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Abstract: Burnout syndrome, initially observed in workplace settings, has increasingly
been recognized as a significant issue among university students. Academic or student
burnout is a state of the uttermost exhaustion that results from prolonged exposure to stress in
the academic environment. High academic demands, lack of support systems, and
maladaptive coping mechanisms are some of the factors that contribute to its occurrence. To
raise awareness of this prevailing disorder, the paper explores its characteristics and
consequences. It also provides limited data on the burnout prevalence of Serbian university
students. The findings show that burnout can lead to severe personal and academic outcomes,
including depression, anxiety, and disengagement from studies, negatively affecting not only
the students’ health and performance, but also their families, the university, and the broader
community. The paper emphasizes the need for further research, especially in underexplored
student populations, to develop effective strategies for preventing and reducing burnout in
academic settings.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Burnout syndrome is a widespread consequence of stress. It can be defined as a set of
symptoms developed in a situation of long-term exposure to stress in the workplace or
academic environment, often marked by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, as well as
reduced personal accomplishment [1]. It was first noticed and then investigated among
medical personnel [2], then it was discovered that all ‘helping professions’, including
psychologists, educators, social workers, and pedagogues, are susceptible to burnout
syndrome [3]; finally, it was shown that members of all professions can experience burnout

[31, [4].

After recognizing this phenomenon in employees, research has shown that burnout can
also be experienced by students [5], [6]. Moreover, experts on the social aspect of sustainable
development emphasize that one of today’s greatest challenges in higher education is the
presence of burnout syndrome in the population of students [7]. For this reason, experts and
researchers from various fields, including psychologists, human resource management
experts, pedagogues, educators, and health workers, as well as experts dealing with
sustainable development, investigate different aspects of burnout syndrome in students, all
with the shared goal of improving its understanding and reducing and preventing its
occurrence. To help raise awareness of this prevailing disorder, this paper will explore the
characteristics of burnout syndrome among university students, and its consequences, and
provide the limited data available on its prevalence among engineering students in Serbia.

2. ACADEMIC BURNOUT

Student burnout research marked the turn of the 21% century. However, in recent years,
increasing prevalence rates of burnout syndrome among university students have been
recorded [8] and it is estimated that about 30% of students in developed countries, as well as
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about 55% of students in developing countries, suffer from burnout syndrome to some extent
[9]. The student population is particularly vulnerable to developing burnout syndrome due to
a lack of necessary knowledge to identify symptoms, coupled with insufficient support
systems to address the issue [10]. Yet, studies show that the prevalence of burnout syndrome,
as well as its dynamics, can vary depending on the academic field, the specific university
context, or the cultural and other characteristics of the surrounding environment, all of which
raise the need for further research [8], [11]. This need is amplified by the conspicuous
differences between different cohorts of students [12].

2.1. Characteristics of Academic Burnout

Student or academic burnout occurs as a response to prolonged stress in the academic
environment, which can be caused by various internal and external factors [13]. Although it is
similar to the burnout syndrome that occurs in the workplace [14], burnout syndrome in
students has its specificities. Firstly, they are, reflected in the specific factors that contribute
to its development. Secondly, student burnout is conceptualized and measured through
components that differ to some extent from those used to assess employee burnout. Finally,
research has shown that the factors contributing to burnout syndrome in employees may not
always have the same impact or significance on burnout in university students.

One of the definitions of academic burnout describes it as a psychological syndrome that
results from chronic academic stress and study overload and manifests itself as emotional
exhaustion stemming from the demands of studies, a cynical and distant attitude towards
academic work, and reduced effectiveness as a student [13]. As the definition suggests, this
syndrome is caused by stressors specific to the academic environment or the student
population and is most often manifested through physical and mental exhaustion, emotional
detachment, psychological distance from academic responsibilities, general indifference, and
insensitivity toward study tasks. Students who experience burnout syndrome often have a
feeling of inadequacy that can be accompanied by a lack of enthusiasm, which can ultimately
lead to a reduced quality of performance in their studies [15], as well as other consequences
that will be discussed in the next section. Such conceptualization of burnout reflects Kristina
Maslach’s model of academic burnout consisting of three dimensions: exhaustion, cynicism,
and professional efficacy.

Another model of student burnout syndrome also widely acknowledged, is that of
Campos et al. [16] which conceptualizes burnout through four different dimensions of
exhaustion, including personal burnout (which describes the general feeling of emotional and
physical exhaustion of students), studies-related burnout (denotes the feeling of exhaustion
stemming from academic responsibilities and workload), colleagues-related burnout (denotes
the feelings of exhaustion stemming from relationships with fellow students) and teachers-
related burnout (refers to feelings of exhaustion stemming from relationships with teaching
staff) [16]. Thus, the sources of stress that cause student burnout are viewed from four
perspectives, including two ‘relational’ dimensions. The absence of the dimension related to
the primary relationship in which the burnout syndrome was observed, ie. a relationship that
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implies ‘providing services’, and which is measured in employee burnout as ‘clients-related
burnout’ [17] is evident. This suggests that even relationships that do not fundamentally
imply unilateral ‘giving’ can be non-reciprocal and inappropriate, and in certain
circumstances and under the influence of various factors, cause continuous stress that can
result in burnout syndrome occurrence.

Beki¢ and Milaci¢ [15] highlight that students, compared to other populations, exhibit
moderate to high levels of burnout. They argue that one of the main causes of this problem is
a heavy workload combined with a low level of perceived resources needed to manage it [15].
In addition, they point to the lack of self-regulation skills, insufficiently used active
mechanisms for coping with stress, as well as the lack of adequate support as contributing
factors. Apart from these factors, a competitive climate among students and academic staff, a
high level of effort that is not recognized and adequately valued, excessive time spent
studying that reduces the time for meeting personal needs and students’ leisure time, as well
as pressures related to the financing one’s studies [18] can all contribute to the student
burnout development.

3. CONSEQUENCES OF ACADEMIC BURNOUT

It is thought that students may develop all psychological, physical, and emotional
symptoms that also characterize employee burnout. However, research concerning the student
population particularly indicates the following consequences of developed burnout syndrome:
depression, anxiety, the appearance of suicidal thoughts [19], insomnia, elevated cholesterol,
as well as problems with the cardiovascular and gastrointestinal systems [20]. In addition,
dysfunctional patterns in behavior and communication are often observed, such as withdrawal
and isolation, and minimizing interactions with others, which, when occur, are characterized
by frequent conflicts; some students may also abuse drugs or alcohol [21]. These changes in
behavior have an extremely negative impact on the social and family lives of students.

It is also important to emphasize the negative academic consequences associated with
student burnout. These include a decline in motivation to study and complete university tasks,
as well as reduced engagement [22]. Students who suffer from burnout often express
dissatisfaction with their studies, exhibit lower class attendance [23] and experience a decline
in learning ability and academic achievement [24]. Furthermore, the number of students who
consider dropping out of their studies and those who actually do so is increasing due to
burnout [25]. Additionally, research data show that student burnout is a progressive disorder
that often worsens over time [26], negatively affecting a growing number of academic
outcomes, as well as students’ preparedness for professional life, their future careers, and
success [27].

Finally, from an organizational perspective, a high incidence of burnout syndrome among

students can harm the overall competitiveness of a university or a faculty. This can lead to a
decline in new enrollments [24] and, in the long run, damage the institution’s reputation.
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Research on burnout syndrome among students in the Republic of Serbia began in the
previous decade. However, the existing literature indicates that this specific population of
students has not received sufficient attention from both the scientific and professional
community and that the issue has not been adequately explored yet [11], [15]. Moreover, there
is a need to focus on insufficiently researched student populations, including students of
technical and technological sciences, as most of the existing studies included medical students
[11], [28]. This need is highlighted by one of the few studies that surveyed engineering
students in Serbia, published in 2022, which revealed alarming findings, with 66.33% of the
students reporting personal burnout, and 45.54% of students experiencing burnout related to
their studies (Table 1).

Table 1 — Number of students per burnout scale by severity, the percentage of the sample, the mean
and the standard deviation of the whole sample

Seve Sco Number of Percenta Mean *
rity re students ge of sample STD
Mod 50 - 0
erate 72 234 40.07%
Personal : 75 - 0 55.14 +
burnout High 99 108 18.49% 21.67
rie"e 100 22 3.77%
Mod 50 - 0
erate 74 191 32.71%
Studies- : 75 - 0 47.30 =
related burnout High 99 2 12.33% 20.33
Seve 100 3 0.50%
re
Mod 50 - 0
erate 74 2 12.33%
Colleagues- . 75 - 0 25.20 +
related burnout High 99 18 3.08% 22.61
Seve 100 4 0.70%
re
Mod 50 -
erate 74 74 12.67%
Teachers- . 75 - 2232 +
related burnout High 99 14 2.40% 21.38
ée"e 100 2 0.3%

Source: International Journal of Engineering Education, 39 (3), p. 618 [29]

957



ACCHE

Annual conference on Challenges
of Contemporary Higher Education

Kopaonik, Serbia, 03. — 07.2.2025.

5. CONCLUSION

Burnout syndrome is a prevalent disorder that impacts the student population globally,
and limited data also suggest that Serbian students are significantly affected by it. Considering
all the mentioned effects of burnout, it can be concluded that the long-term consequences of
student burnout syndrome negatively affect not only students’ health, academic performance,
and future work outcomes, but also their families, the university, and the broader community.
Even though global rates of academic burnout are on the rise, many factors that could
influence the development of this syndrome in students remain insufficiently explored. Also,
certain student populations have not received adequate attention from researchers. These
research gaps represent a critical area that needs to be addressed in order to develop effective
strategies for preventing and combating burnout. Therefore, researchers and practitioners need
to collaborate to create an academic environment in which students’ health will be preserved
[30].
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