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Burnout among physicians in Tripoli city — Libya
Faraj. M. Elmezughil, Khaled Mohammed Ben Khalifa2, Khloud.Y. Abouzkhar’

1-Introduction

The policy makers of health sector in Libya cannot neglect the importance of physician’s mental health and
job satisfaction during their endeavor to reform the health system and improve the health care quality.

Jha et al,, have argued that “Physician burnout — a condition in which physicians lose satisfaction and a
sense of efficacy in their work “ (2019,P.1)

This public health crisis is included in the tenth revision of the international classification of diseases and
the term burnout was described under code 7.73.0 as follows: “burnout - state of total exhaustion” (Weber
and Jaekel-Reinhard,2000).

This public health problem has serious consequences on physicians themselves, patients they serve and
health sector as whole and these negative implications have been well documented. Burnout can lead to
deterioration in physician’s performance and high rates of medical errors. The presence of burnout doubles
reported rates of medical errors (Shanafelt et al.,2010).

Burnout appears to be a factor in absenteeism, job change, early retirement and low productivity (Shanafelt
et al.,2016; Dewa et al.,2014). Burnout has been linked to the miss behavior of physicians at work, as burnt
out physicians have impaired relationships with their colleagues (Embriaco et al.,2007). Furthermore,
burnout seems to be correlated with physical disorders, insomnia, and alcohol and drug abuse (Mikalauskas
et al., 2018; Oreskovich et al.,2012).

The crisis of physician’s burnout driven by prolonged exposure to various stressors in work environment,
such as work overload, staff shortage, settings of resource deficits, lack of motivation, inequitable
remuneration, unqualified executive health administrations, and other working conditions (Saleh et al.,2007;
Shanafelt et al.,2009: Campbell et al.,2001; Sargent et al.,2004). Individual personality and interpersonal skills
may have coping mechanism among physicians (Bess et al.,2019) rather than they lie at the root of the
prevalent crisis of physician burnout. Although, some may point to the local health care acts and the current
era of medicine which is dominated by increased utilization of the electronic health record, accountability
and pay for performance or rewording (Berwick,2016).

While many exploratory researches have been conducted in different countries and were a valuable source of
facts about the prevalence of this public health issue among societies, this crisis has gone unrecognized
among Libyan physicians to date. Accordingly, we decided to conduct this study to assess the magnitude of
burnout syndrome among Libyan physicians and to understand variation by gender, age, specialty, stage of

career, work experience, number of night duties and work load.

2-Material and methods

This cross sectional study was conducted during the period from January to mars 2020. All physicians in
different departments who are working in the public health care providing institutions of all sizes (i.e.,
hospitals, polyclinics, dispensaries) in Tripoli, Libya were eligible for participation in this study. Physicians

with less than one-year duration of work, those who returned questionnaires with missing data and or those
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who were working in the private sector only at the time of the study, were excluded from the current study.
A total of 300 questionnaires were distributed manually to physicians that fall within limits as specified by
inclusion and exclusion criteria in two public hospitals, one polyclinic and three dispensaries in Tripoli city,

Libya. Verbal consents were taken from all participants.
2.1- Instrument

The participants asked directly to complete a set of two questionnaires. The first one collected data on
personal and professional characteristics such as gender, age, place of work, stage of career, years of working,
case load per day, night duties per month. The second section of questionnaire contained the validated
Maslach Burnout Inventory-Human Services Survey (MBI-HSS) which was used to measure physician
burnout in this study. The MBI-HSS is a gold standard measure for burnout worldwide and it is most
comrnonly used psychometric instrument for measuring burnout since 1980. According to Maslach and
Jackson (1996) the 22 items of the MBI-HSS is divided into three factors (sub scales) to evaluate each
domain of burnout: emotional exhaustion (EE., feelings of emotional over extension by one’s work, nine
items), depersonalization (DP,, negative and cynical attitudes towards recipients of one’s care, five items),
and lack of personal accomplishrnent (PA., loss of competence and achievements in one’s work, eight items).
The participant is asked to answer each item on a Likert scale from zero (never) to six (every day). The
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) has been validated in Libya, its Libyan psychometric properties have
determined and coefficient of reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for its three subscales consistent with the levels
found by test authors (Hamed,2016). The internal consistency of each MBI-HSS subscale are shown in table
1. As did must researches we considered physician with high scores on the emotional exhaustion or
depersonalization subscales as having a burnout (Shanafelt et al.,2002; Dyrbye et al.,2008).

Table1: MBI-HSS subscales: internal consistency and normative scores.

MBI-HSS subscale Cronbach’s Normative score

alpha Low Moderate High
Emotional Exhaustion 0.809 0-16 17-26 527
(EE)
Depersonalization 0.76 0-6 7-12 >13
(DP)
Personal 0.774 >39 32-38 0-31
Accomplishment (PA)

2.2- Statistical analysis

Statistical package of social sciences(SPSS) statistics version 22.0 was used to analyze the collected data. The
descriptive analysis included calculations of means, standard deviation and frequencies (absolute numbers,
proportion and percentages) to characterize responding physicians and to describe burnout levels in
physicians.lnferential analysis was conducted to estimate association between physician burnout and
assumed risk factors using odds ratios(OR) .Multiple linear regression was performed to identify the most

important predictors of physician burnout. A p value <0.05 was set as the significance level.
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3-Results

Ninety-eight doctors responded and filled in the questionnaire completely with a response rate of 32%. The
prevailing part of the sample members was general Practionier 90 (91.8%), 54 (55%) were males. The mean
age (= SD) of all doctors who took part in the study was 35.5(+5.5) and their ages ranged from 28 to 51years.
Almost two thirds of the respondents practiced medicine for more than 5 years and 69.4% of them reported
dealing with more than 20 patients daily. Of doctors surveyed 63.3% had 3 or more night duties per week

and 69%did not have any administrative tasks. Table 2 summarizes the personal and work profile of

responders.
Table 2. Personal and practice characteristics of participants (N= 98).
Variable N %
Gender
Female 54 55.1
Male 4 | 449
Age group (years)
<35 34 34.7
35-45 54 55.1
> 45 10 10.2
Career stage
G.P 90 91.8
Specialist 8 8.2
Duration of work in years
<5 34 34.7
5-10 54 55.1
>10 10 10.2
Cases load per day
<20 30 30.6
20-40 54 55.1
>40 14 14.3
Night duties per month
<3 36 36.7
>3 62 | 633
Administrative role
Yes 30 30.6
No 68 69.4
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Table 3. Mean scores of MBI-HSS subscales.
Burnout subscale Mean (+SD) 95% CI
Emotional exhaustion 29.6(+11.0) 27.3-31.7
Depersonalization 11.7(25.7) 10.5-12.8
Personal accomplishment 30.8(28.5) 29.1-32.5

According to this study, the average score for the emotional exhaustion among sample members were 29.6
while that for depersonaiization was 11.7. Table 3 represents mean scores for each dimension of burnout. A
rnajority,53% of participating doctors had high grade of emotional exhaustion, 36.7% showed high level of
depersonalization, and a low level of personal accomplishment scored by only 20.4% of the surveyed doctors
(Table 4). Overall, 61.2 % of physicians had at least high emotional exhaustion or high depersonalization
and accordingly, met the criteria for burnout.

Table 4. Prevalence of burnout among surveyed physicians based on each subscale.

Burnout subscale Burnout subscale score %

High Moderate Low
Emotional exhaustion 53% 38.9 8.1%
Depersonalization 36.7 44.9 18.4
Personal accomplishment 51% 28.6 20.4

Burnout was statistically significantiy Prevalent among generai Practionier compared with specialists
(64.4%vs25%,

p= 0.047) and among those who had 3 or more night duties per month (67.7%, p= 0.012). However, doctors
who spent less than 5 years in medical field and those who cared for less than 20 patients per day had
statistically insignificant higher rates of burnout (p> 0.05). Table 5 reveals prevalence of burnout among
physicians based on their personai and work characteristics. The profession related variables which were
significantly associated with physician burnout were anaiyzed by multipie linear regression. For all
physicians, only increased number of night duties per month was associated with higher burnout risk
(p=0.01). The model was free of the multi-collinearity problem (VIF=1.00, Condition index =6.92) and
explained 5.5% of the variances in the dependent variable. The former percentage improved to 72% when
the emotional exhaustion scores regressed on number of night duties this change reflects the strong
association between emotional exhaustion and night duties frequency (OR=6.67,95%ClI= 2.59-17.18, p
value=0.000).

208



2020 o~ gdgn [ g ) 5 pualdl sl - DUl ) Lol pglall A
ISSN 2518-5470
Table 5. Percentage of physicians who had met burnout criteria by personal and work factors.

Factor Doctors Meeting Burnout Odds Ratio 95% C I P value
Criteria(%) (OR)
Gender
Female 63.6 1.20 0.53-2.73 0.33
Male 59.3 0.83 0.37-1.89 0.33
Table 5 continued
Age group (years)
<35 64.7 1.25 0.53-2.97 0.30
35-45 63 1.18
> 45 40 0.52-2.66 0.35
Career stage
G.P 64.4 5.44 1.04-28.53 0.02
Specialist 25
Duration of work in years*
<5 64.7 0.77 0.31-1.93 0.29
5-10 63 1.18 0.52-2.66 0.35
>10 25
Cases load per day*
<20 73.3 2.17 0.85-5.56 0.05
20-40 51.9
>40 71.4 1.70 0.49-5.87 0.20
Night duties per month*
<3 25 6.30 2.50-15.86 0.00
>3 67.7

Administrative role

Yes 53.3 1.60 0.67-3.84 0.14
No 64.7

*p<0.05.

4-Discussion

To our knowledge this is the first study estimating burnout prevalence among Libyan physicians. At the time of our
survey approximateiy 61% of physicians were burnt out. This interesting discovery comparabie to those of previous
studies conducted in some Arabic neighbor countries like Egypt 63.1% (Shams and El»Masry,2013) and Tunisia 56%
(Maaroufi et al.,2015). Although these studies used different diagnostic approaches and were applied to different

speciaities.
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Maslach et al. reported that emotional exhaustion is the most meaningful criterion within burnout criteria as it denotes
underlying stress, work overload and poor workplace. Its rate among physicians (53%”) is in accord with rates recorded
in many Arabic countries (Al-Dubai &Rampal,2010; Bawakid et al., 2017; Shams & El-Masry,2013; Maaroufi et al.,2015)
and higher than percentages among physicians in developed countries (Asai et al.,2007; Soler et al., 2008).
We found significant correlation between burnout and early career stage. Nevertheless, the early career stage is not
predictor for burnout. One can speculate that there is no causal relationship between the two variables.
Our finding of higher prevalence of burnout among non-specialists supports earlier research which concluded that
burnout is more common among first year residents (Martini et al.,2004).
The only significant independent predictor of burnout was the frequency of night duties and this was consistent with a
previous study that found health care workers who were in duties more than 2 nights per month are actually vulnerable
to burnout (Shanafelt et al., 2009). And could be explained in the light of a recent study which revealed that sleep
restriction has reciprocal relationship with stress (Nollet et al.,2020). According to the verbal feedback from physicians to
the first author, doctors work in unusual circumstances and in unsecured under resourced facilities. They also complain
of disqualified health administrators, salary related prohlems, uncontrolled work environment and a non-comfortable
shared rooms for doctors on night duties.
Our study is not free of limitations. The response rate is lower than mean response rate for puhlished surveys of
physicians which is 53% (Cho et al.,2013). This lower response rate may be due to the adopted survey mode which was a
paper version of survey without monetary incentives or survey reminders.
Relatively high Personal accomplishment rate makes the social desirability bias possihle
Career stage was insignificant predictor to physician burnout though, there was significant association between the two
variahles, this matter reflects the cross sectional nature of the study where we were unable to determine potential
direction of effect for this association.
5- Conclusion
Burnout and emotional exhaustion are prevalent among physicians. Their rates were 61.2% and 53% respectively. In
our opinion, the real status quo of burnout is worse if we postulated that those with higher levels of burnout either
moved to work in private sector exclusively or left the medical field completely, or they left the country as whole, and
therefore it was not possible to represent them in the study. These high fingers are new indicators of the collapsed health
system and call for urgent actions to overcome this issue. Health system planners should improve the work place
environment, promote the training and development programs for general Practioniers and reform the health system and
its financial management. Further studies are needed to monitor the burnout periodically, explore more risk factors and

compare burnout across specialties
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