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Abstract
The experience of athlete burnout is influenced by the psychosocial dynamics within sports organizations. Factors relevant to the
stress-burnout process need to be explored to guide the development of effective strategies for preventing or reducing athlete
burnout. The study aim was to examine how levels of psychological resilience influence the relationships among organizational
stressors, competitive trait anxiety, and burnout symptoms in athletes. Within a correlational study design, a survey of 506 young
athletes (mean age = 21.3 years) collected data on psychological resilience, organizational stressors, competitive trait anxiety, and
athlete burnout (reduced sense of accomplishment, sport devaluation, emotional/physical exhaustion). A conditional process
analysis was conducted to test whether competitive trait anxiety mediated the association between organizational stressors and
athlete burnout and its dependence on psychological resilience levels. The results indicated that organizational stressors could
contribute to burnout symptoms as they could induce high levels of competitive trait anxiety in athletes (indirect effect = .08–.11,
Sobel Z = 3.58–5.41). For athletes with higher levels of psychological resilience, the indirect effect of organizational stressors on
athlete burnout via competitive trait anxiety was weaker. These results highlight the importance of psychological resilience and
competitive trait anxiety in understanding how organizational stressors relate to burnout in athletes. Sports practitioners are
recommended to develop resilience-training interventions to support individuals encountering organizational stressors in sport.
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Introduction

Athletes’ chronic stress in sport settings is linked to negative
outcomes such as burnout. Athlete burnout is defined as an
experiential condition characterized by a syndrome compris-
ing physical and emotional exhaustion, a reduced sense of
accomplishment, and sport devaluation (Raedeke, 1997).
Based on this definition, emotional and physical exhaustion
reflect general feelings of being overextended and exhausted
by the demands of intense training and competition. Feelings
of reduced accomplishment refer to a perceived lack of pro-
fessional efficacy and personal achievement while sport de-
valuation refers to a negative and detached attitude toward the
value of sport involvement. Furthermore, athlete burnout may
negatively influence athletes’ physical and psychological
well-being, performance, and sport continuation (Goodger
et al., 2007; Gustafsson et al., 2011). According to Smith’s
(1986) cognitive–affective model, the relationship between
stress and burnout is complicated and shaped by the interac-
tions between situational factors, cognitive appraisal, physio-
logical responses, and coping behavior. Some chronically

* Weibing Zhang
luoyin@nbu.edu.cn

* Chung-Ju Huang
crhwang@utaipei.edu.tw

Di Wu
37203937@qq.com

Yin Luo
luoyin7743809@163.com

Shaohui Ma
benhetiyu@163.com

1 Department of Athletics, Zhejiang University of Finance and
Economics, Xueyuan Street, Xiasha Higher Education Park,
Jianggan District, Hangzhou City, Zhejiang 310018, China

2 College of Physical Education, Ningbo University, Ningbo, China
3 Department of Athletics, Zhejiang Fashion Institute of Technology,

Ningbo, China
4 Graduate Institute of Sport Pedagogy, University of Taipei, 101, Sec.

2, Zhongcheng Rd, Taipei 111, Taiwan

Current Psychology (2022) 41:8345–8353
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01633-7

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-021-01633-7&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9631-6565
mailto:luoyin@nbu.edu.cn
mailto:crhwang@utaipei.edu.tw


stressed individuals experience greater burnout symptoms
than others due to poorer supporting resources and other per-
sonal characteristics (Raedeke, 1997). Therefore, it is impor-
tant to explore factors relevant to the stress-burnout process,
such as antecedents, moderators, and mediators, to formulate
effective strategies for preventing or reducing athlete burnout.

Indeed, numerous situational and organizational variables
have been identified as antecedents that contribute to burnout
in elite athletes, such as the training and competition load, the
training and competition environment, logistical concerns,
and a lack of social support (Gustafsson et al., 2008; Tabei
et al., 2012). The main finding to emerge from these studies is
that athlete burnout is influenced by the psychosocial dynam-
ics within sports organizations. Specifically, the area of orga-
nizational stress in sport has been paid considerable attention
by researchers. Woodman and Hardy (2001) defined organi-
zational stress in sport as the stress that is primarily and di-
rectly related to an individual’s appraisal of the structure and
functioning of the sport organization within which that
individual is operating. Consequently, issues that are
associated directly with the sport organization are viewed as
potential sources of organizational stress such as selection
criteria, goals and expectations, training environment,
finances, coaches and coaching styles, team atmosphere, and
support network. By extension, Arnold and Fletcher (2012)
developed a taxonomic classification of organizational
stressors in sport comprising four categories: leadership and
personnel, cultural and team, logistical and environmental,
and performance and personal issues. Over the past decade,
organizational stressors have been associated with various
emotional, behavioral, and attitudinal outcomes. For example,
the frequencies of team and culture and coaching organiza-
tional stressors were found to be associated with increased
threat appraisals from sport performers which, in turn, would
intensify experiences of psychological need frustration
(Bartholomew et al., 2017). Also, the frequencies and intensi-
ties of organizational stressors, including goals and develop-
ment as well as team and culture, could have positive effects
on negative affect (Arnold et al., 2017). Such findings imply
that the numerous environmental demands that athletes face
might lead to debilitating personal and professional responses,
such as burnout and performance dissatisfaction (Wagstaff
et al., 2018). However, much work remains to be done. In
addition to investigating discrete relationships between orga-
nizational stressors and sports performers’ responses, re-
searchers have been encouraged to consider the potential in-
teractions between components of organizational stress
(Arnold et al., 2016). For instance, recent research has indi-
cated that specific types of organizational stressors could
moderate the association between athletes’ perceived esteem
support and appraisals of competitive stressors (Tamminen
et al., 2019). Therefore, more research is required to explore
the impact of organizational stress on athletes.

The relationship between organizational stressors and ath-
lete burnout might be mediated by competition anxiety.
Competition anxiety is one of the most common issues inves-
tigated in sports contexts, and burnout is one of the most
maladaptive psychological outcomes of chronic exposure to
sport-related stress. Competitive trait anxiety refers to a pre-
disposition to a state of high anxiety in sports performance
settings. This implies that when exposed to stressful compet-
itive situations, athletes with high trait anxiety are more likely
to experience higher levels of somatic arousal, worry, and/or
concentration disruption (Smith et al., 2006). Numerous stud-
ies have explored the effects of anxiety and burnout on com-
petitive performance, yet only a few have tried to predict
burnout levels resulting from anxiety. For instance, a system-
atic review indicated that higher levels of trait anxiety
predisposed athletes to the risk of burnout (Goodger et al.,
2007). In studies with youth and collegiate athletes, those
who experienced burnout were likely to be characterized by
high perceived stress and anxiety (Cremades et al., 2011;
Gomes et al., 2017). With regard to psychological correlates
of athlete burnout, the direct effects of trait anxiety should not
be ignored. Furthermore, some types of organizational
stressors including selection, logistics and operations were
found to be positive predictors of symptoms of anxiety at
the within-person level in athletes (Simms et al., 2021); and
coaches’ controlling style significantly predicted the occur-
rence of athletes’ competitive trait anxiety (Ramis et al.,
2017). These findings imply that long-term stressors derived
from sports organizations frequently lead to somatic symp-
toms and cognitive difficulties in athletes. Taken together,
given that close relationships have been found among organi-
zational stressors, competitive trait anxiety, and burnout, com-
petitive trait anxiety may have the potential to mediate the
connection between organizational stressors and athlete burn-
out. However, little research has investigated these
relationships.

Importantly, psychological resilience could also moderate
the relationships among organizational stressors, competition
anxiety, and burnout. Psychological resilience is a trait
consisting of a combination of characteristics that enhance
an individual’s ability to adapt to situations they encounter
(Connor & Davidson, 2003). In a review study, Sarkar and
Fletcher (2014) found that these characteristics are commonly
referred to as protective factors that prevent athletes from the
potentially negative effects of organizational stressors. Such
findings suggest that the quality of psychological resilience
plays a positive role in response to the stress and adversity
that athletes have to overcome in sports settings. As Raedeke
(1997) stated, although stressors are important antecedents of
athlete burnout, not all athletes who experience stress will
burn out or withdraw from sport. Therefore, researchers have
been encouraged to examine the role of potential moderating
and mediating variables and the influences of individual
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differences on athletes’ responses to organizational stressors.
As shown in Fig. 1, the study aim was to identify how college
athletes’ levels of psychological resilience influence the rela-
tionships among organizational stressors, competition anxi-
ety, and burnout symptoms. This study predicted that compe-
tition anxiety would mediate the relationship between organi-
zational stressors and athlete burnout. Furthermore, given that
athletes with a resilient personality are likely to adapt to stress
and adversity, significant associations between organizational
stressors, competition anxiety, and athlete burnout might not
be expected in this population.

Method

Participants and Procedure

A convenience sample of 579 athletes from 10 regional sport-
training centers in the eastern China was recruited as partici-
pants because of geographic consideration in familiarity with
administrative authorities. After institutional ethical approval
was received, permission to distribute questionnaires to ath-
letes was sought from the center administrators, the head
coaches of various sports teams and the prospective partici-
pants themselves. Participants were provided with general in-
formation about the study and assured of the confidentiality
and complete anonymity of the surveys. Athletes who agreed
to participate completed measures of organizational stressors,
psychological resilience, competitive trait anxiety, and burn-
out using a WeChat online survey tool before daily practice in
the meeting rooms during the competitive season. It took ap-
proximately 20 min. After verifying data and checking which
surveys were left incomplete, 73 responses were removed.
Data from the remaining 506 surveys were used in analysis.
The response rate of survey completion was 87%.

Measures

Organizational Stressors The Organizational Stressor
Indicator for Sports Performers (OSI-SP; Arnold et al.,
2013) is a 23-item measure comprising five subscales: goals
and development, logistics and operations, team and culture,
coaching, and selection. Although the OSI-SP consists of
three rating scales (i.e., frequency, intensity, and duration),

the current study only examined the frequency of each stressor
in line with our purposes. Participants were asked to respond
to questions on a scale of 0 to 5 by indicating the frequency of
each stressor encountered (e.g., “How often did this pressure
place demand on you?” 0 = never, 5 = always). Acceptable
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each OSI-SP subscale were
observed for the present sample: goals and development
α = .73, logistics and operations α = .87, team and culture
α = .85, coaching α = .79, and selection α = .70.

Psychological Resilience The Connor-Davidson Resilience
Scale-10 (CD-RISC-10; Campbell-Sills & Stein, 2007) was
used to measure psychological resilience in this study. The
CD-RISC-10 is a 10-item measure evaluating individuals’
ability to cope with adversity. Participants responded by indi-
cating how they adapted to adverse situations (e.g., “I can deal
with whatever comes my way,” “I am able to adapt when
changes occur”) based on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (not at all true) to 5 (true nearly all the time). The validity
and reliability of the CD-RISC-10 was supported by previous
research using a sample of cricketers (Gucciardi et al., 2011).
Satisfactory internal consistency (α = .91) was observed in the
present study.

Competitive Trait Anxiety The Sports Performance Anxiety-2
(SAS-2; Smith et al., 2006) is a multidimensional measure of
cognitive and somatic trait anxiety in sports performance set-
tings. The 15-item instrument consists of three subscales: so-
matic anxiety, worry, and concentration disruption. The items
were designed to reflect possible responses that athletes may
have before or while competing in sports (e.g., “Mybody feels
tense,” “I worry that I will not play my best,” “I lose focus on
the game”). For each item, participants indicated how they
typically felt using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not
at all) to 4 (very much). A composite anxiety score is derived
by summing all 15 items. Internal consistency Cronbach’s
coefficients for the three subscales in the present study were
acceptable: somatic anxiety α = .70, worry α = .87, and con-
centration disruption α = .75.

Athlete Burnout The Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ;
Raedeke & Smith, 2001) is a 15-item measure developed spe-
cifically to measure burnout in athletes. The ABQ comprises
three subscales with five items each: reduced sense of

Psychological Resilience

Organizational 

Stressors

Competitive 

Trait Anxiety

Athlete 

Burnout

Fig. 1 Theoretical model of this
study
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accomplishment (e.g., “I am not performing up to my ability
in sport”), sport devaluation (e.g., “I have negative feelings
toward sport”), and emotional/physical exhaustion (e.g., “I
feel so tired from my training that I have trouble finding en-
ergy to do other things”). Participants were asked to respond
to each item using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (al-
most never) to 5 (almost always). The higher the total average
scores on the ABQ the greater the degree of burnout. In the
present study, adequate reliability coefficients were reported
for sport devaluation (α = .80), emotional and physical ex-
haustion (α = .85), and reduced sense of accomplishment
(α = .85).

Data Analysis

Comparisons of the key variables were conducted between
athletes with high and low psychological resilience (based
on a mathematical split, CD-RISC-10 = 3.89) to provide pre-
liminary information about the influence of psychological re-
silience on these variables. A moderated mediation analysis
was conducted (Hayes, 2013) to investigate whether psycho-
logical resilience influenced the mediating effect of competi-
tive trait anxiety on the relationship between organizational
stressors and athlete burnout (reduced accomplishment, sport
devaluation, emotional/physical exhaustion). Prior to the
model estimation, all variables were mean centered to reduce
the multicollinearity between the main effects and interactions
(Aiken &West, 1991). During the first step, simple mediation
models were examined using the PROCESS macro for SPSS,
Model 4, to estimate the indirect effects using a normal theory
approach (i.e., the Sobel test) and a bootstrap approach to
obtain 95% confidence intervals (CIs). During the next step,
Model 8 was used to test the conditional process model. The
interactions between the average scores for organizational
stressors and psychological resilience in the models of com-
petitive trait anxiety and each component of athlete burnout
were examined separately. An analysis of the conditional in-
direct effects of organizational stressors on the components of
athlete burnout through competitive trait anxiety was conduct-
ed using psychological resilience values at 1 SD above mean,
the mean, and 1 SD below the mean, along with an inferential
test at those values and a bootstrap CI. The conditional direct
effects of organizational stressors on components of athlete
burnout were also estimated for various values of psycholog-
ical resilience, along with standard errors and p-values.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Athletes from a variety of sports were represented: shooting,
athletics, gymnastics, swimming, wrestling, table tennis,

basketball, volleyball, soccer, badminton, tennis, and cycling.
Of the participants, 59% (n = 297) were male and 41% (n =
209) were female. The ages of the participants ranged from 16
to 25 years, with an average of 21.3 years (SD = 2.06). The
athletes reported an average of 8.9 (SD = 3.60) years of com-
petitive experience in their sport and an average of 3.1 years of
operating within their sports organizations. At the time of the
study, 195 of the participants had competed at the national
level, while 307 had competed at the province level.

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and intercorrela-
tions among the study variables. The frequency of organiza-
tional stressors was positively correlated with competitive trait
anxie ty subcomponents and burnout symptoms.
Psychological resilience was negatively related to the frequen-
cy of organizational stressors, competitive trait anxiety sub-
components, and burnout symptoms. Given that the frequency
of each organizational stressor was systematically and posi-
tively correlated with each subcomponent of competitive trait
anxiety, the subsequent conditional process analysis used the
compound scores of the frequency of organizational stressors
and competitive trait anxiety. Furthermore, as shown in
Table 2, the athletes with higher psychological resilience re-
ported lower frequencies of organizational stressors (t =
−3.89–-4.65, p < .01, d = 0.28–0.46), lower levels of compet-
itive trait anxiety (t = −4.58 – −6.19, p < .01, d = 0.64–1.09),
and fewer burnout symptoms (t = −6.92 – −7.46, p < .01, d =
0.96–1.10) than those with lower resilience.

Conditional Process Analysis

At the first step, this study tested whether competitive trait
anxiety could mediate the relations between the compound
score of organizational stressors and burnout symptoms. The
simple mediation model analyses indicated that the indirect
effects of organizational stressors on burnout symptoms via
competitive trait anxiety were significant and positive (ef-
fect = .08–.11, Sobel Z = 3.58–5.41, p < .001). The
bootstrapping result also confirmed the Sobel test of the indi-
rect effects not including zero within 95% confidence inter-
vals. These results indicated a significant mediating effect of
competitive trait anxiety in the relation between organization-
al stressors on burnout symptoms. Then, the second step was
conducted. Psychological resilience was introduced into the
model as a moderator of both the direct effect, and the indirect
effect of organizational stressors on burnout symptoms in a
moderated mediation model. As shown in Table 3, the inter-
action between organizational stressors and psychological re-
silience was significant and negative on competitive trait anx-
iety (B = −0.07, t = −2.08, p = .037), and on burnout symp-
toms (B = −0.06 – −0.08, t = −1.95 – −2.01, p < .05), indicat-
ing that psychological resilience moderated the relations be-
tween organizational stressors and competitive trait anxiety as
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well as between organizational stressors and burnout symp-
toms (see Figs. 2 and 3).

Next, as shown in Table 4, a more detailed estimation of
the conditional indirect and direct effects was conducted for
psychological resilience values at different points of the dis-
tribution. All three conditional indirect effects were signifi-
cantly positive and statistically different from zero based on
95% bootstrap CIs and decreased as psychological resilience
increased. In other words, the indirect effect of the frequency
of organizational stressors on burnout symptoms through
competitive trait anxiety was weaker for participants with high
psychological resilience. Similarly, moderation of the direct
relations between organizational stressors and burnout symp-
toms indicated that high levels of resilience, mean levels, and

low level of resilience were differentiated by their effects.
Thus, the direct effect of organizational stressors on burnout
symptoms and the indirect effect of organizational stressors on
burnout through competitive trait anxiety were more likely to
be observed when psychological resilience was moderated to
low than when psychological resilience was high.

Discussion

This study provides a novel empirical examination of the re-
lationships between organizational stressors, anxiety, and
burnout due to psychological resilience in a sports context.
First, the mediation analysis showed that the relationship

Table 1 Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Athletes

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. OSI-SP G & D –

2. OSI-SP L & O .73 –

3. OSI-SP T & C .69 .73 –

4. OSI-SP coaching .61 .68 .72 –

5. OSI-SP selection .70 .64 .70 .61 –

6. Psychological resilience −.26 −.24 −.16 −.15 −.21 –

7. Somatic Anxiety .40 .37 .35 .26 .34 −.33 –

8. Worry .45 .30 .34 .24 .38 −.27 .57 –

9. Concentration disruption .34 .36 .32 .23 .28 −.31 .67 .60 –

10. Reduced accomplishment .38 .38 .34 .36 .28 −.36 .39 .35 .42 –

11. Sport devaluation .30 .36 .24 .28 .18 −.35 .32 .22 .36 .66 –

12. Exhaustion .38 .42 .32 .37 .30 −.33 .36 .26 .28 .58 .66 –

M 1.85 1.38 1.47 1.23 1.80 3.84 2.19 2.80 2.23 2.51 2.11 2.25

SD 0.92 0.91 1.16 1.24 1.24 0.59 0.52 0.65 0.50 0.59 0.73 0.73

OSI-SP =Organizational Stressor Indicator for Sports Performers; G & D= goals and development; L & O = logistics and operations; T & C = team and
culture; All correlation coefficients are significant (p < .01)

Table 2 Means (Standard
Deviations) by Different Levels
of Psychological Resilience
among Variables

Variable Higher levels of
psychological resilience

(n=230)

Lower levels of psychological resilience

(n=276)

Psychological resilience 4.31 (0.37) 3.45 (0.46)

OSI-SP goals and development 1.65 (0.94) 2.02 (0.87)

OSI-SP logistics and operations 1.20 (0.92) 1.53 (0.87)

OSI-SP team and culture 1.25 (1.16) 1.66 (1.12)

OSI-SP coaching 0.99 (1.23) 1.43 (1.28)

OSI-SP selection 1.53 (1.26) 2.02 (1.18)

Somatic anxiety 2.03 (0.50) 2.31 (0.51)

Worry 2.66 (0.64) 2.92 (0.64)

Concentration disruption 2.10 (0.47) 2.34 (0.50)

Reduced accomplishment 2.32 (0.57) 2.66 (0.56)

Sport devaluation 1.86 (0.71) 2.32 (0.68)

Exhaustion 2.01 (0.73) 2.44 (0.67)
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between organizational stressors and athlete burnout was me-
diated by competitive trait anxiety through a positive indirect
effect. Second, the results indicated some support for the hy-
pothesis that competitive trait anxiety mediated the relation-
ships between organizational stressors and athlete burnout,
which decreased as psychological resilience scores increased.
In other words, organizational stressors are less likely to in-
duce burnout symptoms via competitive trait anxiety in young
athletes with greater psychological resilience. In contrast, for
those with poor psychological resilience, organizational
stressors are more likely to induce their burnout symptoms
directly, and also indirectly via competitive trait anxiety.

As expected, the preliminary analysis found that young
athletes with higher levels of psychological resilience reported
lower levels of perceived organizational stressors, competitive
trait anxiety, and burnout symptoms than those with poorer
psychological resilience. This result supports previous re-
search findings (Sorkkila et al., 2019), which indicated that
student athletes with a lower level of psychological resilience
weremore likely to drop out of sport and report burnout symp-
toms. Hence, psychological resilience functions as a protec-
tive factor that helps performers withstand the distinct
stressors that they experience in sports settings. The ability
to bounce back from stressful situations may protect athletes
from burning out. In addition, protective factors such as high
self-esteem, strong problem-solving skills, and social support

are characteristic of resilient individuals and contribute to
good mental and physical health and a better functioning im-
mune system (Van Schrojenstein Lantman et al., 2017).
Therefore, psychological resilience is important for athletes
because they need a range of qualities to help them adapt to
and recover from stressful events. These preliminary findings
also support our prediction that psychological resilience is an
important element of the patterns of association between or-
ganizational stressors and athlete burnout.

Regardless of psychological resilience levels, organization-
al stressors can contribute to athlete burnout by inducing high
levels of competitive trait anxiety in young athletes. This re-
sult is consistent with Smith’s (1986) cognitive–affective
model of athlete burnout, which describes burnout as a reac-
tion to chronic stress in sports settings. This model explains
how stress results from an imbalance between environmental
demands and personal and social resources. When stress
emerges, individuals initiate cognitive appraisal processes to
evaluate the likelihood of potential consequences. If individ-
uals frequently appraise the potential outcomes of stressful
events as harmful or dangerous, it might predispose them to
inappropriate stress responses such as anxiety, anger, and
guilt. In turn, these inappropriate responses to chronic stress
may induce burnout symptoms including psychological, emo-
tional, and physical withdrawal from a formerly pursued ac-
tivity. Previous studies have identified organizational stressors
as antecedents of burnout in elite athletes (Gustafsson et al.,
2008; Tabei et al., 2012) and have shown that controlling
behavior in coaches can affect athlete burnout through com-
petitive trait anxiety (Cho et al., 2019). In cardiac surgery
patients, trait anxiety was identified as an important mediator
of postoperative stress and depression (Kok et al., 2016).
Exposure to stressful situations may predispose individuals
to develop a more sensitive autonomic system that affects
how they process and cope with stressful events, thus ulti-
mately affecting their mental health. In summary, our findings
support previous research that has shown that environmental
stressors such as excessively controlling coaching behavior
can increase competitive anxiety levels in athletes, which in
turn can lead to athlete burnout.

Table 3 Model Coefficients for the Conditional Process Model

CTA RA SD EPE

Antecedent B SE B SE B SE B SE

OS 0.22** .02 0.16** .03 0.17** .04 0.26** .04

PR −0.22** .03 −0.20** .03 −0.30** .05 −0.26** .05

CTA – – 0.33** .05 0.25** .07 0.21** .07

OS × PR −0.07* .03 −0.06* .03 −0.06* .03 −0.08* .04

Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. OS = organizational
stressors; PR = psychological resilience; CTA = competitive trait anxiety;
RA= reduced accomplishment; SD = sport devaluation; EPE = emotion-
al/physical exhaustion. *p < .05, **p < .01

Fig. 2 Psychological resilience as a moderator in the relationship
between organizational stressors and competitive trait anxiety

Fig. 3 Psychological resilience as a moderator in the relationship
between organizational stressors and the compound burnout score
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Importantly, the present study indicated that organizational
stressors exhibit a stronger indirect effect on athlete burnout
via competitive trait anxiety when participants’ psychological
resilience is lower. Asmentioned above, competitive trait anx-
iety mediates the relationship between organizational stressors
and athlete burnout. Those athletes with lower levels of psy-
chological resilience are more likely to view organizational
issues such as goals, logistics and operations, team and cul-
ture, coaching, and selection as a threat, which may in turn
shape their dispositional tendency to high anxiety in sports
performance settings. A predisposition to competitive trait
anxiety may cause athletes to run the risk of becoming burned
out (Goodger et al., 2007). That is, less resilient athletes tend
to perceive environmental demands as threatening, and expe-
rience more frequent bouts of worry, nervous physiological
responses, and concentration problems. This phenomenon
provides further support for Smith’s (1986) cognitive–
affective model of athlete burnout, which emphasizes the im-
portant influence of personality factors (e.g., self-concept, lo-
cus of control) on cognitive appraisal. For athletes with higher
levels of psychological resilience, the indirect effect of orga-
nizational stressors on athlete burnout via competitive trait
anxiety was weaker. Given that the preliminary analysis indi-
cated lower levels of organizational stressors and competitive
trait anxiety in participants with higher levels of psychological
resilience, those athletes who were more resilient were less
likely to perceive sport-related stress and adversity as threats.
Previous research has also indicated that rather than using
disengagement and distraction-oriented coping strategies,
more resilient athletes are more likely to use potentially adap-
tive coping strategies, such as a task-oriented coping strategy
(Secades et al., 2016). The use of more task-focused strategies
(active coping, planning, instrumental support, positive
reframing) is effective in helping athletes to solve problems
and release negative emotions, which can lower levels of wor-
ry and threat appraisal (Dias et al., 2012).

Similar to previous research (Wagstaff et al., 2018), the
present findings suggest that the direct effect of organizational
stressors on burnout symptoms is reduced in participants with
higher levels of psychological resilience. One possible expla-
nation is that psychological resilience acts as a buffer against
potential negative outcomes in response to organizational

stressors encountered in sports settings. As mentioned above,
more resilient individuals are likely to perceive stressors as
opportunities for personal and skill development by using
constructive challenge appraisals. Although it is beyond the
scope of this study to examine the links between psychologi-
cal resilience and coping strategies, future research could in-
vestigate such relationships further. This study’s findings are
also consistent with a recent study that reviewed the relation-
ship between personality factors such as perfectionism, hope,
optimism, and perceived control, and athlete burnout
(Gustafsson et al., 2017).

The main limitation of the present study was the use of a
cross-sectional self-report design, which limited the extent to
which cause-effect relationships could be inferred from the
findings. Future researchers are encouraged to expand on the
findings of this study by replicating the present model using a
longitudinal design to identify more definitive causal relation-
ships. A second limitation is that the study made use of a
convenience sample of athletes, many of which were from
specific geographic areas, and thus the generalizability of the
findings may be limited. A third limitation is the sample of
mainly young, regional- and national-level athletes. There is
evidence that athletes competing at different levels experience
different frequencies of organizational stressors (Arnold et al.,
2016). The imbalanced sample in our study potentially con-
founds the findings. It is suggested that future research con-
siders this issue to enhance the clarity of the stress–burnout
relationship.

In summary, our findings contribute to the knowledge of
stress and burnout and extend theory and research on the factors
that mediate or moderate the links between stressors and athlete
burnout. According to our findings, psychological resilience
and competitive trait anxiety are important variables that influ-
ence the dynamics of organizational stressors in relation to
burnout symptoms in athletes. Given that athletes with lower
levels of psychological resilience run the risk of appraising
organizational stressors as threats, sports practitioners should
develop resilience-training interventions to help them enhance
those qualities that develop psychological resilience. For sports
organizations, a more pervasive method for reducing the inci-
dence of burnout would be to minimize the demands on ath-
letes. The development of intraindividual resources and

Table 4 Indirect and Direct
Effects for the Conditional
Process Model

Indirect Effect [95% CI] Direct Effect [SE]

Value of PR RA SD EPE RA SD EPE

−0.60 .09 [.05, .13] .07 [.03, .11] .06 [.02, .10] .16 [.03] .17 [.05] .29 [.05]

0.00 .07 [.04, .11] .06 [.02, .09] .05 [.01, .08] .15 [.02] .17 [.04] .26 [.04]

0.60 .06 [.03, .10] .04 [.02, .09] .04 [.01, .07] .15 [.04] .16 [.05] .23 [.05]

Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 1000. CI = confidence interval.
PR = psychological resilience; RA= reduced accomplishment; SD = sport devaluation; EPE = emotional/physical
exhaustion
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organizational-level improvements could help to prevent and
alleviate athlete burnout in sports organizations.
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