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Abstract
Objectives: The aim of this research was to investigate the relationship between perfectionism and burnout, and the prevalence
of burnout, in medical and dental students in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.
Materials and Method: A cross-sectional study was conducted among 645 clinical-year medical and dental students and interns
in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. Data were collected using a self-reported questionnaire. The Copenhagen Burnout Inventory was used to
measure burnout, and the Perfectionistic Self-Presentation Scale was used to measure perfectionism. SPSS version 18.0 was used
for statistical analysis. Data were analyzed by linear regression, t-test, and ANOVA.
Results: There was no significant correlation between burnout and any of the three types of perfectionism that were studied. The
prevalence of normal or low burnout was 32.1%, and the prevalence of high burnout was 67.9%. The mean (standard deviation)
of perfectionistic self-promotion was 42.99 (10.01), of non-display of imperfection was 42.314 (10.70), and of non-disclosure of
imperfection was 29.50 (5.95). Burnout was higher in Saudis, students from low-income families, and clinical year students than
in other subgroups. None of the three types of perfectionism were significantly correlated with gender, faculty (medicine or
dentistry), marital status, family income, or type of college (government or private).
Conclusions: Because medical and dental students suffer from high levels of burnout, health programs to support the students
and provide palliative measures for their psychological burdens are recommended.
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Introduction
Medical and dental students encounter many
challenges that affect their psychological health.(1, 2)
Such challenges include overwhelming academic loads,
decreased relaxation time, pressure to maintain high
grades, and dealing with specific medical procedures
and patients.(1,3-5) Burnout, which is defined as a
syndrome of psychological lethargy, skepticism, and
decreased professional capability, happens regularly
with individuals who work in jobs involving serving
others.(6) Burnout among medical and dental students is
an area of active investigation,(7-16) because burnout can
lead to medical mistakes, contribute to suicide, and
have an effect on drug abuse and personal
relationships.(13,16-19) One systematic review concluded
that almost half of all medical students are affected by
burnout.(7) However, studies across different countries
showed a great variability. The prevalence of burnout
among medical students was found to be 22.4% to
52.8% in the United States,(18,20,21) 35.9% in Pakistan,(3)
26.4% in Korea,(22) 75% in Lebanon,(23) 46% in the
Netherlands,(24) and 10.3% in Brazil.(25) Only one of the
studies involved students from a private college rather
than a governmental college.(23) Two studies have
investigated the prevalence of burnout among medical
students in Saudi Arabia, in governmental colleges in
Riyadh (67.1%)(26) and Tabouk (48.6%).(27)
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Fewer studies have investigated burnout among
dental students in a number of countries, with burnout
prevalence of 22.3% in Turkey,(8) 7% in Colombia, and
10 to 20% in Germany.(28) In two Jordanian studies,
dental students had high levels of burnout.(11,15)
However, burnout was not investigated among dental
students in Saudi Arabia according to our knowledge.
Despite the apparent higher prevalence of burnout
among medical students than among dental students in
most studies, a second German study found that dental
students had a higher rate of burnout than medical
students.(14) This result may be due to different tools
being used to measure burnout. No study has
investigated burnout among medical or dental students
in private colleges in Saudi Arabia.
On the other side, Perfectionism is defined as the
liability to set a very high standard for oneself.(29-31)
Although perfectionism can improve medical students
performance and achievement,(32) it may increase the
psychological burden on students. Unhealthy
perfectionism was found among dental students, and
was linked to the student’s stress.(33,34) Also, two
Korean studies linked perfectionism to burnout among
medical students.(29,30) This highlighted its importance
to be investigated. Nevertheless, few studies, and none
in Saudi Arabia, have investigated perfectionism among
medical and dental students.
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This study aims to (1) measure the levels of
perfectionism and burnout in medical and dental
colleges in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia; (2) determine the
relationship between perfectionism and burnout in the
students; and (3) evaluate the difference in
perfectionism and burnout between medical and dental
students, and between male and female students.
Materials and Method
In this cross-sectional study, participants were
recruited from private and government medical and
dental colleges in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. A convenient
sample included medical and dental students in their
clinical (4th to 6th) years and interns from Al Batterjee
Medical College, Alfarabi Colleges, Ibn Sina National
College, and King Abdulaziz University. The required
sample size was 358, based on a precession level of 5%,
an estimated prevalence level of 50%, and a confidence
level of 95%.
Data were collected in the last month of the
academic year (2017), during students’ final
examination days, using either hard-copy or electronic
format
self-administrated
questionnaires.
The
questionnaires were administrated in English, with
some terms translated to Arabic for clarification. The
questionnaires were then revised to account for missing
data, and were filled out again. For those using the
electronic questionnaire, a link was sent to their group
leader, who forwarded it to the students through social
media. The expected time required to answer the
questionnaire was 5–10 minutes. All participants signed
a consent form before filling out the hard-copy
questionnaire, or consented electronically before filling
out the electronic questionnaire. The data were treated
anonymously, and all identifiable information was
eliminated. As an incentive, a drawing was held for
three vouchers, in the amount of 100 SR each, from a
famous bookstore in Saudi Arabia; winners were
selected randomly from among the participants. The
study was approved by the Umm Al-Qura College of
Dentistry Institutional Review Board, as a part of a
large project to assess the psychological well-being of
medical and dental students in Saudi Arabia.
The questionnaires were divided into three
sections. Section 1 comprised eight demographic
questions including gender, age, faculty (medicine or
dentistry), college type (government or private), marital
status, academic year, family income, and nationality.
Section 2 measured burnout via the Copenhagen
Burnout Inventory (CBI), using the work burnout
section only.(35) Section 3 measured perfectionism using
the Perfectionistic Self-Presentation Scale (PSPS).(36)
The CBI has a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87. It consists
of seven questions answered as Always, Often,
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Sometimes, Seldom, or Never/Almost Never. Test
results were scored as Always = 100, Often = 75,
Sometimes = 50, Seldom = 25, and Never/Almost
Never = 0. The total CBI score was the average of the
scores of the individual questions. Students work
burnout was considered normal or low when the CBI
score was less than 50, and high when the CBI was 50
or greater.
The PSPS has a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.78 to 0.86.
It consists of 27 items answered on a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Ten questions
are under the perfectionistic self-promotion subscale
(the individual tends to look perfect), ten are under the
non-display of imperfection subscale (the individual
avoids looking imperfect), and seven are under the
nondisclosure of imperfection subscale (the individual
avoids admission of imperfection). The score of each
subscale equals the sum of the scores of the related
questions. The higher the subscale scores, the more
likely the individual is to be a perfectionist.
Research team members performed data entry on a
private, password-protected computer, accessible only
by the team. SPSS version 18.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago,
USA) was used for statistical analysis. Descriptive
statistics included a frequency table, means, and
standard deviations. The data were analyzed by t-test,
ANOVA, Tukey’s post hoc test and linear regression. A
p-value ≤ 0.05 was considered statistically significant.
Results
The participants in this study were 645 medical and
dental students. The mean (M) of their ages was 24.51
years, with a standard deviation (SD) of 1.80. Table 1
shows the demographic data of the participants.
The mean level of work burnout for all students
was 56.73 (SD = 18.12). Results indicated that 67.9%
of students had a high level of work burnout, and 32.1%
had normal or low levels of work burnout. The mean
level of perfectionistic self-promotion was 42.99 (SD =
10.01), of non-display of imperfection was 42.314 (SD
= 10.70), and of non-disclosure of imperfection was
29.50 (SD = 5.95).
Using a linear regression analysis, no significant
relationship was found between burnout and
perfectionistic self-promotion (p= 0.146), non-display
of imperfection (p= 0.939), or non-disclosure of
imperfection (p= 0.997). Also, burnout was not
significantly age related.
The results of analysis with a t-test, ANOVA, and
Tukey’s post hoc test, describing the relationships
between demographic variables and burnout or
perfectionism, are shown in Table 2.
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Table 1: Demographic data of 645 participants in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia
Gender
Faculty
Nationality
Marital status
Monthly
Family Income
College

Academic year

Male
Female
Dentistry
Medicine
Saudi
Non-Saudi
Married
Not Married
Less than 5,000 SAR
5,000–15,000 SAR
Greater than 15,000 SAR
Batterjee Medical College
(private)
Alfarabi Colleges (private)
Ibn Sina National College
(private)
King Abdulaziz University
(governmental)
Student
Intern

Number
238
407
363
282
480
165
114
531
72
265
308
171

%
36.9%
63.1%
56.3%
43.7%
74.4%
25.6%
17.7%
82.3%
11.2%
41.1%
47.8%
26.5%

216
80

33.5%
12.4%

178

27.6%

301
344

46.7%
53.3%

SAR: Saudi Arabia Riyal
Table 2: The relationships between demographic variables and perfectionism or burnout for 645 participants
in Jeddah
Burnout
Mean (SD)

Perfectionistic
self-promotion
Mean (SD)

Non-display of
imperfection
Mean (SD)

Nondisclosure of
imperfection
Mean (SD)

Male

57.17 (19.86)

42.82 (8.83)

42.06 (10.50)

29.49 (5.35)

Female

56.47 (17.03)

43.08 (10.65)

42.45 (10.82)

29.51 (6.29)

Dentistry

56.86 (15.87)

43.22 (9.91)

42.95 (10.35)

29.64 (5.79)

Medicine

56.56 (20.68)

42.68 (10.15)

41.49 (11.09)

29.32 (6.17)

Student

60.04 (18.17)*

42.73 (10.55)

41.96 (10.75)

29.54 (6.10)

Intern

54.66 (15.51)

43.21 (9.52)

42.62 (10.66)

29.47 (5.83)

62.84 (19.38)(a)

42.73 (8.77)

43.34 (9.11)

29.26 (5.27)

5,000–15,000 SAR

56.94 (16.90)

42.33 (9.79)

41.77 (10.73)

29.63 (5.64)

Greater than 15,000 SAR

55.12 (18.56)

43.61 (10.44)

42.53 (11.019)

29.45 (6.36)

Married

57.98 (18.46)

43.09 (8.02)

40.66 (10.34)

29.66 (5.427)

Not Married

56.46 (18.05)

42.96 (10.39)

42.66 (10.75)

29.47 (6.07)

Batterjee Medical College
(private)
Alfarabi Colleges (private)

59.73 (18.30)

41.45 (11.55)

40.48 (12.19)

29.21 (6.68)

55.80 (15.71)

43.43 (9.65)

43.17 (9.69)

29.72 (5.51)

Ibn Sina National College
(private)

54.15 (14.40)

43.95 (10.07)

42.82 (11.02)

29.48 (6.45)

Gender

Faculty

Academic year

Monthly family income
Less than 5,000 SAR

Marital status

College
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University

56.13 (21.60)

43.50 (8.65)

42.80 (10.04)

29.54 (5.50)

Saudi

57.96 (18.85)*

43.36 (9.91)

42.83 (10.46) *

29.72 (5.94)

Non-Saudi

53.16 (15.30)

41.91 (10.23)

40.80 (11.26)

28.84 (5.97)

SAR: Saudi Arabia Riyal
* p-value < 0.05
(a) Significant difference between (Less than 5,000 SAR) and both (5,000–15,000 SAR) and (Greater than 15,000
SAR).
Discussion
No significant relationship was found between
burnout and any type of perfectionism. This suggests
that work driven by a personal desire can sustain an
individual’s energy without burnout. These results
differ from those in Korean studies(29,30) that found
socially-prescribed and maladaptive perfectionism were
linked to burnout among medical and dental students.
However, those studies did not investigate the three
types of perfectionism that were investigated here, and
used a different scale. Further cross-cultural studies
using a unified scale are recommended.
This study showed a high prevalence of burnout
(67.9%) among medical and dental students in Saudi
Arabia. This rate was higher than the prevalence of
burnout in the United States, Pakistan, Korea, the
Netherlands, and Brazil,(3,18,20-22,24,25) but lower than that
in Lebanon.(23) However, it was very similar to that
found among medical students in a local study in
Riyadh,(26) but higher than that of medical students in
Tabouk.(27) These differences may be due to different
methods of measuring burnout, or to measuring
students at different times of the year.(36-38) Thus,
medical and dental students in Saudi Arabia seem to
have high levels of burnout in general, even though the
levels may vary by geographical location and the
method of measurement.
It was difficult to compare the prevalence of
perfectionism in the medical and dental students in
Saudi Arabia to that of other populations, due to the
absence of the tool cutoff point, and lack of similar
studies using the same measurement tools. The mean
values of perfectionistic self-promotion and non-display
of imperfection in the present study were similar to
those in a study by Hewitt,(36) who invented the SPSP.
The non-disclosure of imperfection mean was slightly
higher in our study than in Hewitt’s. This may indicate
that medical and dental students are not likely to be
more perfectionists than others, but this result needs
further validation because our data was gathered during
the last month of the academic year, when students may
tend to be less perfectionist to cope with cases and
assignment submissions.
Burnout was found to be more prevalent among
students than interns, among Saudis than non-Saudis,
and among those with a low family income than those
J Dent Specialities.2017;5(2):122-127

with middle or high family incomes. A previous study
indicated that Saudi medical and dental students suffer
from psychological distress due to higher academic
challenges,(39) and that this stress may decrease during
an internship. Students with low family income may
have more family obligations to fulfill, which would
increase stress. However, it is difficult to determine
why Saudis have more burnout than non-Saudis. A
qualitative study is needed to further examine this issue.
The level of burnout did not correlate significantly
with gender, faculty, marital status, or type of college
(private or governmental). Other studies have had
conflicting results on whether gender is significantly
related to burnout.(25,27) Our results contradicted a
German study(14) that found dental students to have a
higher burnout level than medical students. This may
reflect the different nature of education in each country
and educational institution.
The three types of perfectionism studied here
showed no correlation to gender, faculty, academic
level, family income, marital status, or college type. A
previous study also showed no difference between
males and females in levels of perfectionism.(40) The
non-display of imperfection was higher among Saudis
than non-Saudis. This suggests that Saudis may have
more concern about, and put forth more effort towards,
looking perfect in their lives than do non-Saudis.
However, the reason for this is not clear.
This study has several strengths. It was carried out
with a relatively large sample from both government
and private medical and dental colleges, and only
validated measurement tools were used. In addition,
this is the first study to investigate perfectionism among
medical and dental students in Saudi Arabia.
This study was limited in that it was based on a
self-reported questionnaire, a convenient sample, and
the use of both electronic and paper questionnaires. The
time of the data collection (end of the academic year)
caused some students not to participate, which may
have resulted in higher scores for burnout and lower
scores for perfectionism.
Conclusion
No evidence was found to support a correlation
between perfectionism and burnout among medical and
dental students in Saudi Arabia. These students have
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high levels of burnout in general, and in comparison to
their peers in other countries. Students who are Saudis,
who are from families with a low income, or who are
currently in their academic years are more vulnerable to
burnout than those who are not in these subgroups.
Perfectionism among the students was found to be
within the normal range, except for the non-disclosing
of perfectionism. Educational institutions are
encouraged to support and improve student’s
psychological health by providing self-development
coaching programs.(41,42)
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