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Abstract

Burnout represents a significant challenge for sports organizations, in which performance-
related demands, the complexity of professional roles and the characteristics of work
organization can influence the well-being of professionals. Despite the growing attention
devoted to mental health in sport, it is important to further investigate the processes through
which job demands and organizational resources are associated with stress and burnout
among professionals working within different sports contexts. Therefore, the present study
aims to analyze these relationships through the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model, jointly
considering sector-specific job demands, performance pressure, organizational resources,
perceived stress, work engagement and work-related burnout. For the study, 1,200 paid
professionals in the sports sector were involved, belonging to high-performance and
professional contexts, as well as to amateur, fitness and community settings. Using
standardized self-report instruments and measures relating to the psychosocial characteristics
of work, the reliability of the measures, the structure of the measurement model and the
relationships between the variables were examined through confirmatory factor analysis and
structural equation modeling. The results revealed an association between higher job demands
and performance pressure and higher levels of perceived stress, while job resources were
associated with lower stress and higher work engagement, perceived stress showed a positive
association with burnout, while work engagement and organizational resources showed
negative associations. Overall, the study contributes to further investigating burnout in sport
as a phenomenon connected not only to individual characteristics, but also to organizational
conditions and the balance between professional demands and resources.

Keywords: Burnout;, Sport Psychology; Job Demands-Resources Model; Perceived stress;,
Work Engagement

Introduction

Burnout is a relevant issue for occupational health and organizational functioning,
especially when professional demands remain high over time and the available resources are
not sufficient to support them. The World Health Organization defines burnout as an
occupational phenomenon linked to chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully
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managed; its main manifestations include exhaustion, increased mental distance from or
cynicism toward one's professional activity, and reduced perceived efficacy (World Health
Organization, 2019).

This definition makes it possible to distinguish burnout from a generic condition of
temporary stress: it concerns a process related to the work context and to the ways in which
demands are addressed and managed over time. To understand the phenomenon, it is useful to
start from the concept of occupational stress, which is not limited to conscious emotional
tension, but also considers environmental stimuli and the body's adaptive responses and in fact,
alongside a psychological definition of stress, understood as a conscious phenomenon, subject
to cognitive evaluation of its causes in order to modify its effects, there is a more complex and
nonspecific definition of stress that includes stressors and stereotyped responses that escape
subjective consciousness and will.

Therefore, from this perspective, stress cannot be attributed exclusively to individual
perception, but must also be interpreted in relation to working conditions, the demands imposed
by the environment and the resources that enable the individual to respond to them. The
literature emphasizes that potentially stressful work characteristics include task content,
workload and work pace, working hours, degree of autonomy and professional relationships
and above all, high levels of occupational stress are associated with jobs characterized by
fragmented, meaningless, uncertain and constantly changing tasks, which expose workers to
contradictory cognitive and emotional demands and do not provide adequate feedback. Fast-
paced work, rigid or unpredictable working hours, interference between work and private life,
limited decision-making autonomy, role ambiguity and conflictual relationships can also
contribute to occupational distress (Cox et al., 2000; Dollard et al., 2007).

Burnout, therefore, should not be interpreted solely as an individual difficulty or as a
reduced capacity of an individual worker to adapt but it is important to also consider the
organizational processes that contribute to generating or maintaining conditions of overload.
In this regard, to understand work environments and occupational stress risks, it is necessary
to reconsider the dynamic processes of organizational choices rather than the static realities of
organizational factors, this approach draws attention to decisions, the distribution of
responsibilities, the support available and the consistency between organizational objectives
and the well-being of professionals (Rulli, 2006, 2010).

Thus, burnout represents a condition that is relevant to workers' well-being and
organizational functioning, especially in contexts where professional demands are high and
recovery is limited. In particular, in the sports sector, this issue is difficult to recognize at an
early stage, working in environments where availability, dedication and performance
orientation are core values can make the boundary between strong involvement and overload
considerably subtle, especially during the busiest periods of the calendar or when staff perceive
that stopping, slowing down or declaring a difficulty is incompatible with the needs of the team.

In particular, the available evidence on sports personnel suggests that burnout should be
investigated as a specific occupational phenomenon, avoiding the automatic transfer to staff of
findings obtained from athlete populations, research on coaches, athletic trainers and other
professionals has highlighted the possible role of work pressure and professional
responsibilities, while organizational and social support may be associated with more favorable
psychological outcomes (Kania et al., 2009; Naugle et al., 2013; Yu & Cheng, 2024; Carr et
al., 2024).

Reviews focusing on high-performance environments also report the coexistence of
workloads, organizational issues and difficulties in reconciling work and private life, while
highlighting the heterogeneity of the populations, instruments and assessment criteria used
(Frost et al., 2024). In particular, the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model provides a useful
theoretical framework for interpreting this complexity, job demands include aspects of work
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that require continuous physical, cognitive or emotional effort; job resources, on the other hand,
are conditions that help achieve objectives, mitigate the cost of demands and promote learning,
autonomy and motivation (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). The model
distinguishes between two complementary processes: a health impairment process, in which
high and persistent demands fuel stress and exhaustion, and a motivational process, in which
resources support work engagement. Resources may also help contain the impact of demands,
although this function depends on their nature and the context in which they are available
(Bakker et al., 2005). In the sports sector, burnout deserves specific attention.

Working in environments where availability, dedication and performance orientation are
core values can make the boundary between strong involvement and overload subtle, especially
during the busiest periods of the calendar or when professionals perceive that stopping or
declaring a difficulty is incompatible with the needs of the organization. Demands may include
high workloads, travel, irregular working hours, responsibilities related to athletes and results,
stakeholder expectations and difficulties in maintaining a satisfactory balance between
professional and private life and these demands, however, are not necessarily the same for all
professional roles or for all sports contexts.

Occupational stress cannot be attributed to a single factor; in fact, task characteristics,
workload and work pace, working hours, the level of autonomy and relationships within the
organizational context may contribute to determining the experience of stress (Cox et al., 2000;
Dollard et al., 2007). From this perspective, it is useful to consider not only the working
conditions themselves, but also the way in which the organization distributes responsibilities,
makes resources available and supports professionals' well-being. As emphasized in the
literature, prevention requires greater congruence between production objectives and
professionals' well-being (Rulli, 2010).

Intervention research provides a complementary perspective: changing work
organization has reduced burnout or exhaustion in some controlled studies, although effects
vary across settings and the certainty of evidence remains limited (Panagioti et al., 2017; Bes
et al., 2023). This supports investigating organizational prevention in sport without equating
observational associations with intervention effects. In light of the theoretical framework
outlined, the present study examines the associations between job demands, performance
pressure, organizational resources, perceived stress, work engagement and burnout among paid
professionals in the sports sector. In particular, the relationships between job demands and
perceived stress, between performance pressure and stress, between job resources and stress or
work engagement, as well as between perceived stress, work engagement, job resources and
burnout are analyzed. The indirect effect of job demands on burnout through perceived stress
is also examined. The objective is to investigate, within the framework of the Job Demands—
Resources (JD-R) model, the role of working conditions and organizational resources in the
processes associated with burnout, without presupposing differences between the professional
contexts considered.
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Figure 1 - Conceptual model of the study.

Note: The diagram represents the conceptual model behind the study, developed as part of the
Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model. Sports-specific job demands and performance
pressure are linked to perceived stress, while organizational resources are associated with both
lower levels of stress and higher work engagement. Perceived stress and work engagement
represent two distinct pathways through which working conditions can be associated with
work-related burnout. The diagram also includes a direct link between organizational resources
and burnout, indicating the possible protective association of resources regardless of mediated
pathways.

1.Materials and Methods
Study Design

The present study adopted a multicenter observational design aimed at examining the
associations between job demands, performance pressure, organizational resources, perceived
stress, work engagement and burnout among paid professionals in the sports sector, with
reference to the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model. The analyses presented focused on the
reliability of the measures, the structure of the measurement model through confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) and the associations between the variables through structural equation modeling
(SEM). The indirect effect of job demands on burnout through perceived stress was also
examined.

1.2 Participants and setting

The study involved 1,200 employees and paid professionals who worked on a stable
basis within sports organizations, including clubs, federations, academies, fitness centers,
sports medicine services and companies providing performance-related services. The
composition of the sample was defined with the aim of representing the multidisciplinary
nature of the sports sector, including different professional roles involved in the preparation,
assistance, management and support of sports activities. The sample included coaches and
assistant coaches, athletic trainers and strength and conditioning practitioners, physiotherapists,
physicians and athletic trainers, sport psychologists and sport scientists, performance and data
analysts, team managers and operations staff, administrative, marketing and communication
personnel, as well as fitness professionals. The presence of different professional profiles made
it possible to consider the multidisciplinary nature of sports work and to examine burnout in
relation to different working conditions and responsibilities. Participants were aged between
18 and 67 years and were required to have at least six months of experience in their current
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sports setting and were also required to work an average of at least 20 hours per week or hold
a stable position involving regular availability to their organization. These criteria made it
possible to include participants with sufficiently stable professional integration within the
sports context under consideration. Volunteers without paid professional activity, trainees
engaged for short periods and participants with a proportion of missing data exceeding the
thresholds established for the study were excluded. Participants were considered in relation to
their professional setting and in particular, the sample included professionals working in high-
performance or professional contexts and professionals working in amateur, fitness or
community settings. The two groups therefore represented different organizational and
professional contexts and not experimental and control conditions.

1.3 Sampling and sample size

The overall sample consisted of 1,200 participants, divided into approximately 600
professionals from high-performance or professional contexts and approximately 600
professionals from amateur, fitness or community settings. Recruitment was stratified
according to the sports setting and, when the distribution of participants allowed, also in
relation to the professional role, with the aim of avoiding the sample being excessively
represented by a single occupational category.

1.4 Measurements

Standardized self-report instruments were used to assess the main variables under
investigation in the study, supplemented by indicators relating to the characteristics of
professional activity in the sports context. The measures made it possible to assess the main
dimensions envisaged by the theoretical model, with particular reference to job demands, job
resources, perceived stress, work engagement, burnout and performance pressure. In
particular, work-related burnout was assessed using the Work-related Burnout dimension of the
Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBI; Kristensen et al., 2005), which measures the degree of
physical and psychological exhaustion attributed to work activity. Perceived stress was
assessed using the 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10; Cohen et al., 1983), which
measures the perception of unpredictability, uncontrollability and overload in recent
experiences, the measure was used to examine the relationship between job demands and
burnout. Work engagement was assessed using the 9-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES-9; Schaufeli et al., 2006), which assesses vigor, dedication and absorption in
professional activity. Job demands and job resources were examined through selected
dimensions of the third version of the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ III;
Burr et al., 2019), including quantitative demands, work pace, emotional demands, influence
at work, recognition, role clarity and role conflict, quality of leadership, social support and
organizational justice. Descriptive information was also collected on weekly working hours,
weekends worked, work-related travel, nights spent away from home, after-hours availability,
the phase of the competitive season, the number of athletes or teams supervised and
assignments with multiple organizations. Performance pressure was assessed using a specific
module for the sports context, constructed ad hoc for the study and comprising items relating
to performance-based professional evaluation, perceived responsibility for athletes' outcomes,
stakeholder expectations and pressure associated with rapid decision-making. The module
underwent cognitive pre-testing to assess its clarity and relevance to the professional context
under consideration. The main psychological measures considered in the analyses reported
were the CBI work-related burnout, the PSS-10, the UWES-9, the selected dimensions of the
COPSOQ III and the performance pressure module.
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1.5 Procedure

The organizations involved in the study distributed an invitation to participate
containing information about the study and the organizations did not have access to the
participants' individual responses. Participation was voluntary and all participants provided
informed consent before participating in the study. To allow the data collected at TO and T1 to
be linked, while maintaining the confidentiality of the participants, each participant generated
a pseudonymous code, without the use of direct personal identifiers. The second assessment
was conducted six months after the initial assessment and the phase of the competitive season
was also recorded, so as to consider in the analyses the possible influence of the timing within
the season on workload levels, perceived stress and burnout. Procedures were adopted to ensure
the confidentiality and protection of participants' data and in particular, considering the
possibility that specific combinations of professional role, organization and sport discipline
could make some participants recognizable even in the absence of direct identifiers, the results
were presented in aggregated form, avoiding information that could allow individual
participants to be identified.

1.6 Data Analysis

Before the inferential analyses, a data quality check was planned, including the
examination of impossible values, duplicates, potentially unreliable responses, outliers and
patterns of missing data. The internal reliability of the scales was assessed using Cronbach's
alpha (o) and McDonald's omega (®). The structure of the measurement model was examined
using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), while the associations between job demands,
performance pressure, job resources, perceived stress, work engagement and burnout were
analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM). The indirect effect of job demands on
burnout through perceived stress was assessed using bootstrap with 5,000 resamples. Model fit
was examined using the CFI, TLI, RMSEA and SRMR indices. The results are reported using
standardized coefficients; for the indirect effect, the 95% bootstrap confidence interval and the
corresponding coefficient are presented. Burnout was treated as a continuous variable and the
interpretation of the results was based on the direction and magnitude of the estimated
coefficients and the available confidence intervals. For the main indirect effect, the result was
considered supported because the 95% bootstrap confidence interval did not include zero.

2. Results

The scales showed internal reliability values ranging from .82 to .93 for Cronbach's
alpha and from .84 to .94 for McDonald's omega and confirmatory factor analysis showed a
satisfactory fit of the measurement model (CFI = .956; TLI =.949; RMSEA = .043; SRMR =
.039). The structural equation model showed satisfactory fit indices (CFI = .950; TLI = .940;
RMSEA = .045; SRMR = .041), the model explained 44% of the variance in perceived stress,
36% in work engagement and 58% in work-related burnout. Job demands were positively
associated with perceived stress (f = .42), as was performance pressure (f = .29) and job
resources showed a negative association with perceived stress (B = —27) and a positive
association with work engagement (B = .48). Perceived stress was positively associated with
work-related burnout (B =.55), while work engagement (3 =—.30) and job resources (B =—.16)
showed negative associations with burnout. The indirect effect of job demands on burnout
through perceived stress was positive (indirect B = .23; 95% CI [.18, .29]) and since the
confidence interval did not include zero, the result supports the hypothesized indirect effect.

3. Discussions
The present study examined the associations between job demands, performance
pressure, organizational resources, perceived stress, work engagement and burnout among paid
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professionals in the sports sector. The overall result is consistent with the Job Demands—
Resources (JD-R) model: demands and performance pressure are associated with higher stress,
while job resources are associated with lower stress and higher engagement. In turn, higher
stress, lower engagement and fewer resources are associated with work-related burnout and the
indirect effect of demands on burnout through stress (B =.23; 95% CI [.18, .29]) is particularly
relevant because the bootstrap confidence interval does not include zero. These results describe
associations estimated by the model and do not, on their own, demonstrate a causal relationship
or a temporal sequence. Job demands show the strongest positive association with perceived
stress among the two reported stress predictors (B = .42), compared with performance pressure
(B =.29) and the result is consistent with the idea that distress does not depend exclusively on
being evaluated based on results, but also on daily workload, pace, task fragmentation, working
hours and the possibility of recovery. In this regard, the concrete conditions under which work
is organized must be considered since high levels of occupational stress are associated with
jobs characterized by fragmented, meaningless, uncertain and constantly changing tasks, which
expose workers to contradictory cognitive and emotional demands and do not provide adequate
feedback. From this perspective, it is possible to interpret the coefficient relating to job
demands without reducing the problem to a presumed personal weakness: uncertainty,
discontinuity of tasks and lack of feedback can also make demands more difficult to manage.
Performance pressure was also positively associated with perceived stress (f = .29). In the
sports context, this association can be interpreted in light of the responsibilities connected with
results, stakeholder expectations and the decisions that professionals are required to make. The
literature on athletic trainers has examined the role of personal and environmental
characteristics in burnout (Kania et al., 2009; Naugle et al., 2013), while more recent studies
have investigated external pressures and support in athletic trainers' clinical decisions (Carr et
al., 2024) and the relationship between work stress, burnout and organizational support among
elite coaches (Yu & Cheng, 2024). These contributions provide a relevant frame of reference
for interpreting the present results, although they concern specific populations and professional
conditions, which cannot automatically be considered equivalent to the entire sample of sports
professionals. Job resources show a negative association with stress (B = —.27) and a positive
association with work engagement (B = .48) and the coefficient relating to engagement is the
highest among the positive associations reported in the model, suggesting that autonomy,
support, recognition, role clarity and quality of coordination may be accompanied by a more
energetic and engaged relationship with work. The JD-R theory distinguishes between a health
impairment process, associated with persistent demands, and a motivational process, supported
by resources (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Furthermore, in light of the
results, the relevance of the organization also emerges from the negative relationship between
job resources and burnout (§ = —.16), which remains in the model alongside the associations
of stress and engagement with burnout. Therefore, the JD-R literature considers resources not
only as tools for addressing demands, but also as conditions that support motivation and
professional functioning (Bakker et al., 2005; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Perceived stress is
positively associated with work-related burnout (f = .55), representing the strongest direct
pathway among those reported in relation to burnout and this finding is consistent with a
process-based interpretation of the phenomenon: when demands are experienced as persistent
and difficult to manage, they may be accompanied by exhaustion and detachment from
professional activity. Thus, in comparison with the literature on sports personnel, the overall
picture that emerged is consistent with the idea that burnout should be studied as a specific
occupational phenomenon and not automatically inferred from findings obtained from athletes
(Kania et al.,2009;Naugle et al., 2013; Snarr and Beasley,2022) and therefore, the available
evidence indicates that burnout represents a concrete problem also for those who work in sport,
but its prevalence cannot be summarized by a single value applicable to all professions. From
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an applied perspective, the results suggest that prevention should not rely exclusively on
individual coping strategies, it is reasonable to consider monitoring workloads and availability
outside working hours, the predictability of shifts and travel, clarity of responsibilities, the
availability of feedback and support from supervisors.

Organizational interventions: evidence and implications for sports professionals

These practical priorities can be developed into an organizational prevention strategy,
but the distinction between the present observational findings and evidence from intervention
studies must be maintained. The studies considered below concern healthcare or information
technology rather than sports professionals. They therefore inform intervention design, not an
established estimate of effectiveness in sport. Consistent with the JD-R framework,
organizational action should modify the demands and resources of the job itself, rather than
only provide training for individuals to tolerate unchanged working conditions (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017). In a meta-analysis of 19 studies involving 1,550 physicians, Panagioti et al.
(2017) found greater reductions in burnout scores, primarily emotional exhaustion, for
organization-directed interventions (standardized mean difference = -0.45, 95% CI [-0.62, -
0.28]) than for physician-directed interventions (-0.18, 95% CI [-0.32, -0.03]). This comparison
was based on study subgroups, not a randomized head-to-head comparison of the two
approaches. Bes et al. (2023) subsequently synthesized 13 controlled studies and found a small
reduction in exhaustion for organizational interventions alone (effect size = -0.25, 95% CI [-
0.37, -0.13]; 11 studies). Workload-focused and participatory interventions showed benefits,
whereas scheduling interventions did not show a statistically significant pooled effect, the
overall certainty of evidence was rated very low, and 12 of the 13 studies concerned healthcare
workers. A practical example is the Healthy Work Place cluster randomized trial, involving
166 clinicians across 34 primary care clinics, with 135 completing follow-up at 12-18 months.
Interventions addressed communication, workflow and locally identified quality-improvement
priorities. Although the overall group treatment analysis was not significant, a secondary
analysis found that more intervention clinicians improved in burnout than controls (21.8%
versus 7.1%; p = .01), with improvements associated with workflow changes and targeted
projects (Linzer et al., 2015). These percentages describe participants showing improvement,
not a 21.8% reduction in burnout severity. The findings support testing concrete changes to
work processes rather than assuming that feedback or discussion alone will be sufficient.
Staffing adequacy also has intervention evidence. In a quasi-experimental evaluation of a
minimum nurse staffing policy, Ruppel et al. (2024) compared 27 intervention hospitals with
41 comparison hospitals over two years. The reported hospital percentages of nurses with high
burnout fell from 39.3% to 32.6% in intervention hospitals, compared with 39.7% to 40.3% in
comparison hospitals. High burnout was defined using the emotional exhaustion subscale of
the Maslach Burnout Inventory. This controlled before-after evidence supports addressing
workload through adequate staffing, while non-random allocation limits causal certainty and
prevents direct extrapolation of the effect size to sports organizations. Evidence outside
healthcare illustrates the relevance of control and supervisor support. In a group-randomized
study of 867 information technology workers, an initiative increasing control over work time
and supervisors' support for employees' personal lives reduced burnout over 12 months among
employees surveyed before a merger announcement. Effects were limited among those
surveyed after the announcement (Moen et al., 2016). The result suggests that employee-
oriented flexibility and supportive management may help, but that implementation context
matters; it does not establish that flexible scheduling alone will reduce exhaustion in every
setting. For sports organizations, a cautious translation of these findings is to combine workload
reduction with usable resources. A participatory workload review could map coaching, clinical,
administrative and travel duties, including work outside scheduled hours, and identify tasks to
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remove, redistribute or support with additional personnel. Peak competition periods could be
planned with back-up coverage and protected recovery time after travel and weekend work.
These proposals apply the principles of workflow redesign and staffing adequacy rather than
importing healthcare staffing ratios into sport. They should also avoid shifting excess work
onto another professional group (Linzer et al., 2015; Ruppel et al., 2024). A second target is to
increase staff influence over modifiable schedules and task priorities, clarify decision-making
responsibilities, and establish a route for escalating incompatible demands. Supervisors could
be trained to provide timely feedback and respond to overload by adjusting assignments, not
simply advising greater resilience. Staff-led reviews should lead to agreed actions, a
responsible decision-maker and a follow-up date; meetings and training should occur within
protected work time. Evaluation of professionals could consider agreed work processes and
available resources alongside competitive outcomes. Within the JD-R framework, these
changes are hypothesized to reduce excessive demands and uncertainty, support recovery and
strengthen control and support; these mechanisms require direct testing in sports personnel
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Moen et al., 2016).

Limitations and interpretation

However, the results should be interpreted by considering several limitations, first, the
observational design does not make it possible to establish definitive causal relationships
between job demands, perceived stress, work engagement and burnout and although the
observed associations are consistent with the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model, it is not
possible to rule out the involvement of other individual or organizational factors not included
in the model. Second, the use of self-report instruments may have influenced responses through
the subjective perception of working conditions and personal well-being, future studies could
integrate self-report measures with organizational indicators and assessments from different
sources, in order to deepen the understanding of the processes associated with burnout. Overall,
the results support an organizational interpretation of burnout among paid professionals in the
sports sector, job demands and performance pressure are associated with higher stress;
resources are associated with lower stress and higher engagement; higher stress is associated
with higher burnout, while engagement and resources are associated with lower levels of
burnout. Thus, the contribution of the work lies in jointly considering demands, resources and
psychological processes within the JD-R framework.

Conclusion

The results of the present study highlight associations between working conditions and
burnout among paid professionals in the sports sector, job demands and performance pressure
were associated with higher levels of perceived stress, while job resources were associated with
lower stress and higher work engagement. Perceived stress showed a positive association with
burnout, while work engagement and job resources showed negative associations.
Furthermore, the indirect effect of job demands on burnout through perceived stress was
supported by the reported confidence interval. Overall, the results are consistent with the Job
Demands—Resources model and emphasize the importance of jointly considering
organizational demands and resources in the study of burnout. These associations identify
organizational targets for prevention, while intervention studies in other occupational sectors
provide complementary, but not directly transferable, evidence that changing work conditions
can reduce exhaustion. In sports settings, participatory workload redesign, adequate staffing,
protected recovery and responsive supervision warrant controlled evaluation using work-
related burnout as a prespecified outcome. Individual support may complement these measures,
but should not substitute for changes to persistently excessive job demands.
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