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Abstract 
Burnout is defined as physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion. Nursing 

burnout is frequently seen within this profession. Questions have arisen on whether or not

nursing burnout formulates during the working phase or before while attending nursing 

school. If students present signs and symptoms of nursing burnout during nursing school 

and before entering the professional field, these factors may predispose these new 

graduates to experience burnout earlier in their professional careers than new graduates 

who did not experience this. A systematic review of the literature was conducted. A 

Boolean search was used with the keywords: nursing burnout, nursing students, new 

graduate nurses, and nursing school. Six articles met the criteria for inclusion in this 

systematic review of the literature. Two themes were identified: emotional responses and 

coping skills, and emotional responses and year of study. The strength of a student’s 

coping skills is a consistent theme in each of the articles studied. The stress is not felt 

equally however within each year of a 4-year program. First and fourth year students 

report significantly less stress than those in their second and third year. Emotional 

exhaustion during the second and third years creates difficulties as the student prepares to

enter professional practice in the fourth year. A process to recognize factors in a student, 

which predisposes them to burnout once they enter professional practice, is needed. In 

doing so, recognizing emotional exhaustion early will help students to develop stronger 

coping skills and promote behaviors that will lower the risk of burnout. 
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Burnout is defined as physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion. (Ericksen, K 

2018). Burnout can lead to feelings of hopelessness and detachment while also 

undermining motivation. These kinds of feelings can be alarming and very risky to those 

who work long hours in the healthcare field, a tendency to depersonalize those who are 

being cared for and it also reduces a sense of achievement (Watson R, 2018).  Burnout is 

manifested in four classes: physical, in which workers present constant fatigue, sleep 

disturbances, lack of appetite and muscular pain, psychic, which is observed by lack of 

attention, memory changes, anxiety and frustration; behavioral, in which it is identified 

when the individual is negligent at work, with frequent irritability, inability to 

concentrate, an increase in conflict events with colleagues, long rest breaks, and irregular 

work hours; and lastly, defensive, where the worker tends to be isolated, feeling 

impotent, impoverished work and school quality and cynical attitude (Sanches, Gessica 

Fernanda 2017). 

It is important to note that nursing students, even those at the undergraduate level,

are exposed to these issues as well, especially in the clinical setting. It is crucial to 

discover if and to what extent nursing students may be suffering from exposure to 

burnout. Uncovering any signs or symptoms of emotional exhaustion in nursing students 

can help put a stop to developing burnout before it occurs. In a profession where caring 

and treating is vital, nursing students must learn to take care of themselves before 

attempting to care for others to provide optimal care as well as sustain a well-balanced 

work and personal healthy lifestyle. 
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Background

Nursing burnout is frequently seen within this profession. Extensive research has 

shown that deleterious conditions such as burnout and compassion fatigue negatively 

impact nurses’ wellbeing, job satisfaction, and willingness to remain in the profession 

(Michalec, Barret 2013). Various threats to maintaining a healthy and productive nursing 

workforce have been documented: a dissatisfying work environment with high exposure 

to stress, patient safety issues, poor opportunities for professional development, work-

family imbalance, and unsatisfactory employment factors. (Rudman Ann 2012). Students 

are in the midst of just entering this profession and may not know how to handle this 

feeling of emotional exhaustion, stress, and inability to balance both their work and 

school life as well as their personal life. 

Stress is accompanied by the process of coping. Coping styles are defined as 

psychological and behavioral strategies to overcome or tolerate external and internal 

challenges or stressors (Li, X., Guan L., Chang, H, & Zhang, B 2014). Many people have

different ways to cope with stress. Some choose to cope with their stress actively, while 

others choose to cope passively. Active coping strategies are either behavioral or 

psychological responses designed to change the nature of the stressor itself or how one 

thinks.  Passive coping strategies tend to lead people into activities such as alcohol use or 

mental states, such as withdrawal, which prevents them from directly addressing stressful

events. (Li, X., Guan, L., Chang, H, & Zhang, B 2014). The effective use of coping 

strategies can reduce the risk of burnout. Active coping may protect against the negative 

impact of stressors on adaptive outcomes by strengthening the person’s coping 

effectiveness in a specific situation (Li, X., Guan, L., Chang, H, & Zhang, B 2014). 
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Questions have arisen on whether or not nursing burnout formulates during the 

working phase or before while attending nursing school. Several factors contribute to 

nursing students feeling stressed and overwhelmed. These factors include the constant 

intense pace of the full-time course load, pressure arising from the requirements of 

professors and anxiety about having a satisfactory performance in each class 

(Tomaschewski-Barlem Jamila, 2017).  If students present signs and symptoms of 

nursing burnout during nursing school and before entering the professional field, these 

factors may predispose these new graduates to experience burnout earlier in their 

professional careers than new graduates who did not experience this. The aim of this 

systematic review of the literature is to inform nursing faculty and health care 

professionals of the risk of nursing burnout and how nursing education can implement 

measures to reduce this risk.

    Methodology 

A systematic review of the literature was conducted. The criteria for the articles 

that were used was. I published within the years of 2009 to the present year, 2019. Only 

articles that were written in English, peer-reviewed and full text were considered. Due to 

the limited studies within the 10-year time frame, articles that were published before the 

years of 2009 were also considered for inclusion of the literature review. The study 

population from all articles focuses on nursing students who are attending a four-year 

university and are enrolled in an accredited nursing program. The database that was 

utilized was CINHAL Plus with Full Text. A Boolean search was used with the 

keywords: nursing burnout, nursing students, new graduate nurses, and nursing school.  

See Figure 1. 



4

Figure 1. Article Research Process

    

⇨  

   

   

      

     Results 
Six articles met the criteria for inclusion in this systematic review of the literature.

Two themes were identified within these articles: emotional responses and coping skills, 

74 Articles identified using CINAHL,
within these 74 articles. 52 articles 
were eliminated from the reviewing 
process due to lack of full text 
access and were not published in 
the English language. This leaves 
22 articles for abstract review.   

Keywords: “Nursing burnout and 
nursing students”, “Nursing burnout
and new graduate nurses”, 
“Nursing burnout and nursing 
school” 

22 Articles underwent abstract reviews 
in which full texts were provided. An 
abstract review is where the abstract 
was elevated to determine whether or 
not the article will fulfill the criteria for 
the systematic review 

4 Articles did not address nursing 
burnout in the student population 
directly. These 4 articles were 
eliminated, and 18 articles 
underwent a full text review. 

18 Articles underwent a full extent 
review. A full extent review 
consisted of reading the article 
from start to finish. 

11 Articles were excluded that did 
not fit the timeline criteria, leaving 7
articles for the systematic review
1 Article was added regardless of 
the year not being within limits due 
to the relevance of background 
information. 8 articles were the 
total count of articles for the 

8 Articles were included in the 
Systematic literature review 
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and emotional responses and year of study. Five of these studies looked at the 

relationship between coping skills and the risk of burnout. Four of these articles studied 

how stress is experienced as students progress through a nursing program and the 

relationship this has to a student’s emotional state. 

Emotional responses and coping skills 

Five of the articles present findings on emotional responses nursing students have 

and how this can be used to predict burnout. Emotional exhaustion is the opposite of 

personal accomplishment (Michaelac, Barret 2013, Sanches, Gessica, Fernanda 2017, 

Tomaschewski-Barlem, Jamila 2014, and Valero-Chilleron, Maria Jesus 2019). The 

stronger the feelings of exhaustion, the more likely burnout could occur in the future. 

Signs of emotional exhaustion are evident by not only how the student feels about

him or herself, but also in physical ways (Sanches, Gessica Fernanda 2017, Watson, R 

2008). Insomnia and gastrointestinal distress are common complaints. Feelings of anxiety

and depression are frequently reported by students having difficulty coping with the 

academic challenges of nursing school (Watson, R 2008). 

“The feeling of physical and emotional exhaustion that is

reflected  in  negative  attitudes  such as  absences  at  work,

aggression,  isolation,  abrupt  mood  changes,  irritability

anxiety, depression, pessimism, low self-esteem, headache,

migraine,  tiredness,  sweating,  palpitation,  high  blood

pressure,  muscle  aches,  insomnia,  asthma  attacks,  and
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gastrointestinal  disorders  are  physical  manifestations  that

may be associated” (Sanches Gessica Fernanda 2017).

Additionally, these students often struggle to meet the demands within their 

personal lives. Achieving a student/life balance is a constant struggle as they strive to 

meet the expectations of others resulting in often feeling that what they are doing is never

good enough. Students were interviewed and spoke about their personal experiences 

about already working on a medical floor and how they feel after coming home from 

work or clinical:

“I work at an ICU step-down, so we have pretty bad-off

patients, and it’s like really intense… Afterwards, I’m just

so worn out, I can’t go out with my friends afterwards, I

have to just come home and sleep. It’s intense. You see like

families  upset  and then the patients  are  depressed,  and I

think that’s the part that’s kicking in” (Michaelac,  Barret

2013).

Feelings of personal accomplishment are seen in those who display the strongest 

coping skills (Valero-Chilleron, Maria Jesus 2019 and Watson, R 2008). These students 

are task-oriented and very conscientious, striving to manage expectations as they begin to

see themselves entering the nursing profession. The more that these characteristics are 

seen in an individual, the less likely that burnout will be a concern (Sanches). When 

students realize that they are effective in their efforts, this increases their feelings of 
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being a good student and reinforces the coping skills used to achieve their success 

(Tomaschewski-Barlem, Jamila 2014). 

Emotional Responses and Year of Study

            The academic challenges of a nursing program do create stress within the student 

population. The stress is not felt equally however within each year of a 4-year program. 

First and fourth year students report having significantly less stress than those in their 

second and third year (Sanches, Gessica, Fernanda 2017). 

First and fourth year students have a stronger school/life balance, resulting in less 

emotional exhaustion. First year students are reported to have the least stress as they are 

learning to achieve a school/life balance (Michaelac, Barret 2013). The familiarity of 

studying in a classroom setting does not strain their ability to cope with the academic 

challenges. For many fourth-year students, there is a sense of accomplishment to being so

close to graduation. These students see themselves as having achieved success and are 

planning their future. Particular students expressed their personal feelings referring to the 

emotions felt during their fourth year: 

“We’re  just  finally  expected  to  be  nurses.  So  much

responsibility, you know, it’s like they’ve given us… all

the information, everything that we need to know and now

we’re  using  it.  Real  patients  are  so  much  better  than

mannequins.  But,  so,  I  mean,  it’s  actually  what  we’re

doing with our lives so it’s exciting to see. It’s fun to be

actually  doing  what  we’ve  learned  on  real  people.
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Everything’s  kind of coming together,  I have felt  like a

nurse.” (Michaelac, Barret 2013)

            Another student expresses similar feelings as well: 

“It’s weird, you know. I didn’t actually feel like a nurse last

fall semester, I was like ‘Oh, I’m a student. Whatever.’ I

got into the last  semester  rotations and the preceptorship

and I was like ‘Wow’, and now I feel kind of confident

about  what  I’m  learning  and  what  I  am  doing  here”

(Michaelac, Barret 2013)

This is not true of all fourth year students however. For those who continue to 

struggle with their school/life balance, emotional exhaustion is very real (Sanches-

Gessica Fernanda 2017). These students are likely to have depressed moods and low life 

satisfaction as the result of the accumulation of stressors over four years that was not 

accompanied with strong coping skills (Tomaschewski-Barlem, Jamila 2014). 

Students in the second and third year of study must meet the expectations of 

faculty, clinical instructors, patients and their families (Sanches-Gessica Fernanda 2017). 

The transition from classroom learning to clinical calls for emotional strength as the 

patients with whom they interact have complex physical and emotional needs. Periods of 

feeling overwhelmed are common and require the student to be able to adapt to these new

environments. Emotional exhaustion during the second and third years of study create 

difficulties as the student prepares to enter professional practice in the fourth year. These 
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students risk acquiring the mastery of tasks expected in newly licensed RNs and put them

at risk of burnout in professional practice (Rudman, Ann 2012). 

     Discussion 

The strength of a student’s coping skills is a consistent theme in each of the 

articles studied. Emotional exhaustion presents itself in both physical and behavioral 

ways. As self-confidence grows with academic achievement and attaining a school/life 

balance, students develop coping skills and less frequently experience emotional 

exhaustion.  

            Achieving and maintaining the school/life balance is not necessarily predictable. 

Students may have family obligations that challenge their ability to consistently focus on 

their work. Financial needs may also test a student’s ability to maintain a school/life 

balance. These factors contribute to a person’s individual stressors. Each of these 

dimensions of a student’s life may create distractions of which they have little control. 

This lack of control can further intensify the feelings of emotional exhaustion and deplete

a student’s ability to cope. 

            First year students do not report the same degree of stress as second- and third-

year students. For these first-year students, this point in time during nursing school was 

adjustment. These students adjust to the expectations, the concepts and topics that will be 

taught during nursing school. In addition, students are expected to oblige by the 

requirements of the nursing program in order to succeed to the RN bachelor’s degree. 

The transition to clinical course work requires students to draw upon their coping skills as

the school/life balance changes. These students dealt with the complexity of the program.

Third year students work with more challenging patients and their families, and their 
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studies require more time and effort. At this point in time, this is where most of the 

internships and practices come into play. Students who have achieved the school/life 

balance show less symptoms of emotional exhaustion which is a predictor of burnout. 

Students who have not developed strong coping skills by the fourth year continue to 

exhibit symptoms of emotional exhaustion which will follow them into professional 

practice. 

            Faculty and staff should not depend on students to self-report difficulties in 

achieving a school/life balance, however where should the line be drawn in terms of how 

much should students be asked about their work and life circumstances? There is a 

responsibility to prepare students for professional practice academically, but what is the 

responsibility to identify barriers to academic and professional success beyond 

examination and grading? A process to recognize factors in a student which predisposes 

them to burnout once they enter professional practice is needed. In doing so, recognizing 

emotional exhaustion early will help students to develop stronger coping skills and 

promote behaviors that will lower the risk of burnout. 

In order to prevent further development of burnout throughout nursing school, 

some actions should be taken. These actions include taking initiative before working in 

the field as a nurse. The increasing rates of nursing burnout will not motivate new 

graduates to pursue their career in nursing after years of education. The nursing professor

should provide insightful information about the risks that come along with establishing a 

career in the nursing field. With this being said, nursing schools must prepare students on

how to provide themselves with a good quality of life. Students who are informed and 
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well aware of the signs of burnout are just a few examples to prevent the increasing of 

this disengagement and emotional exhaustion amongst the future nursing heroes.

     Limitations 

There are limitations throughout the systematic review that was conducted. The 

timeframe of when the articles were published was limited. These published articles were

written between the years of 2008 to the present year. The articles included in the review 

differed from different regions. Studies formulated in different regions may have 

different results and more regions may benefit from the research than others. Stressors are

not always an indicative sign of burnout and can change as the generation of students 

progress and may alter due to culture and the education being provided differently. 

Nursing Implications 

Burnout is simply stress accumulated over a long period of time which can 

develop during the years at a nursing program. It is highly unlikely that nursing students 

actually develop nursing burnout during nursing school. However, burnout can develop 

more easily if students show signs of high levels of stress prior to entering the nursing 

profession due to their previous experiences at school. Taking a closer look at the mental 

health status of students in different years of study and how they manage these feelings 

will further deepen the understanding as to what causes nursing burnout in the first place. 

These results are very important to see how it may have an impact on both the personal 

and professional lives of these future nurses after graduating. 

The nursing community in both the educational setting and the professional setting is 

taking measures to educate nurses on better ways to cope with and manage stress, so it 

remains minimal. Some of these strategies that were found to have a positive impact on 
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reducing emotional exhaustion include mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) 

training, emotional distancing, and conflict training. These are just some methods that 

will help not only teach nursing students and current nurses how to better their health 

while caring for others but also, will help the nursing community put a stop to nursing 

burnout before it actually starts (Brown, S 2018). 

 Conclusion 

The risk of nursing burnout is not necessarily something that happens when 

students graduate and enter the workforce. However, one's coping skills and ability to 

adapt to the challenges of school, home life and work may show who may develop 

burnout. Students throughout the years of nursing school show a profound amount of 

stress. This stress is related to the inability to balance both work, school and personal life 

but also the inability to cope with this amount of stress. 

Faculty and staff working with nursing students should be aware of how stressors 

affect students differently as they progress through a nursing program. Faculty and staff 

should also be aware of how the different years of study affect the students differently. 

Understanding the emotional responses felt throughout the years of study will not only 

help create a focus on where the most attention is needed but also will help educate stress

coping strategies. Reaching out to these students and helping them to achieve a 

school/life balance is essential to preparing these students for a successful academic 

career and the professional career that lies ahead. 
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