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Introduction
The concept of professional burnout was first described 
in the mid-1970s, referring to “emotions of depletion 
and loss of motivation and commitment that social 
workers experience after prolonged and extensive stress 
conditions” (1,2). Shortly afterwards, it was characterized 
in detail by Maslach and Jackson (3) as a syndrome of 
excessive emotional load, or burnout, comprising a set of 
emotional and physical responses to chronic work stress. 

Teaching stress is a prevalent and well confirmed 
problem (4). Job dissatisfaction and burnout among 
teachers can have personal implications such as 
absenteeism and decline in performance and productivity, 
and a negative effect on students’ outcome (5).

Risk factors for burnout among teachers may 
be organizational, such as work pressure, student 
misbehaviour (6), role stress (7), lack of support from 
peers and supervisors (8), school rules and type (private 
or governmental), school location (9) and financial 
considerations (10), or personal factors such as age, sex, 
marital status, years of service and self efficacy (11,12).

Survey data have indicated that both in the Western 
countries and in some Eastern European countries, about 
10–40% of teachers suffer from burnout (13,14), while in 
Asian countries it may reach 50–70% (11).

Therefore, it becomes extremely important to 
investigate not only the sources or predictors of burnout 
but also their relationships. A considerable amount of 
information can be found on burnout and its related 
factors among school teachers in many countries, 
however, there is no known research on burnout among 
primary school teachers in Basrah, Iraq. In this study, we 
aimed to determine the level of self-reported burnout 
and the main sources of burnout among primary school 
teachers in Basrah.

Methods
Study design
This was a cross-sectional study carried out in Basrah 
City during the period November 2014–February 2015. 
The study was approved by the Research and Ethics 
Committee of the College of Medicine, Basrah University. 

Participants
The study population included governmental primary 
school teachers of both sexes. 

Sampling and sample size
The sample size was calculated assuming a prevalence 
rate of 50%, with a precision degree of 0.05 at the 95% 
confidence level, and a design effect of 1.8 (15). Taking into 

Abstract
Background: Studies from various parts of the world have shown that teachers are likely to suffer from burnout. So far, 
there has been no research on burnout among primary school teachers in Basrah, Iraq.
Aim: We aimed to determine the prevalence and predisposing factors of self-reported burnout among primary school 
teachers in Basrah.
Methods: This was a cross-sectional study in 32 governmental primary schools during November 2014–February 2015. 
A self-administered questionnaire was used to collect sociodemographic and work-related data using the Oldenburg 
Burnout Inventory.
Results: Of 800 questionnaires distributed, 706 (88.3%) were completed; 58.4% were from women. The prevalence of 
burnout was 24.5% (95% CI: 21.5–27.8). A statistically significant association was found between burnout and age, sex 
and marital status. Work-related factors that showed significant association with burnout were: work overload, problems 
related to career advancement, high number of students per class and student misbehaviour. 
Conclusion: Burnout is an important health problem among primary school teachers in Basrah. A number of risk factors, 
particularly those related to work, are amenable to modification since they are related to the education policy.
Keywords: Basrah, burnout, prevalence, teachers

Citation: Al-Asadi J; Khalaf S; Al-Waaly A; Abed A; Shami S. Burnout among primary school teachers in Iraq: prevalence and risk factors. East Mediterr 
Health J. 2018;24(3):262–268. https://doi.org/10.26719/2018.24.3.262

Received: 11/01/16; accepted: 27/02/17

Copyright © World Health Organization (WHO) 2018. Some rights reserved. This work is available under the CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo).



Research article

263

EMHJ – Vol. 24 No. 3 – 2018

consideration a nonresponse rate of 15%, the sample size 
was calculated as 795. Eight hundred teachers (15.2% out 
of 5250 primary school teachers in Basrah City) received 
questionnaires.

Participation in the study was voluntary and 
participants were assured of the confidentiality and 
anonymity of the survey.

Data collection
A self-administered questionnaire especially designed 
for the purposes of the study was used to collect 
data including sociodemographic and occupational 
information. The survey form also included questions 
about student misbehaviour, in-service training, career 
advancement, salaries, distance from school to residence, 
professional relationship, years of service, workload 
and job satisfaction. Student misbehaviour was defined 
as “those behaviours involving rule-breaking, violating 
implicit norms or expectations, being inappropriate 
in the classroom settings and upsetting teaching and 
learning (talking out of turn, disrespecting teachers, 
habitual failure in submitting assignments, copying 
homework, lateness to class, etc.” (16). Training was 
defined as activities to increase the knowledge, skills and 
positive beliefs of teachers.

Work overload has been defined as employees’ 
perception that they have more work than they can 
complete within a given time (17). Job satisfaction has 
been defined as a perceived relationship between what 
one wants from one’s job and what one perceives it as 
offering (18). The teachers were asked to indicate how 
satisfied they felt with their job. The scale of answers 
ranged from “very satisfied” to “not at all satisfied” (19). For 
statistical purposes, job satisfaction was dichotomized 
into satisfied and unsatisfied.

The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (20) has been 
found to be valid in different populations and can be 
applied to any occupational group (21). An English version 
translated into Arabic was used to measure burnout in 
this study. Two independent bilingual reviewers checked 
the Arabic translation to ensure consistency. 

The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory includes 2 
subscales: exhaustion and disengagement. It exhibits 
good test–retest reliability and internal reliability (α 
> 0.80) for both subscales (20). Each subscale includes 4 
positively worded and 4 negatively worded items that are 
scored on a 4-point Likert scale from 1 “strongly agree” 
to 4 “strongly disagree”. After reverse scoring of the 
negatively worded items, the average was calculated for 
each subscale, with higher scores indicating higher level 
of burnout. The cut-off score above the 75th percentile on 
both subscales was considered as burnout. 

Statistical analysis
The statistical analysis was made using SPSS, version 
19. Frequencies and percentages were calculated for the 
categorical variables. Chi-squared test or Fisher’s exact 
test were used to assess the differences between these 
variables. Continuous numerical data were summarized 

as mean and standard deviation (SD). Logistic regression 
analysis was used to determine the independent 
predictors of burnout. Pearson’s correlation coefficient 
(r) was calculated to determine the relationship between 
job satisfaction and burnout; P < 0.05 was considered 
statistically significant.

Results
A total of 800 questionnaires were distributed; 706 
completed questionnaires were returned, a response rate 
of 88.3%.

The mean age of respondents was 36.6 (SD 8.9; range 
20–63) years, 58.4% of them were women. The majority 
(89.8%) were classroom teachers, and 36.7% had teaching 
experience of > 15 years (Table 1).

The mean of the total burnout scores was 38.9 (SD 5.6), 
while the means for the exhaustion and disengagement 
subscales scores were 23.3 (SD 4.4) and 15.6 (SD 4.2) 
respectively. Males showed significantly higher mean 
burnout scores than women for the total and both 
subscales. The prevalence of burnout among the teachers 
was 24.5% (95% confidence interval: 21.5–27.8). 

Table 1. Sociodemographic and work-related characteristics of 
primary school teachers (n = 706) in Basrah, 2014/2015

Variable No. %

Age (years)

20–34 326 46.2

35–49 298 42.2

≥ 50 82 11.6

Sex

Male 294 41.6

Female 412 58.4

Marital status

Married 474 76.1

Unmarried 127 18.0

Divorced/widowed 105 14.9

No. of children

0 139 19.7

1–3 276 39.1

> 3 291 41.2

Job responsibility

Classroom teacher 634 89.8

Administration 72 10.2

Years of service

1–5 186 26.3

6–10 170 24.1

11–15 91 12.9

> 15 259 36.7

Training courses

Yes 366 51.8

No 340 48.2
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Burnout was found to be negatively related to age. 
It decreased with advancing age and the difference was 
highly significant (P < 0.001). Sex was also significantly 
associated with burnout: men showed a higher 
prevalence of burnout than women. Married teachers 
showed a significantly lower level of burnout compared 
with their unmarried, widowed or divorced counterparts. 
No significant association was detected between number 
of children and burnout. Number of years of service was 
inversely and significantly related to burnout. Teachers 
who had received training courses showed a significantly 
lower level of burnout compared with those who had no 
training courses (Table 2).

Table 3 shows the association between work-related 
factors and burnout. Work overload (P = 0.001), students’ 
misbehaviour (P = 0.002), high number of students 
per class (P = 0.024), and problems related to career 
advancement (P = 0.021) were found to be significantly 
associated with burnout. 

The logistic regression analysis showed that age, 
marital status and sex were the only sociodemographic 
independent risk factors for burnout; work overload, 

problems related to career advancement, high number 
of students per class and student misbehaviour were the 
work-related independent risk factors (Table 4).

Only 13.5% of the teachers in our sample were 
dissatisfied with their job. Burnout was negatively and 
significantly correlated with job satisfaction (r = –0.131, 
P < 0.001).

Discussion
This study, which is the first to examine burnout among 
teachers in Basrah, showed a high rate of burnout 
(24.5%) among the participants. Although comparing 
our results with those of others is not straightforward 
due to variations in sociocultural factors, occupational 
settings or using different measures of assessment, 
our findings are in line with those of a number of other 
studies. A similar prevalence of burnout among teachers 
was reported in studies from a number of countries, 
e.g. 26% in Taiwan (22), 11.6% in Sri Lanka (23) and 21% in 
Tunisia (24). Quality of education in Iraq is declining now 
due to poor preparation and weak training of teachers, 
lack of minimum standards of teaching materials, and 

Table 2. Association of burnout with selected risk factors among primary school teachers (n = 706) in Basrah, 2014/2015

Variable Burnout No burnout χ2 P-value

No. % No. %

Age (years) 15.995 < 0.001

20–34 102 31.3 224 68.3

35–49 59 19.8 239 80.2

≥ 50 12 14.6 70 85.4

Sex 16.605 < 0.001

Male 95 32.3 199 67.7

Female 78 18.9 334 81.1

Marital status 13.364 0.001

Married 97 20.5 377 79.5

Unmarried 39 30.7 88 69.3

Divorced/Widowed 37 35.2 68 64.8

No. of children 4.534 0.104

0 42 30.2 97 69. 8

1–3 70 25.4 206 74.6

> 3 61 21.0 230 79.0

Job responsibility 0.011 0.918

Classroom teacher 155 24.4 479 75.6

Administrative 18 25.0 54 75.0

Years of service

1–5 62 33.3 124 66.7 15.410 0.001

6–10 45 26.5 125 73.5

11–15 21 23.1 70 76.9

 > 15 45 17.4 214 82.6

Training courses 4.435 0.026

Yes 77 21.0 289 79.0

No 96 28.2 244 71.8

Total 173 24.5 533 75.5
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deteriorating infrastructure. Furthermore, teachers are 
demoralized and unmotivated (25), these factors together 
with that studied in this study could be the reasons for 
such high prevalence rate of burnout among primary 
school teachers in Basrah. 

We found that younger teachers and those with 
fewer years of service showed a significantly higher 
rate of burnout than their older and more experienced 
counterparts; this has also been reported in other studies 
(26–28). Younger teachers may be more idealistic and may 
feel inadequate and undervalued if they fail to reach their 
students (29,30). 

Studies on the role of sex in prevalence of burnout 
have shown inconsistent results. Some studies have 
found that male teachers were more subject to burnout 
than females (31,32) and this is in accordance with our 
own findings. However, other studies have reported that 
female teachers experienced burnout more than males 
(27,33) or that there was no difference in burnout rates 
(34). In a 1992 study, it was reported that men and women 
suffered burnout in similar ways but they differed in 
what they experienced as stressors (35). Some researchers 
have attributed sex differences in burnout to the different 
career expectations resulting from differences in sex 
role socialization or to differences in the ways men and 
women cope with stress (36). It has also been suggested 
that women may have a wider range of social relationship 
and support than men that can help them in coping with 
burnout (37). 

We found that married teachers showed a lower 
rate of burnout than single teachers. The findings of 
previous research on this aspect are not clear-cut: some 
studies found that single people were more susceptible 
to burnout (26,38) while others found no significant 
association (39,40). 

In agreement with many studies, we found that 
work-related factors played a significant role in 
burnout development. Work pressure or overload was 
significantly related to burnout, a finding that has been 
reported by others (41,42). In line with the findings of a 

Table 3. Association of burnout with work-related factors among primary school teachers (n = 706) in Basrah, 2014/2015

Variable Burnout No burnout χ2 P-value

No. % No. %

Work overload 14.589 0.001

Absent 108 21.1 405 78.9

Present 65 33.7 128 66.3

Low salary 0.860 0.354

No 49 23.3 171 77.7

Yes 124 25. 5 362 74.5

Students' misbehaviour 9.563 0.002

Absent 75 19.8 303 80.2

Present 98 29.9 230 70.1

Distance from residence to school (Km) 0.081 0.770

< 10 124 24.8 376 75.2

≥ 10 49 23.8 157 76.2

High no. of students per class 5.081 0.024

No 26 17.4 123 82.6

Yes 147 26.4 410 73.6

Problems related to career advancement 5.358 0.021

Absent 95 21.6 345 78.4

Present 78 29.3 188 70.7

Problems with colleagues 0.809 0.368

Absent 131 25.4 385 74.6

Present 42 22.1 148 77.9

Total 173 24.5 533 75.5

Table 4. Logistic regression analysis of independent predictors 
of burnout among primary school teachers (n = 706) in Basrah, 
2014/2015

Variable B P OR 95% CI

Age –0.030 0.006 0.97 0.95–0.91

Marital status 0.322 0.005 1.38 1.10–1.73

Sex (male) 0.544 0.003 1.72 1.20–2.47

Work overload 0.500 0.009 1.85 1.14–2.40

Problems related to career 
advancement

0.376 0.045 1.46 1.01–2.10

High no. of students/class 0.252 0.032 1.29 1.15–2.12

Students' misbehaviour 0.299 0.035 1.49 1.03–2.16

OR = odds ratio.
CI = confidence interval.
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الخلاصة
الخلفية: أظهرت دراسات أجريت في أنحاء مختلفة من العالم أن المعلمين معرضون للإصابة بالإنهاك. وحتى الآن، لم يجر أي بحث بشأن الإنهاك بين 

معلمي المدارس الابتدائية في البصرة بالعراق.

Épuisement professionnel chez les professeurs des écoles primaires en Iraq : 
prévalence et facteurs de risque

Résumé
Contexte : Des études issues de différentes parties du monde ont révélé que les professeurs sont exposés au risque 
d’épuisement professionnel (burnout). À ce jour, aucune recherche n’a été réalisée sur l’épuisement professionnel parmi 
les professeurs des écoles primaires à Bassora, en Iraq.
Objectif : La présente étude avait pour objectif de déterminer la prévalence et les facteurs prédisposant à l’épuisement 
professionnel perçu par les professeurs des écoles primaires à Bassora.
Méthodes : Une étude transversale a été conduite dans 32 écoles primaires gouvernementales entre novembre 2014 et 
février 2015. Un questionnaire auto-administré a été utilisé afin de recueillir des données sociodémographiques et des 
informations directement liées à la profession à l’aide de l’Inventaire du burnout d’Oldenberg (OLBI).
Résultats : Sur 800 questionnaires distribués, 706 (88,3 %) ont été remplis, dont 58,4 % par des femmes. La prévalence 
de l’épuisement professionnel était de 24,5 % (IC à 95 % : 21,5-27,8). Une association statistiquement significative a été 
trouvée entre l’épuisement professionnel et l’âge, le sexe, et le statut marital. Les facteurs directement liés à l’activité 
professionnelle ont montré une association significative avec l’épuisement professionnel quand il y avait une surcharge 
de travail, des problèmes liés à l’avancement de carrière, un grand nombre d’élèves par classe et des problèmes de 
comportement chez ces derniers.
Conclusion : L’épuisement professionnel constitue un problème de santé important parmi les professeurs des écoles 
primaires à Bassora. Un nombre de facteurs de risque, notamment ceux directement liés à l’activité professionnelle, sont 
sujets à modification étant donné qu’ils sont inhérents à la politique d’éducation.

French study (43), high number of students per class was 
significantly associated with burnout. 

Other significant sources of burnout were 
student misbehaviour and problems related to career 
advancement. Similarly, Hastings et al. found that 
difficulties experienced with student behaviour were 
associated with burnout (44) and according to a study in 
Kenya, lack of promotion opportunities or slow progress 
in career advancement were found to be risk factors for 
burnout (45).

In univariate analysis, we found that number of years 
of service was negatively and significantly associated 
with burnout, but the association disappeared in 
multivariate analysis, possibly due to the confounding 
effect of age: older teachers were found to be less burnt 
out than younger teachers. 

In accordance with the results of a study in Namibia 
(46), we found a significant negative correlation between 
job satisfaction and burnout in teachers. 

This study had some limitations. It was a cross-
sectional study, and consequently this may preclude 

inferences of causality among variables. Nonresponse 
is a particular problem affecting cross-sectional studies 
and can result in bias of the measures of outcome. This 
is a particular problem when the characteristics of 
nonrespondents differ from those of respondents. In 
our study, the response rate was good and there is no 
reason to believe that those who declined to participate 
were systematically different from those included in the 
study in terms of their career characteristics. Despite the 
limitations, the results of our study are comparable to 
published findings. 

In conclusion, burnout is an important health problem 
among primary school teachers in Basrah, and many risk 
factors, particularly those related to work, are amenable 
to modification since they are related to the national 
education policy. Therefore, there is a need for periodic 
psychological assessment of teachers to early detect 
burnout and for the introduction of an intervention 
policy to prevent its effects on job performance.
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