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Summary: The development of Covid-19 pandemic forced mass use of distance 
learning in the school system, including higher education. The rapid change and 
related consequences may contribute to the so-called academic burnout. The fol-
lowing research questions are stated in the article: to what extend did management 
courses students experience academic burnout while distance learning during the 
Covid-19 pandemic? How did distance learning change their academic burnout? Did 
the mode of study (full-time/external) differentiate students’ opinions? The subject of 
the study comprised of 172 randomly chosen students of management courses, i.e. 
Management, Economics and Logistics. A technique of an online survey was made 
use of, using a compartmentalised and standardised survey questionnaire, including 
The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory questionnaire – student version (The OLBI-S). It 
was demonstrated that in the majority of subjects academic burnout increased while 
distance learning during Covid-19 pandemic. A slightly higher level of burnout was 
detected in the case of ‘exhaustion’ than ‘disengagement’ scale. Moreover, differen-
ces between full-time and external students were noticed, as in general a higher level 
of burnout characterised the former category of respondents.

Introduction

The development of Covid-19 pandemic caused a rapid change in the field of 
education, related to mass use of distance learning. According to Keegan (1996; cf. 
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Garrison and Shale, 1987) teaching at distance is characterised by the separation 
of the teacher from the learner, and the learner from the learning group, whereby 
the interpersonal face-to-face communication is replaced with the communication 
mediated by technology. Distance education can also be conceptualized as ‘the 
family of instructional methods, in which behaviours related to teaching are 
separated from behaviours related to learning so that the communication between 
the teacher and the learner needs to be facilitated by print, electronic devices or 
others (Moore and Kearsley, 1996). Distance learning was closely connected to 
applying computer networks and making use of on-line learning, which use the 
Web or computer networks as the primary environment for course discussion and 
interaction (Harasim, 2000; Dabbagh and Bannan-Ritland, 2005; Allen, Seaman, 
and Garret, 2007).

The implemented changes took place in the context of an external, stress-
generating threat, they required hasty adaptation and acting ad hoc, they also  
involved reversal of the order of socialisation. What is more, distance learning 
is related to certain constraints – mitigation of direct interpersonal relations, an  
increase in own workload, etc. (cf. Cekiera, 2020; Długosz, 2020; Klimowicz, 
2020; Mazur, 2021; Sujkowska-Sobisz, Latkowska, Ślęczek-Czakon and Piwo-
warczyk, 2020). These factors might favour the emergence of academic burnout 
syndrome (Ptaszek, Bigaj, Dębski, Pyżalski and Stunża, 2020).

To what extend did management courses students experience academic 
burnout while distance learning during the Covid-19 pandemic? How distance 
learning changed their academic burnout? Did the mode of study (full-time / 
external) differentiate students’ opinions? The aim of this article is to answer these 
questions.

The article is divided into sections, which are as follows: introduction, 
literature review, methods, results and conclusions.

Academic burnout

The most common definition of psychological burnout comes from Maslach 
and Jackson (1981), who defined it as a syndrome consisting of three dimensions: 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment. 
Emotional exhaustion refers to the feeling of emotional overload and difficulty 
in coping with emotions, depersonalization – to a cynical, negative or detached 
response to other people who are usually the recipients of the services or care 
concerned. Whereas reduced personal accomplishment regards the conviction 
that it is no longer possible to work effectively with clients or care recipients. 
Initially, the syndrome was thought to affect representatives of social services, 
such as doctors, emergency services, care workers and teachers (cf. Maslach and 
Jackson, 1981; Maslach, Jackson and Leiter, 1996). However, over the years, 
further empirical studies have shown that the syndrome of burnout may affect 
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all employees, regardless of the type of job they do (Leiter and Schaufeli, 1996) 
as long as they face an imbalance between their job demands and the available 
resources (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner and Schaufeli, 2001). In a similar 
period, scientists began to investigate the burnout phenomenon among students 
(e.g. Balogun, Helgemoe, Pellegrini and Hoeberlein, 1995; Gold and Michael, 
1985; Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova and Bakker, 2002). It was found that 
the core activities (such as attending classes and completing assignments which 
are directed towards a specific goal – passing exams) of students can be considered 
‘work’ (cf. Schaufeli and Taris, 2005; Breso, Salanova and Schaufeli, 2007). 
Following the initial construct’s definition of a professional burnout created by 
Maslach and Jackson (1981), academic burnout can also be conceptualized in 
three dimensions: exhaustion, cynicism and academic inefficacy (Schaufeli et 
al., 2002). It can also be understood as “a phenomenon that is characterized by 
feelings of (emotional, physical, and cognitive) exhaustion due to the demands of 
studying and an attitude of withdrawal and detachment from one’s studies” (Reis, 
Xanthopoulou and Tsaousis, 2015, p. 9; cf. Demerouti, Mostert and Bakker, 2010).

Research on academic burnout was conducted among students from Greece & 
Germany (Reis, Xanthopoulou and Tsaousis, 2015), Brasil & Portugal (Campos, 
Carlotto and Marôco, 2012), Italy (Platania, Di Nuovo, Caruso, Digrandi and 
Caponnetto, 2020), Poland (Łoza, 2016; Pieniawska, Śmiech, Bar and Pawlas, 
2017), China (Zhang, Gan and Cham, 2007), etc. It was most often conducted 
among people attending health courses – medical, dental, pharmacy, nursing 
etc. (cf. Campos, Carlotto and Marôco, 2012; Costa, Santos, Santos, Melo and 
Andrade, 2012; Ried, Motycka, Mobley and Meldrum, 2006; Łoza, 2016; Shreffler 
et al., 2020), and less frequently among students specialized in technical subjects 
(Yang and Farn, 2005). No research on this topic among management students has 
been identified, especially in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic1.

In research about burnout, negative consequences of this phenomenon are 
emphasised. It relates to loss of productivity, absenteeism and presentism, lack 
of engagement or apparent engagement (Łoza 2016). It has a negative impact 
on academic performance (cf. Madigan and Curran, 2020; Mikaeili, Afrooz and 
Gholiezadeh, 2013; Yang, 2004). An increase in academic burnout among the 
students leads to a decrease in their academic self-efficacy (Jenaabadi, Nastiezaie 
and Safarzaie, 2017). Capri, Ozkendir, Ozkurt and Karakus (2012) have shown 
that life satisfaction is inversely related to all burnout dimensions. Moreover, 
according to Dyrbye et al. (2011) research, a significant number of students in 
whom the burnout syndrome was identified, simultaneously had suicidal thoughts 
and wanted to forego studying.

1	 Recently, articles concerning the influence of Covid-19 pandemic on students’ actions and beha-
viours have been published (e.g. Aristovnik, Keržič, Ravšelj, Umek and Tomaževič, 2020; Mahdy, 
2020; Mazur, 2021; Rodek, 2020).
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In the literature we find several tools for measuring academic burnout. The 
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach and Jackson, 1981; Maslach, Jackson 
and Leiter, 1996), a tool used to assess professional burnout, was developed by 
Schaufeli et al. (2002). The student version of this instrument was called MBI-SS2. 
Another one, The School-Burnout Inventory scale (SBI-U) was designed by Salmela-
Aro, Kiuru, Leskinen and Nurmi (2009), and its authors have shown that it can also 
be used to measure burnout among university students. An alternative instrument 
is The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI-S), based on the OLBI – a tool used 
for measuring the occupational burnout proposed by Demerouti and collaborators 
(Demerouti and Nachreiner, 1998; Demerouti et al., 2001; Domerouti et al., 2010). 
Reis, Xanthopoulou and Tsaousis (2015), through the research, have shown that the 
OLBI-S is a robust instrument for the measurement of academic burnout.

Methods

Our own study was conducted in January 2021 and it covered the March 
2020 – January 2021 period, in which on Polish universities, including the Faculty 
of Economics and Management of the University of Zielona Góra, classes were 
conducted in the form of distance learning. During the summer term 2019/2020 
they were pursued using various programmes / applications (Discord, Google 
Hangouts, Skype, Messenger, e-mail, What’s App etc. – depending on the 
academics’ preferences), and the communication between lecturers and students 
could take place not only in a synchronous way, but also in an asynchronous 
way. During the winter term 2020/2021 the classes were taking place by 
means of Google Classroom, a free of charge Internet service for schools and 
universities, developed by Google, which was aimed at simplifying the process of 
communication, as well as creating, distributing and marking of assignments in 
an electronic form.

The research process consisted of the following stages: literature analysis, 
research gap identification, formulation of research questions and hypotheses, 
sample selection and development of adequate research tools, data collection and 
analysis, formulation of conclusions, indication of limitations and future directions.

The subject of the study comprised of 172 randomly selected3 students of 
management courses, i.e. Management, Economics and Logistics (no surveys were 

2	 According to some researchers, the MBI has several weak points, both theoretical and psychome-
tric. Kalliath, O’Driscoll, Gillespie and Bluedorn (2000), for instance, argued that only the first 
two dimensions of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization should be included in the burnout 
model. Moreover, Demerouti et al. (2001) note that one-sided scales are inferior to scales that 
include mixed (both positively and negatively formulated) items, as they can lead to artificial 
factor solutions in which positively and negatively formulated items are likely to cluster.

3	 The sampling frame had 1387 items (388 persons studied Economics, 296 – Management and 
703 – Logistics). The examined faculties have 756 full-time students and 631 part-time students. 
The sample size was determined using the formula for sample size in the non-probability sampling 
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identified among the representatives of these courses). They were asked to assess 
different aspects of distance learning during the Covid-19 pandemic, including 
their academic burnout, engagement and satisfaction.

A technique of an online survey was used, practicing a compartmentalised and 
standardised survey questionnaire, including, among others, 12 questions: closed, 
half-open, tabular. In order to investigate the academic burnout among analysed 
students while distance learning during Covid-19 pandemic The Oldenburg 
Burnout Inventory questionnaire – student version (The OLBI-S) was used (Reis, 
Xanthopoulou and Tsaousis, 2015). It consists of 16 items and was designed to 
measure academic burnout in 2 dimensions – Disengagement (an attitude and 
detachment from one’s study) and Exhaustion (due to the demands of studying). 
Each of two subscales contains eight questions; 4 of them are worded positively 
while the other 4 are worded negatively (for each subscale). Likert-type four-point 
response scale was applied: 1: totally disagree to 4: totally agree. The positive 
worded items were reversed (R) before summing the scores so that a high score 
refers to high levels of exhaustion and disengagement.

English version was translated into Polish. Before the data collection, the nine 
items were piloted in a small group of participants to verify their clarity (n = 8). 
None of the respondents expressed problems with understanding the items.

The internal consistency was confirmed using standard Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient (α) for each dimension proposed in the inventories (α-Cronbach’s 
coefficient for the ‘disengagement’ subscale was 0.8146614, and for ‘exhaustion’ 
– 0.809373).

The following general hypotheses were formulated:
•	 H1: According to the majority5 of surveyed management students, distance le-

arning during Covid-19 pandemic increased their academic burnout.
•	 H2: There are differences between full-time and external management students 

in terms of their academic burnout during Covid-19 pandemic.
Statistical analyses were carried out using Microsoft Excel and Statistica 

software. A nonparametric test was performed – the U Mann-Whitney (with 
continuity correction). This was proceeded by examining the normality of the 
distribution of individual research groups – using the Kolmogorov Smirnov test with 
the Lillefors correction, whose results justified performing a non-parametric test.

In the study there were 172 respondents who were students of Economics 
(27.91%), Management (21.51%) or Logistics (50.58%). They were studying 

scheme (Szreder, 2004, p. 121; cf. Brzeziński, 1999). The size of the sample depended on the 
number of students of each management courses as well as on the number of persons studying in 
each mode of study: full-time and external one.

4	 The scales forming part of the tool should exhibit value of the α-Cronbach’s coefficient larger 
than 0.7. Questionnaires whose α-Cronbach’s coefficient is smaller than 0.6 should not be used 
(Brzeziński, 2011).

5	 According to the Wielki słownik języka polskiego (Żmigrodzki, https://wsjp.pl/index.php?id_
hasla = 35345), ‘the majority’ is ‘the number of objects that account for more than half the total’.
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full-time (54.07%) or externally (45.93%), pursuing undergraduate (63.95%) 
or postgraduate degree (36.05%). There were more women (65.70%) than men 
(34.30%). The average age of respondents was: 24.44. More than half of them, i.e. 
57.56% were people in the age of 20–23.

Results

In order to investigate the academic burnout while distance learning during 
Covid-19 pandemic, the OLBI–S was used (Reis, Xanthopoulou, Tsaousis, 2015). 
Detailed findings are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. 	T he academic burnout of the students of management courses (The OLBI-S); self-
assessment

The OLBI-S items Arithmetic mean 
Disengagement
1(R). I always find new and interesting aspects in my studies. 2,3314
2. It happens more and more often that I talk about my studies in a negative 
way. 2,4942

3. Lately, I tend to think less about my academic tasks and do them almost 
mechanically. 2,5465

4(R). I find my studies to be a positive challenge. 2,2093
5. Over time, one can become disconnected from this type of study. 2,4651
6. Sometimes I feel sickened by my studies. 2,5640

7(R). This is the only field of study that I can imagine myself doing. 2,7907

8(R). I feel more and more engaged in my studies. 2,5523

Total 2,4941

Exhaustion

9. There are days when I feel tired before I arrive in class or start studying. 3,1570
10. After a class or after studying, I tend to need more time than in the past in 
order to relax and feel better. 2,6337

11(R). I can tolerate the pressure of my studies very well. 2,5814

12. While studying, I often feel emotionally drained. 2,7384
13(R). After a class or after studying, I have enough energy for my leisure 
activities. 2,6105

14. After a class or after studying, I usually feel worn out and weary. 2,8081
15(R). I can usually manage my study-related workload well. 2,3256
16(R). When I study, I usually feel energized. 2,6686

Total 2,6904

Source: Own elaboration based on research

Note: (R) means reversed item when the scores should be such that higher scores indicate more 
burnout.

n–
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On the ground of analysis of research results, it was found that arithmetic 
means were slightly higher in the case of ‘exhaustion’ scale (   = 2.6904) than of 
‘disengagement’ (   = 2.4941) (let us remind that answers were given in the scale 
of 1: ‘totally disagree’ to 4: ‘totally agree’, and higher results indicate a higher 
level of academic burnout). The three highest arithmetic means were obtained in 
the ‘exhaustion’ scale, for statements concerning: a. feeling tired before arriving in 
class or starting studying (   = 3.1570), b. feeling worn out and weary after a class 
or after studying (   = 2.8081) and c. feeling emotionally drained while studying  
(   = 2.7384).

To check whether the mode of study (full-time/external) differentiated the 
respondents’ answers concerning 16 expressions included in the applied research 
tool, the Mann-Whitney U test (with continuity correction)6 was used. The results 
are presented in Table 2.

The analysis of information contained in Table 2 has shown that there is no 
ground to deem that opinions of respondents studying intramurally or extramurally 
did not differ from each other with regard to the following 8 statements:
•	 I always find new and interesting aspects in my studies (no. 1; disengagement);
•	 It happens more and more often that I talk about my studies in a negative way 

(no. 2; disengagement);
•	 Lately, I tend to think less about my academic tasks and do them almost me-

chanically. (no. 3; disengagement);
•	 Over time, one can become disconnected from this type of study (no. 5; disen-

gagement);
•	 Sometimes I feel sickened by my studies (no. 6; disengagement);
•	 There are days when I feel tired before I arrive in class or start studying (no. 

9; exhaustion);
•	 While studying, I often feel emotionally drained (no. 12; exhaustion);
•	 After a class or after studying, I usually feel worn out and weary (no. 14; 

exhaustion).
Results of comparison between statements of full-time and external students 

about their academic burnout are presented in Table 3.
Higher average grades were obtained in the case of six out of eight mentioned 

expressions by analysed external students (Table no. 3). The largest differences 
in the grading concerned the 5th, 6th  and 12th expressions. These expressions 
concerned the following issues: becoming disconnected from this type of studies, 
feeling sickened by studies (disengagement scale) and feeling emotionally drained 
while studying (exhaustion scale). In the case of the mentioned statements from 
the ‘disengagement’ scale, higher arithmetic means were obtained by full-time 

6	 The null hypothesis assumes in the Mann-Whitney U test that the types of distribution of the ana-
lysed samples do not differ significantly from each other, while the alternative – that they differ 
significantly from each other (for more, see: Rabiej, 2012). If the p-value is below the adopted 
threshold of significance, there are reasons to reject the null hypothesis (Moczko, 2014).

n–
n–

n–

n–
n–
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students, while in the case of the indicated statement from the ‘exhaustion’ scale 
– by external students.

Table 3. 	 Arithmetic means for statements included in the OLBI-S by the type of studies 
(students' self-assessment)

Statement number 
in OLBI-S

Participants 
of full-time studies

Participants 
of external studies

|a–b|
Arithmetic means

a b
Disengagement

1 2,430108 2,21519 0,214918
2 2,634409 2,329114 0,305295
3 2,688172 2,379747 0,308425
4 2,247312 2,164557 0,082755
5 2,634409 2,278481 0,355928
6 2,741935 2,392405 0,349530
7 2,698925 2,898734 0,199810
8 2,559140 2,544304 0,014836

Exhaustion
9 3,258065 3,037975 0,220090
10 2,655914 2,607595 0,048319
11 2,634409 2,518987 0,115422
12 2,903226 2,544304 0,358922
13 2,569892 2,658228 0,088340
14 2,860215 3,189873 0,329660
15 2,333333 2,316456 0,016877
16 2,752688 2,569620 0,183068

Total 2,662635 2,540348 0,122286

Source: Own elaboration based on research

The students were also asked how distance learning during the Covid-19 
pandemic changed their academic burnout (refers to H1). The most people 
(46.51%, i.e. 21.51% and 25.0%) stated that during the Covid-19 pandemic period 
their academic burnout increased. Less than one in ten respondents (9.30%, i.e. 
4.07% and 5.23%) expressed a contrary view. Every fourth (26.16%) deemed that 
this form of learning did not have an impact on their academic burnout. Among the 
respondents were those (6.98%) who did not have an opinion on this subject, as 
well as those who declared that they did not experience academic burnout before 
the Covid-19 pandemic, nor do they experience it now (11.05%).
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Table 4. 	R espondents’ answers to the question about the meaning of distance learning 
realised during Covid-19 pandemic for their academic burnout – arithmetic means

The importance of distance learning realized 
during the Covid-19 pandemic for respondents' 

academic burnout

Full-time 
students

a

External 
students

b
Total

|a–b|

[%]

It definitely increased my academic burnout 23.66 18.99 21.51 4.67

It rather increased my academic burnout 26.88 22.78 25.00 4.1

It had no effect on my academic burnout 21.51 31.65 26.16 10.14

It rather decreased my academic burnout 3.23 5.06 4.07 1.83

It definitely decreased my academic burnout 5.38 5.06 5.23 0.32

I did not feel academic burnout before the Covid-19 
pandemic and I do not feel it now 10.75 11.39 11.05 0.64

Difficult to say 8.60 5.06 6.98 3.54

Source: own elaboration based on research.

The Mann-Whitney U test did not show a basis to deem that the opinions of 
respondents studying full-time or externally differed significantly in this respect 
(p = 0.5778>0.05) (refers to H2), what was confirmed by further analysis of the 
obtained data. The largest difference concerned the answer: distance learning 
definitely had no effect on my academic burnout, which was provided more often 
by external students compared to full-time ones (31.65% : 21.51%, respectively) 
(Table 4).

Conclusions

The results of conducted analyses showed that in the majority of respondents 
academic burnout increased while distance learning during Covid-19 pandemic. 
A slightly higher level of burnout was ascertained in the case of the ‘exhaustion’ 
scale (  = 2.6904) than of ‘disengagement’ scale (   = 2.4941). Additionally, 
certain differences between full-time and external students were noticed, where in 
general a higher level of burnout characterised the former category of respondents. 
From another studies conducted by the authors of this article it resulted that full-
time students were less satisfied with distance learning than external students, 
who appreciated the convenience of this form of studying (Seiler, Bortnowska, 
Noskowska, 2021, in review). It might translate into a higher level of academic 
burnout.

In the future, it is worth continuing research among students to identify 
significant alarming changes in the area of academic burnout, and as 
a result undertake preventive actions. These actions can be: providing them with 

n– n–
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psychological support (working with a psychologist, counsellor, mentor, etc.7) and 
more intense dissemination of information about the ability to benefit from this 
kind of help, organising additional classes regarding coping with stress, balancing 
of studies with other responsibilities (private and/or professional), self-motivation, 
time management, healthy lifestyle under pandemic conditions, etc. It may also 
be necessary to develop students’ self-efficacy, to increase their interest in the 
learning process, to offer them individual learning trajectories. It may also be 
important to encourage them to seek opportunities to develop their passions in 
a virtual environment, to create virtual teams, student support groups, or to conduct 
surveys of student needs, identifying the problems they face when studying during 
the Covid-19 pandemic (cf. Koropets, Fedorova and Kacane, 2019; Shreffler et 
al., 2020).

Some limitation of conducted research was the fact that data regarding 
academic burnout before the pandemic and implementation of distance learning 
was not available. As a consequence, students’ declarations concerning whether 
their experience of burnout increased, or decreased had to be used. However, it 
was not possible to compare the results obtained using the OLBI-S questionnaire 
from before and during the pandemic. Additionally, let us emphasise that the 
research was conducted among students of one department (in which management 
courses are studied), so their representative character is limited. Besides, it was 
quantitative and a better understanding of the analysed problem would require 
more in-depth qualitative research.
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Wypalenie wśród studentów kierunków menedżerskich 
podczas nauki zdalnej w trakcie pandemii Covid-19 

(raport z badań ankietowych)

Słowa kluczowe: nauka zdalna, pandemia Covid-19, wypalenie studentów, studenci 
kierunków menedżerskich.

Streszczenie: Rozwój pandemii Covid-19 wymusił masowe zastosowanie nauki 
zdalnej w szkolnictwie, w tym szkolnictwie wyższym. Gwałtowna zmiana i zwią-
zane z nią konsekwencje mogą przyczyniać się do tzw. wypalenia akademickiego. 
W artykule postawiono następujące pytania badawcze: w jakim stopniu studenci 
kierunków menedżerskich odczuwali wypalenie podczas nauki zdalnej w trakcie 
pandemii Covid-19? Jak nauka zdalna zmieniła ich wypalenie? Czy tryb studiów 
(dzienny/zaoczny) różnicował opinie studentów?  Podmiotem badań było 172 lo-
sowo dobranych studentów kierunków menedżerskich, tj. zarządzania, ekonomii 
i logistyki. Posłużono się techniką ankiety internetowej, stosując skategoryzowany 
i wystandaryzowany kwestionariusz ankiety, w tym kwestionariusz The Oldenburg 
Burnout Inventory – wersje dla studentów (The OLBI-S). Wykazano, że u większości 
badanych wypalenie studiami zwiększyło się podczas nauczania zdalnego w okre-
sie pandemii Covid-19. Stwierdzono nieco wyższy poziom wypalenia w przypadku 
skali ‘wyczerpanie’ niż ‘brak zaangażowania’. Dostrzeżono także różnice pomiędzy 
studentami dziennymi i zaocznymi, gdzie generalnie wyższy poziom wypalenia ce-
chował tę pierwszą kategorię badanych. 
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