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Background. High-performance sport’s main goal is for athletes to perform 
at their maximum level in order to attain maximum possible success. Enhancing 
performance is one of the most studied areas in sport and performance psychol-
ogy, with resilience being one of the most prominent variables in these studies. 

Objective: The investigation aims to study resilience as well as its rela-
tionship with optimism levels and burnout syndrome using a sample of 12- to 
17-year-old high-performance youth athletes. 

Method. 308 athletes between 12 and 17 years of age from Mexico partic-
ipated in this research. After obtaining the authorization, resilience, optimism 
and burnout syndrome were measured.

Results demonstrate that athletes that scored high on resilience and op-
timism presented lower levels of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 
reduced personal accomplishment. 

Conclusion Resilience and optimism appear to be protective factors 
against developing burnout. Designing and applying intervention programs that 
allow youth athletes to develop these resources and coping strategies to face the 
stressful situations high-performance sport presents appears to be important to 
avoid the development of burnout syndrome or illness.
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Introduction

High performance sport’s main goal is for athletes, within each disci-
pline’s own rules, to perform at their maximum level to attain maximum 
possible success (Gómez-López et al., 2013). Consequently, performance en-
hancement has been one of the areas that has received most attention in the 
recent past. Following this trend, one of the most studied variables within 
sport is resilience (Bretón, et al., 2016; Deen, et al., 2017; Mohammadi, 2019) 
because it allows athletes to overcome adversity (Chacón, et al., 2016; Ortín 
et al., 2013; Zurita, et al., 2016) and enhance athletic performance (Romero, 
2015).

Previous studies that characterize resilience in elite-level teams (Morgan 
et al., 2013) have found higher performance and athletic success (Fletcher & 
Sarkar, 2012); better coping strategies (Belemet al, 2014; García-Secades, et 
al., 2016; Joyce, et al., 2005; Yi et al., 2009); higher levels of well-being within 
sport and lower risk of mental health disorders (Hosseini & Besharat, 2010); 
and better levels of self-concept related to physical appearance (Zurita et al., 
2017).

There are several definitions for the term resilience in the literature. Ac-
cording to Reivich & Shatté (2002), resilience is a complex process of in-
teractions composed of seven skills: emotion management, impulse control, 
optimism, causal analysis, empathy, self-efficacy, and outreach. As per these 
authors, these seven factors can be measured, taught and developed. Reivich 
& Shatté (2002) also state that resilience will be necessary in four different 
types of experiences. First, overcoming childhood obstacles such as a broken 
home, poverty, emotional neglect or physical abuse. Secondly, overcoming 
daily adversity, including arguments with family members, disagreements 
with a boss or unexpected expenses. It will also be crucial while recovering 
from major misfortunes, traumatic events or fatalities like the death of a fam-
ily member, a job loss or the consequences of a natural disaster. And, finally, 
building a support group which will help you to conect with other people, 
enabling the creation of solutions to life’s setbacks.

In other words, Reivich & Shatté (2002) consider that, during lifetime, 
facing adversity is inevitable, everybody will have to deal with small day-to-
day inconveniences, disaster situations and major traumas. However, these 
authors assert that it is possible to change the way we look at life, shifting 
the way we view adversity and, thus, modifying the impact it has on people’s 
lives.

Resilience is a multidimensional construct that relates to a psychological 
profile consisting of a balanced and healthy personality (Friborg et al., 2005); 
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and with individuals who have the capacity to change physiological and af-
fective responses in a flexible manner to adapt to the demands of the envi-
ronment (Waugh et al., 2011).  In sport, two theoretical models explain the 
importance of resilience in athletic domains. One is the Psychological The-
ory by Fletcher & Sarkar (2012), which proposes that athletes with resilient 
characteristics will evaluate stressful situations as a motivating challenge and 
not as a threat. On the other hand, the conceptual model of sport resilience 
proposed by Galli & Vealy (2008) indicates that the most important factor 
in the process of resilience is the perception of obtaining positive results 
because of facing adversity. This latest model is the one used in our research.

Pesce et al. (2004) and Kern & Moreno (2007) affirmed that resilience 
is not a characteristic a person is born with, instead, it is something that is 
acquired over time. Therefore, when considering resilience in function of an 
individual’s age, Almeida, Luciano et al., (2014), López-Suárez (2014) and 
Castro et al. (2016) pointed out that although no significant differences be-
tween resilience and age have been found, it is possible to find that older 
athletes will possess a higher level of resilience, probably because of their 
personal experience. However, Lopez-Suarez (2014) affirmed that teenagers 
have more energy to face challenges and adverse situations that allows them 
to counteract the lack of personal experience resulting from their age. Ad-
ditionally, different studies (Becoña, et al., 2006; Hawkins & Mulkey, 2005; 
López-Suárez, 2014) affirm that there is no significant difference between 
sex and resilience level. 

Among the different variables studied, one of the factors that presents 
higher association with resilience and contributes to its development is opti-
mism (Reche et al., 2018 and Wu et al., 2013), a personality construct that has 
demonstrated to play an important role in athletic performance (Gordon, 
2008; Marín, et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 2002).

Optimism can be understood as a stable belief that positive events will 
occur and there is an ability to obtain the best from lived experiences, always 
from a realistic view and not from denial or excessive optimism that deviates 
from reality (Gómez-Díaz, 2016). Within sport, optimism has been studied 
as a personality trait in athletes (Gould, et al., 2002) as well as a factor that 
influences an individual’s stress experience (Albinson & Petrie, 2003). Sci-
entific literature manifests that optimist athletes will have a higher chance 
of success and situational control of stress, compared to pessimist athletes 
(Marín, 2017; Moya, 2017; Ortín, et al., 2011; Seligman et al., 1990). More-
over, Lipowski (2012) affirmed that optimist athletes will compete focused 
on obtaining a possible success instead of focusing on negative emotions and 
fears. 
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Recently, different studies have associated optimism and resilience (Fre-
che, 2013; González-Arratia, et al., 2012; Parkes & Mallet, 2011; Souri & 
Hasanirad, 2011; Yu & Zhang, 2007). Regarding athletic performance, it has 
been found that more optimist athletes (who were also the most resilient) 
presented lower anxiety levels and higher confidence in themselves, in addi-
tion to better performance (Martin-Krumm et al., 2003). 

In sport, resilience and optimism protect an individual from suffering burn-
out (Gustafsson & Skoog, 2012; Marín, 2017; Marín et al., 2013; Reche et al., 
2014; Tutte & Reche, 2016) as different studies have suggested that athletes who 
present higher levels of resilience and optimism are less vulnerable from experi-
encing burnout (Berengüí, et al., 2013; Berengüí, et al., 2015; Moya, 2017). 

In competitive sport, environments are characterized by constant stress 
and psychological demands that can threat athletes’ mental health if they 
do not possess psychological abilities as the ones discussed earlier, leading 
to several consequences as burnout. Burnout consists of three components: 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplish-
ment. Athletes who present low levels of optimism and resilience tend to 
present high scores when being evaluated for burnout (Tutte & Reche, 2016).  

Garcés de Los Fayos & Cantón (2007) have grouped the predictable 
variables of burnout in three categories: family/social variables, sport-re-
lated variables, and personal variables (Cantú et al., 2015; De Francisco et 
al., 2014; Franco, 2009; Garcés de Los Fayos et al., 2012). These variables 
generate negative situations as an increased perception of stress or a lack of 
satisfaction with social support (Raedeke & Smith, 2004) and worsening of 
the motivational climate (Chen & Chi, 2003). According to this model, when 
burnout appears, it will follow a process that develops throughout a time 
continuum and will be mediated by the athlete’s personality traits. 

When analyzing this psychological construct, it is necessary to avoid 
only thinking about high performance athletes, instead any athlete who is 
invested emotionally in their discipline should be considered. Authors as 
Feigley (1984), Smith (1986), Cohn (1990), Davies & Amstrong (1991), and 
Garcés de Los Fayos (1993, 1999, 2004) have suggested that burnout can be 
present in athletes as young as 10 years old, especially in young athletes who 
are pressured to perform at high levels because they have abilities that could 
allow them to develop a career in elite level sport (Appleton et al., 2009; Gus-
tafsson Kenttä et al., 2007). Athletes in formative stages tend to be idealisti-
cally motivated individuals who pursue competitive success, making losing a 
significant problem (Garcés de Los Fayos & Vives, 2002; Isorna et al., 2019).

Data from empirically-based, descriptive studies show a prevalence of 
2.77 to 10% of burnout in Spanish athletic populations (Garcés de Los Fay-
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os, 1999; Medina & García-Ucha, 2002; Pedrosa & García-Cueto, 2014; Sán-
chez-Alcaráz & Gómez-Mármol, 2014; Vives & Garcés de Los Fayos, 2004). 
Other studies have suggested that prevalence of burnout in international 
athletic populations range from 1 to 7%, while a 15% of the population may 
suffer from moderate symptoms (Gould et al., 2002; Gustafsson et al., 2007).

It is important to remember that the association between resilience and 
optimism could act as a protective factor against experiencing burnout (Re-
che et al., 2014). This means that the capacity to be resilient would lead an 
individual to resist conflict while generating positive behaviors and attitudes 
to overcome challenges (Vanistendael & Lecomte, 2002). Moreover, optimist 
individuals will be able to better adapt to reality when compared to pessi-
mists who may focus on failure, impotence, defenselessness and depression 
(Flórez-Lozano, 2006). Therefore, a high level of optimism in athletes relates 
to suffering less burnout symptoms (Reche et al., 2014; Berengüí et al., 2013; 
Chen et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2008; Marín et al., 2013). This apparent logical 
relation would suggest that optimist athletes would be more predisposed to 
face challenges in training and competition. 

This study aims to investigate the relation between burnout, resilience 
and optimism levels, age, and sex in high performance athletes aged 12 to 17 
years old, because there are few studies that analyze these variables the pres-
ent work acquires great importance to prevent Burnout Syndrome.

Method

Participants

This study was composed of athletes who are part of the Direccion de Deporte Com-
petitivo del Consejo Estatal para el Fomento del Deporte (CODE). The total population was 
composed of 308 athletes aged 12 to 17, with a median of 13.78 years and a standard deviation 
of 1.52 years. All athletes in the sample compete at high-performance level in their discipline, 
including cycling, rhythmic gymnastics, combat sports, swimming, speed skating and shoot-
ing. Participants had a median of 4.65 years (s.d. 2.84) practicing their sport. 55.2% of the 
population was male.

Instruments

A questionnaire to obtain sociodemographic data (age, sex) and sport-relat-
ed data (practiced discipline; years practicing sport; gold, silver and bronze medals 
earned) was applied. In addition, the following instruments were administered:
•	 Spanish Version of Resilience Scale (Ruíz et al., 2012; adapted from Wagnild & Young, 

1993) adapted to Spanish for soccer populations; has demonstrated reliability in a sam-
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ple of Spanish fencers and Uruguayan judokas (Reche & Ortín, 2014; Reche et al., 2014), 
with a global internal consistency of .89 in both cases. It is a scale that consists of 25 items 
using a 7-point Likert scale. The scales aims to obtain a global resilience score as well as 
scores for each of the following factors: personal competence, and acceptance of oneself 
and life. The instrument’s reliability in this study is .924.

•	 Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R; Scheier et al., 1994) presents an internal 
consistency of .78. The instrument is composed of 10 items using a Likert scale 
(three positive, three negative, and four neutral). The instrument’s reliability in 
this study is .728.

•	 Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R; Scheier, Carver & Bridges, 1994) pres-
ents an internal consistency of .78. The instrument is composed of 10 items 
using a Likert scale (three positive, three negative, and four neutral). The instru-
ment’s reliability in this study is .728.

Procedure

To complete this study, permission from the Dirección de Deporte Competitivo del Con-
sejo Estatal para el Fomento del Deporte (CODE) was requested as well as informed consent 
from the athletes’ parents or legal guardian. The process of recruitment consisted of asking 
athletes who met the study’s criteria (competing at high performance level, ages 12 to 17) to 
participate. A total of 341 individuals volunteered to participate in the study. The sociodemo-
graphic questionnaire and test battery were applied in a group setting by a team of psycholo-
gists who ensured the correct application as well as compression of all items.

Once the data was compiled, 33 individuals were discarded for not following the proto-
col to answer the instruments correctly. This resulted in the final sample of 308 athletes.

Data analysis

To evaluate the instruments’ reliability, Cronbach’s alpha was measured. Statistical analy-
sis using medians, standard deviation, frequency, and percentages to determine the prevalence 
of different evaluated factors were applied. 

To determine the relationship among variables the following was used: regression analy-
sis to evaluate the causal relationship between the factors and the verification of the theoreti-
cal model of burnout, an analysis comparing the medians for the relationship between the fac-
tors of burnout syndrome with each variable and a student’s t-distribution for the differences 
between sexes. The statistical program SPSS version 24 was used.

Results

In the first place, the sample’s resilience, optimism, and burnout were 
analyzed, as can be observed on Table I. Regarding burnout syndrome, 
11.7% of the sample showed high scores in the three factors of IBD-R. In 
addition a 57.8% of the sample’s total presented high scores in some factors 
and 30.5% presented high scores in all factors. 
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Table II demonstrates that half of the sample shows moderate optimism 
scores (50.6%) while 35.1% obtained a high score. Almost 57.8% of the sam-
ple shows low resilience scores and high scores on the three components of 
burnout, with 40.3% of athletes scoring high on reduced personal accomplish-
ment, 38.3% on emotional exhaustion, and 39.6% on depersonalization. 

In second place, optimism, resilience, and burnout differences between 
sex and age were analyzed. To do this, a student’s t-distribution was used to 
observe the differences between sex scores. In this analysis, no significant 
statistical differences were observed in the optimism and resilience variables 
(t306 = -1.108, p = .269 y t306 = -.980, p = .328). However, partially significant 
statistical differences (t306 = 1.936, p = .054, d= -.22) were observed on emo-
tional exhaustion scores, as can observed on Table III. 

Table III
Description Of Variables According to sex

Men Women t p d

Optimism 15.07 (3.34) 14.63 (3.50) 1.108 .269

Resilience 141.73 (21.76) 139.32 (21.30) .980 .328

Reduced personal accomplishment 16.30 (5.98) 15.18 (5.48) 1.704 .089

Emotional exhaustion 14.68 (5.82) 15.89 (5.11) -1.936 .054 -.22

Depersonalization 10.26 (4.44) 10.22 (4.20) .064 .949

Table I
Descriptive Analysis Of Resilience, Optimism, And Burnout In The Sample

Minimum Maximum Median Standard Deviation

Resilience 40 175 140.40 21.51

Optimism 3 73 4.27 10.82

Burnout 19 73 41.27 10.82

Table II
Description Of The Sample According to the interpretation of variables

  Low Moderate High

Optimism 35.1% 50.6% 14.3%

Resilience 57.8%   42.2%

Reduced personal accomplishment 25.3% 34.4% 40.3%

Emotional exhaustion 31.8% 29.9% 38.3%

Depersonalization 23.7% 36.7% 39.6%
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To analyze differences in the variables associated to age, various regression 
analyzes were performed. In this tests, statistical significant differences were 
found in resilience and emotional exhaustion (F2,305= 7.54, p < .01, R2 = .05).  

In third place, the study aimed to better understand the relationship be-
tween optimism and resilience, and burnout. Therefore, different statistical 
tests were performed. When analyzing reduced personal accomplishment, 
significant statistical differences in its relationship with resilience and opti-
mism were observed (F2, 305 = 32.3, d <.001,  R2 = .169). Concretely, differ-
ences in all median scores were observed because athletes who scored low 
on reduced personal accomplishment obtained high scores on optimism and 
resilience (16,29 s.d. 3,20 and 152,231, respectively).

As before, when studying emotional exhaustion, significant statistical dif-
ferences were observed in relationship with resilience and optimism (F2,305 = 
27.8, p < .001, R2=.149. Differences between the medians of the scores of re-
silience and optimism in accordance to the emotional exhaustion interval (low, 
moderate, or high) were obtained. Differences between the medians with high 
and low emotional exhaustion were observed; thus, athletes that presented 
higher scores in resilience and optimism also presented lower scores in emo-
tional exhaustion (148.551 and s.d. 16.926 and 15.877 and s.d. 3.495).

About the depersonalization variable, significant statistical differences 
were also found in the optimism and resilience scores (F2,305 = 11.3, p >.001, 
R2 = .06). Differences in resilience and optimism medians were obtained ac-
cording to the degree of depersonalization. Results showed differences in the 
medians with high and low scores in depersonalization; therefore, athletes 
with higher resilience and optimism scores presented lower depersonaliza-
tion scores (147.059 and s.d. 18.059 and 16.206 and s.d. 3.004).

Finally, the relationship between burnout syndrome’s own factors were 
studied. Statistically significant differences were observed between the emo-
tional exhaustion and reduced personal accomplishment variables (F1,306 = 
6.658, p < .01, R2= .018) and depersonalization and emotional exhaustion 
(F1,306= 104.436, p <.01, R2 = .252). However, significant statiscial differences 
between depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment were not 
observed ( F1,306 = 1.135, p = .288). 

Discussion

The goal of this study was to measure the relationship between burnout, 
levels of resilience and optimism, age, and sex in high performance athletes 
aged 12 to 17. As results showed, this group of athletes did not present el-
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evated levels of resilience, obtaining similar statistical data as that obtained 
in other studies with samples competing in diverse sports (Gómez & Reche, 
2021; Reche & Ortín 2014; Reche, et al., 2014; Reche, et al., 2018; Reche, et 
al., 2020; Tutte & Reche 2016).

In sport, it is important to have the capacity to persist regardless of 
obstacles faced and readjust quickly to redirect energy towards new goals 
(Reyes, 2010). Resilience is a variable that favors this, allowing individuals to 
face adversity in athletic contexts (Reche, et al., 2014). Therefore, this group 
of athletes could present difficulties when trying to adapt and overcome fu-
ture challenges because they do not possess a high resilience level, which 
could lead to using inadequate coping strategies(García-Secades et al., 2016; 
Joyce et al., 2005; Yi et al., 2005), lower well-being within their sport and life 
(Bretón et al., 2016), a higher risk of suffering mental health disorders (Hos-
seini & Besharat, 2010), and lower performance level and athletic success 
(Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012).

As discussed in the introduction, one of the factors that presents a strong 
relationship with developing resilience is optimism (Wu, et al., 2013; Reche et 
al., 2018). In this group of athletes, only 14.3% of the sample presented high 
optimism levels, being this a personality construct that acts as a determin-
ing factor when an athlete faces a high-pressure situation (Seligman, 2004). 
Optimism is a protective factor that contributes to resilience and protects an 
individual from suffering burnout syndrome (Chen et al., 2008; Gustafsson 
& Skoog, 2012) because an optimist athlete will be more willing to face the 
demands of the situation. Therefore, it is a worrying fact that this group of 
young athletes mostly present low resilience and optimism, increasing their 
probability of suffering burnout (Tutte & Reche, 2016).

Due to the levels of optimism present in this sample, it would be conve-
nient to foment it within these individuals because it has been demonstrated 
that optimism can function as a mediating factor of performance and protect 
against the possibility of suffering from anxiety or other mental-health relat-
ed problems (Berengüí, et al., 2015; Gómez & Reche, 2021; López-Gullón et 
al., 2017; Ortín et al., 2018).

As observed in the results, 11.7% of the sample of athletes are suffering 
from burnout, and a very high percentage (57.8%) present burnout symp-
toms. Therefore, this sample of athletes presents a higher percentage of 
burnout when compared with other studies that have found 7-10% of burn-
out within their samples (Pedrosa & García-Cueto, 2014; Sánchez-Alcaráz & 
Gómez-Mármol, 2014; Vives & Garcés de Los Fayos, 2004; García-Jarillo, et 
al., 2020; Reche et al., 2014; Tutte et al., 2010), making this an alarming situa-
tion because the sample consists of athletes aged 12 to 17, who could present 
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a high risk of abandoning their athletic practice, presenting health-related 
problems (illness or injury), or feeling unsatisfied with their role within sport 
(Carlin, et al., 2012; García-Parra, et al., 2016).

In addition, almost 60% of the studied sample presents high scores in 
one or two burnout factors; therefore, as burnout theories indicate, these 
athletes would be more at risk of suffering from the syndrome. Additionally, 
as studies like those from Tutte (2015) and Tutte and Reche (2016) suggest-
ed, athletes presenting burnout symptoms would present a less resilient and 
optimist profile compared to the rest of the population. 

As could be observed, resilience and optimism are protective factors 
against developing burnout, as other studies have suggested (Chen et al., 
2008; Gnuustafsson & Skoog, 2012; Tutte, 2015; Tutte & Reche, 2016). Fu-
ture studies should aim to confirm this hypothesis. 

In respect to the differences between the three constructs’ relationship 
with age, our data presented a small effect size. However, other authors have 
observed statistically significant differences the more resilience (Castro et al., 
2016; López-Suárez, 2014), more optimism (García-Naveira & Díaz, 2010; 
Seligman et al., 1990; Venne et al., 2006). Future studies should deepen this 
fact.

In function of sex, only partially significant statistical scores were ob-
tained in emotional exhaustion, with higher scores among women than men, 
as found in previous studies (Moya, 2017; De Francisco et al., 2014; Reynaga, 
2009; Reynaga & Pando, 2005). In regard to sex, inconsistencies exist across 
the literature (Balaguer et al., 2009; Vitoria et al., 2003); thus, more studies 
are required. 

With these results, the importance of developing intervention programs 
aimed at acquiring resources and coping strategies to successfully face stress-
ful situations within sport and avoid developing mental health disorders be-
comes clear. An adequate management of adversity as well as the capacity 
to transform unfavorable situations into challenges could be useful skills for 
athletes to protect themselves from the possibility of suffering from burnout 
(Tutte & Reche, 2016). However, this study has limitations such as the small 
sample. For this reason, future studies should continue studying the relation-
ship of these variables in young athletes.

Conclusion

Once the study’s results main orientations have been discussed, it is nec-
essary to conclude with a series of remarks:
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•	 The sample of athletes did not present an elevated resilience level, which 
could generate difficulties when adapting to adverse situations and try-
ing to overcome future challenges faced within sport or disability.

•	 In addition to the low resilience levels, only 14.3% of the sample pre-
sented high optimism levels. This fact is worrisome because a youth 
athlete with low resilience and optimism presents a high probability of 
developing burnout.

•	 In this sample, there is a high percentage (11.4%) of athletes present-
ing burnout syndrome and a very high percentage of athletes presenting 
burnout symptoms (57.8%).

•	 Athletes that scored high on resilience and optimism also presented low 
scores on emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced person-
al accomplishment. 

•	 The study shows similar results to previous studies that demonstrate that 
resilience and optimism function as protective factors in the develop-
ment of burnout. 

•	 The older the individual, the more resilience and optimism is presented 
while reduced personal accomplishment levels are lowered.

•	 Significant statistical differences between the three constructs in rela-
tionship with sex were not found. Only partially significant scores were 
observed in emotional exhaustion, with women scoring higher than men.
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