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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to compare the perception of the burnout syndrome related to the variables
gender, sport, and age in young swimmers and volleyball players. A total of 194 athletes of both genders,
aged 14 to 17 years, completed the Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ). The data analysis consisted of
descriptive statistics and a comparison of the studied variables using the Kruskal-Wallis and MannWhitney tests. The results showed that the athletes did not have high burnout syndrome indicators. We
found no effect of the gender variable on the perception of burnout dimensions. Swimmers had greater
physical and emotional exhaustion than their volleyball peers. Conversely, volleyball players perceived
more sport devaluation than their swimming peers.
Keywords: Sports Psychology, Stress, Swimming, Volleyball

INTRODUCTION
The quest for high performance in sports
exposes young athletes to an excessive
workload, exacerbated accountability for results,
and a highly exhausting training routine, which
are prerequisites for excellence in competition
performance. However, at times, this process
exceeds the limits of the athlete's ability to adapt
and, together with stress, has negative
consequences on sports performance and health
(Markati, Psychountaki, Kingston, Karteroliotis,
& Apostolidis, 2018).
The pressure on athletes during a season has
increased dramatically in recent years due in
large part to financial, advertising, and status
benefits achieved by successful trainers and
athletes (Weinberg & Gould, 2017). Excessive
accountability for results by managers, the
media, and fans, coupled with excessive training
and travel loads, have caused and increased the
onset of chronic stress in young athletes (IsoardGautheur, Guillet-Descas, & Gustafsson, 2016).

The reaction to this chronic stress causes
burnout syndrome (Smith, 1986).
Burnout
is
understood
as
a
psychophysiological response to exhaustion
caused by excessive training and competition
(Smith, 1986). It is characterized by a threedimensional profile comprising physical and
emotional exhaustion (resulting from the
accumulation of demands inherent to the
sporting context), reduced sense of sporting
accomplishment (resulting from a perceived lack
of recognition and absence of the expected
sports performance) and sport devaluation
(resulting from loss of interest in sports
participation).
When
combined,
these
dimensions may result in a decreased level of
performance (Gustafsson, Hill, Stenling, &
Wagnsson, 2016). Over the past two decades,
there has been increasing concern about the
negative implications of burnout among
athletes, which has generated a large number of
studies in this area (Gustafsson, Defreese, &
Madigan, 2017). A survey of citations of burnout
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syndrome in the sports context identified more
than 100 published studies (Gustafsson,
Hancock, & Côté, 2014).
Individual and collective sports have different
technical,
tactical,
and
psychosocial
characteristics (Gustafsson, Kentta, Hassmen, &
Lundqvist, 2007), which may have repercussions
on
different
perceptions
regarding
the
manifestation of burnout. When making a
mistake, a swimmer can immediately lose the
competition, whereas a volleyball player can be
helped by their teammates, who can perform
well and win the match. Coakley (1992) noted
that the occurrence of burnout in collective
sports is less frequent than in individual sports,
suggesting that interpersonal relationships
among team members favor the construction of
social identities that extrapolate the sporting
context. This was not the case with athletes of
individual sports, who were accustomed to
perceiving other athletes as opponents. In
addition, in sports teams, the teammates play
the role of allies against the control exercised by
parents, coaches, and other individuals of the
sports context, favoring the experience of
autonomy and independence.
Burnout has become one of the main
concerns in youth sports (Isoard-Gautheur,
Guillet-Descas, & Duda, 2013; Isoard-Gautheur
et al., 2016). Appleton, Hall, and Hill (2009)
and Curran, Appleton, Hill, and Hall (2011)
showed that young athletes are affected by
burnout syndrome and abandon the sport (a
phenomenon known as dropout), freeing and
distancing themselves from sports practice. Due
to the difficulty of diagnosing burnout syndrome
(Gustafsson et al., 2017), it is possible that
significant numbers of young athletes of various
sports, whether collective or individual, are
affected
by
the
syndrome,
with
its
manifestations, causes and consequences going
unnoticed. Therefore, studies of this nature
contribute to the discussion about the variables
associated with burnout in the sports
environment.
Thus, this study measures the dimensions of
burnout syndrome in volleyball and swimming
athletes to provide support to coaches for the

prevention of harmful behaviors to athletes. The
purpose of this study was to compare the
perception of the syndrome related to the
variables gender, sport, and age.
METHOD
Participants
The study was conducted with 194 athletes
of both genders (66 women and 128 men) from
different Brazilian states, aged 14 to 17 years
(117 aged 14-15 years old and 77 aged 16-17
years old, M=15.21±1.35), who practiced
swimming
(n=128,
M=15.05±0.67)
or
volleyball
(n=66,
M=15.52±2.09)
and
participated in the Brazilian Youth Swimming
Championship and the Northeast Volleyball
Cup. Participants presented M=3.84±2.29 years
of time of practice (swimming M=4.86±2.10
and volleyball M=1.86±0.97). The sample was
selected using a simple random method among
the participants of the competitions.
Instruments
The ABQ is the most commonly used
inventory for the assessment of burnout
syndrome in athletes (Gerber et al., 2018;
Goodger, Gorely, Lavallee, & Harwood, 2007). It
was originally developed by Raedeke and Smith
(2001) and later validated and translated into
other languages such as Spanish (Fernández,
Palacios, Fernández, Otero, & Raedeke, 2012)
and Portuguese (Pires, Brandão & Silva, 2006;
Guedes & Souza, 2016). The ABQ consists of 15
questions answered on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from (1) "Almost never" to (5) "Almost
always", with the following intermediate
frequencies: (2)"Rarely", (3) "Sometimes" and
(4) "Often". Scores are calculated for each
subscale and are obtained from the arithmetic
mean of the answers given to the five items
corresponding to each burnout dimension and to
a total burnout value calculated by the
arithmetic mean of all 15 instrument items. The
questions assess the frequency of burnoutrelated feelings based on antecedent and
consequent symptoms in three dimensions or
subscales, namely, physical and emotional
exhaustion;
reduced
sense
of
sports
accomplishment, and sport devaluation.
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Procedures
Direct contact was made with the presidents
of the Sergipe Aquatic Federation and the
Sergipe Volleyball Federation, and the study was
explained. It was also necessary to contact the
President of the Brazilian Confederation of
Aquatic
Sports,
which
organized
the
championship, to gain access to the venue.
Team coaches or managers were contacted
next, who then informed the parents/guardians
and athletes about the study, providing
authorization for the application of the
questionnaires as long as it did not affect the
competitions. Athletes were contacted at the
beginning of the tournaments and instructed on
how to complete the ABQ and sociodemographic
data collection form. Athletes completed the
instruments in an average time of 10 minutes.
The study was approved by the Committee of
Ethics in Research with Humans of Federal
University of Sergipe (Universidade Federal de
Sergipe - UFS), according to CEP/UFS opinion
n. 36928214.1.0000.5546.
Statistical analysis
The data were analyzed in phases. The first
phase consisted of a descriptive data analysis
(mean and standard deviation) to characterize
the sample and to identify burnout syndrome
scores. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was then
used to test normality, which indicated a
nonparametric distribution of the data. Lastly,
the following variables were compared relative
to the three burnout dimensions: gender, sport
modality, and age, using the Kruskal-Wallis and
Mann-Whitney tests. The data were analyzed
using the statistical program SPSS for Windows,
version 18.0, adopting a 5% level of statistical
significance (Dancey & Reidy, 2013).
RESULTS
Overall, the athletes did not have
manifestations of burnout syndrome (Table 1).
The athletes obtained moderate scores on the
ABQ, indicative of a frequency of burnoutrelated feelings that varied from rarely to

sometimes according to the classification of
Raedeke and Smith (2001). The same frequency
was observed for the dimension reduced sense
of sports accomplishment. Regarding the other
burnout dimensions, the participants obtained
low scores in the physical and emotional
exhaustion
and
the
sport
devaluation
dimensions, indicative of a frequency of
burnout-related feelings ranging from almost
never to rarely.
Table 2 presents the results of the
comparisons between the burnout dimensions
and the gender variable. Regarding the physical
and emotional exhaustion and sport devaluation
dimensions, both female and male athletes
obtained
approximate
mean
scores,
corresponding to a frequency interval between
almost never and rarely. In the reduced sense of
sports accomplishment dimension, the mean
scores of the female and male athletes
corresponded to a frequency range between
rarely and sometimes. No significant differences
were found in the perceived burnout dimensions
between male and female athletes.
Table 3 presents the indicators of the
burnout dimensions between swimmers and
volleyball players. Regarding the physical and
emotional exhaustion dimension, we observed a
frequency of feelings between almost never and
rarely in both groups, but swimmers perceived
themselves as more exhausted than their
volleyball peers.
For the dimension reduced sense of sports
accomplishments, the mean scores found in
both
swimmers
and
volleyball
players
correspond to a frequency range between rarely
and sometimes, with no significant difference
between these groups.
Regarding the results of the sport
devaluation dimension, the athletes of both
modalities presented mean scores corresponding
to a frequency range between almost never and
rarely, but volleyball players manifested a
greater devaluation of the modality than their
swimming peers.
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Table 1
Mean and standard deviation of total burnout and its dimensions.
Dimension
Physical and emotional exhaustion
Reduced sense of sports accomplishment
Sport devaluation
Total burnout

N
194
194
194
194

Mean
1.79
2.54
1.82
2.09

Standard deviation
0.58
0.40
0.90
0.42

Table 2
Comparison between the variable gender and the burnout dimensions in athletes.
Dimension
Physical and emotional exhaustion
Reduced sense of sports accomplishment
Sport devaluation

Gender

N

Mean

Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male

66
128
66
128
66
128

1.79
1.78
2.54
2.53
1.75
1.85

Standard
deviation
0.57
0.59
0.40
0.40
0.89
0.90

p
0.81
0.73
0.39

Table 3
Comparison between the sports modalities and burnout syndrome dimensions.
Dimension
Physical and emotional exhaustion
Reduced sense of sports accomplishment
Sport devaluation

Modality

N

Mean

Swimming
Volleyball
Swimming
Volleyball
Swimming
Volleyball

128
66
128
66
128
66

1.88
1.58
2.56
2.50
1.72
2.00

Standard
deviation
0.59
0.51
0.41
0.37
0.91
0.86

p
0.00*
0.53
0.01*

* p ≤ 0.05
Table 4
Comparison between age and burnout dimensions.
Dimension
Physical and emotional exhaustion
Reduced sense of sports accomplishment
Sport devaluation

Age
(years)
14-15
16-17
14-15
16-17
14-15
16-17

N

Mean

117
77
117
77
117
77

1.83
1.70
2.54
2.53
1.74
1.92

Standard
deviation
0.55
0.61
0.41
0.39
0.92
0.85

p
0.04*
0.97
0.08

* p ≤ 0.05

Table 4 shows the distribution of the athletes
according to the age variable, organized in two
ranges: 14-15 years and 16-17 years, as well as
their respective burnout dimension scores. Both
groups had reduced scores on the physical and
emotional exhaustion dimension, but younger
athletes (14-15 years) perceived themselves to
be more exhausted than their 16-17-year-old
peers. Regarding the reduced sense of sports
accomplishment dimension, both groups
presented a frequency ranging from rarely to
sometimes, with no significant difference.
Lastly, both groups presented reduced scores of

the sport devaluation dimension, also with no
significant difference.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to compare the
perception of the burnout syndrome related to
the variables gender, sport, and age in young
swimmers and volleyball players. Despite the
context of accountability and pressure for results
in youth sports, the indicators of total burnout,
physical and emotional exhaustion, reduced
sense of sports accomplishment, and sport
depreciation were reduced.
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Raedeke (1997) classified a mean of
approximately 3 as a high burnout score,
emphasizing that for an athlete to be classified
as having severe burnout, high scores in the
three dimensions are necessary since the
syndrome is multidimensional. The athletes
participating in the study are generally not at
risk for the syndrome and cannot be classified as
having severe burnout according to this
classification. Our results are similar to those
observed in university athletes in seven sports
modalities in the United States (Raedeke &
Smith, 2001) and in players belonging to the
amateur New Zealand Rugby Union (Cresswell
& Eklund, 2005).
Because burnout is located at the extreme
end of a continuum that starts with negative
adaptation responses to stress, progresses to a
state of overtraining and reaches exhaustion,
which can lead to an abandonment of the sports
career (Silva, 1990), it is difficult to find active
athletes with high burnout syndrome scores,
since there is a great possibility that they have
already ended their athletic careers, and thus did
not participate in published studies. This
process is known in the literature as the healthy
worker effect (Zanatta & Lucca, 2015). As our
study was performed on competing athletes,
they did not have high burnout syndrome
scores, and this result is similar to that found in
Brazilian youth tennis players (Casagrande,
Andrade, Viana, & Vasconcellos, 2014).
The results of the present study corroborate
the findings of Costa, Oliveira, Farah,
Guimarães, and Santos (2014). These authors
compared the dimensions of burnout in relation
to gender in the group of exposed athletes and
did not notice differences between the groups.
Given such evidence, there seems to be no
relationship between the occurrence of burnout
and gender, and this result diverges from the
perspective that females have more frequent
perceptions of the syndrome because they are
more emotional and more involved with care,
diet, and concern for the well-being of others.
Thus, females would be more prone to the
development of physical and emotional
exhaustion (Silva & Carlotto, 2003). The

absence of gender differences was also observed
in beach volleyball athletes (Vieira, Carruzo,
Aizava, & Rigoni, 2013). This concurs with the
findings of Goodger et al. (2007), who, after
evaluating 27 studies of burnout in athletes of
individual and collective sports, did not consider
the gender variable as a factor in the perception
of the syndrome.
The sports literature has shown in great
depth the influence of the gender variable on the
perception of burnout in studies of coaches. A
meta-analysis by Goodger et al. (2007) found no
significant difference in 60% of the studies
surveyed. However, significant differences were
found in 40% of the studies, which indicated
high rates of reduced sense of sports
accomplishment among women.
Individual and collective sports have different
technical,
tactical,
and
psychosocial
characteristics.
Collective
sports
are
characterized mainly by a division of tasks,
greater support from teammates and a greater
number of interpersonal relationships, whereas
individual sports are characterized mainly by
aloneness at the time of the match, that is, there
are no teammates during a competition, only
opponents (Coakley, 1992). Due to these
characteristics, Smith (1986) suggested that
burnout seems to be more often associated with
athletes who practice individual sports.
The findings only partially corroborate the
study by Smith (1986), which states that
athletes in individual sports are more likely to
develop the syndrome than athletes of collective
sports. The young swimmers perceived
themselves as more exhausted than their
volleyball peers. A possible explanation for this
result is the demanding routine of swimming
training and competitions, and its practice is
conducive to the development of feelings of
loneliness and monotony (Noce & Simim,
2009). This also may be due to the fact that
swimmers start their sporting courses earlier
than volleyball athletes.
The reduced sense of sports accomplishment
was the most prevalent feeling in athletes of
both modalities. Factors such as not being able
to achieve the desired results, or not achieving
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dreams as an athlete, correspond to this
dimension. There is excessive concern with
sports results in adolescence, since performance
at this stage may determine the continuity of the
athletic career into adulthood (Goodger,
Wolfenden, & Lavallee, 2007). Because of the
pressure involved combined with the emotional
insecurity characteristic of adolescence and the
current sports system that promotes heightened
competition among young athletes (Coakley,
1992), abandonment of the sport (dropout) has
been observed frequently in this age group
(Isoard-Gautheur et al., 2016).
The sports devaluation dimension refers to
the lack of desire, interest, and concern with the
sport (Raedeke, 1997). In the present study, we
observed a reduced frequency of feelings
corresponding to this dimension, indicating that
the young athletes remain committed and
motivated by their sports careers. Intrinsic
motivation (associated with the search for
personal satisfaction and self-knowledge) is a
protective factor against burnout (Gustafsson,
Carlin, Podlog, Stenling, & Lindwall, 2018).
Conversely, Cresswell, and Eklund (2005) found
a close relationship between the onset of
burnout and loss of motivation by the athlete. In
the present study, volleyball players scored
higher in the sports devaluation dimension.
These findings contradict the argument of
Coakley (1992) that individual sport athletes are
more susceptible to the perception of burnout.
Considering that individual sport athletes have,
on average, a higher training load, which is a
factor that could lead to a greater risk of
burnout, the observation of higher indicators
among collective sports athletes may be related
to factors external to training (Gustafsson et al.,
2007).
Regarding the effect of the age variable on
the perception of burnout, the findings of the
present study suggest higher indicators of the
physical and emotional exhaustion dimension
among athletes aged 14-15 years than in their
16-17-year-old peers. A possible explanation for
this result is that younger athletes participating
in competitions at the national and regional
levels have not yet mastered strategies for

controlling emotions and coping with the
stressors of competition (Nicholls, Taylor,
Carroll, & Perry, 2016). Diverging from the
present study, Costa et al. (2014) did not find
significant differences in a comparative analysis
of age groups among young Brazilian swimmers.
Therefore, there seems to be no relationship
between burnout perception and chronological
age.
In addition, research on burnout in Brazilian
sports has not yet addressed the manifestation
of burnout based on demographic, psychological,
and situational variables such as age, training
load, and personality type (Pires, Santiago,
Samulski, & Costa, 2012). One perspective to be
considered is that the relationship between
burnout and the stages of maturational
development has not yet been investigated
(Malina, 2010), since categories in competitions
are determined by chronological age and not by
maturational stage, which may negate the
influence of age as an indicator of burnout.
We emphasize the cross-sectional design of
this study as a limitation. Future studies should
continue to analyse burnout in young athletes,
considering the onset, development, and peaks
of burnout syndrome in a longitudinal
perspective. Thus, covering different contexts of
competitive seasons, as some studies (e.g.,
Cresswell & Eklund, 2006, 2007; Lai & Wiggins,
2003; Pires, Bara Filho, Debien, Coimbra, &
Ugrinowitsch, 2016) indicate that burnout tends
to increase throughout the season, with higher
scores observed at the end of the season.
Therefore, closer monitoring by parents and
coaches of athletes with burnout scores closer to
the values classified as high may be necessary.
The fact that, in this study, the data were
collected in the middle of the season may
explain the low burnout scores, which would
not necessarily remain low until the end of the
season. Other perceived limitations were the
small sample size and the absence of
comparative variables with the burnout
dimensions. According to a recent expert
statement
(Madigan,
Gustafsson,
Smith,
Raedeke, & Hill, 2019), future research should,
therefore, adopt a multidisciplinary approach
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that aims to identify endocrine (e.g., cortisol)
and immunological (e.g., salivary IgA) markers
associated with burnout.
CONCLUSION
We observed a reduced average score of total
burnout and its dimensions among the young
athletes. We did not find an effect of gender on
the perception of the burnout dimensions.
Swimmers had greater physical and emotional
exhaustion than their volleyball peers.
Conversely, volleyball players had greater
perceived
sport
devaluation
than
their
swimming peers. Athletes in the 14-15-year-old
age group presented greater physical and
emotional exhaustion than their 16-17-year-old
peers, which is a warning sign that must be
considered to prevent these athletes from
abandoning their careers early.
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