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Coping Resources and Athlete Burnout: An Examination
of Stress Mediated and Moderation Hypotheses

Thomas D. Raedeke Alan L. Smith
East Carolina University Purdue University

Although it is widely accepted that coping resources theoretically influence
the stress-burnout relationship, it is unclear whether key internal (i.e., coping
behaviors) and external (i.e., social support satisfaction) coping resources have
stress-mediated or moderating influences on athlete burnout. Therefore we
examined whether coping behaviors and social support satisfaction (a) had
indirect stress-mediated relationships with burnout or (b) disjunctively (inde-
pendently) or conjunctively (in combination) moderated the relationship be-
tween perceived stress and burnout. Senior level age-group swimmers (N =
244; ages 14-19 years) completed a questionnaire assessing burnout, perceived
stress, general coping behaviors, and social support satis-faction. The results
revealed that perceived stress, general coping behaviors, and social support
satisfaction were related to burnout. Structural equation modeling demonstrated
that general coping behaviors and social support satisfaction had stress-medi-
ated relationships with overall burnout levels. Hierarchical multiple regres-
sion analyses failed to support the disjunctive and conjunctive moderation
hypotheses. Results thus support stress-mediated perspectives forwarded in
previous research.

Key Words: buffering hypothesis, mediation, social support, swimming, youth

For some athletes the intense physical and psychological demands of sport
participation come with a high cost—burnout. Based on a multidimensional defi-
nition, it is thought that athletes experiencing burnout feel physically and psycho-
. logically exhausted from the demands of training and competing, perceive a reduced
sense of accomplishment, and experience sport devaluation in which they stop
caring about sport and their performance (Raedeke & Smith, 2001). In the organi-
zational and health psychology literatures, burnout has been associated with an
array of negative work related performance and health outcomes (Cordes &
Dougherty, 1993; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Extended to athletes, burnout
is thought to have a negative influence on the quality of sport experiences, leading to
performance decrements and possibly to sport discontinuation. In addition, burnout
presumably has a negative impact on athletes’ physical and psychological well-being.

T.D. Raedeke is with the Dept. of Exercise and Sport Science, East Carolina Univer-
sity, FITT Bldg., Greenville, NC 27858; A.L. Smith is with the Dept. of Health and Kinesi-
ology, Purdue University, Lambert Fieldhouse, W. Lafayette, IN 47907.
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[t is widely accepted that burnout is a consequence of chronic stress (Cordes
& Dougherty, 1993; Schaufeli, Maslach, & Marek, 1993; Smith, 1986). Most con-
temporary perspectives propose that a variety of personal and situational factors
influence the stress process (Lazarus, 1990; Smith, 1986). Aligned with this view,
researchers have shown that athlete burnout is related to a host of such factors (e.g.,
Gould, Tuffey, Udry, & Loehr, 1996; Gould, Udry, Tuffey, & Loehr, 1996; Raedeke,
Lunney, & Venables, 2002; Vealey, Armstrong, Comar, & Greenleaf, 1998).

The empirical knowledge base on athlete burnout is not extensive. However,
a substantial amount of research grounded within stress-strain frameworks has
examined the potentially debilitating effects of stress. Strains represent physiologi-
cal, psychological, and behavioral responses to stress (Cooper, Dewe, & O’ Driscoll,
2001) and include a variety of physical (e.g., injury, illness) and mental health
(e.g., burnout, depression) outcomes. Specific to sport, Smith (1986), Kelley and
Gill (1993), and Andersen and Williams (1988) have developed conceptually similar
models to explain the occurrence of burnout and injury. Within these frameworks,
burnout and injury are manifestations of stress related strain.

Although burnout is stress related, some individuals are presumably more
vulnerable to the negative effects of stress than others (Pines, 1993). Examining
why some athletes are more adversely affected by chronic stress than others is an
important question that can advance our knowledge of burnout. One avenue of
research that may provide insights on this issue is to examine how coping re-
sources influence the stress-burnout relationship.

Coping resources “comprise a wide variety of behaviors and social networks
that aid the individual in dealing with the problems, joys, disappointments, and
stresses of life” (Williams, 2001, p. 774). Sleep patterns, fituess levels, nutrition,
and time management are all examples of general coping behaviors or lifestyle
management that reflect internal resources that help athletes deal with stress. The
perception of receiving strong social support is an external resource that can help
athletes deal with the demands of sport training and competition. Social support
generally consists of the presence of others whom athletes can rely on and whom
they know value and care for them (Williams, 2001). It is widely accepted that
coping behaviors, social support, stress, and burnout are related (Cooper et al.,
2001; Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). However, there is still debate as to how these
variables interrelate.

One hypothesis is that coping behaviors and social support influence burn-
out through their impact on stress. Individuals who perceive relatively strong cop-
ing behaviors and/or high social support may find the demands of sport less
threatening and thereby perceive less stress. As a resul, coping behaviors and
social support have an indirect association with burnout through their relationship
with stress (Cooper et al., 2001). Within this context, stress is a mediating variable
that accounts for the relationship between the predictors (coping behaviors/social
support) and the criterion (burnout) (Baron & Kenny, 1986).

An alternative hypothesis is that coping behaviors and social support mod-
erate the relationship between stress and burnout. A moderator is defined as a
variable that “affects the direction and/or strength of the relationship between an
independent or predictor variable and a dependent or criterion variable” (Baron &
Kenny, 1986, p. 1174). According to a moderating or buffering hypothesis, rela-
tively strong coping behaviors and/or social support shield athletes from negative
effects of stress by helping them cope effectively with the demands of sport par-
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ticipation. Thus the relationship between stress and burnout will differ depending
on the level of coping behaviors and social support. Elevated stress will be associ-
ated with higher burnout levels; however, that relationship will be stronger for
individuals with lower coping behaviors and/or social support. Conversely, stress
and burnout will not be as tightly coupled for those reporting higher social support
and/or coping behaviors (Cooper et al., 2001; Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Maslach
et al., 2001).

Researchers examining athlete burnout have not examined whether coping
resources have stress-mediated or moderating influences on burnout. However, in
examining burnout among coaches and athletic directors, Kelley and colleagues
(Kelley, 1994; Kelley, Eklund, & Ritter-Taylor, 1999; Kelley & Gill, 1993; Mar-
tin, Kelley, & Eklund, 1999) have found that a variety of personal and situational
factors (e.g., trait anxiety, hardiness, leadership style, social support) have indirect
stress-mediated relationships with burnout. Personal/situational factors predict
perceived stress, and perceived stress predicts burnout. In addition to indirect rela-
tionships through stress, they also report that personal/situational variables have
direct effects on burnout. Applied to athletes, their research suggests that social
support and general coping behaviors may have stress-mediated and direct influ-
ences on burnout.

In studying another manifestation of stress related strain, sport injury re-
searchers have discussed and examined whether coping resources (e.g., social sup-
port and coping behaviors) moderate the stress-injury relationship. Specifically,
Andersen and Williams (1988) argue that stronger coping resources both directly
reduce the probability of injury and attenuate the negative effects of stress on in-
jury (moderating influence). In accord with Andersen and Williams, some injury
research has supported the buffering hypothesis (see Williams, 2001).

Moreover, health and organizational psychology researchers recognize that
social support potentially has stress-buffering effects (Cohen & Wills, 1985). There
1s evidence that social support moderates the stress-illness relationship (e.g.,
Sarason, Sarason, Potter, & Antoni, 1985). However, research examining stress
moderators has not been entirely consistent with predictions (Cooperet al., 2001).
Specific to burnout, some studies have shown that social support has a stress-
buffering influence whereas other studies have not shown this (e.g., Dignam &
West, 1988; Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, & Burke, 1996; Koeske & Koeske, 1989).

In a novel conceptualization of the moderating hypothesis, Smith, Smoll,
and Ptacek (1990) argued that one reason why factors such as coping behaviors and
social support have not consistently shown stress-buffering influences is because
those moderators might function in combination with one another rather than sin-
gularly. Based on an interactional approach that considers both internal and exter-
nal coping resources, Smith et al. (1990) argued that coping and social support
may have either disjunctive or conjunctive moderating influences on stress-strain
relationships. According to the typically examined disjunctive moderating hypoth-
esis, social support and coping independently moderate the stress-strain relation-
ship. Applied to burnout, athletes with relatively low coping behaviors or social
support are more likely to experience higher levels of burnout in response to stress.

Conversely, according to the conjunctive moderating hypothesis, coping
behaviors and social support in combination moderate the stress-strain relation-
ship. Athletes with both relatively low coping behaviors and social support are
more likely to experience higher burnout levels in response to stress. The negative
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influence of either a lack of coping behaviors or social support on the stress-burn-
out relationship is offset by the presence of the other. For example, relatively low
social support may be associated with a weak, rather than pronounced, stress-burnout
relationship if athletes have relatively strong coping behaviors.

In examining stress related strain, Smith et al. (1990) found that coping skills
and soctial support conjunctively, but not disjunctively, moderated the relationship
between life stress and injury. The relationship between stress and injury was sig-
nificant only for athletes who were relatively low in both coping and social sup-
port. Extended to burnout, these results suggest that coping behaviors and social
support may conjunctively rather than disjunctively moderate the stress-burnout
relationship.

Although it is widely accepted that coping behaviors and social support theo-
retically influence the stress-burnout relationship, it is unclear whether these vari-
ables have stress-mediated or stress-moderating associations with athlete burnout.
Based on the coach burnout literature, one hypothesis is that coping behaviors and
social support have indirect stress-mediated associations with athlete burnout
(Kelley et al., 1999; Martin et al., 1999). Alternatively, coping behaviors and so-
cial support may disjunctively or conjunctively moderate the stress-burnout rela-
tionship (Smith et al., 1990). Consequently, the purpose of this study was to examine
these hypotheses in an attempt to better understand the athlete burnout phenom-
enon. Furthermore, because burnout is conceptualized as a multidimensional con-
struct, for exploratory purposes we evaluated the study hypotheses not only relative
to a global burnout index but also relative to individual burnout subscales.

Method

Participants

A total of 244 senior level swimmers (131 F, 112 M, and 1 whose gender
was not disclosed) participated in the study. The swimmers were recruited from
USA Swimming affiliated clubs from five states and ranged in age from 14 to 19
years (M = 15.8, SD = 1.3). Participants were heavily involved in swimming, as
evident by a median weekly swimming volume of 50,000 meters (SD = 22,200),
an average of 19.0 hours per week (SD = 4.9) in training related activities, and an
average commitment of 10.5 months (SD = 1.1) per year to the sport. Swimmers
were selected as participants because anecdotal evidence suggests that burnout is an
important issue in sports that require intense training on a near year-round basis.

Procedure and Measures

The present study 1s an analysis of data collected as part of a larger effort
designed to develop a sport-specific measure of athlete burnout (see Raedeke &
Smith, 2001, Study 2, for additional details). Prior to questionnaire administration,
participants were told that the general purpose of the study was to learn about
motivation and stress in swimmers. Immediately following a swim practice, vol-
unteers, with parent consent if under age 18, completed a multisection question-
naire containing the measures described below.

Perceived Stress. Twelve items from the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS;
Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) were adapted to assess how often in the
previous month respondents felt or thought a certain way in swimming (e.g., “In
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the last month, how often have you felt that you could not handle all the things you
had to do in swimming?”). Response options fell on a 5-point Likert scale of 1
(never), 2 (almost never), 3 (sometimes), 4 (fairly often), and 5 (very often). Two
items from the original PSS were not used because they were less readily adapted
to the swim context than the other items (i.e., “In the last month, how often have
you been able to control the way you spend your time?” “In the last month, how
often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not overcome
them?”). Kelley and colleagues have successfully used the PSS to assess perceived
stress (Kelley et al., 1999; Martin et al., 1999). In the present study one of the
items (“In the last month, how often have you found yourself thinking about things
that you have to accomplish in swimming?”’) exhibited a low item-total correlation
(—.04) and a low squared multiple correlation value (.14) compared with the other
items (range = .25-.56). This item was removed for subsequent analyses. Internal
consistency of the 11-item scale was good (o = .81).

General Coping Behaviors. The coping section of Miller and Smith’s (1982)
Stress Audit Questionnaire was used to assess general coping behaviors. This scale
has been used to examine coping behaviors in the sport injury realm (Williams,
2001). The response set was modified such that participants indicated the degree
to which they engaged in various life habits on a 5-point Likert scale of 1 (never),
2 (some of the time), 3 (most of the time), 4 (almost always), and 5 (always). Ex-
ample items include: “I eat at least two full, balanced meals a day”’; “I have some
fun each day”; “I organize my time effectively”; and “I take quiet time for myself
each day.” Five items reflecting social support were removed from the scale to
avoid conceptual overlap with the social support measure. The internal consis-
tency reliability of the resulting 15-item measure was marginal (0 = .66). Three
items with negative wording (e.g., “‘I do not smoke”) were subsequently removed
because some participants reported the interface of the items with the response set
to be confusing, evident by these items showing low negative correlations with
other items in the scale. The final 12-item coping scale used in the present analyses
exhibited marginally adequate internal consistency reliability (a = .69).

Social Support Satisfaction.  Satisfaction with social support was assessed
using an adapted version of the 6-item short form of the Social Support Question-
naire (Sarason, Sarason, Shearin, & Pierce, 1987). The original version taps num-
ber of social support sources and satisfaction with that support. Previous sport
related research has used this instrument successfully to assess social support per-
ceived by college coaches and high school athletic directors (Kelley, 1994; Martin
etal.,, 1999). Consistent with this research, the adapted version in the present study
was limited to assessing satisfaction with social support received, regardless of the
number of social support sources. Participants indicated their extent of satisfaction
on a 5-point Likert scale with response anchors of 1 = very dissatisfied and 5 =
very satisfied. In the adapted version used in the present study, instructions
contextualized the measure to swimming, and the stem “To what extent are you
satisfied with the overall support you receive...” preceded items. Example items
include “when you feel under stress and need to be distracted from your worries”
and “when you need to feel cared about, regardless of what is happening to you.”
Internal consistency reliability of the measure was good (o = .88).

Burnout. Burnout was assessed using a preliminary version of the Athlete
. Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ; see Raedeke & Smith, 2001). The ABQ taps three
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burnout subscales: emotional/physical exhaustion, reduced sense of accomplish-
ment, and sport devaluation. Respondents were asked to indicate how often they
felt or thought a certain way during the current season on a 5-point Likert scale of
1 (almost never), 2 (rarely), 3 (sometimes), 4 (frequently), and 5 (almost always).
Example items include “I feel overly tired from my swim participation” (emo-
tional/physical exhaustion); “I am not performing up to my ability in swimming”
(reduced sense of accomplishment); and “I’m not into swimming like I used to be”
(swimming devaluation). This version of the ABQ contained 15 core and 5 trial
items, 14 of which were retained in the final version of the ABQ following an
additional validation study (Raedeke & Smith, 2001). One trial item not included
in the final version of the ABQ was used in the present study to allow for a 5-item
reduced accomplishment subscale. Internal consistency reliability values for the sub-
scales (a = .84-.88) and a global index comprising all items (a = .91) were good.

Data Analysis

Structural equation modeling was used to examine the stress-mediation hy-
pothesis. Data screening was conducted using PRELIS 2.52 and structural models
were tested using LISREL 8.52 (Scientific Software International, Chicago). For
each burnout dimension and a global burnout index, we examined three models
based on the criteria set forth by Baron and Kenny (1986) to establish mediation.
In the first model, coping behaviors and social support satisfaction were hypoth-
esized to directly predict stress (corresponding with paths a and b in Figure 1). In
the second, coping behaviors and social support satisfaction were hypothesized to
directly predict burnout (paths d and e in Figure 1). In the third, both direct and
stress-mediated associations of coping behaviors and social support satisfaction
with burnout were examined simultaneously (all paths in Figure 1).

Assuming good-fitting models, the parameter estimates across the three
models are examined to determine the degree of support for stress mediation. To
establish mediation, the hypothesized paths for Models 1 and 2 must be signifi-
cant, as well as the relationship between stress and burnout in the third model
(path c in Figure 1). If these criteria are met, the paths from coping behaviors and

Figure 1 — Elaborated model examined in the present study (path labels correspond
with those in Table 2).
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social support satisfaction to burnout are examined in the third model relative to
the second model (i.e., coping behaviors and social support satisfaction predicting
burnout, stress not included in the model). If significant paths from coping behav-
iors or social support satisfaction to burnout in Model 2 are no longer significant or
are significantly reduced in the third model, this shows support for stress mediation.

Aggregates of subscale items were created and used as observed indicators
of coping behaviors, social support satisfaction, and stress latent variables. Subscale
items used to tap a given latent construct were randomly assigned to three sets.
Items within a set were averaged to create the aggregate score. Exhaustion, re-
duced accomplishment, and devaluation subscale scores were used as indicators
of the global burnout latent variable. Item scores served as observed indicators for
analyses examining specific burnout dimensions. One factor loading per latent
variable was fixed to 1.0 to scale the latent variables to a common metric. As
suggested by Hoyle and Panter (1995), multiple indicators were used to judge the
fit of the models to the data. Specifically, the ?* statistic, goodness-of-fit index
(GFI), nonnormed fit index (NNFI), comparative fit index (CFI), and root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) were used in the present study.

A nonsignificant %2 statistic, fit index values of .90 or over, and RMSEA
value of .08 or under are traditionally considered to indicate good model fit. How-
ever, x? statistic values are sensitive to minor departures of the observed variance-
covariance matrix from the expected matrix, and often yield significant values that
suggest the rejection of models which are in fact adequate. Therefore x? statistic
values are reported for informational purposes but were not used for model accep-
tance decisions. Following assessment of model fit, we examined parameter esti-
mates to assess the hypothesized relationships (i.e., model paths), with statistical
significance of parameters denoted by ¢ values of 1.96 or higher.

We used hierarchical multiple regression analyses to examine the disjunc-
tive and conjunctive moderator hypotheses. Predictor variables were centered prior
to calculating interaction terms to reduce multicollinearity between main effect
and interaction terms (Aiken & West, 1991). We conducted four analyses using the
centered predictor variables, one using the global burnout index as the criterion
variable and the others targeting the respective burnout dimensions. Each analysis
consisted of three steps: First, stress, coping behaviors, and social support satis-
faction were entered as predictors of the burnout criterion variable. Second, two-
way interactions of predictor variables were added (i.e., stress by coping behaviors,
stress by social support satisfaction, coping behaviors by social support satisfac-
tion). The stress-by-coping/social support interactions test the disjunctive modera-
tor hypotheses. Finally, the three-way interaction of stress, coping behaviors, and
social support satisfaction was added to assess the conjunctive moderator hypothesis.

Support for the disjunctive moderator hypotheses is indicated by significant
stress-by-coping behaviors and/or stress-by-social-support satisfaction interaction
terms, significant change in R? from Step 1 to Step 2, and interaction patterns
consistent with expectations (i.e., stronger stress-burnout relationship when there
were either lower coping behaviors or lower social support satisfaction). Support
for the conjunctive moderator hypothesis is indicated by a significant three-way
interaction term and change in R? from Step 2 to Step 3, as well as an interaction
pattern consistent with a stronger stress-burnout relationship in the presence of
both lower coping behaviors and lower social support satisfaction.
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for Stress, Coping, Social Support, and Burnout
(N = 244)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Stress 81

2. Coping -40 .69

3. Social support -32 .39 .88

4. BO — Global index .63 -37 -.34 .91

5. BO - Exhaustion A48 -.26 =31 78 88

6. BO — Reduced accompl. .64 -37 -.28 .84 48 .84

7. BO — Devaluation A7 -.29 -.24 .86 47 .62 .87
M 2.56 391 3.78 2.52 3.06 2.30 2.19
SD .59 48 79 1 .82 .79 95

Note: Alpha values are on diagonal, correlation values below diagonal. All correlations are
significant at p < .01 level (2-tailed).

Results

Table 1 contains descriptive statistics for the variables examined in this study.
Overall, swimmers reported low to moderate stress, perceived strong coping be-
haviors, and were satisfied with the social support they received. They also re-
ported low to moderate burnout. With regard to the specific burnout dimensions,
swimmers reported “sometimes” experiencing exhaustion over the season and
“rarely” experiencing reduced sense of accomplishment and swimming devalua-
tion. Correlations were in expected directions, with higher burnout scores associ-
ated with higher stress, lower coping, and lower social support.

Mediation Testing

Skewness (range = —92 to .95) and kurtosis (range = —.78 to .86) values
were below an absolute value of one for all aggregate (coping, social support,
stress), individual burnout item, and burnout subscale scores used as observed
variables in the analyses.! Although the observed variables demonstrated signifi-
cant multivariate skewness (normalized Mardia’s coefficient =9.17 to 13.18) and
multivariate kurtosis (normalized Mardia’s coefficient = 7.16 to 8.78),> maximum
likelihood estimation was used because it is accurate relative to other estimation
techniques when data depart from normality (Chou & Bentler, 1995).

All models exhibited a reasonably good fit to the data. GFI, NNFI, CFI, and
RMSEA values for all models met traditional criteria for good fit (see Table 2). All
parameter estimates representing measurement elements (i.e., factor loadings,
uniquenesses, factor variances) were significant for all models. Burnout variance
explained in the third model (i.e., all paths) was 67% for the global index, 34% for
exhaustion, 59% for reduced accomplishment, and 28% for devaluation.

Examination of parameter estimates representing structural relationships
supports stress mediation for general coping behaviors. For the global burnout
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index and all three burnout dimensions, hypothesized paths between coping and
stress in Model 1, coping and burnout in Model 2, and stress and burnout in Model
3 were significant. Additionally, the significant coping-burnout path in Model 2
became nonsignificant with the addition of stress as a mediator in Model 3.

The same pattern of findings emerged for social support satisfaction using
the global burnout index as the criterion variable. However, stress mediation was
not evident for social support satisfaction when examining distinct burnout di-
mensions. Although social support was related to stress and stress was related to
all three burnout dimensions, not all the criteria for establishing mediation were
met. For exhaustion there was a significant social support-burnout path for Model
2, but that path was also significant in Model 3 which included stress. This sug-
gests that social support satisfaction has a direct association with exhaustion inde-
pendent of stress. For both reduced accomplishment and devaluation, the social
support-burnout path in Model 2 was nonsignificant, thus failing to meet a precon-
dition of establishing mediation. Also, of note across all models was the relatively
small path coefficient between social support satisfaction and stress.

Moderation Testing

Table 3 summarizes the findings for the hierarchical multiple regression analy-
ses used to examine whether coping behaviors and social support satisfaction
moderated the relationship between stress and burnout. At Step 1, stress, coping,
and social support main effects explained 43% of the variance in global burnout
index scores, F(3, 240) = 59.86, p < .001. Stress (b = .66, p < .01) and social
support (b = —.11, p < .05) were significant predictors of burnout. Higher stress

-and lower social support were associated with higher burnout. Adding the two-
and three-way interaction terms did not result in a significant change in explained
variance, thereby indicating that social support and coping did not moderate the
relationship between stress and burnout.3

The same outcome was observed in the exhaustion analysis. At Step 1, stress,

coping, and social support main effects explained 26% of the variance in exhaus-
tion scores, F(3, 240) = 28.03, p <.001. Stress (b=.58, p <.01) was positively and
social support (b =—.18, p < .01) was negatively associated with exhaustion. Two-
way and three-way interaction terms did not add to explained variance, indicating
that social support and coping did not moderate the relationship between stress
and exhaustion. :
' The main effects for stress, coping, and social support explained 42% of the
reduced sense of accomplishment variance, F(3, 240) =58.98, p < .001. However,
stress (b = .77, p < .01) was the only significant predictor at Step 1. Higher stress
was associated with a stronger reduced sense of accomplishment. Adding the two-
and three-way interaction terms at Steps 2 and 3 both resulted in small significant
(p < .05) increases in explained variance. However, the addition of interaction
terms only accounted for increases of 2% and 1% of the explained variance, re-
spectively. Given that the interactions did not explain a meaningful proportion of
the variance beyond that accounted for at Step 1, the latter models are not inter-
preted.

At Step 1 the predictor variable main effects explained 24% of the variance
in swim devaluation, F(3, 240) = 24.65, p < .001. Stress was the only significant
predictor (b = .64, p <.01), with higher stress corresponding to higher devaluation.

10
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No significant change in explained variance was achieved by adding two-way
interactions or the three-way interaction. Collectively these findings suggest that
coping behaviors and social support satisfaction neither conjunctively nor disjunc-
tively moderate the stress-burnout relationship.

Discussion

Currently there is little debate that burnout is stress related (Maslach et al.,
2001). However, one challenge is to understand why some athletes are more nega-
tively impacted by the demands of sport participation than others and respond by
showing signs of burnout (Raedeke, 1997). Coping resources theoretically influ-
ence an athlete’s ability to effectively deal with the stresses of sport participation.
Therefore we examined whether coping behaviors and social support satisfaction
had stress-mediated relationships with burnout or whether those variables moder-
ated the stress-burnout relationship.

Overall the results provide stronger evidence for stress mediation than mod-
eration. Similar to past research (e.g., Gould, Tuffey, et al., 1996; Kelley et al.,
1999), results revealed a positive relationship between perceived stress and burn-
out. Athletes reporting higher stress felt more exhausted, valued swimming less,
and felt they were accomplishing less in swimming compared to those who re-
ported lower stress. Perceived stress explained much of the variance in burnout,
confirming the belief that burnout is stress related. Aligned with Kelley’s original
stress-mediated burnout model (Kelley, 1994; Kelley & Gill, 1993), athletes re-
porting higher coping.behaviors and social support satisfaction scores perceived
lower stress than those reporting lower scores on coping behaviors and social sup-
port. Based on Baron and Kenny’s (1986) guidelines for testing mediation, coping
behaviors and social support were associated with the overall burnout index via
their relationship with stress. However, concerning individual burnout subscales,
coping behavior had stress-mediated relationships with all three dimensions whereas
social support satisfaction did not.

Those who do research on burnout generally attend more to external coping
resources such as social support than to internal resources such as lifestyle man-
agement and coping skills. Based on this study’s results, internal coping behaviors
exhibited a stronger relationship with stress and burnout than did social support.
This highlights the importance of strong internal coping resources including lifestyle
management skills in athletes’ responses to the demands of sport participation.
Not only do lifestyle management skills relate to psychological stress and burnout,
but they are also thought to play a role in overtraining processes and potentially
influence athletes’ ability to recover from the demands of physical training (Kuipers
& Keizer, 1988).

Although social support satisfaction exhibited a stress-mediated relation-
ship with overall burnout, a closer look at the results revealed that using an overall
burnout index may mask underlying relationships between social support, stress,
and burnout dimensions. While the path coefficients from social support to stress
and the burnout dimensions of reduced sense of accomplishment and devaluation
were in the hypothesized direction to support mediation, they were nonsignificant
or relatively weak. For exhaustion, a different pattern of results emerged. Social
support had a direct association with exhaustion independent of its relationship
with perceived stress. Future research is needed to examine whether various types
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and amounts of social support have differential influences on the individual burn-
out dimensions.

Social support is a multidimensional dynamic process that involves transac-
tions between individuals in specific social contexts (Vaux, 1992). Support is pro-
vided by various individuals (e.g., coaches, parents, and peers) and serves different
functions (e.g., informational, emotional, and tangible). The type, amount, and
provider of support may influence the extent to which athletes find sport stressful
and also their responses to the demands of sport. There may be an optimal match-
ing between the amount, type, and provider of support with specific stressors asso-
ciated with burnout (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Cutrona, 1990). In addition, though
high social support is generally linked to lower burnout scores, not all social sup-
port is equally positive (Kaufmann & Beehr, 1986). For example, athletes who
perceive high stress and have others, such as teammates and peers outside of sport,
reaffirm the aversive nature of sport participation might have more tendency to
burn out.

Bianco and Eklund (2001) suggest that examining social support in the con-
text of specific provider-recipient relationships may yield a better understanding
of this construct. Applied to burnout, researchers may want to examine how the
specific behaviors of important others including coaches, peers, and parents influ-
ence the quality of athletes’ sport experiences. In interviewing athletes, Udry, Gould,
Bridges, and Tuffey (1997) highlight the influential role that significant others
have on athletes dealing with stress related issues such as burnout or injury. Other
researchers (e.g., Price & Weiss, 2000; Vealey et al., 1998) have shown that per-
ceived coach behaviors such as support, empathy, praise, provision of instruction
and training, and democratic coaching style are negatively related to burnout,
whereas an autocratic coaching style and emphasis on winning are positively re-
lated to burnout. Coach behaviors may impact not only athletes’ stress levels but
also their responses to the demands of competitive sport. Needed is more research
on the role of significant others in the burnout process.

Results revealed that coping behaviors and social support satisfaction did
not moderate the relationship between stress and burnout either in a disjunctive or
conjunctive fashion. As such, examining those variables did not increase our un-
derstanding of why some athletes may be more at risk of experiencing elevated
burnout in response to stress than others. However, these findings may have been
influenced by the nature of the stress measure and sample characteristics.

The strong relationship between stress and athlete burnout is similar to that
found in the research on coach burnout (Kelley et al., 1999; Martin et al., 1999). In
the coaching literature, the most prevalent measure of stress is Cohen et al.’s (1983)
PSS. Although this scale is often viewed as a stress appraisal assessment (Kelly et
al., 1999; Martin et al., 1999), Lazarus (1990) describes the PSS as an output or
stress response measure because it treats stress as a reaction to situational demands.
Given that both stress and burnout are measured on the response level, the high
correlation between stress and burnout is not surprising. Theoretically, stress mea-
sures aimed at input processes (e.g., stressors such as training and life demands)
should not be as highly correlated with burnout as output measures. The relation-
ship between stress and burnout might be lower if stress were measured at a differ-
ent level in a stress framework.

The response level assessment of stress may also explain why coping behav-
1ors and social support satisfaction did not moderate the relationship between stress
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and burnout. In examining stress-injury relationship moderators, rescarchers typi-
cally quantify stress in terms of life events (Williams, 2001). As such, stress is
assessed on the input level. If the stress-injury relationship 1s similar to the stress-
burnout relationship, those findings suggest that coping and social support may
be important moderators of the relationship between stress measured at the input
level (e.g., life events) and burnout. However, the life-events approach does not
measure sport-specific stress and thus may be less useful in helping us understand
how the demands of training and competing influence burnout.

As an alternative to a life-events approach to assessing stress at the input
level, it may be that coping behaviors and social support satisfaction moderate the
relationship between sport-specific stressors (e.g., training demands) and burnout.
Future research is warranted that tests such hypotheses using a more transactional
process-oriented view of stress (e.g., Lazarus, 1990). Such an approach requires
consideration of several interrelated components including situational demands
and personal resources, cognitive appraisal, affective and physiological responses,
coping, and task related behaviors. Moreover, a process-oriented approach involves
examination of the temporal sequencing of demands, stress responses, coping re-
sources, and outcomes such as burnout.

In addition to measuring stress at the response level, the sample’s favorable
outlook on swimming may have influenced results. Similar to past research exam-
ining athlete burnout, swimmers reported low to moderate burnout scores (Price &
Weiss, 2000; Raedeke, 1997; Vealey et al., 1998). It is plausible that mediation is
more likely to be supported than moderation in the absence of high stress or burn-
out levels. Based on a buffering hypothesis, athletes most susceptible to burnout
include those who experience high stress and report low social support and/or
weak coping skills. Given that our study participants had an overall favorable out-
look on their swim participation, those most vulnerable to burnout may not have
represented a sufficiently large portion of the sample to detect stress-buffering
effects. This finding could mean that burnout is not a prevalent issue in age-group
swimming or, alternatively, that swimmers who experience high stress and burn-
out coupled with low coping behaviors and support have already left the sport and
thus were not sampled.

Although specialization and year-round training are becoming the norm in
many sports, the effects of intensive training on burnout are not yet well known. In
examining athlete responses to demanding training environments, researchers may
warnt to consider how sport-specific coping skills (e.g., stress management skills)
and coping efforts (e.g., task vs. emotional) directed at specific sources of stress,
as well as general coping behaviors, influence the stress-burnout relationship. In
addition to coping, researchers may want to examine other individual (e.g., per-
sonality characteristics, goal orientations) and situational (e.g., motivational cli-
mate) variables that potentially influence stress and athletes’ responses to stress.

While the prevalence of athlete burnout in youth sport remains to be quanti-
fied, the strong association between stress and burnout perceptions in this study
alludes to the importance of teaching individuals stress management skills to help
prevent burnout. Yet it would be erroneous to conclude that stress management
techniques geared at the individual are the most or the only effective intervention
approach. Maslach et al. (2001) argue that situational factors play a larger role in
work burnout than individual factors, and that interventions must target environ-
mental modifications to create a more optimal person-environment match. Coakley
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(1992) emphasizes that teaching athletes how to cope with stress is analogous to
treating burnout with a band-aid rather than addressing the underlying cause of
burnout, the social structure of sport. Collectively, these perspectives suggest that
preventing burnout calls for changing the social organization of sport to create a
better fit between the athlete and the competitive sport environment. To help with
such efforts, research is needed on how the social structure of sport may influence
athletes’ levels of and responses to stress.

In summary, our results corroborate theory and research hinking stress and
burnout. This is the first study on athlete burnout that has examined disjunctive/
conjunctive moderation and mediation hypotheses by looking at the interrelation-
ships between coping behaviors, social support satisfaction, stress, and burnout.
Results highlight that coping behaviors and social support satisfaction play an
important role in understanding burnout. However, rather than moderating the re-
lationship between stress and burnout, stronger evidence was found for stress-
meditated effects, especially for coping behaviors. Future research is needed that
assesses the prevalence of burnout in youth sport, why some athletes are more
likely to burn out in response to the demands of sport participation, how the social
structure of sport influences burnout, and the efficacy of interventions designed to
prevent burnout.
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Notes
U'Full descriptive statistics for these variables are available from the authors.

?Mardia’s coefficient values were calculated using the aggregate scores and one set
of burnout indicators at a time (i.e., subscale scores only, exhaustion items only, reduced
accomplishment items only, devaluation items only).

3 This conclusion is corroborated via results of correlational analyses we conducted
using the strategy adopted by Smith et al. (1990) in their study of adolescent sport injuries.
Stress-burnout correlations were examined for those in the upper and lower thirds of the
coping and social support distributions, respectively, to assess the disjunctive moderation
hypotheses. Correlations were of similar magnitude, ranging from .56 to .67, thus failing to
support disjunctive moderation. Low-low, high-low, low-high, and high-high groups on
coping and social support were generated from this pool of participants, enabling assess-
ment of the conjunctive moderation hypothesis. Stress-burnout correlations for three of
these subgroups were of similar magnitude, .51 to .65, while the other group (low coping,
high social support, n = 11) had a correlation value of .92. The pattern of correlations does
not support conjunctive moderation.
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