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Abstract 

Background: Sport orientation can affect athlete burnout and performance. Therefore, the 

purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between sport orientation and athlete 

burnout in elite soccer players. 

Methods: The statistical population of this study was Iraqi elite soccer players (Mean age, 

27.3 ± 7.8 yrs; age range, 20-40 yrs) who were active in the Premier League teams of Iraq 

(Mean, 8.2 ± 4.5 yrs). The sample included 144 athletes that were convincible selected. The 

measurement tools included sport orientation questionnaire and athlete burnout 

questionnaire to measure the orientation and the level of burnout of the athletes, respectively.  

Results: Multivariate regression test was used to analyze the data of sport orientation as a 

predictor variable and analysis of sport burnout as a criterion variable. The results showed a 

negative relationship (r = -.2) between sports orientation and athlete burnout in elite soccer 

players. In addition, the regression results showed that regression coefficients of predictor 

variables of competitiveness, goal orientation and winning orientation were significant in 

relation to athlete burnout as criterion variable (Ps < .05). The variables of competitiveness 

(t = -6.63, β = -.53), goal orientation (t = -6.13, β = -.49) and winning orientation (t = -6.17, 

β = .39) predicted changes in athlete burnout. So, increasing competitiveness and goal 

orientation variables reduce burnout whereas increased win-orientation increases burnout in 

elite soccer players. 

Conclusion: As a result, it is better for coaches and athletes to develop competitiveness and 

goal orientation in order to prevent the burnout of elite soccer players. 

Keywords: Competitiveness, Football, Goal orientation, Overtraining syndrome, 

Professional athlete, Winning orientation. 
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Introduction  

In recent years, many efforts have been made to investigate and identify the factors affecting 

the success of sports performance. In this regard, many of these researches support the 

impact of competitive sports on the psychological, social and physiological characteristics 

of athletes. A group of these researches have investigated the negative effects of competitive 

and professional sports such as stress, anxiety and exhaustion on the mental and 

psychological conditions of athletes (for review see 1,2) 

Burnout is one of the factors affecting the performance of professional athletes and 

makes their participation in sports less than before. Cox (2002) defines burnout as physical 

or emotional exhaustion that reduces the value of exercise and reduces individual success 

(3). According to cognitive-affective model of (4), the reaction against chronic psychological 

stress is called depletion. Gould et al. (1996) also consider burnout as psychological, social 

and physical withdrawal and isolation from previous activities, which is caused by severe 

stress that is imposed on the athlete over time (5). Athlete's exhaustion always includes three 

important symptoms. The first sign is the athlete's feeling of less success in performing 

movement abilities and sports skills. The second sign refers to his emotional and physical 

fatigue in connection with training and competition, and the third sign is the decrease in the 

value of participating in sports. Therefore, researchers define exhaustion in the field of sports 

in three dimensions; Decreased sense of progress, emotional and physical fatigue, and 

feelings of worthlessness. Decreased sense of progress refers to feelings such as being stuck, 

not being effective, and not achieving athletic performance. Emotional and physical fatigue 

refers to the fatigue of the body and mind during sports performance, and the feeling of 

worthlessness refers to feelings such as the unimportance and futility of sports activities for 

a person and the search for alternative activities for them (6). 

Research in the field of sports burnout shows that this variable is associated with 

unpleasant feelings such as lack of pleasure, lack of attraction in other activities, high 

psychological and social pressures (7), low self-motivation (8), lack of satisfaction, basic 

psychological needs such as autonomy, sufficiency, and relatedness (1), abnormal 

perfectionism and doubts about living up to high personal standards (8) in relation to is what 

emerges from the results of this research is that the characteristics of athletes can be 

important determinants of athlete burnout (for review see 2). Therefore, currently, sports 
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psychologists are looking to identify personality traits that preserve the integrity of athletes 

against the effects of burnout (1,9). 

According to (10), wrong coping strategies can become one of the most important factors 

in the occurrence of burnout in athletes, while (11) believe that positive characteristics can lead 

to the success of athletes (12). According to Smith's affective cognitive model, when an athlete 

comes to the conclusion that the demands of the environment are beyond his ability, he infers 

that he cannot deal with the stress caused by these demands, as a result, the person's cognitive 

and physiological ability is impaired and the athlete withdraws from the sport to cope with these 

stresses (2,11). Therefore, pressures and psychological stress can be called one of the most 

important causes of burnout in athletes (3). 

One of the variables that can be related to attrition is sports orientation. Sports 

orientation consists of three components: competitiveness, goal orientation and winning 

orientation. Competitiveness is the enjoyment of competition and the desire to strive for 

success in competitive situations. People who have a competitive spirit have a different 

interpretation of competitive conditions than non-competitive people, and this causes them 

to behave differently. Win orientation is a person's desire to win through interpersonal 

comparisons, and goal orientation emphasizes individual performance and focuses on 

personal goals in sports (13). 

Research shows that competitive stress and anxiety increase when the win component 

increases. Also, when goal orientation and competitiveness increase, competitive stress and 

anxiety decrease (14). As stated, since the stresses and pressures imposed on the athlete can 

be one of the most important causes of fatigue. Therefore, this question arises, can the type 

of sports orientation, which causes different conditions of stress and anxiety, be related to 

athlete's depression? Therefore, investigating the relationship between athlete's burnout and 

sports orientation can help to explain and interpret more possible causes of athlete's burnout. 

Therefore, the purpose of this research was to investigate the relationship between athlete 

burnout and sports orientation in elite soccer players in Iraq. The specific hypotheses of the 

study are as follows: 

Hypothesis 1: Competitiveness component decrease athlete burnout orientation in elite 

soccer players. 

Hypothesis 2: Goal orientation component decrease athlete burnout orientation in elite 

soccer players. 
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Hypothesis 3: Win orientation component increase athlete burnout orientation in elite 

soccer players. 

 

Materials & Methods 

Participants 

The population of this study consisted of elite male soccer athletes who had membership in 

premier league teams of Iraq for the last five years. This population was consisted 240 

players. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan table, the statistical sample of this study involved 

144 athletes, and the participants were selected using convenience sampling method. The 

written informed consent form was completed by the participants, and the research process 

was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Islamic Azad University of Isfahan 

(Khorasgan) Branch in accordance with Helsinki Declaration (1964). 

 

Measurement Tools 

For measuring sport orientation and athlete burnout, we used the following questionnaires 

that are common in the sport psychology field (for review see 1,15,16).  

Sports Orientation Questionnaire (SOQ): We used the SOQ to measuring sport 

orientation of the participants. This scale included 25 items with three subscales of 

competitiveness (13 items, such as “I am a determined competitor”), goal orientation (6 

items, such as “I set goals for myself when I compete”), and win orientation (6 items, such 

as “Winning is important”) in 5-point Likert scale (1 = almost never to 5 = almost always), 

ranging from 35 to 175 scores. The internal consistency coefficients (ICC) were reported 

.94, 86, and .80 for competitiveness, win, and goal, respectively (17). 

Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ): For measuring burnout of the participants, we 

used the ABQ. This questionnaire involved 15 items including emotional/physical 

exhaustion, reduced sense of accomplishment, and sport devaluation (5 items each) in 5-

point Likert scale (1 = almost never, 5 = almost always), ranging 15-75 scores (6). Persian 

version of this questionnaire reported Cronbach’s alpha .77, .80, and .81 for the 

emotional/physical exhaustion, reduced sense of accomplishment, and sport devaluation, 

respectively (18). 
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Data Analysis 

Descriptive and inferential statistics were used for data analyzing. In descriptive statistics, 

mean and standard deviation of the participants’ scores of sport orientation and athlete 

burnout were reported. In inferential statistics, Pearson correlation coefficient was used to 

investigate the relationship between the variables and then multivariate regression was 

performed for predicting the variables by SPSS 22. Significant level was set at p < .05 for 

the analyses to reject null hypothesis (H0). 

 

Results 

In descriptive statistics section, table 1 shows mean and standard deviation of sport 

orientation and athlete burnout scores. 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of sport orientation and athlete burnout scores 

Scale subscale  Mean ± SD Range  

Sport orientation Competitiveness 42.03 ± 3.56 39-47 

Win orientation 20.36 ± 2.91 16-24 

Goal orientation 20.68 ± 3.21 15-25 

Total score 81.49 ± 9.75 71-97 

Athlete burnout Sport devaluation  16.56 ± 2.39 14-20 

Reduced sense of accomplishment  19.05 ± 2.63 17-22 

Emotional/physical exhaustion 18.86 ± 2.55 16-20 

Total score 53.79 ± 6.64 42-65 

The result of Z scores showed that data was normal (ps > .05). the result of Durbin–

Watson statistic also showed independence of errors (DW = 1.5-2.5).  

Correlation coefficients between the variables of sport orientation (competitiveness, 

win orientation, goal orientation) and athlete burnout (sport devaluation, reduced sense of 

accomplishment, emotional/physical exhaustion) have been demonstrated in table 2. 

Table 2. Correlation coefficient in competitiveness component 

Variables  Sport 

devaluation 

Reduced sense of 

accomplishment 

Emotional/physical 

exhaustion 

Competitiveness -.31* -.21* -.24* 

Win orientation -.18* .07 .05 

Goal orientation -.04 -.37* -.21* 

*p < .05 
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As you see in table 3, regression method (stepwise) was used to predicted the 

relationship between predictor variable (i.e., sport orientation) and criterion variable (i.e., 

athlete burnout).  

Table 3. Regression analysis (stepwise) for sport orientation and athlete burnout. 

Index Sum of 

squares 

df F p R R2 Adjusted R2 

Regression 591.84 1 14.6 .001* .3 .09 .08 

Residual  5753.9 142      

Total  6345.75 143      

Regression 1805.34 2 28.03 .0001* .53 .28 .27 

Residual  4540.4 141      

Total  6345.75 143      

The results of table 3 shows that in the regression of the relationship between the 

dimensions of sport orientation and athlete burnout, in two steps, the two dimensions of this 

variable explain 28 percent of the variance of burnout. The observed F values for the model 

were significant (Ps<0.05). Accordingly, the regression model has a good fit. Therefore, you 

can refer to the fitting coefficients in table 4. 

Table 4. Regression coefficients of model variables 

 variable Standard 

beta 

Critical 

error  

Beta 

coefficient 

t p Cohen’s 

d 

1 Constant 77.78 6.3  12.17 .0001*  

Competitiveness -.57 .14 -.3 -5.82 .0001* 1.15 

2 Constant  74.53   13.21 .0001*  

Competitiveness -.99 .15 -.53 -6.63 .0001* 1.18 

Goal orientation -1.02 .16 -.49 -6.13 .003* 1.02 

Win orientation -1.03 .17 .39 -6.17 .002* 1.05 

 

Discussion  

The purpose of the study was to investigate the relationship between sport orientation and 

athlete burnout in elite soccer players. The results of the present study showed that there was 

a negative correlation between sport orientation and athlete burnout in elite Iraqi soccer 

players. In other words, the higher of sport orientation led to the lower the athlete burnout. 

The results of the study were consistent with research literature (12,19–21) that showed a 

significant relationship between task-oriented and ego-oriented and athlete burnout (16). 
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Based on the results of the present study, it can be due to study’s participants included elite 

soccer players who have win orientation seek challenge because they enjoy competing with 

their peers, while footballers or athletes in general who do not have a win orientation avoid 

challenge and do not seek success in their work. Therefore, athletes feel adequate to an 

activity when they participate in a sporting activity with high preparation and desirable goals 

and feel their progress in it (1). Given that sports orientations originate from motivational 

theories (22), it is important for athletes to promote their motivation to achieve success 

because, according to the results of this study, the higher sport orientation results in the lower 

the athlete's burnout.     

In addition, the results of correlation analysis showed that increasing competitiveness 

can predict decreasing of the dimensions of burnout including sport devaluation, reduced 

sense of accomplishment, and emotional and physical exhaustion. However, it can be 

inferred that highly competitive athletes interpret sports situations and conditions differently 

than non-competitive individuals, and their perception of these competitive conditions will 

affect their behavior (1,6). If competitive athletes are not in a position to compete with their 

opposing teams, they will consider their work and sport to be useless and will become 

discouraged from their sport, which will slowly lead to their burnout. As a result, in order to 

prevent burnout in footballers, it is better to include more competitive footballers in 

competitive events. 

Further, the results showed that there is a significant relationship between win 

orientation and reduced sport devaluation, while the relationship between win orientation 

and reduced sense of accomplishment and reduced emotional and physical exhaustion were 

not significant. It can be inferred that the win orientation is the desire of an individual to win 

through interpersonal comparisons (1,6). As a result, if the desire to win is the most important 

factor for players, their burnout will decrease and they will only think about success and 

victory. In fact, sports orientation in the dimension of win orientation is one of the important 

things that helps athletes succeed. However, the dimension of win orientation is related to 

psychological characteristics and exists in all people and its level is not the same in everyone. 

On this basis, some people consider sport as a means of entertainment, while others exercise 

for pleasure, and others, like elite footballers, consider it as an arena for competition, and 

finally, another group of footballers consider it as a means of victory and avoiding defeat. 
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Based on the results of this hypothesis, elite Iraqi footballers have a winning mentality, 

which causes a low level of analytical thinking in them. 

Furthermore, the results of this study showed that there was no significant relationship 

between goal orientation and reduced sport devaluation. There is a significant and negative 

correlation between goal orientation and reduced sense of accomplishment and there was 

also a relationship between goal orientation and reduced emotional and physical exhaustion. 

Goal orientation is one of the dimensions of sports orientation that affects individual 

performance (12,19,21). In fact, it focuses on personal goals in sports and evaluates success 

in relation to individuals themselves. Goal orientation also implicitly refers to the goals and 

efforts of an individual in achieving a certain performance. Accordingly, footballers should 

be taught to set and formulate goals for themselves in order to achieve sporting success. The 

results of this hypothesis showed that the more professional footballers are more competitive 

and goal oriented, and as a result, they do not suffer from burnout and degradation. 

In the last, the results of regression analysis indicated that competitiveness and goal 

orientation negatively predicted athlete burnout, while win orientation positively predicted 

it. According to the self-determination theory, increasing intrinsic motivation can lead to 

commitment and enjoyment of the activity (23,24). In the competitive and goal orientation, 

which is based on individual performance, intrinsic motivation increases and the athlete 

enjoys his/her activity and reduces athlete burnout. On the contrary, in win orientation, 

relying on interpersonal comparisons and creating stress and anxiety caused by it and the 

athlete's perception of external control over sports performance can cause a decrease in 

intrinsic motivation and enjoyment of sports and increase athlete burnout, which leads to 

sports dropout (1). 

This study had limitations including small sample size and lack of female athletes due 

to cultural restrictions that can consider for future study. For future study, it is suggested that 

a study should examine the relationship between positive and negative perfectionism and 

athlete burnout in soccer players. It is suggested that a study examine the prediction of athlete 

burnout based on other psychological factors such as competitive anxiety, sports 

perfectionism, and impulsivity in professional soccer players. In further study, it also is 

suggested to investigate sport orientation in female elite athletes.  
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Conclusion 

Based on the results of the study, sport orientation affects athlete burnout through win 

orientation and goal orientation choices during a sport activity such as soccer. Athletes who 

have win orientation tend to be winners on the field and avoid losing, they compare their 

success to others. Goal-oriented individuals focus on personal goals in sports and evaluate 

success in relation to themselves. In comparison to goal orientation and win orientation, 

competitiveness strongly affects the individual's choice to participate in competitive sports. 

Competitive individuals highly show interest in joining competitive sports. If managers and 

coaches pay attention to psychological issues and using psychological and behavioral factors 

in the most appropriate parts of their soccer players' work programs, they can increase the 

level of sports orientation in athletes, which will lead to a decrease in burnout in football 

players. Coaches respond to the need and desire for competitiveness by holding internal 

(inside the club) or external (outside the club) competitions, or by holding diverse 

competitions, responding to the needs for goal setting and increasing the motivation of 

individuals, they can attract more footballers and maintain them by increasing satisfaction 

and reducing burnout. In the end, we recommend coaches and trainers to improve 

competitiveness based on goal orientation (individual goals) for reducing athlete burnout as 

a stressor factor in elite soccer players. 
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