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Abstract 

Background: Occupational stress is considered an ongoing epidemic. An inadequate response to a stressful situa‑
tion can trigger burnout syndrome. In this way, the assistant services (health and teaching) often reach higher levels 
of burnout. The present study aimed to measure the level of occupational stress and burnout in physiotherapists in 
the province of Cadiz (Spain), working in the public and/or private sector.

Methods: This was an observational, descriptive and cross‑sectional study. A sample of 272 physiotherapists took 
part in the study. The variables measured were sociodemographic variables, working conditions, level of occupational 
stress and burnout. Burnout includes three characteristics or dimensions: emotional exhaustion (EE), depersonaliza‑
tion (DP) and personal accomplishment (PA). Correspondence analysis of the sociodemographic, organizational and 
psychological variables were analyzed using Chi‑squared significance tests. Spearman correlations and a linear regres‑
sion analysis were also carried out to determine the dependence between occupational stress and burnout.

Results: The results showed that 30.51% of physiotherapists suffered from a high level of occupational stress, while 
34.56% suffered from an average level. There was a clear dependence between a high level of stress and profession‑
als who felt stressed during their academic training period (p = 0.02), those who were in temporary work (p = 0.03) 
and those with over 10 years of professional experience (p = 0.05). The overall level of burnout was low, since only the 
EE dimension had a high value; the average was 21.64 ± 10.57. The DP (6.57 ± 4.65) and PA (39.52 ± 5.97) levels were 
low. There was a significant dependence (p < 0.05) between EE and the following sociodemographic variables: work 
shift, willingness to study the same degree, stress and inadequate academic training, and a stressful job. In addition, a 
significant correlation was found between occupational stress and the EE and DP dimensions of burnout.

Conclusions: A high prevalence of occupational stress was detected among physiotherapists in Cadiz (Spain). The 
levels of occupational stress and its correlation with burnout show that the cumulative effect of stress could lead to 
burnout. Furthermore, these results regarding occupational stress show the necessity of developing coping strategies 
for physiotherapists and healthcare staff.
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Background
Sometimes, in a colloquial environment, it is said that a 
professional is “burned out”, i.e., that a situation (work, 
family or social) has exhausted his/her capacity to 
adapt. This situation could become an etiopathogenic 
factor, because of a continuous process of tension and 
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stress [1]. Burnout syndrome does not have a precise 
and universally accepted definition. Thus, it alludes 
to moments of mismatch between the worker and the 
position he/she occupies, a situation that results in a 
certain abnormal psychophysiological symptomatology 
with depressive characteristics [2].

Work, as a human activity, requires a series of contri-
butions: effort, dedication, time, skill, etc. In that way, 
workers want to perceive not only economic and mate-
rial compensation, but also psychological and social 
compensation, which contributes to meeting the needs 
of human existence [3]. Unfortunately, the reality of 
work is often different. There are jobs in which perfor-
mance does not guarantee the worker’s safety or with 
characteristics that do not favor motivation or allow for 
developing of the worker’s self-esteem; in short, they 
do not offer a good quality of working life [4]. Work-
ers can conceive their tasks as a duty or as a right, and 
depending on their attitude, they will experience differ-
ent work-related behaviors [5].

Many work experiences will inevitably influence an 
individual’s sense of fulfillment and personal satisfac-
tion, but they also affect the worker in the opposite 
direction. When a worker does not have strategies 
to face unfavorable work situations or does not have 
personal resources to adapt, stress appears [6]. Selye, 
in 1936, developed the concept of stress, defining it 
as “a non-specific response of the body to any demand, 
whether it is caused by, or results in, pleasant or 
unpleasant conditions” [7]. This response can have 
serious and sometimes irreparable consequences for 
the individual’s health and physical, psychological and 
social well-being. Occupational stress is highly wide-
spread in our society, because of the interest in pro-
ductivity and efficiency, not always accompanied by 
adequate working conditions [8].

From an integrating perspective, we can define occu-
pational stress as the set of emotional, cognitive, physi-
ological and behavioral reactions of a worker to certain 
harmful aspects of the content, organization, or work 
environment. If a worker suffers occupational stress and 
feels he/she cannot cope with the situation [9], there is a 
mismatch between the individual, the workplace and the 
organization [10]. This often affects the healthcare pro-
viders, patients and organizations [11].

The term “burnout” is used indiscriminately as equiva-
lent to occupational stress. It is necessary to clarify that 
burnout has its origin in occupational stress, but they 
are not the same concept. Freudenberger [12] described 
burnout as a sense of failure and exhaustion in response 
to an exaggerated demand for personal resources or 
energy, placing the negative emotions and feelings pro-
duced by burnout in a work context [13].

Certain characteristics of health professions could be 
considered as risk factors, such as many hours at work, 
clinical conflicts, the outrageous demand of patients who 
need health care, ethical dilemmas and the fear of law-
suits [14]. Dissatisfaction with work conditions make the 
individual especially vulnerable to this syndrome [15]. In 
physiotherapy, personal involvement with patients and 
family members is high. Moreover, contact is maintained 
over long periods because of the frequency of interven-
tions in long term or chronic pathologies [16]. Based on 
scientific results [17], burnout could be higher in physi-
otherapists than in other health professions. In a national 
survey, the results of 172 physiotherapists from the pri-
vate and public sectors were analyzed; the results showed 
that approximately 57% who worked in the public sector 
and 40% who worked in the private sector affirmed that 
their work was stressful [18]. In this sense, the sociode-
mographic characteristics that may influence the origin 
of stress are not well described.

According to the literature, occupational stress affects 
health professionals to a considerable degree. Some stud-
ies have measured burnout in physicians [19], nurses 
[20] and other health professions [21]. Regarding physi-
otherapy, articles about burnout are scarce compared to 
other health professions [1, 22–26]. Furthermore, there 
have also been few studies performed in Spain with good 
methodological quality and a representative sample [16, 
27–29].

Therefore, regarding this background, the aim of this 
study was to determine the prevalence of occupational 
stress and burnout in physiotherapists in the province of 
Cadiz (Spain). The levels of involvement in both patholo-
gies and their dimensions were analyzed. Some sociode-
mographic characteristics that may have an influence 
as triggers of occupational stress and/or burnout are 
reported.

Methods
The present study was a descriptive, cross-sectional and 
correlational study. Two validated questionnaires were 
used to analyze the level of occupational stress by the 
“Escala de estrés socio laboral” (EAE-S) (Socio-occu-
pational stress scale) [30], and burnout by the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory (MBI) [31].

Sample and procedures
Respondents for this study were physiotherapists work-
ing in the province of Cadiz (Spain) during February–
April 2016 in the public or private sector, or both. We 
obtained the census of collegiate physiotherapists for 
the province of Cadiz from the professional council of 
Andalusia (Spain), the “Ilustre Colegio de Fisioterapia de 
Andalucía”, with a total of 750 collegiate professionals. 
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The list of professionals working in the public sector was 
obtained from the Andalusian health service, the “Servi-
cio Andaluz de Salud”. Furthermore, the center web pages 
were searched on the Internet to reach the largest num-
ber of physiotherapists working in the private sector. A 
total of 404 active workers was determined. Telephone 
calls and e-mails were sent to staff coordinators, asking 
them to distribute our survey to physiotherapists. If they 
agreed to take part, the surveys were delivered and col-
lected in paper format in a single session by the main 
author of the present manuscript (I.C.B.). The study was 
conducted under the ethical standards laid down by the 
Helsinki Declaration [32]. All the participants read and 
signed the informed consent; participation was volun-
tary, and the survey was completed anonymously.

Physiotherapists between 20 and 65  years of active 
working age at the time of data collection were included. 
We excluded physiotherapists who were out of work or 
unemployed. Although we wanted to survey the total of 
active workers (n = 404), the collegiate professionals cen-
sus (n = 750) was selected to the sample size calculation, 
in order to get more accurate information. The following 
formula for calculating the sample size to estimate a pro-
portion with finite population was used: 
n =

N*Z2
αp∗(1−p)

d2∗(N−1)+Z2
α∗p∗(1−p)

 , where n is the sample size with 
finite population correction, N is the population size, Z2

α 
is the Z statistic for a level of confidence (1.962 for 95% 
confidence interval), p is the expected proportion (0.05 in 
our case), and d is the precision. We obtained a repre-
sentative sample with confidence interval α = 0.05 and 
d = 0.05, with at least 265 respondents.

Measures
Sociodemographic and self‑constructed questions
This questionnaire collected sociodemographic data, 
such as gender, age, marital status, number of children, 
professional experience, employment sector, type of con-
tract, management tasks and work timetable/shift. Fur-
thermore, some self-constructed questions were added to 
assess the worker’s perception about the training received 
at university and current occupational stress.

Occupational stress scale
This scale focused on people of working age in the range 
of 20 to 60 years of age. It comprises 50 items distributed 
in three areas of context: work characteristics, work con-
text and relationship of the individual with work. Each 
item reports on: 1) the presence or not of different stress-
ful events in the work context (Yes or No); 2) the time 
when the event took place (N if it occurs at present or P 
if it occurred in the past); and 3) a personal assessment of 
the intensity with which these events have had an effect 
(assessed with a rating scale from 0 to 3 points).

The results were established from the total intensity 
scores according to the centile values using a percentile 
criterion (33%), assuming that the upper-, middle- and 
lower-third of the sample express high, medium and low 
levels of occupational stress [30].

Maslach Burnout Inventory
The version of the MBI used has 22 items distributed in 
three dimensions: emotional exhaustion (EE) (9 items), 
depersonalization (DP) (5 items), and personal accom-
plishment (PA) (8 items). EE refers to a sense physical 
and mental exhaustion, entailing a lack of energy for 
daily work [12]. DP is defined as a set of negative feelings, 
causing isolation, coldness and even cynicism in daily 
interactions with coworkers [33]. The lack of PA alludes 
to a negative self-image and dissatisfaction with work, 
which is detrimental to the person receiving the service. 
The items are evaluated on a frequency rating scale of 
seven levels: never (0), a few times a year or less (1), once 
a month or less (2), a few times a month (3), once a week 
(4), a few times a week (5) and every day (6). The MBI 
is created specifically for professions that involve human 
treatment or service, considering sanitary and teaching 
professions as the closest approximation of the test.

High scores on the subscales of EE and DP and low 
scores on the PA subscale indicate high burnout [31].

Statistical analysis
The statistical package Statgraphics 18.0.8 for Windows 
(Manugistics Inc., Rockville, MD, USA) and the Micro-
soft Office 365 package were used for data processing and 
statistical analysis. The profile of the sample was obtained 
through direct scores (absolute values) and percentages 
(relative values) of the sociodemographic questionnaire 
data. No method for dealing with missing data were used. 
The following statistical analyses were also performed to 
obtain study results: (a) the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test 
was used to check the normal distribution of the sample; 
(b) correspondence analysis of the sociodemographic, 
organizational and psychological variables, was per-
formed through Chi-squared significance tests; (c) Spear-
man correlations and a linear regression analysis were 
also performed.

Results
From the total of 404 physiotherapists, 272 active work-
ers (67.33%) took part in the study (103 men and 169 
women). Missing data were found in sociodemographic 
characteristics, but not in the EAE-S and MBI. In this 
sample, 62% were female, 79.04% were between 26 
and 50  years of age, 63.10% worked in the private sec-
tor, 22.14% worked in the public sector and 14.76% 
worked in both. Table  1 shows information about the 
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sociodemographic profile and the self-constructed ques-
tions of the surveyed professionals. Additional data show 
the dependence analysis of the sociodemographic vari-
ables through Chi-squared significance tests (see Addi-
tional file 1). The test was calculated for the 13 variables. 
When the test was significant, this indicated a relation-
ship between the two analyzed variables.

According to the results obtained in the EAE-S, 30.51% 
of physiotherapists suffered from a high level of stress, 
34.56% experienced a moderate level, 27.94% had a low 
level and 6.99% had no stress. Regarding the relation-
ship between the sociodemographic variables and the 
level of occupational stress (Table  2), there could be a 
relationship between female gender and higher levels 
of stress. However, this relationship was not statistically 
significant. Some self-constructed questions are highly 
discriminative regarding the level of stress. Thus, the 
professionals who felt stressed during their academic 
training period continued to experience the highest lev-
els of stress (p = 0.02). There was also a clear dependence 
between high level of stress in physiotherapists who were 
in temporary work (p = 0.03). The variable years of expe-
rience was nearly significant at p = 0.05, so professionals 
with over 10 years of professional experience suffered 
more stress.

Regarding the three dimensions of burnout measured 
with the MBI, we can state that the level of this pathol-
ogy was low. Only the EE dimension had a high score, 
with a mean value of 21.64 ± 10.57, showing an average 
EE level. The DP (6.57 ± 4.65) and PA (39.52 ± 5.97) levels 
were low. Tables 3, 4, 5 show the relationship between the 
sociodemographic variables and the three dimensions of 
the MBI.

The variables significantly dependent on EE are the 
work shift from the sociodemographic data and those 
related to the worker’s perceptions of training and actual 
occupational stress (those who think their training at uni-
versity was stressful, the training was not adequate, the 
profession is also stressful and would not study the same 
degree again). In the DP dimension, physiotherapy was 
seen as a stressful profession had a significant depend-
ence. In PA, there was a very high dependence (with a 
p-value of 0.0005) among professionals who perform 
management tasks.

Finally, a significant correlation was found between 
occupational stress and the EE and DP dimensions of 
burnout, as shown in Figs.  1 and 2. A linear regression 
model is proposed in which the response variable is the 
level of work stress and the independent variables are 
EE and DP, respectively. In this way, although there was 
a dependence (p = 0.0004) between occupational stress 
and EE, a low correlation was observed. The coefficient 
of determination  (R2 = 0.0449) showed that only 4.49% of 

Table 1 Sociodemographic and self-constructed questions

MD missing data

Item Variables MD No. %

1 Gender (n = 272)

Male 0 103 37.87

Female 169 62.13

2 Age (n = 272)

 < 25 years 0 43 15.81

 26–50 years 215 79.04

 > 50 years 14 5.15

3 Marital status (n = 272)

 Single 0 146 53.68

 Married 115 42.28

 Divorced/separated 11 4.04

4 Number of children (n = 272)

 0 0 165 60.66

 1 39 14.34

 2+ 68 25.00

5 Management tasks (n = 270)

 Yes 2 133 49.26

 No 137 50.74

6 Willingness to study the same degree (n = 268)

 Yes 4 225 83.96

 No 43 16.04

7 Stress during training at university (n = 246)

 No 26 132 53.66

 Some 83 33.74

 Quite 31 12.60

8 Employment sector (n = 271)

 Public 1 60 22.14

 Private 171 63.10

 Both 40 14.76

9 Type of contract (n = 270)

 Permanent 2 166 61.48

 Acting worker 18 6.67

 Temporary 86 31.85

10 Professional experience (n = 272)

 0–2 years 0 37 13.60

 3–10 years 107 39.34

 > 10 years 128 47.06

11 Timetable/shift (n = 272)

 Morning 0 71 26.10

 Afternoon 33 12.13

 Morning and afternoon 145 53.31

 Rotating 23 8.46

12 Adequate training at university (n = 271)

 Yes 1 74 27.31

 No 197 72.69

13 My job is stressful (n = 246)

 No 26 47 19.11

 Some 120 48.78

 Quite 79 32.11



Page 5 of 10Carmona‑Barrientos et al. Hum Resour Health           (2020) 18:91  

the variability of stress was explained by EE. Regarding 
DP, since p = 0.06, a linear independence between both 
variables could be accepted. DP, however, explained only 
1.26% of the stress variable  (R2 = 0.0126).

Discussion
The main aim of this study was to determine the levels 
of occupational stress and burnout and the relation-
ship with sociodemographic variables in a sample of 

physiotherapists. Regarding the sample profile, 62% of 
the participants were female. This percentage is similar 
to that reported by the World Confederation for Physi-
cal Therapy (WCPT) [34] in Spain. Most of them were 
in the age range between 26 and 50 years, in permanent 
work, with over 10 years of professional experience, pro-
viding their services in the private sector and working in 
the morning and afternoon. Two-thirds of our sample 
suffered medium to high levels of occupational stress. 

Table 2 Sociodemographic and self-constructed questions associated with occupational stress

* Percentages are of total respondents in each variable category (% of row totals)

** Significant (p < 0.05)

Only values p < 0.10 are presented

Item Variable Category Level of occupational stress, n (%)*

No Low Moderate High χ2 p

1 Gender Male 11 (10.7) 33 (32.0) 34 (33.0) 25 (24.3) 6.47 0.09

Female 8 (4.7) 43 (25.5) 60 (35.5) 58 (34.3)

7 Stress during training at university No 10 (7.6) 44 (33.3) 48 (36.3) 30 (22.7) 14.75 0.02**

Some 4 (4.8) 17 (20.5) 23 (27.7) 39 (47.0)

Quite 3 (9.7) 8 (25.8) 11 (35.5) 9 (29.0)

9 Type of contract Permanent 12 (7.23) 56 (33.73) 57 (34.34) 41 (24.70) 13.47 0.03**

Acting worker 1 (5.56) 1 (5.56) 9 (50.00) 7 (38.89)

Temporary 6 (7.0) 18 (20.9) 27 (31.4) 35 (40.7)

10 Professional experience 0–2 years 5 (13.5) 7 (18.9) 18 (48.7) 7 (18.9) 12.34 0.05

3–10 years 4 (3.8) 27 (25.2) 40 (37.4) 36 (33.6)

> 10 years 10 (7.8) 42 (32.8) 36 (28.1) 40 (31.3)

Table 3 Sociodemographic and self-constructed questions associated with emotional exhaustion

* Percentages are of total respondents in each variable category (% of row totals)

** Significant (p < 0.05)

Only values p < 0.10 are presented

Item Variable Category Emotional exhaustion, n (%)*

Low Moderate High χ2 p

6 Willingness to study the same degree Yes 75 (33.5) 93 (41.5) 56 (25.0) 24.23 0.00**

No 6 (13.9) 10 (23.2) 27 (62.8)

7 Stress during training at university No 51 (38.9) 53 (40.4) 27 (20.6) 39.48 0.00**

Some 15 (18.0) 37 (44.6) 31 (37.3)

Quite 4 (12.9) 4 (12.9) 23 (74.2)

11 Timetable/shift Morning 27 (38.5) 26 (37.1) 17 (24.3) 13.26 0.04**

Afternoon 16 (48.5) 9 (27.2) 8 (24.2)

Morning and 
afternoon

33 (22.7) 59 (40.7) 53 (36.5)

Rotating 5 (21.7) 11 (47.8) 7 (30.4)

12 Adequate training at university Yes 30 (41.1) 25 (34.2) 18 (24.6) 6.06 0.04**

No 51 (25.9) 79 (40.1) 67 (34.0)

13 My job is stressful No 26 (56.2) 15 (32.6) 5 (10.8) 44.14 0.00**

Some 33 (27.5) 56 (46.6) 31 (25.8)

Quite 11 (13.5) 25 (30.8) 45 (55.5)



Page 6 of 10Carmona‑Barrientos et al. Hum Resour Health           (2020) 18:91 

Table 4 Sociodemographic and self-constructed questions associated with depersonalization

* Percentages are of total respondents in each variable category (% of row totals)

** Significant (p < 0.05)

Only values p < 0.10 are presented

Item Variable Category Depersonalization, n (%)*

Low Moderate High χ2 p

10 Professional experience 0–2 years 9 (25.0) 13 (36.1) 14 (38.9) 8.36 0.09

3–10 years 27 (25.2) 30 (28.0) 50 (46.7)

> 10 years 44 (34.4) 47 (36.7) 37 (28.9)

11 Timetable/shift Morning 28 (40.0) 20 (28.5) 22 (31.4) 11.56 0.07

Afternoon 10 (30.3) 10 (30.3) 13 (39.4)

Morning and afternoon 41 (28.2) 51 (35.1) 53 (36.5)

Rotating 1 (4.3) 9 (39.1) 13 (56.5)

13 My job is stressful No 23 (50.0) 13 (28.2) 10 (21.7) 17.98 0.00**

Some 35 (29.1) 42 (35.0) 43 (35.8)

Quite 14 (17.3) 26 (32.1) 41 (50.6)

Table 5 Sociodemographic and self-constructed questions associated with personal accomplishment

* Percentages are of total respondents in each variable category (% of row totals)

** Significant (p < 0.05)

Only values p < 0.10 are presented

Item Variable Category Personal accomplishment, n (%)*

Low Moderate High χ2 p

5 Management tasks Yes 27 (20.0) 55 (40.7) 53 (39.2) 15.23 0.00**

No 57 (41.9) 41 (30.1) 38 (27.9)

8 Employment sector Public 27 (45.0) 18 (30.0) 15 (25.0) 8.05 0.09

Private 49 (28.6) 62 (26.2) 60 (35.1)

Both 8 (20.5) 16 (41.0) 15 (38.4)

Fig. 1 Scatter plot of occupational stress vs. emotional exhaustion Fig. 2 Scatter plot of occupational stress vs. depersonalization



Page 7 of 10Carmona‑Barrientos et al. Hum Resour Health           (2020) 18:91  

Professionals whose work was temporary or those with 
over 10 years of experience showed a significant rela-
tionship with the highest levels of occupational stress. 
Although the burnout index was low (measured in its 
three dimensions), the values for the EE dimension were 
worrisome, since one-third of the participants had a high 
or moderately high EE level. This dimension showed a 
statistically significant dependence with the morning and 
afternoon or rotating shift. Likewise, there was a rela-
tionship between EE and physiotherapists who perceived 
their training as inadequate or who considered the pro-
fession stressful. In the literature, similar profiles could 
be found in terms of gender, marital status, age, years of 
experience, etc. [24, 27, 35].

Regarding the moderately high level of stress we 
observed, we consider that this value could be alarming, 
taking into account that stress could trigger burnout syn-
drome [36, 37]. In a doctoral dissertation in which the 
sample included physiotherapists working in the public 
sector in Cadiz (Spain), the moderately high stress values 
were around 30% of the total [38]. In our study, the num-
ber of participants was more than double, so the trend 
seems to increase. Moreover, in a study in which differ-
ent health professions were evaluated (nurses, clinical 
assistants, physicians and physiotherapists), physiothera-
pists had the highest levels of stress [39]. Santos et al. [29] 
obtained similar results in terms of moderate levels of 
stress, although with a lower percentage of high stress.

According to the sociodemographic characteristics, 
females suffered the highest levels of high and moder-
ate occupational stress, although this was not signifi-
cant. Contrarily, men scored slightly higher at the level 
of mild stress and the absence of stress. We did not find 
significant differences in stress between gender in the 
literature [16, 29, 40, 41]. Nevertheless, in other studies 
analyzing pathologies associated with stress [42], epi-
sodes of anxiety [43], taking psychotropic drugs [44] and 
psychopathology [44, 45], females presented higher rates 
than men. In that sense, it is important to note that the 
concept of occupational stress is exactly identified with 
burnout in some studies. In our study, the prevalence of 
both concepts was evaluated separately, so when trying 
to contrast our results with published studies, only data 
about burnout were found.

The dependence found between high stress and tempo-
rality in the workplace is not surprising, since the secu-
rity guaranteed by having a permanent job undoubtedly 
contributes to a state of psychosocial well-being [1, 8]. 
The years of professional experience were also a deter-
minant since workers suffering from the highest values 
of stress had less than 2 and over 10 years of experience. 
In the first case, it is because of the stress of inexperi-
ence and insecurity with various treatment skills and/

or in the relationship with their patients. In the second 
case, stress levels are higher because of the accumulation 
of psychological strain by praxis and other vital events, 
more related to the sense of burnout. These results are 
contradictory to those found in the research literature. 
Śliwiński et  al. in 2014 observed that professionals with 
over 15 years of experience felt more professional satis-
faction [46]; this variable was described as protective or 
buffering of burnout [15, 22, 47].

The results showed that the physiotherapists who per-
ceived their studies as stressful during their training 
period had higher levels of stress at work. This finding 
highlights the importance that the personality might have 
on the perception of stress (locus of control, coping abil-
ity, tolerance to frustration, etc.) [48].

As stated before, the number of studies comparing and 
reporting on occupational stress and burnout in physi-
otherapists is low; however, we found that the values 
obtained in each dimension of burnout were very simi-
lar to different studies in other professions [16, 23, 25, 28, 
49]. Gender, age, marital status, years of experience, work 
shift and performing management tasks were the most 
commonly studied sociodemographic characteristics. 
Similar to other studies, we did not find significant dif-
ferences for gender or age [18], although there was a cer-
tain association between EE and female gender [50] and 
DP and male gender [18, 51]. Regarding age, there was 
an association between high EE and middle-aged partici-
pants. This is worrisome because it could increase in the 
future to burnout syndrome if nothing is done to prevent 
it. The middle-aged population was determined to be the 
most predisposed to suffer from higher levels of burn-
out [52]. A split work shift (morning and afternoon) had 
a significant relationship with the EE and a rotating shift 
with DP. It is not well-defined as to which work shift pre-
disposes one to the development of burnout syndrome, 
but some authors agree that the number of hours spent 
at work has a cumulative influence on this syndrome [16, 
53].

As stated at the beginning of the discussion, there was 
a remarkably strong correlation found between EE and 
DP with some self-constructed questions. These variables 
alluded to seeing physiotherapy as a stressful profession. 
It seems obvious, considering that occupational stress is 
the precursor of burnout [37, 54–57].

Finally, we should also highlight that the results show 
a very high interrelation between professionals who per-
form management tasks and high PA. There are also con-
tradictory findings on this point, as some articles support 
the notion that management gives some autonomy to a 
professional that could help with preventing or coping 
with burnout [58]; other authors stated that adding exces-
sive bureaucratization and administrative paperwork to 
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the daily workload could reinforce the development of 
burnout [59]. Even in a study analyzing the relationship 
between occupational stress and burnout in profession-
als performing only management tasks, the results were 
ambivalent [17]. Professional satisfaction could have a 
protective or cushioning effect on coping with burnout 
[46]. Different actions aimed at preventing and mitigating 
the effects of burnout need to take this issue into account 
[47].

The high levels of occupational stress obtained could 
show that we are facing a population of physiotherapists 
with a certain risk of suffering burnout. To prevent this, 
information about coping strategies for stress is essential. 
These strategies should apply at the individual level, at the 
organizational level and in the individual–organization 
relationship [22]. In this way, we should focus actions on 
the stressor elements and the resources available to the 
worker, taking into account that the same stressor creates 
different subjective experiences in each person.

Although the present study presents some relevant 
findings, some limitations should be addressed. First, 
it is necessary to point out the limited research docu-
ments that have analyzed occupational stress and burn-
out in physiotherapists. For this reason, we needed to 
discuss our findings concerning articles related to other 
health professions. Moreover, the self-administered sur-
vey and the volume of questions on the scales included 
in our study could have introduced a bias since subjects 
could have answered the questions randomly. Finally, it is 
clear that we require a longitudinal approach to analyze 
the evolution of psychopathologies studied in a specific 
period.

Conclusions
A high prevalence of occupational stress was detected 
among physiotherapists in Cadiz (Spain), as more than 
half of the sample suffered from a moderate to high 
level of occupational stress. The prevalence of burnout 
syndrome in our sample was low. Concerning the EE 
dimension, more than a third of the sample suffered from 
moderately high levels. The least significant dimension in 
burnout was PA.

Occupational stress was higher in females and profes-
sionals with temporary contracts. There was also a rela-
tionship between stress and workers with over 10 years 
of experience (indicating that the effects of occupational 
stress are cumulative).

Concerning the EE dimension, physiotherapists under 
25 and over 50 years of age and working in the morning 
and afternoon had the highest scores. If we associate the 
self-constructed questions about the subjects’ percep-
tion about the stressful aspects of the profession and 
academic training, the highest levels of EE were obtained 

from those who thought their training was stressful, the 
training was not adequate, the profession was stressful 
and would not study the same degree again. Regarding 
PA, the professionals who had the highest levels were 
those who worked on a rotating shift, had between 3 and 
10 years of experience and perceived the profession as 
stressful. The performance of management tasks corre-
lated with perceiving greater PA.

This overview brings to light the necessity of develop-
ing coping strategies for occupational stress and burnout 
for physiotherapists. On the one hand, this state of stress 
could have a cumulative effect on the professional and 
lead to burnout, considered an established pathology. On 
the other hand, it is important to notice the implications 
that this could have on the patient. Physiotherapy, similar 
to other health professions, involves constant and direct 
treatment with the patient, so if the DP associated with 
burnout increases, it could negatively affect the patient. 
This drawback should be our priority to solve due for 
clear ethical reasons. Certainly, a follow-up study is 
needed, including the same population to study the evo-
lution of stress and to determine if those at risk of burn-
out eventually experienced it.

Some findings make us question the cultural or soci-
odemographic aspects that could influence developing 
occupational stress and burnout. Attending to the cur-
rent scientific literature, there have been few studies car-
ried out in the physiotherapist population and even fewer 
longitudinal studies to allow us to measure the cumula-
tive effect of stress and its relationship with burnout. In 
view of this situation, well-conducted longitudinal stud-
ies are needed. Nevertheless, the results obtained here 
could provide a research-based overview with which the 
health committee should set up organizational guide-
lines. These organizational efforts could increase job 
satisfaction among physiotherapists and help prevent 
occupational stress and burnout.

Supplementary information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https ://doi.
org/10.1186/s1296 0‑020‑00537 ‑0.

Additional file 1: Additional tables.

Abbreviations
EAE‑S: Socio‑occupational stress scale; MBI: Maslach Burnout Inventory; EE: 
Emotional exhaustion; DP: Depersonalization; PA: Personal accomplishment; 
WCPT: World Confederation for Physical Therapy.

Acknowledgements
The authors want to thank the Department of Nursing and Physiotherapy 
(University of Cadiz) for the financial support of this manuscript.

Authors’ contributions
Conceptualization: ICB and FJGL. Methods: ICB, FJGL and MLG. Writing—origi‑
nal draft preparation: ICB, ACB, DLA and JAMM. Writing—review and editing: 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-020-00537-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-020-00537-0


Page 9 of 10Carmona‑Barrientos et al. Hum Resour Health           (2020) 18:91  

ICB, FJGL, MLG, ACB, DLA and JAMM. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Funding
The APC was funded by the Department of Nursing and Physiotherapy 
(University of Cadiz).

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated and/or analyzed during the current study are not 
publicly available due to ethical issues related to participant confidentiality.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study design included anonymous and voluntary answers to question‑
naires from physiotherapists, but not invasive sampling methods or other 
similar techniques were applied. All the participants read and signed the 
inform consent. Our research was conducted in full accordance with the 
World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 Dept. of Nursing and Physiotherapy, University of Cadiz, Cadiz, Spain. 2 E.U.E. 
Salus Infirmorum, University of Cadiz, Cadiz, Spain. 3 Institute of Research 
and Innovation in Biomedical Sciences of the Province of Cadiz (INiBICA), 
University of Cadiz, Cadiz, Spain. 

Received: 29 April 2020   Accepted: 16 November 2020

References
 1. Mikołajewska E. Work‑related stress and burnout in physiotherapists—a 

literature review. Med Pr. 2014;65:693–701. 
 2. Ahola K, Hakanen J, Perhoniemi R, Mutanen P. Relationship between 

burnout and depressive symptoms: a study using the person‑centred 
approach. Burn Res. 2014;1:29–37. 

 3. Brun JP, Dugas N. An analysis of employee recognition: Perspectives on 
human resources practices. Int J Hum Resour Manage. 2008;19(4):716–30. 

 4. Cetrano G, Tedeschi F, Rabbi L, Gosetti G, Lora A, Lamonaca D, et al. How 
are compassion fatigue, burnout, and compassion satisfaction affected 
by quality of working life? Findings from a survey of mental health staff in 
Italy. BMC Health Serv Res. 2017;17(1):1–11. 

 5. Ivancevich JM, Matteson MT. Stress and work: a managerial perspective. 
Glenview: Scott Foresman; 1980. 

 6. Mroczek DK, Almeida DM. The effect of daily stress, personality, and age 
on daily negative affect. J Pers. 2004;72:355–78. 

 7. Selye H. The stress concept: Past, present, and future. Stress Research; 
1983.

 8. Peiró JM. Desencadenantes del estrés laboral. Madrid: Ediciones Pirámide; 
2000. 

 9. Folkman S, Lazarus RS. Stress processes and depressive symptomatology. 
J Abnorm Psychol. 1986;95:107–13. 

 10. Le Fevre M, Matheny J, Kolt GS. Eustress, distress, and interpretation in 
occupational stress. J Manag Psychol. 2003;18(7):726–44. 

 11. Buckley L, Berta W, Cleverley K, Medeiros C, Widger K. What is known 
about paediatric nurse burnout: a scoping review. Hum Resour Health. 
2020;18(9):9. 

 12. Freudenberger HJ. Staff Burn‑Out. J Soc Issues. 1974;30(1):159–65. 
 13. Carlin M, Garcés de Los Fayos Ruiz EJ. The burnout syndrome: Historical 

evolution since the employment context to the sports field. An Psicol. 
2010;26(1):169–80. 

 14. Wilski M, Chmielewski B, Tomczak M. Work locus of control and burnout 
in Polish physiotherapists: the mediating effect of coping styles. Int J 
Occup Med Environ Health. 2015;28:875–89. 

 15. Gestal OJ. Riesgos del Trabajo del Personal Sanitario. Madrid: Editorial 
Iberoamericana McGraw‑Hill; 1993. 

 16. González‑Sánchez B, López‑Arza MVG, Montanero‑Fernández J, Varela‑
Donoso E, Rodríguez‑Mansilla J, Mingote‑Adán JC. Burnout syndrome 
prevalence in physiotherapists. Rev Assoc Med Bras. 2017;63:361–5. 

 17. Balogun JA, Titiloye V, Balogun A, Oyeyemi A, Katz J. Prevalence and 
determinants of burnout among physical and occupational therapists. J 
Allied Health. 2002;31:131–9. 

 18. Pavlakis A, Raftopoulos V, Theodorou M. Burnout syndrome in Cypriot 
physiotherapists: a national survey. BMC Health Serv Res. 2010;10:63. 

 19. Visser MR, Smets EM, Oort F, de Haes HC. Stress, satisfaction and burnout 
among Dutch medical specialists. CMAJ. 2003;168:271–5. 

 20. Aiken LH, Clarke SP, Sloane DM, Sochalski J, Silber JH. Hospital nurse staff‑
ing and patient mortality, nurse burnout, and job dissatisfaction. JAMA. 
2002;288(16):1987–93. 

 21. de Pablo HC. El síndrome de burnout y los profesionales sanitarios. Nurs‑
ing. 2007;25:60–5. 

 22. Al‑Imam DM, Al‑Sobayel HI. The prevalence and severity of burnout 
among physiotherapists in an Arabian setting and the influence of organ‑
izational factors: an observational study. J Phys Ther Sci. 2014;26:1193–8. 

 23. Bruschini M, Carli A, Burla F. Burnout and work‑related stress in Italian 
rehabilitation professionals: a comparison of physiotherapists, speech 
therapists and occupational therapists. Work. 2018;59:121–9. 

 24. De Araujo S, Alchieri J. Socioeconomic and demographic aspects related 
to stress and the burnout syndrome among Brazilian physiotherapists. 
Salud Ment. 2014;37:233–8. 

 25. Fischer M, Mitsche M, Endler PC, Mesenholl‑Strehler E, Lothaller H, 
Roth R. Burnout in physiotherapists: use of clinical supervision and 
desire for emotional closeness or distance to clients. Int J Ther Rehabil. 
2013;20:550–8. 

 26. Neamatpour S. An investigation on burnouts in physiotherapists working 
in rehabilitation centers in Ahvaz. Asian J Psychiatr. 2011;4:S75. 

 27. Castro Sánchez AM, Rodríguez Claro ML, Moreno Lorenzo C, 
VicenteMartín C, Arroyo Morales M, Fernández Fernández MJ. Prevalence 
of burnout syndrome in physiotherapy. Fisioterapia. 2006;28:17–22. 

 28. Serrano Gisbert M, De Los FE, Montesinos M. Burnout in Spanish physi‑
otherapists. Psicothema. 2008;20:361–8. 

 29. Santos MC, Barros L, Carolino E. Occupational stress and coping resources 
in physiotherapists: a survey of physiotherapists in three general hospi‑
tals. Physiotherapy. 2010;96(4):303–10. 

 30. Fernández‑Seara J, Mielgo RM. EAE. Escalas de Apreciación del estrés. 
Madrid: TEA Ediciones; 2006. 

 31. Maslach C, Jackson SE, Leiter MP. Maslach Burnout Inventory. California: 
Consulting Psychologists Press; 1986. 

 32. Chassang G, Rial‑Sebbag E. Research Biobanks and Health Databases: The 
WMA Declaration of Taipei, Added Value to European Legislation (Soft 
and Hard Law). Eur J Health Law. 2018;25(5):501–16. 

 33. Maslach C, Schaufeli WB, Leiter MP. Job burnout. Annu Rev Psychol. 
2001;52:397–422. 

 34. World Confederation for Physical Therapy. World Confederation for physi‑
cal therapy. https ://www.wcpt.org. Accessed 17 Jan 2019.

 35. Moreno‑Egea A, Latorre‑Reviriego I, Morales‑Cuenca G, Campillo‑Soto 
A, Bataller‑Peñafiel E, Sáez‑Carreras J. Cómo evitar “quemarse” (o padecer 
el síndrome de burnout) en un servicio de cirugía general. (Edit). JMA, 
editor. Cir Cir. 2009;77:149–55.

 36. Caballero Martín MA, Bermejo Fernández F, Nieto Gómez R, Caballero MF. 
Prevalence and factors associated with burnout in a health area. Aten 
Prim. 2001;27:313–7. 

 37. Matía Cubillo AC, Cordero Guevara J, Mediavilla Bravo JJ, Pereda Riguera 
MJ, González Castro ML, González SA. Evolution of burnout and associ‑
ated factors in primary care physicians. Aten Prim. 2012;44:532–9. 

 38. Oliva P. Las habilidades sociales como moduladoras del Estrés Laboral en 
el ejercicio profesional de la Fisioterapia: Un estudio comparativo entre 
profesionales y alumnos de la provincia de Cádiz. Universidad de Cádiz; 
2010.

 39. Fiabane E, Giorgi I, Sguazzin C, Argentero P. Work engagement and 
occupational stress in nurses and other healthcare workers: the role of 
organisational and personal factors. J Clin Nurs. 2013;22(17–18):2614–24. 

 40. Lazarus R. Coping with the stress of illness. WHO Reg Publ Eur Ser. 
1992;44:11–31. 

https://www.wcpt.org


Page 10 of 10Carmona‑Barrientos et al. Hum Resour Health           (2020) 18:91 

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

 41. Mottram E, Flin RH. Stress in newly qualified physiotherapists. Physi‑
otherapy. 1988;74:607–12. 

 42. Arrogante O, Pérez‑García A. Is subjective well‑being perceived by non‑
health care workers different from that perceived by nurses? Relation 
with personality and resilience. Enferm Intensiva. 2013;24:145–54. 

 43. Herrero Sanz H, Caserío Carbonero S, Morante Santana MA, Montero Mar‑
tín MA, De La Cruz BJ, Pallás Alonso CR. Study of anxiety levels in neonatal 
unit staff. An pediatría. 2012;77:22–7. 

 44. Colell E, Sánchez‑Niubò A, Domingo‑Salvany A, Delclós J, Benavides GF. 
Prevalence of the use of hypnotics and sedatives among the work‑
ing population and associated work‑related stress factors. Gac Sanit. 
2014;28:369–75. 

 45. American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and statistical manual of 
mental disorders (DSM‑5®). Washington: American Psychiatric Pub; 2013. 

 46. Śliwiński Z, Starczyńska M, Kotela I, Kowalski T, Kryś‑Noszczyk K, Lietz‑Kijak 
D, et al. Burnout among physiotherapists and length of service. Int J 
Occup Med Environ Health. 2014;27:224–35. 

 47. Nowakowska‑Domagala K, Jablkowska‑Górecka K, Kostrzanowska‑
Jarmakowska L, Mortoń M, Stecz P. The interrelationships of coping styles 
and professional burnout among physiotherapists. Medicine (Baltimore). 
2015;94(24):e906. 

 48. Zupiria‑Gorostidi X, Uranga‑Iturrioz MJ, Alberdi‑Erice MJ, Barandiaran‑Lasa 
MT, Huitzi‑Egileor X, Sanz‑Cascante X. Sources of stress met by nursing 
students in their clinical practice. Evolution throughout the studies Enfer‑
mería Clínica. 2006;16:231–7. 

 49. Li Calzi S, Farinelli M, Ercolani M, Alianti M, Manigrasso V, Taroni AM. Physi‑
cal rehabilitation and burnout: different aspects of the syndrome and 
comparison between healthcare professionals involved. Eura Medico‑
phys. 2006;42(1):27–36. 

 50. Magnusson Hanson LL, Theorell T, Oxenstierna G, Hyde M, Westerlund 
H. Demand, control and social climate as predictors of emotional 

exhaustion symptoms in working Swedish men and women. Scand J 
Public Health. 2008;36:737–43. 

 51. Pustułka‑Piwnik U. Work‑related stress and job burnout in the group of 
physiotherapists. Postep Rehabil. 2010;24(2):21–7. 

 52. Tarakci E, Tütüncüoǧlu F, Tarakci D. Examination of self‑efficacy and 
burnout levels of members of a profession working in the field of special 
education and rehabilitation. Fiz Rehabil. 2012;23(1):26–35. 

 53. Williams SP, Zipp GP. Prevalence and associated risk factors of burn‑
out among US doctors of chiropractic. J Manipulative Physiol Ther. 
2014;37(3):180–9. 

 54. Pines AM, Aronson E, Kafry D. Burn out: from tedium to personal growth. 
Michigan: Free Press; 1981. 

 55. Ortega Ruiz C, López RF. El Burnout o Síndrome de estar quemado en 
los Profesionales Sanitarios: revisión y perspectivas. Int J Clin Heal Psicol. 
2004;4(1):137–60. 

 56. Gómez Sanabria A, Gala León FJ, Guillén Gestoso C, Lupiani GM. Interven‑
tion and prevention in occupational stress. Psiquis. 2003;24(5):22–31. 

 57. Mediano L, Fernández CG. El Burnout y los Médicos. Un peligro descono‑
cido. Barcelona: Ricardo Prats y Asociados; 2001. 

 58. Chang JKM. Síndrome de desgaste profesional (Burnout). Medicentro 
Electrónica. 2004;8:15–23. 

 59. Stearns S, Benight CC. Organizational factors in burnout and secondary 
traumatic stress. In: Secondary Trauma and Burnout in Military Behavioral 
Health Providers. New York.: Palgrave Macmillan; 2016. p. 85–113.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


	Occupational stress and burnout among physiotherapists: a cross-sectional survey in Cadiz (Spain)
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Sample and procedures
	Measures
	Sociodemographic and self-constructed questions
	Occupational stress scale
	Maslach Burnout Inventory

	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


