas makes me feel 
free” 
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Our recommendations per cluster 

We have formulated recommendations for PhD students and supervisors for each cluster. 

These are different from the more broad-based recommendations provided by ProVUmc 

and APROVE in their document.  

Cluster Characteristics Recommendations 

1 Favourable scores on all included 
factors except the three subscales of 
engagement. 

Training for these students on how to 
become more engaged in their PhD work 
for optimal performance. 

2 Unfavourable scores on autonomy 
satisfaction and frustration, 
engagement - vigour, work-life 
balance, conflict in work 
responsibilities, feeling part of a team 
and feeling refreshed on waking up. 

The supervision team engages in a 
discussion with the student about how 
to maintain autonomy in work, reducing 
the conflict in work responsibilities, and 
perpetuating team spirit. 
The student gets help with schedule 
organization, work-life balance & sleep. 

3 Low autonomous motivation, very 
low engagement, low autonomy and 
competence satisfaction, high 
autonomy frustration, don’t feel part 
of a team, conflict in work 
responsibilities and don’t feel 
refreshed on waking up. 

Student seeks help from research 
institute and Human Resources 
department for obtaining training on 
structuring work, personal and leisure 
activities and resolution of problems 
related to poor supervision and basic 
psychological needs frustration. 

Conclusions 

Three subgroups, which had low, moderate and high scores on the burnout subscales, could 

be discerned among the PhD students in the sample. The most important variables for burnout 

among PhD students in medicine students were lack of sleep and frustration of the basic 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness. Work-life imbalance and 

conflict in work responsibilities were associated with basic psychological needs frustration. 

Organizations need to ensure that the basic psychological needs of their PhD students don’t 

get frustrated in order to prevent burnout. Also, better supervision along with specific 

attention to resolution of conflict between different work responsibilities is necessary.  
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MASLACH BURNOUT INVENTORY–STUDENT SURVEY3 

Please indicate on scale of 0 to 6 (Never ---- Always) how much the given statements are true for you.  

Exhaustion 

1. I feel emotionally drained by my studies.           0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
2. I feel used up at the end of a day at university.      0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 – 6 
3. I feel tired when I get up in the morning and I have to face another day at the university.  0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
4. Studying or attending a class is really a strain for me.     0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
5. I feel burned out from my studies.       0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
 
Cynicism 
1. I have become less interested in my studies since my enrollment at the university.  0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 – 6 
2. I have become less enthusiastic about my studies.                       0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 – 6 
3. I have become more cynical about the potential usefulness of my studies.                 0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
4. I doubt the significance of my studies.                                         0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
 
Professional Efficacy 

1. I can effectively solve the problems that arise in my studies.      0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
2. I believe that I make an effective contribution to the classes that I attend.   0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
3. In my opinion, I am a good student.         0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
4. I feel stimulated when I achieve my study goals.      0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
5. I have learned many interesting things during the course of my studies.    0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 
6. During class I feel confident that I am effective in getting things done.    0 - 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 


