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ABSTRACT:

The coronavirus pandemic has put unprecedented
pressure on the healthcare system of Bulgaria, especially in
the context of the shortage of professionals such as public
health inspectors. As a result, additional obligations were
added to their routines which increased their workload and
put them at risk of developing burnout.

Purpose: To study the level of burnout among pub-
lic health inspectors before and during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and to make a comparative analysis of the results in
view of the inspectors’ increased workload in the time of
the pandemic.

Materials and methods: Three studies of public
health inspectors from the system of the Regional Health
Inspectorate were conducted: two burnout studies using the
Maslach Burnout Inventory in 2019 and 2021 (respectively
of 62 and 61 persons) and a questionnaire survey of 116
subjects in 2020-2021 on the workload level.

Results: During the pandemic, a considerable in-
crease in the values of the three questionnaire aspects was
observed. The highest level of emotional exhaustion was
reported in the 31-44 age group with work experience of
11-20 years (88%), whereas the highest level of deperson-
alization and the lowest of personal accomplishment were
identified in the over 55 age group (50% and 92%). In 2019
around 38.7 % of health inspectors were at a high risk of
burnout, while in 2021, the number increased to 73.7%.

Conclusions: During the pandemic, the share of
health inspectors at risk of burnout has significantly in-
creased. Therefore, early intervention and prevention of the
syndrome are needed.
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INTRODUCTION:

Psychosocial risks and occupational stress are
among the most problematic issues of health and safety at
work. This has been particularly relevant during the COVID-
19 pandemic, which has significantly impacted the health
of people, organizations and national economies [1]. The
pandemic situation has created a great challenge for the
healthcare systems of all countries and especially for health
workers. Current studies on occupational stress have found
an increased level of burnout in health professionals in the
context of the pandemic [2, 3, 4].

Burnout syndrome is defined as a state of emotional
and physical exhaustion caused by prolonged periods of
stress [5]. It is described as chronic stress in the work place
that has not been managed successfully [6]. Setting tasks
with contradictory requirements, frequent changes in the
work schedules, the impossibility of using heir regulated
rest breaks and the increasing demands for better work per-
formance are among the identified factors leading to stress
and stress-related health consequences for employees [7].

Burnout syndrome is mostly developed in people
practising helping professions that involve direct commu-
nication and interpersonal contacts [8]. This syndrome is
expressed in a fundamental disruption of the emotional en-
gagement of employees with their job [9]. It can manifest
in the following three aspects: emotional exhaustion, de-
personalization and reduced self-esteem — a sense of being
incompetent in their professional field, a feeling of profes-
sional and personal uselessness [10]. The physical symp-
toms include tiredness, body aches, headache,
gastrointestinal symptoms, changes in appetite, increased
susceptibility to common infections and sleep problems
[11].

In Bulgaria, stress-related issues and burnout syn-
drome are particularly relevant since the majority of health
professionals are forced to hold multiple jobs, almost with-
out time for rest, in the context of organizational problems
in the healthcare sector [12, 13,14]. A study conducted
among 13 000 doctors from 29 medical specialties has
shown a 5% increase in the number of doctors who admit-
ted experiencing burnout symptoms: they increased .to
47% in 2021, compared with 42% in 2020. Logically, the
highest levels of stress are in emergency medicine, where
the percentage grew from 43% (2020) to 60% (2021) [15].
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Doctors are not the only affected group. Worldwide, burn-
out studies have been performed among pharmacists to re-
search the predisposing factors for professional burnout
[16].

Public health inspectors (PHI) are health profession-
als who exercise state health control in public establish-
ments. They work primarily in the Regional Health
Inspectorates (RHI). Their daily and additional duties and
responsibilities are outlined in the respective regulations
[17, 18, 19].

After a COVID-19 state of emergency was introduced
in Bulgaria in March 2020, PHIs joined the group of es-
sential healthcare workers and new responsibilities were
added to their regular activities, i.e. to implement meas-
ures against the spread of the disease. As a result of that,
employees who were not anti-epidemic professionals had
to adapt quickly to the new circumstances. In the context
of the insufficient number of health inspectors, they had
to work overtime and were unable to take holidays and rest
breaks. According to data from the RHI for 2019- 2021, the
share of planned inspections as part of routine work de-
creased in 2020 in favour of work related to the registra-
tion of COVID-19 cases, identification of contact persons
and communication with the relevant authorities in a ratio
1:6, while maintaining the same number of health inspec-
tors. The number of issued recommendation notices also
grew considerably, as well as the investigation of com-
plaints and referrals. Additional obligations were intro-
duced, such as 24-hour duties at border crossing points and
joint inspections with the police and local authorities of
quarantine compliance [20, 21, 22].

All additional responsibilities, non-specific duties
and interpersonal difficulties in the context of a shortage
of public health inspectors undoubtedly lead to an in-
creased workload and occupational stress, hence to a higher
risk of developing burnout.

OBJECTIVE

To study the level of burnout among public health
inspectors before and during the COVID-19 pandemic and
to make a comparative analysis of the results in view of
their increased workload in the time of the pandemic.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Two burnout studies were conducted using a stand-
ardized burnout test - Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI),
one in 2019 among 62 health inspectors and another one
among 61 PHIs in 2021. The survey consists of 22 state-
ments scored by a frequency scale from 0 to 6 (0 — never;
1 — once a year or less; 2 — once a month; 3 — several times
a month; 4 — once a week; 5 — several times a week; 6 —
every day). It covers three aspects: the levels of emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization and personal accomplish-
ment. The level of emotional exhaustion is measured by
adding up the points from statements 1, 2, 3, 6, 8, 13, 14,
16, 20 on the following scale: 0-17 points: a low level,
18-29 points: a medium level; over 30 points: a high level.
The level of depersonalization is measured by adding up
the points from statements 5, 10, 11, 15 and 22, using the
following scale: 0-5 points: a low level; 6-11 points: a me-
dium level; over 12 points: a high level. The level of per-
sonal accomplishment is calculated by adding up the points
from items: 4, 7,9, 12, 17, 18, 19 and 21, where a score of
0-33 points is a low level; 34-39 points — a medium level,
over 40 points is a high level. In this case, an inverted scale
is applied because the high scores indicate a favourable
result, and the low ones an unfavourable [23].

In 2020-2021, a workload questionnaire survey was
delivered to 116 PHIs working in Regional Health
Inspectorates in the country. Data analysis was carried out
using SPSS 13.0 for Windows.

RESULTS

The studies involved public health inspectors work-
ing in the RHIs in Varna, Ruse, Dobrich, Shumen, Razgrad,
Silistra and Yambol.

The studied subjects were divided into four age
groups: below 30 (15%); 31- 44 (28%); 45- 54 (37%), and
over 55 (20%). The respondents’ mean age was 45 years.
Women predominated at a ratio of 4:1 (women — 80%, men
—20%). The mean number of years of work experience in
the surveyed group was 18. The largest relative share (60%)
was that of respondents with over 20 years of work experi-
ence.

Table 1 presents the distribution by gender, age and
work experience of the respondents in the three studies.

Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents by study year.

2019 2020 2021
( Burnout study) (Workload questionnaire (Burnout study)
Category Group survey)
N N % N %
No. of participants | 62 100 116 100 65 100
<30 9 14,5 17 14,6 13 21,3
Age 31-44 21 33,9 33 28,4 16 26,2
45-54 24 38,7 43 37,06 20 32,8
>55 12,9 23 19,8 12 19,7
Men 12,9 23 19,8 12 19,7
Gender Women 54 87.1 93 80,2 49 80,3
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< 5 years 15 24,2 21 18,3 14 23
-1 14 12 1 4
Work experience 6 - 10 years o S 0,3 6.5
11 - 20 years 13 21 12 10,3 16 26,2
>20 years 25 40,3 71 61,1 27 44,3

No significant difference and dynamics were ob-
served in the presented demographic indicators in the three
studies.

The results from the burnout study among 62 health
inspectors in 2019 before the COVID-19 pandemic are the
following:

- Emotional Exhaustion — 8 subjects (12.9 %) showed
a very high level of emotional exhaustion (over 30 points),
6 subjects (9.7 %) had a medium level (points 18-29)

- Depersonalization — 10 subjects (16.1 %) had a
high level (over 12 points), and the other 10 (16.1 %)
showed a medium level.

- Personal Accomplishment —34 (54.8 %) of the sur-
veyed inspectors had a low score on this scale (below 33).

In 2021 during the pandemic, the same tool (MBI)
was used to assess 61 health inspectors. The following re-
sults were reported:

- Emotional Exhaustion — over two-thirds (75.4%)
of the respondents showed a high level of emotional ex-
haustion, while 14.7% had a medium level.

- Depersonalization — almost half of the participants
(41%) reported a high level, whereas 37.7% had a medium
one.

- Personal Accomplishment — the majority (70.5%)
of all respondents demonstrated a low score on this scale.

Comparative data from the two studies are presented
in Table 2.

Table 2. Comparative data from the burnout studies with MBI (frequency scale) in 2019 and 2021.

Results Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Reduced | PHI with high
PHI with a PHI with a PHI with a PHI with a Personal levels in two
high level medium level high level medium level | Accomplish- | or threecom-
Period (%) (%) (%) (%) ment (%) ponents (%)
Before the
pandemic 2019 12,9 9,7 16,1 16,1 54,8 38,7
During the
pandemic 2021 75,4 14,7 41 37,7 70,5 73,7

The highest level of emotional exhaustion was dis-
played by respondents in the age group of 31-44 years (88%).
The highest levels of depersonalization and reduced per-
sonal accomplishment were reported in the over 55 age group
(50% and 92%, respectively). A low level of depersonaliza-
tion was observed in 75% of those with work experience
between 6 and 10 years, while the highest levels of reduced
personal accomplishment were reported by 79 % of the
health inspectors with less than 5 years of experience.

The results from the questionnaire survey conducted
among 116 health inspectors during a period from 2020 to
2021 indicated that the respondents were aware of their in-
creased workload. When asked to assess their personal daily
workload on a five-point scale (from 1-low to 5- high), more
than two-thirds (78.80%) of the surveyed reported fairly high
and high levels of workload. (Fig. 1)

A large part of the surveyed inspectors (81%) indi-
cated ever-increasing job obligations as the main reason
for the high level of workload. A statistically significant
correlation was identified between those two factors (c2=
19,312, p=0,004).
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Fig. 1. Assessment of the daily workload among PHI
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DISCUSSION

The data analysis shows a six-fold increase in sub-
jects with high emotional exhaustion levels before and dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic (respectively: 12.9 % and
75.4 %). The relative share of respondents with a medium
level has also risen from 9.7 % in 2019 to 14.7% in 2021.
Emotional exhaustion is considered to be the core aspect
of professional burnout and manifests through emotional
depletion, indifference or emotional overload. This condi-
tion is characterized by chronic fatigue, sleep problems,
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headache and other psychosomatic symptoms. The high
level of emotional exhaustion requires urgent changes in
the working environment and work pace and even consul-
tations with a specialist (psychologist, psychiatrist). If me-
dium levels are identified, it means there are pre-conditions
for emotional overload, therefore, relevant measures should
be taken, such as review of work responsibilities and tasks,
rest breaks etc. The fact that the most affected group are
31- 44 year-olds shows that a third of the studied inspec-
tors are at risk of worsening their mental health indicators.

A nearly 2.5-fold increase has been reported in sub-
jects with high levels of depersonalization (from 16.1% in
2019 to 41 % in 2021). Depersonalization mainly refers to
dehumanization in interpersonal relationships, a feeling of
isolation, loss of empathy, accompanied by cynicism, a
negative attitude towards clients or co-workers. In the more
severe cases, a persistent feeling of guilt might occur, along
with avoidance of social contacts and a feeling of detach-
ment from one’s self. Therefore, in the presence of high lev-
els of depersonalization, a consultation with a specialist is
considered mandatory.

The share of health inspectors with reduced personal
accomplishment has increased approx. 1.3 times (from 54.8
in 2019 to 70.5 in 2021). The decreased productivity at
work and reduced personal accomplishment can result in
negative self-esteem (people think that they are unable to
do the job, cannot make progress and develop). In such
states, people start doubting their real abilities, and they
limit their contacts. The reported reduced personal accom-
plishment, especially in subjects from the age group be-

low 30, indicates that a growing number of health inspec-
tors have accumulated emotional and mental exhaustion,
which adversely affect their work performance.

The share of PHIs who have shown a high frequency
on two or three MBI aspects has doubled in the compared
study periods (respectively, from 38.7% to 73.75%). The
high levels of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization
combined with reduced personal accomplishment confirm
the presence of burnout or a high risk of developing it. The
established statistically significant correlation between the
high workload level and the ever-increasing job obligations
of public health inspectors gives grounds to claim that the
higher workload during the coronavirus pandemic is one of
the reasons for a significant increase in burnout risk.

CONCLUSION

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, PHI’s job
obligations rose considerably. Additional duties, new re-
sponsibilities, overtime, inability to use holidays and rest
breaks lead to a heavy workload, mental strain, stress and
conflict situations.

During the pandemic, a growing number of health
inspectors are at risk of professional burnout, which has
been evidenced by the reported high values on all scales
of the MBI tool. Burnout can cause serious disorders in the
mental health of inspectors and, consequently in their
physical health. In the context of the health crisis, it is
critical to put effort into prevention, in the early detection
of burnout symptoms, in providing consultations and re-
ferring to a specialist when needed.
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