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ABSTRACT

Background: As in any important exam, selective assessment tests for access to university in Spain are associated
with emotional distress, depressive symptoms, and burnout, among other negative aspects in the students who face them.
In the present study, we propose to explore the presence of burnout and suicidal ideation in students who take these exams.
Methods: For this purpose, we worked with a sample of 872 students aged from 17 to 24 of the last course of high school
who were going to take the university access evaluation test in Spain. Of them, 476 (55%) were assessed three months
before the test, and 390 (45%) were assessed on the days of the examination. Results: Our results showed significant
levels of burnout in these students as well as positive suicidal ideation. Furthermore, higher levels of burnout are
associated with higher levels of suicidal ideation in the participants, having found that the students could present suicidal
ideation months before taking the test. Conclusions: Our results are novel and highly relevant, bearing in mind that these
aspects had not received much attention in our national context, where the selective test is an indispensable requirement
for access to university.
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1. Introduction

Many countries worldwide maintain some system of selective tests or examinations for access to the
university, despite the associated controversies and problems!*!, and Spain is no exception. These tests are
usually associated with emotional disorders such as anxiety, depressive symptoms or stress, sustained over
long periods and present even months before the test!*®!. These exams are very important because of their
implications for the individual, considering that the grade obtained is the main factor that allows not only
access to the university but the election of the degree to be studied. This means that the aforementioned
emotional disorders are present in students facing these tests, just as they occur in other examinationst®*%,

Academic stress has been considered as a chronic typology of stress that is detected in students with high
academic expectations about themselves (self-expectations) or from others such as parents or teachers. They
are associated with burnout, similar to other types of stress!*l. In fact, burnout has been studied both in
university students and other educational levels and has been detected in students preparing their university

ARTICLE INFO
Received: 20 June 2023 | Accepted: 17 November 2023 | Available online: 12 January 2024

CITATION
Fernandez-Castillo A, Rold&-Molina N, V ichez-Fernandez EV. Burnout and positive suicidal ideation in high school students before university
admittance selective examinations. Environment and Social Psychology 2024; 9(4): 1833. doi: 10.54517/esp.v9i4.1833

COPYRIGHT

Copyright © 2024 by author(s). Environment and Social Psychology is published by Asia Pacific Academy of Science Pte. Ltd. This is an Open
Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
permitting distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is cited.

1



Environment and Social Psychology | doi: 10.54517/esp.v9i4.1833

entrance examt%12131,

Burnout has been studied for a long time in work contexts and defined as a state of emotional and physical
exhaustion in which feelings of frustration, lack of enthusiasm, reduced productivity or the perception of being
exposed to excessive demands are present™!. In 1986, these authors proposed that burnout would be made up
of three sets of aspects that would include: (a) emotional and physical fatigue, (b) an attitude of distancing
from elements inherent to professional performance, and (c) some level of neglect, reduction of competence
and personal commitment and self-confidence™**®. Faced with this theoretical proposal, other authors have
offered alternative one-dimensional conceptualizations™™®, in which burnout is considered as a general state of
lack of energy or emotional, cognitive and physical exhaustion as a consequence of continuous exposure to
stresst*”],

The relationship between emotional disorders, stress, and burnout has led different researchers to study
the presence of burnout in the educational context, both in teachers and students. In the latter population, the
most frequent symptoms include, in addition to the above, psychosomatic symptoms similar to those present
in emotional disorders such as sustained stress or anxiety; behavioral symptoms such as absenteeism,
procrastination, etc.; and emotional symptoms such as irritability, lack of motivation, low self-esteem or
depressive symptoms, among others. All this is an expression of the presence of continued stress and anxiety
that could have negative physical and psychological consequences!*®1°,

Similarly to work and professional areas, academic burnout is related to continued situations of academic
overload and physical, emotional and cognitive exhaustion, lack of personal commitment, low motivation,
decrease in academic performance, absenteeism and even dropout from studies and depressive symptomst*&-231,
Different studies have related burnout in work contexts to more severe circumstances such as depression and
various other mental diagnoses, even suicidal ideation and risk of suicidel?*?,

Suicide is considered a global health problem for both the World Health Organization (WHQO) and the
national health systems of many countries. Worldwide, about 800,000 people die each year from suicide, which
is one person every 40 seconds?®l. As regards Spain, suicide is the first external cause of death, reaching 3539
deaths in 2018, (2619 men and 920 women) according to the latest official estimates. This number is almost
double that of traffic-accident victims and means that every two and a half hours, a person commits suicide in
Spain?). However, according to other sources, these data could be lower than the real ones®!. According to
the WHOU®, for every person who dies by suicide worldwide, there are at least 20 more who attempt suicide,
and the number of people who have suicidal ideation is even higher. Some authors have estimated that suicidal
ideation could reach about 2.35% in epidemiological samples at any specific time in the past week, or about
10.57% if lifetime suicidal ideation is assessed!”),

Regarding gender differences, although in general (with differences by countries), men have higher rates
of consummated suicide than women!?®2”) women have higher levels of suicidal ideation®. In adolescence,
some studies have also indicated that girls present higher numbers of suicidal ideation than boyst%.

Suicidal ideation could be considered among the three most important risk factors for death by suicide®!).
Some authors have pointed out that young adults and adolescents with previous self-injurious behaviors and
thoughts have more than twice the risk of dying from suicide®?. Detecting the presence of these thoughts and
knowing how they function is considered essential to develop preventive strategies for suicidal behavior.

Some authors have proposed that suicidal ideation can be understood on a range that goes from passive
ideation (i.e., a desire to be dead) to active ideation (i.e., a desire to kill oneself)®. Other approaches
differentiate between negative and positive ideation (a preventive thought or opposite indicator to a previous
negative thought)!®*34, Positive suicidal ideation is related to more reasons for living and positive affect™ and
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has been associated with a greater perception of psychological well-being and quality of life. Positive suicidal
ideation is negatively correlated to pessimistic ideas and thoughts about suicide. In fact, it is suggested that
more positive thoughts are related to fewer negative thoughts that can threaten it. Along the same lines, it has
been found that subjects with a history of suicide attempts obtained low scores for positive thoughts and higher
scores for negative suicidal ideation?,

In the case of the educational context, among others, factors such as low life satisfaction, emotional
dysregulation, negative affect, and specifically, anxiety or depression, may be associated with suicide risk in
adolescents®*"]. An association between high suicidal ideation and a low level of stress tolerance has also
been verified, with a consequential higher risk of real suicide*®).

As regards educational functioning, academic failure and low achievement have been associated with
suicide risk and suicidal ideation, as well as a history of school dropout. Therefore, prevention and intervention
programs for suicidal behavior and ideation may be effective strategies to reduce these tendencies in
educational contexts4,

Some negative aspects of academic functioning such as a possible presence of continued stress or overload,
among others, could decrease personal resources, causing dissatisfaction, fatigue, and burnout. If burnout is
maintained in students, it could be associated with the onset of disorders, health problems and even suicidal
ideationt42],

As mentioned, the risk of suicide and depression has also been associated with burnout, both in adults
and adolescents?®#3#4 as this syndrome is related to stress and other emotional disorders. Burnout in the
educational context could increase the presence of anxiety, depression and suicidal ideation!204546],

According to this bibliography, facing the university entrance exam could be considered a special
circumstance. In Spain, these students are usually in a situation of emotional distress maintained for months,
and the presence of burnout and fatigue has been detected. Hence, the possibility of burnout and suicidal
ideation in these students may be real. To date, few studies have investigated the presence of suicidal ideation
and burnout and their relationship in the Spanish context.

Therefore, in this work, the following objectives are established. Firstly, to explore the presence of
burnout and positive suicidal ideation in last year high school students facing the Spanish university access
test, in the entire sample of participants. Secondly, to analyze the association between burnout and positive
suicidal ideation in the total sample of participants. Thirdly, to explore differences in positive suicidal ideation
by gender taking in mind the entire sample. Fourthly, to detect possible differences in positive suicidal ideation
in students who take the exams, differentiating between the situations three months before the test and the
levels on the days of the examination. Finally, and fifthly, we propose to determine differential levels in
positive suicidal ideation based on students’ different levels of burnout in all participants in the study.

2. Materials and methods
Study:
This study was a descriptive, correlational and cross-sectional study.
Sample:

A total of 872 students participated in this study; all of them were students from the last high school
course and were about to take the university access evaluation exams. Although this data was not recorded
precisely, at least 3% of the subjects who were proposed declined to participate in the study, so the sample was
reduced to 872 participants. Their ages ranged from 17 to 24 years (M = 17.70, SD = 0.90). Concerning gender,
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312 were male (35.8%) and 547 were female (62.7%), 3 chose the option “other” (0.3%) and 10 did not report
this datum (1.2%). Concerning assessment time, 476 (55%) were evaluated three months before the test, and
390 (45%) were evaluated on the days of the test.

Instruments:

For suicidal ideation assessment, the Spanish version**“®! of the Positive and Negative Suicidal Ideation
Inventory was used™***#7], This instrument is made up of 14 items, 6 of which (ltems 2, 6, 8, 12, 13 and 14)
assess positive suicidal ideation or protective factors and 8 (Items 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9, 10 and 11) assess negative
ideation or risk factors. In our study, only the Positive Ideation subscale was used because it is more indirect,
less impactful and can achieve participants’ greater sincerity. This subscale evaluates positive thoughts that
protect the individual from ideas about suicide™!. Low levels in this variable are considered as a real presence
of suicidal ideation. The five response options range from 0 (never) to 4 (always), which provides a total score
ranging from O to 24. A higher score implies more positive protective thoughts and lower real suicidal ideation.
Regarding psychometric properties, internal consistency was above 0.80 in studies of the original version®*,
In our case, where only the Positive subscale was used, Cronbach’s alpha was = 0.73.

For student burnout assessment, the Spanish population-adapted version developed by Fern&dez-Castillo
et al.l®! of the one-dimensional scale of student burnout was used™’“®. The instrument provides a
unidimensional assessment of burnout. A higher score indicates a higher level of emotional, physical and
cognitive exhaustion concerning the studies being carried out (i.e., the university entrance test). The scale is
made up of 15 items with four response options ranging from 1 to 4 (never, sometimes, almost always and
always). If the full scale is completed, the total score ranges from 15 to 60. The instrument has an evaluative
scale which transforms the respondent’s general score into a percentage to determine the level of burnout.
Thus, a percentage between 0 and 25% implies no burnout, from 26% to 50% a slight level of burnout, from
51% to 75% a moderate level of burnout, from 76% to 100% a high level of burnout!®. Regarding
psychometric properties, internal consistency was .91 in studies of the original version*”). In our case
Cronbach's alpha was = 0.87.

Participants also reported their age and gender.
Procedure:

Data were collected at two times, three months before the university entrance exams (last two weeks of
March) or during the days of the tests (about the middle of June). The subjects of the two assessment times
were different.

In the first case, the researchers visited different high schools in the city of Granada. In these high schools,
the corresponding principals had previously been asked to authorize the participation of students who were in
their last year of high school. In their classrooms, participants were informed about the general objectives of
the study and the voluntariness and anonymity of their participation. The assessment questionnaires were then
completed by the groups, in the presence of the teacher and one of the researchers.

In the second situation, the researchers went to three of the venues where the university access evaluation
tests were carried out. The researchers asked students to participate in the study as they left the exams during
the breaks. These participants were also informed about the general objectives of the study and the
voluntariness and anonymity of their participation. The questionnaires were completed on the street but in the
presence of researchers who could supervise the process.

In both cases, the participants were asked to answer taking into account their future or the current
completion of the university entrance exam and to try not to leave any questions unanswered. The data were
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entered into a database for further analysis. The questionnaires contained no personal data that could allow the
identification of the participants.

Data analysis:

Data analysis included frequency and other descriptive analyses, Pearson’s bivariate correlation analysis,
mean comparisons (specifically T-tests and univariate ANOVA), and tests of minimal significant differences
(MSD). These tests were carried out with the SPSS statistical software (version 24), and all of them had a
significance level of p < 0.05.

3. Results

The first objective of this study was to explore the presence of burnout and positive suicidal ideation in
last-course high school students facing the university access evaluation test.

The mean burnout score was 34.75 (SD = 8), median = 34, with a range of scores of 15-60. The
descriptive distribution of the scale is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Burnout frequencies and percentages according to burnout levels.

The data indicate that 66.8% (n = 582) of the students show a burnout level between moderate and high.

The mean score of positive suicidal ideation was 16.37 (SD = 3.29) median = 16 and the range of scores
was 2-24. The distribution of positive suicidal ideation is shown in Figure 2 and the distribution of burnout
in Figure 3.
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Figure 2. Distribution of positive suicidal ideation scores in the sample.
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Figure 3. Distribution of burnout scores in the sample.

To establish groups according to the level (i.e., direct score) of positive suicidal ideation and the possible
range of scores (0-24), four groups were created. Thus, scores above 18 were considered high positive suicidal
ideation; scores between 12 and 18 were considered medium ideation; scores between 6 and 12 were classified
as low ideation; and finally, scores below 6 were considered very low or non-existent positive suicidal ideation.
The frequencies and percentages obtained are shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Positive suicidal ideation frequencies and percentages according to levels.

The trend in our results was for the students to be located at medium or high levels of positive ideation.
The sum of participants located at these two levels was 763 (87.5%), whereas 100 (11.5%) participants had
low or non-existent levels.

Second, we had planned to analyze the association between burnout and positive suicidal ideation in the
sample. The correlation between the two variables reached a significant value of —0.31 (p = 0.000). This result
indicates that higher levels of burnout are associated with lower levels of positive protective ideas against
suicide.

The third goal of this work was to explore a possible difference in positive suicidal ideation according to
gender. For this purpose, a mean comparison t-test was carried out.

The result showed that the difference was significant, t = 2.21 (p = 0.03), with the level of positive suicidal
ideation being higher in males (n = 312, 36.3%, M = 16.72) than in females (n = 547, 63.7%, M = 16.21). In
this comparison, the students who had marked the option “other” in gender were not taken into account because
their number (n = 3) was not statistically significant for our goal. Obviously, those who did not report this
information, which were 10 participants, were not considered in the analysis either.

The fourth goal was to detect possible differences in positive suicidal ideation in the students who face
the tests, differentiating between the levels three months before the exams and on the days of the exams.

Again a mean comparison t-test was carried out. In this case, the result yielded no significant differences
(t =0.23, p = 0.82) between the students who were evaluated three months before (n = 476, M = 16.42) and
those who were taking the test (n = 385, M = 16.37).

Finally, the fifth goal was to determine differences in positive suicidal ideation based on different levels
of burnout in the subjects. For this purpose, a mean comparison test (univariate ANOVA) with MSD contrast
was carried out. The result indicated that the differences in positive suicidal ideation based on different levels
of burnout were significant, F(3, 850) = 27.92, p = 0.000 (see Table 1).



Environment and Social Psychology | doi: 10.54517/esp.v9i4.1833

Table 1. MSD comparison test in positive suicidal ideation according to burnout levels.

(1) Burnout level (J) Burnout level Mean differences (I-J) Sig.
No burnout Slight 5.34 0.016
Moderate 7.07 0.001
High 8.07 0.000
Slight Moderate 1.73 0.000
High 2.73 0.000
Moderate High 1.00 0.006

The means of positive suicidal ideation for each group according to burnout levels are shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Means in positive suicidal ideation according to burnout level.

The results indicate that higher levels of burnout are associated with lower levels of positive suicidal
ideation. The group of students who expressed moderate and high levels of burnout reached the lowest levels
in positive ideation.

4. Discussion

In this research, we aimed to address the study of some psychological aspects that may be present in
students facing the evaluation test for access to university in Spain. To date, there had not been much evidence
on this issue. Specifically and in the first place, we wanted to explore the presence of burnout and suicidal
ideation in these students. Our results indicate, on the one hand, that the level of burnout concerning the
university access test is quite high, with more than half of the students showing high levels. We also found that
the percentage of students who have no burnout is practically irrelevant. This result is in line with other studies
that had reported the presence of burnout in these students concerning other types of exams as well as in other
educational contexts subjected to great demands and stress!*%*2],

Positive suicidal ideation is an indirect indicator of suicidal thoughts, and the vast majority of the
participants in this study showed high levels of positive ideation. However, a relevant percentage (11.5%)
showed low levels, which correlates with real suicidal ideation. This percentage is high when compared with
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that obtained in other studies that had estimated about 2.35% of suicidal ideation in epidemiological samples
at a specific evaluation time!?®l, However, this comparison must be taken with caution, given the differences
in the respective populations, and could be the subject of further study in future research. In any case, this
result was not surprising, given the previous evidence indicating that suicidal ideation is present in adolescents
and students undergoing circumstances of emotional dysregulation and distress!®*=".. It was surprising that 100
(11.5%) students either had no positive suicidal ideation or their levels were low, therefore presenting a real
risk of suicidal ideation.

Our results also indicate that higher levels of burnout are associated with lower levels of positive suicidal
ideation. This result suggests that students who present higher levels of emotional, cognitive and physical
fatigue due to the selective test also express higher indirect levels of suicidal ideation. Other previous studies
have already verified the relationship between burnout and thoughts about suicide?*?4421 although very few
studies focus on students who are taking the selective exams for university entrance in Spain.

Regarding gender and our third objective, positive and protective suicide ideation was higher in males
than in females. This places women at a higher risk by having lower levels of positive or protective ideation.
This is in line with sources indicating that, although the level of real suicides is higher in men than in women
in most countries, including Spain®27, suicide ideation seems to be higher in women than in men(?®%!,

In our fourth objective, we aimed to explore a developmental approach to the presence of positive suicidal
ideation. Our data yielded no differences in this variable when comparing the situation three months before
the test with the levels existing during the test dates. This result also indicates that, as of three months before
the exam, students already show a persistent pattern of distress. This pattern could be accompanied by altered
mood and emotional disorders that future research could study in depth.

Finally, we explored more specifically a possible variation in positive suicidal ideation, as a function of
the burnout levels in the sample. Our results indicate that the groups of subjects with higher levels of burnout
or exhaustion associated with the university entrance test are less protected from suicidal ideation, presenting
lower levels in its positive or protective expression. We remind readers that positive ideation against suicide
is related to positive affect and more reasons for living!*’.. It has also been associated with a greater perception
of psychological well-being and quality of life and has a negative correlation with pessimistic ideas and real
thoughts about suicide!®!. These positive aspects could be eroded by the burnout associated with the selective
university entrance examinations. Previous studies with other samples had already reported a relationship
between higher burnout and more suicidal ideation, as well as a greater real risk of suicide®**44, Our results
support the idea that burnout in students could be associated with emotional distress and suicidal ideation, and
suggest that more positive thoughts that affirm life will be associated with fewer negative thoughts that can
threaten itt**19%%), According to previous evidence!**], burnout has been associated with the presence of stress
and overload during academic activity, as well as with other psychological and personality factors, a feeling
of lack of personal commitment, the tendency to depersonalization and the presence of emotional exhaustion.
This is why both attitudinal and behavioral aspects in coping with anxiety and burnout can be considered
relevant variables to explain emotional disturbance and suicidal ideation in this population.

All these results and explanatory proposals deserve more attention from future research, which could
study suicidal ideation with alternative, more direct and precise instruments, thus examining in greater detail
all these relationships in these students. A more direct evaluation instrument would allow contrasting our
results, although, in our case, the Positive Suicidal Ideation Inventory was used precisely because it is more
indirect, less impactful and can achieve participants’ greater sincerity. This subscale has been used in isolation
in previous studies in which not only have interesting results been obtained, but the instrument has shown
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excellent reliability and validity propertiest!.

A possible limitation of our study lies in the sample, which, although sufficient to achieve the proposed
objectives, does not allow us to generalize our results to the Spanish population. Considering the large number
of students who take the university entrance exam every year, it would be interesting if future studies could
have broader and more representative samples of the population. It would have been interesting to determine
the origin of the students, differentiating between public and private educational centers. This variable may be
of interest to be taken into account in future studies. An additional aspect on which future research can focus
is whether a mild or transitory level of burnout could be explained by more behavioral indicators, while perhaps
a high degree of burnout could be associated with more stable personality indicators.

Our results are novel and of high interest, bearing in mind that these aspects had not received much
attention in our national context, where the selective test is a requirement for access to the public university.
Moreover, the grade obtained in this test is one of the fundamental criteria that allow students to choose the
degree they will study and, ultimately, determine their professional future.

These students dedicate at least an entire course in Spain to take this assessment test, so knowing all these
aspects is crucial, considering that suicidal ideation is one of the critical risk factors associated with suicidal
behavior®Yl, Detecting its presence and knowing how and when it operates and the variables with which it is
associated is crucial to develop efficient intervention and prevention strategies for suicidal behavior.
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