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Nurses; Objectives: To determine the emotional impact of permanent proximity to trauma and death
Compassion fatigue; in the Emergency and ICU’s nurses establishing prevalence of Compassionate Fatigue (burnout
Anxiety; and Secondary Traumatic Stress) and anxiety. Analyze its relationship with sociodemographic,
Critical care; training, workplace and psychological variables.

Emergency Methods: Descriptive, cross-sectional and multicentre study. The validated ProQOL v. IV and

STAI scales and an ad-hoc questionnaire with the variables of the second objective were used
in 710 nurses from nine highly complex hospitals in Catalonia (Spain).

Results: In both units, the prevalence of professionals affected with high scores of burnout was
higher than 20%, on Secondary Traumatic Stress was 30% and, 12% on anxiety. Each subscale
was significantly associated with the intention to leave units and the career. 97% of participants
stated that they needed to be trained in emotional management.

Conclusion: The prevalence of burnout and Secondary Traumatic Stress were higher in our study
than those offered in the reference literature in emergency and ICU nurses. The prevalence of
each construct was individually related to the desire to leave work units and career. This fact,
together with the participants’ desire to be better trained in emotional management exposes
the need to establish educational plans, as well as institutional measures to prevent and support
nurses for Compassion Fatigue.
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PALABRAS CLAVE
Enfermeras;

Fatiga por
compasion;
Ansiedad;

Cuidados intensivos;
Urgencias

Fatiga por compasion y ansiedad en enfermeras de cuidados criticos y emergencias.
Entre eficiencia y humanidad

Resumen

Objetivos: Determinar el impacto emocional de la proximidad al trauma y la muerte en enfer-
meras de urgencias y UCI mediante las prevalencias de Fatiga de Compasion (burnout y Estrés
Traumatico Secundario) y ansiedad. Analizar su relacion con variables de tipo sociodemografico,
formativas, laborales y psicologicas.

Método: Estudio descriptivo, transversal y multicéntrico. Se utilizaron las escalas validadas
ProQOL v.IV y STAIl y un cuestionario ad-hoc con las variables del segundo objetivo, en 710
enfermeras de nueve hospitales de alta complejidad de Cataluna (Espana).

Resultados: En ambas unidades, la proporcion de profesionales afectados en alto grado de
burnout fue superior al 20%, al 30% en Estrés traumatico Secundario, y el 12% en ansiedad.
Cada subescala se asoci6 con la intencion de abandonar la unidad y la profesion. Un 97% de
participantes manifestaron necesario recibir formacion en gestion emocional.

Conclusiones: Las prevalencias de burnout y Estrés Traumatico Secundario, fueron superiores
en nuestro estudio respecto a la literatura de referencia en las enfermeras de urgencias y en
las de UCI. La prevalencia de cada constructo se relacion6 individualmente con el deseo de
abandono de las enfermeras de sus unidades y de su profesion. Este hecho, junto al deseo de
recibir formacion de los participantes, expone la necesidad de establecer planes formativos,
asi como medidas institucionales de prevencion y apoyo para la Fatiga por Compasion.

© 2022 Sociedad Espanola de Enfermeria Intensiva y Unidades Coronarias (SEEIUC). Publicado
por Elsevier Espana, S.L.U. Todos los derechos reservados.

What is known

e Compassion is a nursing quality that is closely related
to the ability of nurses to establish a therapeutically
relevant relationship with their patients.

e This emotional and compassionate bond is related in
the literature to holistic and quality care; however,
their permanent proximity to the patient’s trauma
makes nurses emotionally vulnerable.

e Compassion fatigue implies physical and psycholog-
ical distress for nurses, with consequences for their
personal and professional life, decreasing their com-
mitment and increasing their desire to leave.

What it contributes

e No previous study in Spain has analysed compassion
fatigue in nurses in highly demanding units, such as
ED and ICU.

e Compassion fatigue is present and significantly
impacts nurses in these units, regardless of their per-
sonal, educational, and professional characteristics.

e Almost all the participants perceived the need for
specific training in emotional management.

Implications of the study

e The high prevalence of compassion fatigue and anxi-
ety has an impact on nurses’ health, quality of care,
and increased costs and is related to nurses’ desire
to leave their unit and the profession. This exposes
their risk and the need for institutional policies.

Introduction

The present and future shortage of nurses is a global concern
of such magnitude that their welfare, recognition, and dig-
nity have been established by the World Health Organisation
(WHO) as a top priority and challenge.’

Nursing is oriented towards the care of all dimensions of
the human being,? overall social well-being and the promo-
tion of individual health through establishing a nurse-patient
bond.? This empathic bond enables a competent response
to the expectations of their competence and ethical prac-
tice and is related to positive therapeutic outcomes and to
the satisfaction of both patients and professionals.* Compas-
sion, defined as the ability to put oneself in the place of
another and the desire to help,” is currently at the centre of
global care policies,® which exposes an increase in bureau-
cratisation to the detriment of ethics. The importance of
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this construct is reflected in nursing codes of ethics.” How-
ever, commitment to the processes of illness, death, and
emotional support implies the permanent contagion of nega-
tive emotions for nurses. This proximity, therefore, inherent
to their professional development, also exposes their own
vulnerability.®?

Compassion fatigue (CF) is a type of stress resulting from
ongoing emotional exposure to the trauma and death of
patients. CF, according to Figley,’ is *‘the cost of caring’’,
and occurs in the absence of the mechanisms necessary
to identify and manage the emotional residue of this
contact. This concept, initially coined by Joinson' to refer
to a form of burnout impacting nurses, established this
differential nuance consisting of discriminating the pres-
sure that any work environment can exert in the form
of excessive burdens, overexertion or lack of recognition,
which define burnout, by contrasting it with the emo-
tional impact from contact with trauma. This, referred
to by some authors as secondary traumatic stress (STS),
could be linked to burnout." Both constructs would make
up CF'? and could occur in association with anxiety in
nurses. '

Although CF and anxiety can occur in any setting where
nurses provide compassionate care, and negatively impact
their physical and mental health, their commitment to
patients and institutions and the quality of their care,'
there are highly demanding units whose characteristics can
be considered to entail greater risk.

Exposure to trauma, violence and unexpected deaths in
the ED,'® as well as the high complexity, technification, and
care of patients with incapacitating and life-threatening dis-
eases in intensive care units (ICU),'® are undervalued aspects
that increase the pressure on professionals and have been
related to CF."7

In these units, the system requires the nurse to take on
an increasing number of patients in need of urgent care,
high technical complexity, an increase in delegated func-
tions, number of records and administrative tasks, as well
as the challenge of balancing competitive and polarised
interests: meeting the ratio and technical management, and
quality human care. In these settings, the nurse’s focus
oscillates between patient wellbeing, the correct opera-
tion of machines, and the expectations of managers, teams
and families, which undermines their reflection and critical
thinking.?

CF is currently a major focus of study worldwide in
emergency nurses in America,’® Asia,' and Europe.’® In
turn, the ICU is one of the most studied areas, with sys-
tematic reviews,?’ and data from American,?' Asian,?? and
Australian?® nurses. The scarcity of studies relating to CF in
Spanish nurses, and its absence to date in emergency and
critical care nurses, is remarkable.

CF and anxiety in nurses are strongly related to their
intention to leave their profession.?* According to the 2019
National Health Care Retention & RN Staffing Report,? regis-
tered nurses with this profile have the highest dropout rate
in the United States. No evidence has been found in our
setting regarding the degree of CF and anxiety presented by
nurses in highly demanding units, with respect to the impor-
tance reported by these professionals of receiving coping
training, or its potential relationship with their intention to
stay in or leave their jobs.

Therefore, the aim of this study was to quantify the
prevalence of CF (burnout/STS) and anxiety in emergency
and ICU nurses, and to study their relationship with sociode-
mographic, educational, occupational, and psychological
variables.

Methods

Type of study

A descriptive, cross-sectional, multicentre study conducted
in nine hospitals in Catalonia between 2015 and 2017.

Sample calculation

According to previous studies,?® 25% of nursing professionals
reported a high risk of CF, with an alpha risk of 5% and a
desired precision in the results of +5%. To obtain this level
of precision, the minimum sample size required was set at
289 nurses in each unit.

Participants and data collection

We included nurses from the EDs and ICU units of nine hospi-
tals in Catalonia with links to the units studied in their four
work shifts. Nurses in training and those not present were
excluded.

The centres were selected by convenience, according to
uniformity criteria. The nurses’ participation was voluntary
and anonymous. All permissions from the clinical research
ethics committees and the informed consent of each partic-
ipant were obtained.

Subsequent to the pilot study in the ED (n = 47 nurses),
a reference person was assigned in each centre, who par-
ticipated in the informative meetings in each unit and shift
with respect to the objectives of the study. Reminders were
given until a minimum of 85% of the nurses included were
informed.

The number of participants was n = 710 (ICU n = 396; ED
n = 314), exceeding the minimum number, established at 289
participants/unit.

Instruments

Each participant received a paper copy of the Profes-
sional Quality of Life v.IV (ProQOL)"? and State-Trait Anxiety
Inventory (STAI)? scales together with a personal data ques-
tionnaire, prepared ad hoc, and an informed consent form,
with a reminder of anonymity, voluntary participation, and
compliance with the law of confidentiality.

The Spanish version of the ProQOL scale determines the
positive and negative aspects of the quality of life of pro-
fessionals in relation to their work. Its rating system is in
Likert format, where 1 means ‘‘never’’ and 5 means ‘‘very
frequently’’. It has 30 items in total, with 10 items for
each of its three dimensions: 1) compassion satisfaction
(=.87); 2) burnout (=.72), and 3) secondary traumatic stress
(STS) (=.80). The questionnaire categorises scores into high,
medium, and low levels, and also provides mean scores for
comparison.
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Table 1  Socio-demographic, educational, occupational, and personal characteristics of the nurses according to work area.
Variable ED ICU
n % X SD n % X SD

Age 306 37.0 10.0 392 38.3 9.7
Sex 314 395

Male 51 16.2 60 15.2

Female 263 83.8 335 84.8
Staff overseen 310 294

Yes 148 47.7 203 51.5

No 162 52.3 191 48.5
Work shift 313 395

Morning 47 15.0 80 20.3

Afternoon 73 23.3 84 21.3

Night 119 38.0 165 41.8

Rotating 74 23.6 66 16.7
Specialist training 313 389

Yes 67 21.4 88 22.6

No 246 78.6 301 77.4
Years in the profession 309 13.5 9.6 393 15.2 9.6
Years in the unit 307 9.2 7.8 389 11.0 8.4
Hours worked 309 393

<20 h/week 33 10.7 23 5.9

20—40 h/week 240 77.7 327 83.2

>40 h/week 36 11.6 43 10.9
Previous EM training 313 394

Yes 115 36.7 124 31.5

No 198 63.3 270 68.5
Perceived need for EM training 313 395

Yes 304 97.1 385 97.5

No 9 2.9 10 2.5
Department change 311 393

Yes 163 52.4 211 53.7

No 148 47.6 182 46.3
Change of profession 300 381

Yes 83 27.7 110 28.9

No 217 72.3 271 711
Re-choice of profession 306 387

Yes 233 76.1 288 74.4

No 73 23.9 99 25.6

EM: Emotional management; SD: Standard Deviation.

The STAI anxiety scale has two dimensions: 1) trait
anxiety: inherent to the character, more stable condition
(e = .85), and 2) state anxiety: situational, momentary,
transient (a = .92). It consists of 40 items divided into two
subscales: state and trait, with responses in Likert format
from 0 to 3. The overall score is obtained with the sum of
each subscale, and ranges from 0 (minimum degree) to 60
(maximum degree of anxiety).

For the two scales, low, moderate, and high degrees
of impact were calculated, according to the cut-off points
determined by the authors for each scale. For the STAl scale,
the means for the anxiety scale were also calculated to
quantify the difference between them and to determine the
degree of anxiety triggered by the job.

The ad hoc questionnaire collected sociodemographic,
educational, occupational, and psychological variables used
in the logistic regression, as shown in Table 1.

Qualitative variables were presented as percentages and
quantitative variables as means (+standard deviation [SD]).
We used prevalence and 95% confidence intervals (Cl) as a
measure of frequency. We analysed associations between
variables through binary logistic regression and expressed
estimates as adjusted odds ratio and 95% Cl, significance
as P < .05. Statistical analyses were performed with SPSS™
v.20.

Results

The final participants were n = 306 for emergency care and
n = 392 for intensive care, exceeding in both cases the 289
of the sample calculation as the minimum desirable number.

The profile of the participants in both units was very uni-
form in all variable types (Table 1), mostly women, with a
similar mean age and years in the profession. More of the
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Table 2 Prevalences by area: ProQOL and STAI scales. Degree of impact on the nurses by subscale.

Variable ED ICU
n Prevalence (%) 95% Cl n Prevalence (%) 95% Cl
ProQOL scale
Satisfaction subscale 314 396
Low 66 21 18.79-23.21 72 18.2 16.10—20.30
Medium 174 55.4 52.70-58.10 223 56.3 53.61-59.88
High 74 23.6 21.29-25.91 101 25.5 23.13-27.87
Burnout subscale 314 396
Low 51 16.2 14.20-18.20 53 13.4 11.55—-12.25
Medium 198 63.1 60.48—65.72 254 64.1 61.49—66.71
High 65 20.7 18.50—-22.90 89 22.5 20.23-24.77
STS subscale 314 396
Low 42 13.4 11.55—-15.25 46 11.6 9.86—13.34
Medium 167 53.2 50.49-55.91 192 48.5 45.79-51.21
High 105 33.4 30.84-35.96 158 39.9 37.24—42.56
n Prevalence (%) 95% Cl n Prevalence (%) 95% Cl
STAI scale
Trait anxiety subscale 311 392
Low 159 51.1 48.38—-53.82 194 49.5 46.78—52.22
Medium 115 37.0 34.38—39.62 174 44.4 41.70—47.10
High 37 11.9 10.14—-13.66 24 6.1 4.80—7.40
State anxiety subscale 310 395
Low 121 39 36.35—41.65 161 40.8 38.13—43.47
Medium 133 42.9 40.21—-45.59 183 46.3 43.59—-49.01
High 56 18.1 16.01—-20.19 51 12.9 11.08—14.72
Cl: confidence interval.
ED nurses (36.7%) reported having received training in emo- Discussion

tional management than the ICU nurses (31.5%), and in both
cases more than 97% reported the need for training in this
respect. More than 50% had considered changing department
and more than 25% had considered leaving the profession,
in both units.

The different dimensions of the ProQOL scale (Table 2)
showed similar prevalence in its three domains and distri-
butions by degree of impairment. Professional satisfaction
grouped more than half of the professionals in the middle
range in both units, and more of the ICU critical care nurses
showed high impact in terms of burnout and STS. In contrast,
both state anxiety and trait anxiety were higher in the ED
nurses.

Following univariate logistic regression, to define the
significance of covariates significantly associated with the
subscales, multiple logistic regression was performed on the
resulting associations. The multivariate analysis was defined
at a 95% confidence level with the adjusted odds ratio as the
measure of association, with the variables under study being
satisfaction, no satisfaction, burnout, STS, and anxiety.

Neither of the two units showed an overall association
when adjusting the odds ratio between burnout, STS, and
anxiety, and the socio-demographic, educational, and occu-
pational variables listed in Table 1.

The variables associated with the ProQOL scale are pre-
sented in Table 3, and those associated with the STAI scale
are presented in Table 4.

Both components of CF (burnout and STS) are highly preva-
lent in our sample, coinciding with the view of Mooney
et al.?® on CF in nurses in highly demanding units. These
prevalences appear jointly and in equivalent proportions in
the ED and ICU in both dimensions of our results, which
reinforces the interrelationship proposed in the literature
between both constructs?® and anxiety®® when nurses are
permanently exposed to emotionally demanding situations.
Milligan and Almomani*' wonder whether in these areas the
evolution of nursing is not towards a model focused on cost
control and efficiency, and moving away from compassionate
care, as a result of CF and anxiety in professionals.

In a very similar way, the ED and ICU nurses were grouped,
in more than 80% of the participants, into medium and high
impact bands, both for burnout and STS. In both units, the
proportion of professionals impacted by high burnout was
over 20%, and 30% in STS. The results, considered globally,
are slightly worse in the ICU, and the STS subscale shows a
higher degree of impact in these critical care professionals.

In the ED setting, the results are comparatively worse
than those of a multicentre study in American®’ and
Chinese'® nurses, even considering the pandemic situation
of the latter, and very similar to Portuguese nurses.'® In
ICU, our results would be comparable to those of Australian
intensive care nurses?® and worse than those of Jordanian
nurses,?? which places nurses in our setting at serious risk.
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Table 3  Variables associated with the ProQOL v.IV scale, logistic regression.

Satisfaction AOR (95% Cl) Burnout

ProQOL v.IV scale

AOR (95% Cl) ETS AOR (95% Cl)

Variable ED ICU ED ICU ED ICU
Work shift

Morning 1 1

Afternoon .9 (.3-2.3) .64 (.26—1.55)

Night 1.0 (.4—2.4).96 (.46—2.05)

Rotating 0.5 (.5—.6) .53 (.49—.61)

Working hours

<20 h/week 1
20—40 h/week 6.5 (1.8—23.8)
>40 h/week 3.8 (1.2—-11.5)
Previous EM training (No) .30 (.14—.65)
Perceived need (Yes) .15 (.03 .78)

Have considered a change of unit

(Yes)

Have considered a change of profession
(Yes)

Have considered a re-choice of profession

(Yes) .1(.0-.2)

1.94 (1.15-3.28)

2.8 (1.4-5.3) 2.8 (1.6—4.8)

.3(.2-.7) .56 (.32-.95) .54 (.34—.86)

STS: secondary traumatic stress; EM: emotional management; AOR: adjusted odds ratio.

Table 4 Variables associated with STAI scale, logistic regression.

STAIl scale
Trait anxiety AOR (95% Cl) State anxiety AOR (95% Cl)

Variable ED ICU ED ICU
Hours worked

<20 h/week 1

20—40 h/week 6.9 (1.4-33.4)

>40 h/week .6 (.1-2.6)
Have considered a change of profession (Yes) 3.1 (1.3-7.5) 4.79 (1.95-11.78)
Have considered a re-choice of profession (Yes) .3(.1-.8) .1 (.0-.3) .39 (.18-.83)

AOR: adjusted odds ratio.

The prevalence of state anxiety, reflecting anxiety at the
time of assessment and thus during the work shift, grouped
approximately 60% in the middle and high ranges in both
units. More than 12% of the participants were distributed
in the high band. Although the CF results were worse than
the anxiety results, and no baseline studies were found, this
stratification cannot be considered favourable.

Although no relationship could be established between
the degrees of impact of the different disorders and socio-
demographic, personal, training, or work variables and CF
and anxiety, as variables such as sex’' or age**** did in other
studies, the uniformity of the impact of CF on nurses could
correspond to the particularly demanding characteristics of
some special units, in agreement with Andriani et al.,* and
our hypothesis.

The most relevant finding of the study was the close
relationship between the prevalences of burnout, STS, and
anxiety and the intention to leave either the work unit or the
profession, in line with other authors.?**¢ Although approx-

imately one third of the participants had received training
in emotional management, and more than 97%, both in the
ED and ICU, said it was important to receive it, this special-
ist care training for emotionally complex situations did not
appear as a protective factor, unlike in other studies.?%’

Although we find no interventions specifically designed
for CF and anxiety in our setting, there are effective
measures that provide resources and skills to promote
resilience.?**® The high risk, together with the desire of
professionals to receive training in emotional management,
exposes the need to implement training plans, and institu-
tional measures of prevention and support for CF. This point
is clinically and socially relevant, because, regardless of the
differences between cultures, settings or other factors, the
desire to leave appears a constant internationally.

In terms of limitations, cross-sectional studies do not
allow for the assessment of temporality and, therefore, the
establishment of cause-effect. External validity could be
limited to nurses from centres with a similar profile, which
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we tried to reduce with a large sample size. Controlling
for confounding factors that could influence the results was
minimised by logistic regression analysis of the data.
Considering that there are no major differences between
the two units studied, and looking at them as a whole,
we can conclude that the prevalences of the scales that
negatively expose nurses emotionally are remarkable in all
dimensions. The lack of a relationship between these preva-
lences and the majority of variables implies the absence of
a specific profile, with the work unit being the most relevant
factor. Given the lack of data in our setting, it is essential to
implement educational, preventive, and support actions to
mitigate the negative effects on nurses and on the quality of
their care. Their leaving is a major challenge for the future.

Conclusions

ED and critical care nurses show a high risk of CF and anx-
iety, which exposes them physically and psychologically in
relation to their work.

High burnout, STS and anxiety are directly related to
nurses’ desire to leave in highly demanding units, although
the absence of a relationship with socio-demographic, edu-
cational, or occupational characteristics makes it difficult to
establish a profile of higher risk. This places the profession
and the characteristics of the units as the factor that most
exposes them to CF.

Our findings linked to the demand for professionals to be
trained in emotional management, highlights the need to
delve deeper into the individual and environmental factors
associated with CF. Identifying these factors should guide
institutions in the design and implementation of appropriate
prevention, training, and support policies.
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