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A B S T R A C T

University life plays a crucial role in providing social support to its academic community, whilst 
also serving as a protective factor for developing mental health issues. However, the advent of 
the Coronavirus in 2019 left substantial changes in the education system. In this article, the 
authors’ main goal was to examine the correlation of perceived social support and academic 
burnout levels during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research was conducted online, using the 
MBI-SS and the Scale for Assessing the Degree of Social Support. Based on survey data of 528 
students from 11 different faculties from the University of Novi Sad, the findings demonstrate 
students’ levels of academic burnout and perceived social support, as well as their relationship 
with demographic characteristics such as gender, level of study, academic achievement, and 
model of study payment. The findings revealed a negative correlation between perceived social 
support and academic burnout. The authors underscore the importance of academic burnout 
prevention during crisis periods like the pandemic, as well as university support in providing 
adequate burnout rehabilitation programs.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2020, universities were forced to switch from face-to-face teaching to an online 
learning environment, completely changing the established routines of professors 
and students. In Serbia, the academic community was taken aback when it was left 
without the social dimension of teaching, which forms the basis of academic life 
and learning (Mijatović et al., 2021). Students were exposed to new challenges every 
day. It was necessary to adapt to the online learning environment, digital forms 
of communication with professors, significantly less contact with colleagues and 
friends, possible change of residence, and loss of part-time student jobs (Krnjaić et 
al., 2023; Mijatović et al., 2021). 

Studies conducted in France, Poland, China, Switzerland, and Spain have 
reported an increase in psychological distress in students, especially anxiety, 
depression, and stress during the COVID-19 pandemic (Bao, 2020; Cao et al., 2020; 
Díaz-Jiménez et al., 2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Husky et al., 2020). Alongside these 
mental health issues, the levels of academic burnout started to rise as well (Andrade 
et al., 2023; Hao et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021). One of the critical tasks during 
this time was keeping up with the student workload in new conditions of social 
isolation (Andrade et al., 2023). Social support has previously shown that it has 
a significant effect on the development of academic burnout (Dyrbye et al., 2010; 
Velando’Soriano et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). Therefore, the main 
purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between students’ burnout 
levels and perceived social support.

Academic Burnout in Rising?

Academic burnout is defined as a combination of feelings of emotional and physical 
exhaustion due to one’s studies, followed by cynicism, i.e. reduced interest in college 
duties, and reduced efficiency in fulfilling academic duties (Yang, 2004). Some of 
the symptoms of academic burnout are: physical exhaustion, mental exhaustion, in-
difference, and lack of motivation to deal with college assignments, mental distance 
from obligations related to studies, callousness, a drop in self-confidence, and a feel-
ing of personal inadequacy, lack of enthusiasm in work, and reduced quality of work 
engagement (Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Čarapina & Ševo, 2017). 
There are various possible consequences of student burnout, while the following are 
most often recorded: delinquent behaviors, reduced motivation, dissatisfaction with 
studies, higher frequency of absenteeism from classes, development of addictive 
diseases, accelerated heart rate, and dropping out of studies (Alarcon et al., 2011; 
Čarapina & Ševo, 2017; Yang, 2004). In comparison with other groups experienc-
ing burnout (e.g., teachers and medical workers), research shows that students are 
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listed with between medium and higher levels of burnout syndrome (Yang, 2004). 
Burnout syndrome in students is often associated with a large number of academic 
tasks, where the person does not have enough resources to complete them (Merhi et 
al., 2018). There are conflicting results about gender being a factor in experiencing 
student burnout. Some authors say there are no gender differences, whereas others 
indicate that women are affected by it more (Fiorilli et al., 2022; Madigan & Curran, 
2021; Rahmatpour et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). 

Studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic indicate that burnout is 
lower among students with higher academic engagement and psychological capital 
(Wang et al., 2021), students whose quality of sleep is satisfactory, who approved 
of the way their university dealt with the conditions of the pandemic and who were 
given high levels of support from university staff (Andrade et al., 2023). On the other 
hand, factors like immoderate consumption of alcoholic drinks, antidepressants, 
thoughts of university desertion (Andrade et al., 2023), and socio-economic 
disadvantages (Anders et al., 2023; Cao et al., 2020) were correlated to poor mental 
health, whereas unsatisfactory skills for organizing study at home, poor physical 
health, and low perceived social support (Sveinsdóttir et al., 2021) were predictors of 
academic burnout.

Social Support as a Potential Buffer for Academic 
Burnout Development

Social support is defined as the presence of support from people we can rely on, who 
love us, who care about and value us (Čarapina & Ševo, 2017; Yang, 2004). Some au-
thors (Demaray et al., 2005) emphasize that the person’s impression of having mean-
ingful social connections is more important than the objective presence of these so-
cial resources. Groups that provide social support include family members, friends, 
neighbors, colleagues at work, peers at school, and partners (Demaray et al., 2005). 
The types of social support also differ, e.g. emotional, informational, or instrumental 
support (Demaray et al., 2005). 

Studies show that social support plays an important role in preventing student 
burnout (Dyrbye et al., 2010; Elmer et al., 2020; Karimi et al., 2014; Ye et al., 2021). 
Not only that, but receiving faculty member support (Dyrbye et al., 2010; Russell 
et al., 1987) and experiencing a positive learning climate also help in rehabilitation 
when the student had formerly burned out (Dyrbye et al., 2010). Research conducted 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Elmer et al., 2020) indicates that students who live 
alone, have insufficient social contact with close friends and family members, and 
are not well integrated into student social networks have a higher risk of developing 
mental health issues. Results from Serbia concur with this data, as one study shows 
that 34% of students said that “lack of social contact” was a negative aspect of distance 
education during COVID-19 (Stojković & Jelić, 2021: 247).
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Therefore, the main focus of this study was answering the following research 
questions:

1)	 What are students’ burnout and perceived social support levels during the 
COVID-19 pandemic?

2)	 How do the levels of perceived social support and academic burnout 
differ regarding respondents’ characteristics (gender, overall grade during 
studies, level of studies (bachelor, master’s, or doctoral studies), and model 
of study payment (self-financed or budget-financed) during the COVID-19 
pandemic?

3)	 Are students’ perceived social support and student burnout levels correlated 
in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Context, Sample and Procedure

Serbia is a full member of the Bologna Process and offers two types of studies: aca-
demic and applied studies with three levels: bachelor, master, and doctoral studies 
(European Commission, 2023). Higher education is either private or public in Serbia 
(European Commission, 2023). When it comes to public higher education, there 
are two models of payment: budget-financed and self-financed students (European 
Commission, 2023). This study was set in September 2020 in the context of higher 
education in Serbia during the COVID-19 pandemic. On the brink of the COVID-19 
state of emergency, universities were forced to move to an online learning environ-
ment for two academic years. During the COVID-19 pandemic, students were ex-
posed to new circumstances such as social isolation, change of place of residence, 
and loss of part-time student jobs (Mijatović et al., 2021). 

Participants were students from the University of Novi Sad, from all levels 
(bachelor, master, Ph.D.) and types of study (academic or applied). The sample 
consisted of 528 students, mainly female (74.6%) and budget financed (80.3%). 
The age of the respondents ranged from 18 to 34, whereas the average age was 
21.6. Detailed sample description can be found in Table 1. The participants of the 
study completed the questionnaire anonymously and voluntarily online, via Google 
Forms (approximately 10 minutes). The data collection lasted for a week during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Table 1. Sample of the study

Variable Category N %

Gender Male 133 25.2%

Female 394 74.6%

Don’t want to answer 1 0.2%

Study level Bachelor studies 473 89.6%

Master studies 48 9.1%

Doctoral studies 7 1.3%

Model of study payment Budget financed 424 80.3%

Self-financed 104 19.7%

Academic achievement
First year students
(not graded yet)

60 11.4%

6.0-7.0 5 0.9%

7.01-8.0 118 22.3%

8.01-9.0
182

34.5%

9.01-10.0 163 30.9%

Faculty Faculty of Technology 18 3.4%

Faculty of Natural 
Sciences and 
Mathematics

37 7.0%

Academy of Arts 9 1.7%

Faculty of Technical 
Sciences

151 28.6%

Faculty of Philosophy 196 37.1%

Faculty of Economics 15 2.8%
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Medical Faculty 66 12.5%

Faculty of Agriculture 15 2.8%

Faculty of Law 11 2.1%

Other higher 
education institutions 
of the University of 
Novi Sad

10 2%

Note: N stands for number of respondents.

Measures

Assessment of Academic Burnout Levels

To measure students’ levels of experienced burnout during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the Croatian validation of the Maslach Burnout Inventory Student Survey (Kol-
undžić, 2013) was administered. The scale includes 16 items which measure its three 
dimensions: 

1)	 Emotional exhaustion (“I feel emotionally drained from my studies”)
2)	 Cynicism (“I became less impressed with my studies”)
3)	 Academic efficacy („In my opinion, I am a good student”)

The items were rated on a 7-point scale, indicating the degree to which the statements 
reflected students’ relation to their academic life during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(from 1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree). The items’ average scores produce 
overall subscale scores and the responses can be classified into low, medium, or high 
levels. In the present study, the MBI-SS survey as a whole showed adequate internal 
consistency reliability (α=.88)

Assessment of Students’ Perception of Social Support

To measure the students’ perceived social support, the Scale for assessing the degree 
of Social support (Jakovljević, 2004) was administered. It consisted of 8 items rated 
on a 4-point scale (from 1=never to 4=always). The items referred to the degree to 
which the respondents’ family, friends, and partners provided social support („To 
what extent do people close to you listen when you need someone to talk to?“). The 
sum of the responses to all statements produces overall scores, so a higher score indi-
cates a higher level of perceived social support. The lowest possible score is 8, and the 
highest is 32. In our sample, the internal consistency reliability is adequate (α=.86). 
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Data Analysis

Three sets of analyses were computed using the SPSS 25.0 program. Firstly, the t-test 
was conducted to identify gender differences in experienced academic burnout and 
perceived social support. The same procedure was used to recognize any possible 
differences between budget-financed and self-financed students. Secondly, a non-
parametric alternative to ANOVA was conducted, the Kruskal-Wallis test, in order 
to examine differences between 3 study levels (bachelor, master, and doctoral) in ac-
ademic burnout and perceived social support. The same test was utilized to contrast 
and compare students of differing academic achievements. Thirdly, Pearson’s quo-
tient of correlation was used to determine the relation between academic burnout 
levels and students’ perceived social support.

RESULTS

Our descriptive statistics (Table 2) indicate that our sample is comprised of medium 
levels of emotional exhaustion, marginally medium levels of cynicism and high levels 
of academic efficacy according to the MBI manual (Maslach et al., 2016). Perceived 
social support is above average. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of perceived social support and academic 
burnout dimensions

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

Perceived social support 8.00 32.00 26.04 4.42

Emotional Exhaustion 5.00 35.00 21.39 7.24

Cynicism 3.00 21.00 9.74 5.56

Academic efficacy 12.00 42.00 30.93 5.67
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Using the t-test of independent samples, it was established that there are no 
gender differences in burnout syndrome levels, t(508)=0.44, p=0.66. Using the same 
procedure, it was established that there is a significant difference between male 
students (M=24.86, SD=5.04) and female students (M=26.44, SD=4.12) in levels 
of perceived social support, t(522)=-3.59, p <.001. Details about the independent 
sample t-test results are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of t-test of independent samples for academic burnout and perceived 
social support and gender differences

Gender

Variable Men Women

M SD M SD df t p

Academic burnout 48.74 14.20 48.10 14.41 508 .44 .66

Perceived social support 24.86 5.04 26.44 4.12 522 -3.59 .00**

Notes: M stands for mean; SD stands for standard deviation; df stands for degrees of freedom; t stands 
for t-test; *p <.05; **p <.001.

Using the t-test of independent samples, it was established that there is a significant 
difference between budget-financed students (M=46.33, SD=14.07) and self-financed 
students (M=52.01, SD=14.82) in burnout syndrome levels, t(509)=-2.97, p<.001. 
Using the same procedure, it was found that there are no differences in the levels 
of perceived social support considering the model of study payment. This data is 
presented in detail in Table 4.

Table 4. Results of t-test of independent samples for academic burnout and perceived 
social support for model of study payment

Model of study payment

Variable Budget-financed Self-financed

M SD M SD df t p

Academic burnout 46.33 14.07 52.01 14.82 509 -2.97 .00**

Perceived social support 26.21 4.32 25.35 4.75 523 1.78 .07

Notes: M stands for mean; SD stands for standard deviation; df stands for degrees of freedom; t stands 
for t-test; *p < .05; **p < .001.
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In order to determine if there are disparities between students’ study level 
and academic burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic, we initially intended to 
conduct an ANOVA analysis. Because of the unsatisfactory results of the Levin 
test, F(2,509)=0.98, p=0.37, implying that the variance is heterogeneous, we sought 
for other options. When the data does not follow a normal distribution, authors 
recommend using the Kruskal-Wallis test, a nonparametric alternative to ANOVA 
(Lix et al., 1996). This test indicated that the academic burnout during the COVID-19 
pandemic differed, based on students’ study level, H(2)=16.10, p<0.001. Based 
on the Dunn’s post-hoc test, we can conclude that there is a significant difference 
between bachelor and master students, but no difference between bachelor and 
doctoral, or master and doctoral students (Table 5). We also intended to conduct 
an ANOVA analysis to determine if there are disparities between students’ study 
level and perceived social support during the COVID-19 pandemic. Because of the 
unsatisfactory results of the Levin test, F(2,523)=4.75, p=0.01, implying that the 
variance is heterogeneous, we also conducted the Kruskal-Wallis test. However, no 
significant differences between groups were found, H(2)=6.96, p=0.03.

Table 5. Dunn’s post hoc comparisons of study level 
and academic burnout

Comparison z p pbonf pholm

Bachelor and master students 4.012 < .001 < .001 < .001

Bachelor and doctoral students 0.232 0.817 1.000 0.817

Master and doctoral students -1.287 0.198 0.595 0.397

Notes: z stands for z-value, p stands for statistical significance, Pbonf stands for Bonferroni correction 
of the p-value, Pholm stands for Holm-Bonferroni correction of the p-value.

In order to understand distinctions between students of differing academic 
achievement with regard to social support, we acted in the same manner. Levene’s 
test indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variances for perceived social 
support was met, F(3, 451)=2.1, p=0.08. The Shapiro-Wilk test, however, showed 
that the data for all four groups significantly deviates from a normal distribution, 
p<0.05. That is why we conducted the Kruskal-Wallis test. It indicated that we 
can reject the null hypothesis and conclude that there is a statistically significant 
difference of perceived social support between the groups based on their average 
grades, H(3)=30.26, p<0.001. Based on Dunn’s post-hoc test, we can conclude that 
there is a significant difference only between groups of students with grades 9.01-
10.0 and 8.01-9.0, but not between the other groups (Table 6).
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Table 6. Dunn’s post hoc comparisons of perceived social support  
and academic performance1

Comparison z p pbonf pholm

9.01-10 – 8.01-9.0 3.092 0.002 0.012 0.012

9.01-10 – 7.01-8.0 1.007 0.314 1.000 1.000

9.01-10 – 6.0-7.0 -0.367 0.714 1.000 1.000

8.01-9.0 – 7.01-8.0 -1.777 0.076 0.454 0.378

8.01-9.0 – 6.0-7.0 -1.103 0.270 1.000 1.000

7.01-8.0 – 6.0-7.0 -0.633 0.527 1.000 1.000

Notes: z stands for z-value, p stands for statistical significance, Pbonf stands for Bonferroni correction 
of the p-value, Pholm stands for Holm-Bonferroni correction of the p-value.

As with aforementioned cases, we intended to conduct ANOVA to measure 
differences in students’ academic achievement and academic burnout. Levene’s test 
indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variances for academic burnout 
was met, F(3,451)=0.17, p=0.92. The Shapiro-Wilk test, however, showed that the 
data for one of four groups significantly deviates from a normal distribution, p<0.05. 
We decided to use the Kruskal-Wallis test which indicated that we can reject the null 
hypothesis and conclude that there is a statistically significant difference of academic 
burnout between the groups based on their average grades, H(3)=30.26, p<0.001. 
Based on the Dunn’s post-hoc test, we can conclude that there is a significant 
difference between the group of students with grades 9.01-10.0 and all other groups, 
but there are no significant differences between students with the grade point 
averages of 8.01-9.0, 7.01-8.0, and 6.0-7.0 (Table 7).

1	 The students’ success in exams is expressed with a grade from 5 (five) to 10 (ten). The lowest 
passing grade is 6 (six) (Zakon o Visokom obrazovanju, 2023). First-year students were excluded 
in this analysis, as they have not yet taken exams and do not have a grade point average.
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Table 7. Dunn’s post hoc comparisons of academic burnout  
and academic performance

Comparison z p pbonf pholm

9.01-10 – 8.01-9.0 -3.653 <.001 0.002 0.001

9.01-10 – 7.01-8.0 -5.135 <.001 <.001 <.001

9.01-10 – 6.0-7.0 -2.270 0.023 0.139 0.093

8.01-9.0 – 7.01-8.0 -1.939 0.053 0.315 0.158

8.01-9.0 – 6.0-7.0 -1.394 0.163 0.979 0.326

7.01-8.0 – 6.0-7.0 -0.873 0.383 1.000 0.383

Notes: z stands for z-value, p stands for statistical significance, Pbonf stands for Bonferroni correction 
of the p-value, Pholm stands for Holm-Bonferroni correction of the p-value.

As can be seen in Table 8, using Pearson’s correlation coefficient, a negative 
correlation was found between burnout syndrome and perceived social support (r=-
0.26, p<0.001). This means that the greater the social support a student perceives, the 
lower the level of burnout syndrome. The same tendency can be seen between the 
dimensions of academic burnout and the level of perceived social support. There is 
a positive correlation only between academic efficacy and perceived social support, 
whereas other dimensions have a negative correlation.

Table 8. Correlations of perceived social support, academic burnout,  
and its dimensions

Variables 1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

Perceived social support 1.00

Academic burnout -.26** 1.00

Academic efficacy .31** -.72** 1.00

Cynicism -.19** .81** -.46** 1.00

Emotional exhaustion -.14** .79** -.27** .48** 1.00

Notes: *p<.05; **p<.001.
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DISCUSSION

Firstly, this research aimed to examine the levels of perceived social support in 
students as well as academic burnout levels during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Research Question 1). Our study presents a sample of medium levels of academic 
burnout and slightly above average levels of perceived social support. Further 
analyses focused on answering how levels of perceived social support and academic 
burnout differ regarding respondents’ characteristics (Research Question 2). It was 
confirmed that there are gender differences in students’ perceived social support. 
Women’s perception of social support is different than men’s, which is in line with 
previous research on this topic (Dwyer & Cummings, 2001; Fiorilli et al., 2022; 
Jakovljević, 2004). However, as the Italian research on the adaptation of students 
to college indicates (Fiorilli et al., 2022) that gender does not seem to influence 
the relationship between perceived social support and burnout syndrome. In our 
research, there were also no gender differences in the level of developed academic 
burnout syndrome. Research by the pioneering researchers of burnout, Maslach and 
Jackson (1985), is in accordance with the findings of our research. Gender is not one 
of the main factors in burnout and the differences between men and women are very 
small or do not exist at all (Maslach & Jackson, 1985). Novel studies also confirm 
that gender is not correlated with academic burnout (Madigan & Curran, 2021; 
Rahmatpour et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). However, the results are inconsistent, 
depending on the source. In some studies, the findings still point to a higher level 
of emotional exhaustion and spent energy in female students than in male students 
(Fiorilli et al., 2022). Therefore, a need for continuing the research on gender as a 
potential moderator between perceived social support and burnout syndrome is 
acknowledged.

Our research also found that there are significant differences in burnout 
levels between students of different modalities of study payment. Budget-financed 
students have lower levels of academic burnout in comparison with self-financed 
students. In contrast, no differences were found in perceived social support 
levels. One of the possible reasons for this is that self-financed students had more 
challenges given their unstable income. Research conducted in China during 
the COVID-19 pandemic lists the factors that contributed to the greater degree 
of anxiety of students, among which is instability of material goods (Cao et al., 
2020). As well as this, a study from the United Kingdom showed that students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds had higher anxiety levels and lower levels of 
wellbeing during the pandemic and “were more likely to report that they would 
take any job that came along after university” (Anders et al., 2023). It is common 
knowledge that the pandemic caused numerous difficulties in the financial sphere 
due to numerous changes in the world of work that came with the Coronavirus. It 
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is possible that the self-financed students were forced to find a job due to material 
losses, which potentially created more stress for them. Due to having no acquired 
job qualification, students often resort to support from parents or engage in jobs that 
are paid (below) the average salary. Another factor that supports this assumption is 
the fact that students of budget status can apply for numerous student scholarships 
and loans (Ministarstvo prosvete, nauke i tehnološkog razvoja, n.d.), which enables 
greater financial stability.

In this research, we found that undergraduate students experience significantly 
higher levels of burnout compared to both master and doctoral students. There is 
no significant difference in burnout levels between master’s and doctoral students, 
and no difference in perceived social support. There are several possible answers 
to the question of why undergraduate students were more burned out than their 
older counterparts. The first potential answer to this question can be seen in the 
research of a group of authors from Malaysia (Awang et al., 2014). They explain the 
transition from high school to college as a complicated process in which students 
create a completely new identity as students of higher education (Awang et al., 
2014). Transition includes changes in culture, identity, role, status, routines, and 
relationships (Awang et al., 2014). The authors suggest that students, especially 
those from the first year, face the problem of adjustment in this period. The findings 
indicate that many students do not have the capacity or simply do not know how 
to face the stress that this transitional period brings (Awang et al., 2014). As well 
as that, they have problems adapting to the demands and challenges of university 
life (Awang et al., 2014). Another possibility is that during the first years of study, 
students had differing perceptions of what sort of support they would receive from 
the university staff members. According to one study, the strongest association with 
burnout among 1st and 2nd-year students was dissatisfaction with the learning 
environment and the perceived level of support provided by faculties (Dyrbye et al., 
2009).

The results of this study also indicate that there are differences between 
perceived social support and groups of differing academic achievement. In our 
research, individuals with higher academic performance (Group 9.01-10.0) tend to 
have higher levels of perceived social support compared to those with lower academic 
performance (Group 8.01-9.0). As well as this, students with grades ranging from 
9.01 to 10.0 have lower levels of academic burnout than those with lower academic 
achievement. This is in accordance with previous research (Atalayin et al., 2015; 
Yang, 2004), which claim that, on average, the greater the burnout syndrome, the 
inevitable the decline in academic performance (which is manifested here in the 
average grade). 

There are several possible interpretations of this data. The first possibility is 
that students with a higher academic achievement are most likely in the group of 
budget-financed students, and possibly receive a scholarship. On the other hand, 
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students with lower average grades probably belong to the group of self-financing 
students, which creates more stress and worries about financing. Another 
possibility is that students with good average grades have a higher degree of self-
efficacy and therefore lower levels of burnout syndrome. Self-efficacy consists of 
the individual’s belief that with the help of their skills, they will be able to efficiently 
perform a task that they have set out to do (Bandura, 1978). If a person has high 
self-efficacy, they will be more motivated to do the task, and in contrast, if their 
self-efficacy is low, it is more likely that the person will avoid the task or even 
give up on it (Bandura, 1978). According to one study (Yang, 2004), high self-
efficacy in students correlates with high grades, while low self-efficacy is positively 
related to burnout syndrome. Another possible interpretation of these data is that 
students who initially did not want to enroll in a faculty or department have lower 
grades. According to the author Yang (2004), burnout syndrome is more common 
in people who have a mismatch between the nature of the job and the nature of 
the person doing the job. One could imagine a situation in which a person who 
from the beginning was not interested in the Software Engineering study program, 
enrolls in it out of a desire for a well-paid job, but burns out during their studies, 
and therefore gets worse grades. However, our research was not dedicated to 
establishing causality, and hence cannot answer the question of which came first, 
the chicken or the egg, i.e. student burnout or lower grade average. This question 
would be worth exploring in further research.

The last Research Question (3) focused on determining if a correlation 
between students’ perceived social support and academic burnout was present 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our study confirmed that the higher the level 
of perceived social support in a student, the lower the level of academic burnout 
levels. The findings of this research are in congruence with previous studies globally 
(Awang et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2018) and with former studies from the Balkan 
region (Čarapina & Ševo, 2017). What is different, however, is the fact that in our 
research, all dimensions of the burnout syndrome showed a significant statistical 
correlation with perceived social support. In contrast to the paper “Relationship 
between social support and student burnout” (Čarapina & Ševo, 2017) in which 
no significant correlation of social support with exhaustion and cynicism was 
found. This may be due to the fact that our research included a larger sample of 
students. It has been established that social support has a preventive effect on the 
development of stress so that an individual with greater social support becomes 
more resistant to stress (Kim et al., 2018). Namely, support from educational 
institutions and professors has a stronger correlation with academic burnout than 
support from parents or peers (Kim et al., 2018). A possible explanation for this is 
that social relations with family and friends are subject to conflicts, while relations 
in educational institutions are more stable and prone to change (Kim et al., 2018). 
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Authors therefore conclude that further research is needed on the topic of specific 
sources of social support as correlates of burnout syndrome. 

CONCLUSIONS

The significance of this research is that it is one of the few investigations conducted on 
our sample during the COVID-19 pandemic. Given that this paper aimed to examine 
the levels of students’ perceived social support and burnout syndrome during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the correlation between these constructs, it can provide 
guidelines for further educational research in this field. However, the authors believe 
that the greatest significance of this research is of a practical nature. This research 
highlights the need to start a conversation about the general well-being of students 
during their studies, especially in uncertain times such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The importance of the results of this research is reflected in the understanding of 
burnout syndrome within other similar crisis situations. The results of this paper 
suggest that there is a need for programs to prevent burnout syndrome at colleges, 
where social support proves to be a very important protective factor. At the same 
time, people with lower levels of perceived social support, lower average grades, and 
self-financing status are in the foreground for preventive programs.

In addition to family, friendship, and partner relationships as basic support 
networks for students, various forms of institutional support are encouraged at the 
university (Raaper et al., 2022). There are specific suggestions that counselors and 
university staff can use to help students reduce their stress levels. Some of them are: 
teaching students that academic responsibilities can be more manageable if they are 
distributed throughout the semester, jointly analyzing which situations have been 
stressful for students in the past, helping students cultivate motivation and proactive 
behavior to achieve long-term goals (Dwyer & Cummings, 2001). Also, conducting 
workshops or speaking predicting and controlling some common sources of stress 
at the beginning of the semester (Dwyer & Cummings, 2001). In addition to the 
fact that counselors should be informed about how to treat students who are under 
stress, universities should also develop educational strategies to contribute to its 
prevention (Dwyer & Cummings, 2001). While doing so, it is crucial to take into 
account the possibility of developing teacher burnout, which could lead to higher 
employee turnover rates (Dreer, 2021; Liu et al., 2023) and increased burnout in 
students themselves (Madigan & Kim, 2021). There have also been suggestions about 
preparing teachers for VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) 
situations (Darling-Hammond & Hyler, 2020; Hadar et al., 2020; Laukkonen et al., 
2019) such as the COVID-19 pandemic. We live in a world of rapid change and 
“change, more often than not, translates to greater unpredictability in the form of 



358 | BORKA MALČIĆ, STANISLAVA MARIĆ JURIŠIN, SIMONA BEKIĆ AND OLIVERA GAJIĆ

troubling state affairs” (Laukkonen et al. 2019, p. 4). One of these studies advocates 
for a shift in teacher training – where social-emotional competencies could be a 
more integral part of the curriculum (Hadar et al., 2020).

In addition to comprehensive support for students at the university level of 
education, there is a need for a special program for first-year students, who are 
in the transition period from high school to college (Awang et al., 2014). Their 
adaptation depends on both internal and external support that stimulates the 
inclusion of students in university life. A higher level of social support is associated 
with a better transition, and a wide social network of acquaintances and friends is 
important for a sense of belonging during the entire university experience (Awang 
et al., 2014).

Furthermore, there is a need to alleviate the symptoms of burnout syndrome in 
students who have experienced it. There are still no exact guidelines for intervention in 
the treatment of academic burnout, which is why several approaches should be taken 
into account (Robins et al., 2018; Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003). Two general methods 
of action found in the literature on burnout syndrome are individual interventions 
and workplace interventions, i.e. place of study (Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003). Through 
a meta-analysis of studies on burnout syndrome, the authors Schaufeli and Buunk 
(2003) concluded that almost every author admits that a combination of these two 
approaches would be the most effective. However, the vast majority of burnout 
syndrome interventions have been implemented at the individual level (Schaufeli & 
Buunk, 2003).

Since participation in the study was voluntary, the respondents were not 
equalized by gender, age, faculty, average grade during the course of study, model 
of study payment, and level of study. As a consequence of the data collection 
method, this sample is made up of 70% female respondents (394 out of 528), and 
86% of bachelor students (456 out of 528). The moderating role of level of study 
in the relationship between perceived social support and burnout syndrome is an 
important research question that should be examined in future research. In addition 
to the aforementioned socio-demographic characteristics, the need to include 
questions about the material status of students is recognized. In previous research, 
the financial instability of students was a significant correlate of burnout syndrome 
(Cao et al., 2020), which is why it would be good to include this factor in future 
studies. The sample size, although reduced due to the pandemic, met the criteria of 
the selected research draft and appropriate consideration of the examined facts and 
effects of the research. The generalizations that were made should be observed within 
the framework of this specific research.

In general, this study found a negative correlation between perceived social 
support and academic burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to this, 
this research indicates that students with lower levels of perceived social support, 
those with lower average grades, undergraduate students and of self-financing status 
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are at most risk of developing academic burnout. The authors suggest different 
models of student burnout prevention during critical periods such as the COVID-19 
pandemic, as well as further research to tailor these prevention methods to the 
specific needs of the academic community. 
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