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Abstract

Purpose To identify the changes of school burnout for Finnish adolescents in lower (grades 8-9) and upper secondary schools
(grades 10-11) during years 2006-2019; and to examine the associations of personal—(gender, family socioeconomic, and
immigrant status) and school-related (school level, urban—rural area) sociodemographic demands and resources in school
burnout.

Methods We used nationally representative data on 949,347 students in secondary school in Finland between 2006 and 2019.
Generalized Linear Models were used to assess the effects of year, gender, school level, parental education, unemployment,
immigrant status, and urban—rural area and the interactions of year, gender, and school level with each of the remaining
sociodemographic variables on school burnout.

Results School burnout increased among girls and slightly declined among boys. The increase intensified in girls and the
decline in boys stagnated after 2011. The educational level of the parents had a constant protective impact over time, the
gradient for boys slightly larger compared to girls. Urban areas contributed to the trend of increasing school burnout among
girls but not among boys. Parental unemployment and immigration background were associated with the increasing trend
of school burnout over time, although somewhat mitigated by parental education.

Conclusion The results showed the trends in school burnout are often gendered and appeared to worsen aligned with the
school budget cuts after 2011. In addition to considering school burnout related to lower parental education and urbaniza-
tion, it is important to support those students in families experiencing unemployment and/or immigration, especially when
concurring with lower parental education.
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Introduction

Many policymakers and educators focus on enhancing
youth’s emotional engagement in school to address issues
of underachievement, truancy, and school dropout [1]. How-
ever, no study has examined the trends in school burnout
over a longer time and how the concurrent trends in socio-
economic factors are associated with school burnout among
lower and upper secondary school students. School burnout,
defined as students’ exhaustion, cynicism about the value
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of school, and feeling of inadequacy to be successful, influ-
ences students’ engagement with schoolwork, well-being,
and adjustment [2]. Currently, our understanding is limited
in part by the fact that most of the research in the emotional
engagement at school focuses on adolescents in the United
States [3], where many students experience declines in emo-
tional engagement, as well as academic and psychological
outcomes, over the course of secondary school [4]. Studying
changes in school burnout in a country such as Finland—
where students attain consistently high levels of academic
achievement throughout secondary school despite recent
evidence showing that students may not enjoy school—
could provide some unique insights into the issue of student
burnout. Moreover, changing socioeconomic trends, such
as larger proportions of adults gaining higher education
degrees, increasing immigration, urbanization and unem-
ployment, and the concurrent policy changes, such as the
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education budget cuts in the past years, may also affect the
patterns of school burnout.

In 1970, the government of Finland decided to overhaul
its traditional education system in favour of a “modern,
publicly financed education system with widespread equity,
good quality, and large participation—all at a reasonable
cost” [5]. After the reform, Finnish students became one
of the best performers on the PISA (Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment), consistently achieving top
scores in mathematics, science, and reading. However, the
evidence also shows that Finnish adolescents may not be
emotionally engaged in school. The 2012 PISA results reveal
that 15-year-old Finnish students ranked 61st out of 65 coun-
tries for how happy they feel at school [6]. Many Finnish
secondary school students report school burnout [7]. While
evidence of school burnout among Finnish youth is mount-
ing, researchers have yet to investigate the trends in school
burnout both in the lower and upper secondary schools dur-
ing the last decades and to what extent personal and school-
related demands and resources explain these changes [8].
The current study can shed light on whether school burnout
differs by time, educational contexts, or gender, and whether
the socioeconomic demands and resources play a role in
trends in school burnout. Most importantly, this study can
help us determine the extent to which the trend of school
burnout is modified by the socioeconomic demands and
resources, informing the design for targeted interventions.

According to the demands-resources model in the school
context [8], personal- and school-related demands, and
resources influence school burnout. The more both school
and personal demands, the more school burnout the stu-
dents experience and, in turn, the more resources, the less
school burnout the students experience. In addition, higher
resources can attenuate the effects of higher demands, that
is, the more resources a student can capitalize on, the more
demands can be handled without overtaxing. For instance,
the protective effect of higher educational level of the par-
ents may buffer against the possible adverse effect of paren-
tal unemployment (or immigration). In the current study,
we focus on the sociodemographic demands and resources:
person-related (gender, immigration status, parental educa-
tion, and unemployment) and school-related (school level
and urban-rural area).

Of the person-related factors, the previous research
shows that school burnout is higher among girls com-
pared to boys in the secondary school [9]. When follow-
ing up the same students in secondary school in Finland,
school burnout has been found to be increasing [10-12],
especially among girls [11]. Both female gender and low
academic performance have been associated with school
burnout [13]. Although girls often show better school per-
formance compared to boys suggesting a lower likelihood
of burnout, girls may experience more pressures related to
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ambitious educational and occupational goals in associa-
tion with higher academic attainment and aspirations [14].
These, in turn, may contribute to school burnout.

Within the family, parents burnout and their children’s
burnout have been shown to be shared [15]. The more eco-
nomic hardship there is in the family, the more burnout in
the family which may contribute to school burnout in chil-
dren [16, 17]. Parental unemployment, immigration, and
urban area may contribute to higher stress levels and burn-
out [11, 18]. A higher parental educational level in turn
may act as a buffer against school burnout [11], and may
also alleviate the adverse effects of the other demands.

These socioeconomic factors were also known to
change over the time of the study 2006-2019. The great
recession hit globally during 2008 and beyond, but in Fin-
land, the economic crisis hit later: the peak of the unem-
ployment (10.2% in men and 9.0% in women) was in 2015,
while in 2019, the rates were about the same level as in
2006 (7.4% in men and 6.3% in women in 2019 vs. 7.5%
in men and 8.1% in women in 2006) [19]. In addition to
unemployment, Finland has also experienced small but
increasing numbers of individuals and families immigrat-
ing to Finland with a peak of 34,900 immigrants in 2016
[20]. About 8% of the population in Finland in 2019 had
a foreign background. A recent entry to the country, espe-
cially among boys, has been found to be associated with
school burnout [16]. Finland like many other Western
countries has also experienced internal migration from
rural to urban areas. In 2006, 34% of the 1518 years old
lived in rural areas in Finland, but in 2019, this proportion
had dropped to 28% [21]. At the same time, educational
level has increased in Finland: a larger proportion had
attained a higher education degree in 2019 compared to
2007 (47 vs. 39% among those aged 40-49) [22]. To take
into account these trends, we included the effect of the
year of the survey on parental unemployment, immigration
status, urban—rural area, and parental educational level in
the models. We also investigate whether the school burn-
out trends coincide with school budget cuts carried out
from 2011 onwards [23], totaling about €1.5 billion, and
potentially jeopardising equal access, quality, and quantity
of teaching and affecting students’ well-being.

The aim was to examine changes in school burnout using
data among almost one million students during the last two
decades:

(a) To identify the changes of school burnout for Finnish
adolescents in lower (grades 8-9) and upper secondary
schools (grades 10-11) during years 2006-2019. Based
on the findings from the previous research, we expect that
the overall trend of school burnout over the period from
2006 to 2019 would be increasing, especially from 2011
onwards along with the school budget cuts.
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(b) To examine the associations of personal—(gen-
der, family socioeconomic, and immigrant status) and
school-related (school level and urban-rural area)
sociodemographic demands and resources with school
burnout. School burnout has been found to be gendered
and vary between the school levels [9-12]. We expect
high and increasing school burnout, especially in girls
in upper secondary school. Personal demands related
to parental unemployment, immigration status, and
urban-rural area are expected to be associated with
higher school burnout. Parents’ higher educational
degrees may in turn act as a buffer against school burn-
out. Although there is no previous research specifi-
cally on the interactions of gender, school level, and
other socioeconomic factors on school burnout trend,
it is possible that those groups who have experiences
increasing school burnout (girls, upper secondary
school) would be more affected by adverse socioeco-
nomic circumstances but also may benefit from family
resources such as higher parental education.

Method
Sample and data collection

We used the data from the Finnish School Health Pro-
motion Survey (SHPS) [24]. The SHPS is a bi-annual
nationwide classroom survey to monitor the health and
well-being of Finnish 14-18-year-old adolescents. The
survey was confidential and anonymous, and participa-
tion was voluntary. Participants gave informed consent
by answering the survey. The parents of the participants
who were under 15 years were informed about the survey
in advance and had an option to withdraw the consent to
participate. Ethical approval for SHPS was given by the
Finnish National Institute for Health and Welfare.

The current study used data collected between 2006
and 2019. The data comprised a representative sample
of 631,166 students in lower secondary schools and
318,181 students in upper secondary schools, a total of
949,347 students (70-80% of the yearly student popula-
tion). Special educational schools and schools with less
than 10 students were not included. The proportions of
the participants by the study year are shown in Online
Resource 1. There was a gradual decline in the response
rate from 2006 to 2019. The students in lower secondary
school were 14-16 years, and in upper secondary school
16—18 years. The distribution of the SES, immigrant sta-
tus, and urban—rural are shown in Tables 1 and 2.

Measures
School burnout

For measuring school burnout, we used the Short School
Burnout Inventory (SSBI) [25, 26] which was developed
for the purposes of the School Health Promotion Survey [7].
The Short School Burnout Scale has three items measur-
ing (1) exhaustion at school (I feel overwhelmed by school-
work), (2) lack of the meaning of cynicism toward the mean-
ing of school (I feel of loss of interest in schoolwork), and
(3) sense of inadequacy at school (I often have feelings of
inadequacy at school). Each item is rated on a 4-point scale
(1=not at all; 4 =daily). The Cronbach’s a reliability for the
scale was 0.75 for boys and 0.74 for girls in lower secondary
school and 0.71 for boys and 0.73 for girls in upper second-
ary school (see also [25]).

Socioeconomic factors

We added socioeconomic variables to the model to meas-
ure the resources (parental educational level) and demands
(parental unemployment, urban area, and immigration).
These factors were known to be associated with burnout
as described in the introduction. A dichotomous measure
was used for the educational level of the parents: (0) below
degree in higher education; (1) one or more parents had a
degree in higher education. Urban—rural characteristics of
the area of the school were measured using three categories:
(1) urban, (2) semi-urban, (3) rural. Parental employment
status was measured with whether the parents have been
unemployed during the last 12 months: (0) Nonunemployed,
(1) One has been unemployed, and (2) Both have been unem-
ployed. Parental employment status was not available for
the latest data collection year 2019. Immigration status was
measured using four categories: (1) Native, (2) One parent
foreign-born, (3) Born in Finland, foreign-born parents, and
(4) Born abroad, foreign-born parents. Immigration status
was available only for the years 2013-2019.

Analysis

We first explored the distributions of school burnout by the
year of survey, gender, school level, and socioeconomic
factors. We used Generalized Linear Models (GLM) in
STATA 17 to study the effects of these characteristics on
school burnout trends. To assess the effect of time, we
included an interaction term which also allowed the vari-
ation between the school levels and genders (Model 1).
After that, we added the socioeconomic variables (paren-
tal education, urban—rural area, parental unemployment,
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Table 1 Distributions of the variables in the School Health Promotion Study 20062019 in girls and boys in lower and upper secondary school

Variable Girls—lower Girls—upper

Boys—lower Boys—upper

%/Mean (SD) % Missing

% or Mean (SD) % Missing % or Mean (SD) % Missing % or Mean (SD) % Missing

School burnout n=314,468 n=184,001
1.8 (0.75) 0.2 2.0 (0.70)
Urban—rural area n=315,174 n=184,148
Urban 66.1 0 73.3
Semi-urban 17.8 0 14.5
Rural 16.1 0 12.2
Parent(s) with HE n=289,928 n=181,670
degree
41.4 5.7 53.3
Parent(s) unemployed n=271,113 1.4 n=157,907
None 70.8 74.2
One 26.0 23.0
Two or more 33 2.5
Immigration status n=155456 2.1 n=96,858
Native 87.9 90.0
One parent foreign- 7.3 6.3
born
Foreign-born parents, 2.0 1.7
born in Finland
Foreign-born parents, 2.8 2.0

born abroad

n=313,601 n=133,464
0.1 1.9 (0.74) 0.5 1.7 (0.65) 0.2
n=315214 n=133,717
0 65.7 0 73.3 0
0 18.0 0 14.9 0
0 16.2 0 11.8 0
n=289,928 n=130,935
1.3 435 8.0 60.1 2.1
0.6 n=272,249 3.0 n=115,460 1.0
72.6 76.1
24.0 215
33 2.4
0.7 n=154,611 5.8 n=69,395 1.7
87.4 89.7
6.5 6.2
1.9 1.7
42 23

Table 2 Distributions (%) of parental education, urban area, parental unemployment, and family immigration status in the School Health Promo-

tion Study 20062019

Year of survey Parent(s) with Urban area One unem- Two +unem- One parent Foreign-born parents, Foreign-born

higher degree ployed parent  ployed parents  foreign-born  born in Finland parents, born
abroad

200607 38.4 66.2 20.2 2.3 - - -

2008-09 42.4 67.7 22.3 2.7 - - -

2010-11 423 68.6 26.2 3.4 - - -

2013 50.5 69.4 245 3.0 6.0 1.6 25

2015 51.2 70.0 27.2 3.6 6.5 1.9 3.1

2017 532 67.5 26.8 3.6 7.0 1.9 33

2019 58.4 70.1 - - 74 2.1 33

Total n 900,441 949,347 803,300 803,300 463,049 463,049 463,049

and family immigrations status) to the three-way interac-
tion to see if there are gender and/or school level-spe-
cific trends in school burnout over time that depend on
the socioeconomic factors. We tested four interactions:
year*gender*school level*parental education (Model 2),
year*gender*school level*parental employment status
(Model 2), year*gender*school level *urban—rural (Model
3), and year*gender*school level*immigration status
(Model 4). Urban-rural area and immigrations status were
available for a shorter time and therefore tested in differ-
ent models. We examined the interaction terms to see how
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the effect of the socioeconomic factors on school burnout
differed by year, gender, and/or school level. To determine
whether an interaction term was necessary to keep in the
model, the Wald test for the interaction term was carried
out. A p value smaller than 0.05 was used as an indication
of a significant interaction effect. Because of many interac-
tion terms (due to categorical variables), the tables show
the results for Wald tests for interactions. The code used
and the detailed estimates for the interactions are shown
in Online Resource 2. Figures were used to illustrate the
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key associations, based on the estimated marginal means
and confidence intervals calculated from the GLM models.

Results
Descriptive results

Online Resource 1 shows the proportions of the participants
by the study year. Table 1 shows the distributions of school
burnout and sociodemographic factors in boys and girls
in lower and upper secondary school. Between 2006 and
2019, the average school burnout was 1.8 (sd=0.75) and
2.0 (sd=0.70) in girls and 1.9 (sd=0.74) and 1.7 (sd=0.65)
in boys in lower and upper secondary schools, respectively.
About 66% of the students in lower school and 73% in upper
secondary school were living in an urban area. A quarter
reported that at least one parent has been unemployed during
the last 12 months. About 6-7% of the students had a for-
eign-born parent. A smaller proportion was born in Finland
(2%) or born abroad (2-4%) to foreign-born parents. Miss-
ingness was relatively low: less than 1% for school burnout
and urban-rural classification, 1-3% for parental employ-
ment status, and 1-8% for parental education and immigra-
tion status. The proportions varied between the genders and
the school levels (see Table 1). Table 2 shows the distribu-
tions of the socioeconomic factors by the year of the survey.
The proportions of parental higher education degrees and
urban residency increased between 2006 and 2019. Paren-
tal unemployment increased (available between 2006 and
2017), as well as proportions of students with immigrant
background (available between 2013 and 2019).

The effects of year, school level, gender,
and socioeconomic factors on school burnout

Table 3 shows the effects of year, gender, and school level
on school burnout (Model 1) adding two of the socioeco-
nomic factors, parental education, and urban—rural, between
2006 and 2019 (Model 2). There was an overall increase
(although non-linear) in school burnout from 2006 to 2019,
especially after 2011. Higher school burnout was associ-
ated with female gender, being in upper secondary school,
lower parental education, and living in urban areas. Model
1 shows that there was an interaction between year, gender,
and school level. Girls in upper secondary school expressed
consistently higher school burnout compared to the girls in
lower secondary school (Figure in Online Resource 3). How-
ever, the school level made little difference in school burn-
out among boys, apart from between 2008 and 2013 when
school burnout was higher among boys in lower secondary
school compared to their counterparts in upper secondary
school.

Two four-way interactions were first tested:
year*gender*school level*parental education and
year*gender*school level*urban—rural (Table 3, Model
2). Neither of them was significant. Parental education
appeared to have a similar effect over time and regard-
less of educational level. The difference between the boys’
school burnout by parental education was slightly larger
compared to girls. Figure in Online Resource 4 depicts the
year, gender, and parental education (whether any parent
had a degree or not) on school burnout.

The interaction between the year, gender, and
urban—rural area was significant (Table 3, Model 2).
Among boys, the differences in school burnout by the
urban, semi-urban, and rural areas were generally very
small with a slightly widening difference towards the last
years of the study (Figure in Online Resource 5). In girls,
school burnout was higher in urban compared to rural
areas throughout the years (except for 2013). The school
level (lower vs. upper secondary school) was not signifi-
cant in the interaction related to parental education and
urban-rural area.

Table 4 shows the associations between paren-
tal employment status and school burnout between
2006 and 2017. An interaction for year*gender*school
level*parental employment status was first tested. Similar
to the two previous models, school level was not significant
in the interaction. The results show that the interaction for
year, gender, and parental employment status was signifi-
cant. Figure in Online Resource 6 depicts this interaction.
The level of school burnout among boys with unemployed
parents was higher than girls with parents in employment.
Especially at the start of the study (2006-2007), boys with
unemployed parents showed as high levels of school burn-
out as their female counterparts. Parental unemployment
had a larger effect among the students in lower secondary
school compared to the students in upper secondary school
across the time (school level*parental unemployment).

Table 5 shows the associations between immigration
status and school burnout between 2013 and 2019. A four-
way interaction for year*gender*school level *immigration
status was first tested. This interaction was not significant
but the three-way interaction year*gender*immigrations
status was significant. Figure in Online Resource 7 shows
the interaction for year, gender, and immigrations status:
boys generally showed lower school burnout than girls,
except for boys born abroad to foreign-born parents. The
highest levels of school burnout in girls were among those
with one foreign-born parent. The patterns of school burn-
out by immigrations status were similar across the school
levels (none of the interactions involving school level and
immigration were significant).
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Table 3 Generalized linear
models (GLM) for school
burnout between 2006 and 2019

School burnout

Model 1 Model 2

Main effects n=_897,982 n=_897,982
Year of survey (ref =2006-2007)
2008-2009 0.01* 0.01%*
2010-2011 — 0.02%** — 0.02%**
2013 — 0.03%** — 0.03%**
2015 0.00 0.01*
2017 — 0.03%** — 0.02%*%
2019 0.03%%%* 0.04%%%*
School level (ref =upper secondary school) — 0.04%** 0.04%%*
Female 0.20%%%* 0.20%%%*
Parent(s) with HE degree - — 0.05%**
Urban-rural (ref=urban)

Semi-urban - — 0.02%*%

Rural - — 0.03%*%*
Wald tests for interactions: Wald (df) Wald (df)
Year*gender*school level*parental education - 3.36 (6)
Year*gender*school level*urban—rural - 16.21 (12)
Year*gender*parental education - 9.51 (6)
Year*gender*urban—rural - 29.96 (12) **
Year*school level*parental education - 4.84 (6)
Year*school level*urban—rural - 15.44 (12)
Year*gender*school level 54.34 (6)*** 25.83 (6) ***
Year*gender 2419.36 (6)*** 1381 (6) ***

Year*school level

133.10 (6)***

75.88 (6)*H*

Year*parental education - 14.3 (6) *
Year* urban—rural - 46.75 (12)***
Gender*school level*parental education - 1.98 (1)
Gender*school level*urban—rural - 12.99 (2) **
Gender*school level - 159.64 (1) ***
Gender*parental education - 9.14 (1) **
Gender* urban—rural - 55.63 (2)***
School level*parental education - 3.16 (1)
School level*urban—rural - 2.89 (2)

Unstandardized estimates shown, df degrees of freedom

wkp <0.001, #p <0.01, *p <0.05

The interaction between resource factor (parental
education) and the demands factors (parental
unemployment, urban area, and immigration)

We added the interaction terms between parental education and
parental unemployment, urban area, and immigration to assess
the potential buffer effect of parental education. None of the
interactions between parental education and urban area were
significant. The interaction year*parental education*parental
unemployment (Wald test estimate =49.32, degrees of free-
dom=10, p<0.001) showed that a parental higher education
degree was associated with a lower school burnout, especially
in those families with two or more parents unemployed after
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2011 (Figure in Online Resource 8). There was also an inter-
action between immigration status and parental higher
degree (Wald test estimate =49.32, degrees of freedom =10,
p<0.001), so that the parental degree played the largest buffer-
ing role in school burnout among the students who themselves
and their parents were born abroad (Figure in Online Resource
9).
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Table4 Generalized linear models (GLM) for school burnout
between 2006 and 2017

Table 5 Generalized linear models (GLM) for school burnout
between 2013 and 2019

Model 3 Model 4

Main effects n=771,564 Main effects n=444726
Year of survey (ref =2006-2007) Year of survey (ref=2013)
2008-2009 0.00 2015 —-0.01
2010-2011 — 0.03%** 2017 — 0.07***
2013 — 0.04%** 2019 — 0.05%**
2015 —0.00 School level (ref upper secondary school) — 0.03%**
2017 — 0.03*** Female 0.16%**
School level (ref upper secondary school) 0.04%*%* Parent(s) with HE degree — 0.06%**
Female 0.17%%* Urban-rural (ref =urban)
Parent(s) with HE degree -0.04%** Semi-urban — 0.02%**
Urban-rural (ref =urban) Rural — 0.03%**

Semi-urban — 0.01%** Immigration status (ref =native)

Rural — 0.02%** One parent foreign-born 0.12%%%*
Parent(s) unemployed (ref =none) Foreign-born parents, born in Finland 0.14%%*

One 0.10%%* Foreign-born parents, born abroad 0.37%%*

Two or more 0.31%%* Wald tests for interactions: Wald (df)
Wald tests for interactions: Wald (df) Year*gender*school level*immigration status 7.85 (6)
Year*gender*school level*parent(s) unemployed 6.10 (10) Year*gender* immigration status 17.21 (6)**
Year*gender*parent(s) unemployed 50.24 (10)*** Year*school level* immigration status 11.54 (6)
Year*school level*parent(s) unemployed 8.31 (10) Year*gender*school level 8.45 (2)*
Year*gender*school level 6.75 (5) Year*gender 236.12 (2)***
Year*gender 552.54 (5)*** Year*school level 43,75 (2)***

Year*school level 62.43 (5)***
58.78 (10)%***
041 (2)
193.45 (1)%**
34.83 (2)***

15.15 (2)%**

Year*parent(s) unemployed
gender*school level*parent(s) unemployed
Gender*school level

Gender*parent(s) unemployed

School level*parent(s) unemployed

Unstandardized estimates shown, df degrees of freedom
*##%p <0.001, **p <0.01, *p <0.05

Discussion

Our study is to our knowledge first to investigate longer term
trends in school burnout among secondary school students.
The results echoed the earlier findings of declining well-
being trends in young people in Europe [27, 28] and the
United States [29, 30]. They highlight the role of gender
and the interplay between the resource and demand factors
over time.

The overall trend of school burnout

The results show as expected that the overall trend of school
burnout over the period from 2006 to 2019 increased. How-
ever, the pattern suggested a relatively flat trend for girls
and even decline among boys in school burnout up to 2011,
after which the school burnout started to increase sharply

Year* immigration status 27.34 (6)***
gender*school level* immigration status 2.45(3)
Gender*school level 189.50 (1)*+**
Gender* immigration status 64.98 (3)***
School level* immigration status 29503)

Unstandardized estimates shown, df degrees of freedom
**%p <0.001, *#p <0.01, *p <0.05

among girls and show some increase among boys. This
would coincidence with the educational budget cuts in Fin-
land [23]. It is noteworthy that the models adjust for the
personal socioeconomic resources and demands. Thus, the
increasing school burnout trend after 2011 happens regard-
less of the variation in family level education, employment,
and urban-rural residence during this period of time.

The impact of gender and school level on school
burnout

As expected, the school burnout trend was gendered, in line
with the previous findings [9]. Girls experienced higher
and increasing levels of school burnout between 2006 and
2019. Boys, in turn, started with lower levels of school burn-
out which decreased. There was also a gender difference
between the school levels: girls in upper secondary school
consistently reported the highest school burnout and higher
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than girls in lower secondary school. In boys, school burnout
was fairly similar in lower and upper secondary school and
when it showed any difference (between 2008 and 2013)
than in favour of lower school burnout among boys in upper
secondary school.

The results of gender and school level may reflect the
stage-environment fit theory, positing that students’ motiva-
tion and engagement are largely determined by the extent
to which secondary schools provide educational and social
environments that meet adolescents’ needs for relatedness,
autonomy, and competence [31]. These environments may
have a different fit depending on gender and school level.
From the 7th to the 9th grades, students experience a sig-
nificant decline in looking forward to school and find school
increasingly exhausting [32]. Indeed, Finnish 15 years old
fall well below the OECD average in international compari-
sons of how happy students feel at school [6]. The trend
towards motivational declines is the most marked for stu-
dents who choose the academic track after their transition
to upper secondary education, a choice more frequent in
girls than boys [33]. Within a year and a half after enter-
ing upper secondary school in 10th grade, students who are
on the academic track feel significantly burned out [9]. As
part of their preparation for university study, students on the
academic track strive to be successful with schoolwork that
is more challenging and strenuous in an educational environ-
ment that is oriented more towards social comparison and
competition among peers than it was in their years of basic
education. The higher and increasing school burnout among
girls may also reflect the gendered coping mechanism in the
school environment. Previous research has shown internal-
izing symptoms being more prevalent among girls compared
to boys in these school contexts [34]. This may contribute to
higher expressed school burnout levels in girls.

The impact of socioeconomic resources
and demands on school burnout

There were several modifying socioeconomic factors in the
school burnout trends. As described above the interplay
between gender and school level impacted how school burn-
out evolved in lower and upper secondary schools between
2006 and 2019. Adding other socioeconomic factors to this
year*gender*school level interaction showed that most of
the socioeconomic effects on school burnout were gender
and time-dependent but differed less by school level. There
was no consistent socioeconomic gradient by gender: Urban
area was associated with school burnout to an increasing
degree among girls, while parental unemployment and lower
educational levels were associated with somewhat higher
school burnout among boys.

Parental educational level showed a fairly uniform effect
over time: lower parental education was associated with
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higher school burnout regardless of school level and year
of the survey. The result is in line with some previous lon-
gitudinal findings focusing on lower secondary schools in
Finland [16]. The current results also point to an overall gen-
der effect: the difference between the boys’ school burnout
by parental education was slightly larger compared to girls
regardless of the year of the study.

Urban-rural areas had more impact towards the end of
the study period: girls in urban areas had increased school
burnout, whereas among boys, the area of residence made
very little difference in school burnout. Again, the results
suggested a gendered pattern of school burnout. Urban
segregation in school choice and increased competition to
selective schools, most located in urban areas, have been
identified for the recent years in Finland [35]. This trend
may especially affect girls who are more likely to choose and
be chosen to selective schools as they often academically
outperform boys [36].

Parental unemployment was associated with higher
school burnout. Boys with more than one parent unem-
ployed showed especially high levels of school burnout at
the start of the study: the usual gender gradient (a higher
school burnout among girls compared to boys) disappeared
and these boys’ school burnout scores were similar to their
female counterparts. The results also showed that parental
unemployment had a larger effect among students in lower
secondary school compared to the students in upper sec-
ondary school which was similar across the time. Parental
education appeared to play an increasing buffering impact
on school burnout among those students with parents unem-
ployed after 2011.

Immigration status also showed a gendered pattern that
changed over time. Although boys generally showed lower
school burnout than girls, boys born abroad to foreign-born
parents had the highest school burnout in 2013 and 2015.
The highest levels of school burnout in girls were among
those with one foreign-born parent. The patterns of school
burnout by immigrations status were similar across the
school levels. Previous research has found that recently
immigrated boys have especially high levels of school burn-
out [16]. The results point to the importance of gender and
time of immigration in school burnout. Parental degrees
showed an important buffering role in school burnout, espe-
cially among the students who themselves and their parents
were born abroad.

Limitations

The trends in the study are based on cross-sectional data.
Therefore, little can be said about the individual change of
school burnout over time. As this is an observational study,
it is not possible to separate the effects of different policy
changes. For this, we would require a control group of
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students experiencing different policy contexts. The effects
of policy changes may not be immediate. The study covered
the trends for 5 years before and 7 years after the school
budget cuts. However, it is possible that the effects may take
even a longer time. The data also did not provide other con-
textual factors on the schools which may be relevant con-
sidering the relative independence of schools to make local
decisions in Finland [23]. There was some non-response
(e.g., those absent from school or not able to participate
because of disability or weak language skills). The family
socioeconomic data were self-reported by the student and
may contain inaccuracies. We did not have a full time period
covered for parental unemployment and family immigration
status.

Most data were self-reports in a questionnaire, which
may induce common method bias within the cross-sec-
tional measurements (e.g., answering style using middle or
extreme ends of the scale, answers impacted by concurrent
mood, or social desirability). The common method bias
is less likely to affect the relationship of socioeconomic
demands/resources and school burnout due to their meth-
odological and psychological distance as different types of
measures. The demands/resources assessed categorical soci-
odemographic conditions, whereas school burnout was the
only trait-like characteristic, see [37]. Despite good internal
consistency according to Cronbach’s alpha, the composite
score for school burnout may contain measurement error.

Despite these limitations, the current study provides a
unique opportunity to understand trends in school burnout
and socioeconomic factors in a highly representative sam-
ple of secondary school students in Finland. The long time
period allows the exploration of trends over thirteen years
from 2006, while many substantial changes in socioeco-
nomic resources and demands and school policies have taken
place. Although the school context in Finland is unique and
the results may not be easily generalized to other countries,
the general trends of socioeconomic factors are similar to
what many countries in Europe have experienced. The illus-
tration of the interplay between socioeconomic factors and
school burnout trends might be useful in other contexts. This
information is valuable in enhancing well-being at school
and identifying those groups that need additional attention.

Conclusions

The results showed that the trends in school burnout are
often gendered. The underlying general pattern of increas-
ing school burnout among girls and a slight decline of
burnout among boys is however interrupted by socioeco-
nomic factors. Educational level of the parents seems to
have a constant impact over time; the gradient for boys
slightly larger compared to girls. Urban area contributed
to the trend of increasing school burnout among girls but

not among boys. In addition to considering the higher risk
of school burnout related to lower parental education and
urbanization, it is important to pay attention to support
those students whose parents have no higher degree and
no job or with immigration background, especially boys
born abroad with foreign-born parents and girls with one
foreign-born parent. Although parental education appears
to mitigate the child’s school burnout when the family
experiences unemployment or immigration, these groups
seem to express especially high levels with an often
increasing trend of school burnout over time. Moreo-
ver, the education budget cuts from 2011 onwards may
have contributed to the trend of increasing school burn-
out among girls and stagnation of school burnout decline
among boys. Although local decision-makers may argue
that schools in Finland have fared well with a reduced edu-
cation budget [38], the current study demonstrates that the
sustained results may have been achieved at the expense
of students’ well-being.
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