
ABSTRACT
Geriatric nurses are both ageing and at high risk for developing burnout symptoms. Burnout symptomatology relates to 
lower job performance and lower care quality. Developing impairments in cognitive functioning might explain such rela-
tionships. We examined prospective relationships of burnout symptoms and cognitive functioning (memory and executive 
functions objectively assessed). We included age as well as several control variables as predictors and searched for inter-
action effects to explain prior inconsistencies. German nurses (N = 191) from geriatric care filled out self-administered 
questionnaires at the workplace (t1) and performed a comprehensive cognitive test battery in the lab six months later at 
t2. Results showed expected age effects on executive functions but no relationships between burnout symptoms and cog-
nitive functioning nor any interaction effects with age. Exhausted subjects had a slightly better performance in updating. 
The nearly robust null findings in this study indicate that the relationship of burnout symptoms and decreased cognitive 
functioning may be a predominantly clinical issue.
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Emotional labour, time pressure, and an ongoing 
heavy workload in geriatric care place nurses at a 
comparatively high risk for developing burnout sym-
ptoms (Chan et al., 2013; Woo et al., 2020). Maslach 
et al. (2001) describe burnout as a three-dimensional 
syndrome of emotional exhaustion, cynicism (also 
called depersonalisation), and reduced professional 
efficacy (or low personal accomplishment) in respon-
se to work-related stressors. Large studies (e.g., NEXT 
and RN4CAST) in several European countries and the 
United States have revealed that one of every three or 
four nurses report burnout symptoms (Aiken et al., 
2012; van der Schoot et al., 2003). The RN4CAST study 

also found that nurses who have a high burnout score 
are twice as likely to be at risk of leaving the professi-
on (Heinen et al., 2013). This leads to a further increa-
se in the worldwide nursing shortage (Flinkman et al., 
2010; Oulton, 2006; Simoens et al., 2005). Furthermore, 
burnout can affect the quality of health care. For in-
stance, a meta-analysis with data from 210,669 health 
care providers reports negative correlations between 
burnout and quality (r = -.26) as well as safety (r = -.23) 
in health care (Salyers et al., 2017). Past research has 
suggested that impaired cognitive capacities are res-
ponsible for burnout-induced reductions in work per-
formance (Taris, 2007). We follow this line of research, 
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