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Social support is an adaptive resource associated with lower levels of burnout in sport.
The effects of social support on burnout have typically been demonstrated through
(1) a main effects model (direct negative associations between social support and
burnout) and (2) a stress-buffering model (social support buffering the negative effects
of stress on burnout). While both models provide insights into functional adaptations to
burnout and stress in sport, evidence for significant main and stress-buffering effects
are inconsistent. Reasons for this is include: (1) testing of a singular perspective of
support in empirical research, and (2) a lack of specificity when analyzing social support
and burnout (e.g., adoption of global-level analyses). To address this, the purpose of
the study was to test differing perspectives of social support (perceived availability
of support and received support) in regards to the main and stress-buffering effects
of dimensions of social support (emotional, esteem, informational, and tangible) on
dimensions of burnout (reduced sense of accomplishment, devaluation, emotional and
physical exhaustion). Cross-sectional data were collected from 222 athletes. Moderated
hierarchical regression analyses revealed that: (1) higher levels of stress were associated
with higher levels of burnout (all dimensions); (2) higher levels of perceived availability
of support were associated with lower levels of reduced sense of accomplishment
and devaluation (with the exception of perceived availability of emotional support upon
devaluation), and (3) perceived availability of emotional support buffered the negative
effects of high stress upon devaluation. There were no significant main or interactive
effects for any dimensions of received support. The significant interaction suggests that
higher levels of perceived availability of emotional support may result in a functional
adaptation to higher stress such that individuals may be protected from higher levels of
devaluation of sport.

Keywords: perceived availability of support, received support, stress, sport psychology, moderation

INTRODUCTION

Sport participation commonly involves exposure to a range of stressors (Fletcher et al., 2006; Sarkar
and Fletcher, 2014). Yet the experience of stress has the potential to lead to burnout and negatively
impact upon the psychological wellbeing of athletes (Udry et al., 1997; Gustafsson et al., 2017).
While social support has the potential to protect athletes from deleterious adaptations to stress (e.g.,
from burnout: DeFreese and Smith, 2014; Lu et al., 2016), a lack of differentiated investigations have
prevented researchers from developing a more nuanced understanding of how these constructs are
related to one another. Such understanding would inform the design of theory-led interventions. As
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such, the purpose of the present study was to test differing
perspectives of social support (perceived availability of support
and received support) in regards to the main and stress-
buffering effects of dimensions of social support (emotional,
esteem, informational, and tangible) on dimensions of burnout
(reduced sense of accomplishment, devaluation, emotional, and
physical exhaustion).

There is an abundance of evidence demonstrating the
beneficial effects of socially supportive relationships in sport
(Holt and Hoar, 2006; Rees and Freeman, 2007; Lu et al.,
2016). Social support has been positively associated with objective
performance outcome (Freeman and Rees, 2008, 2009; Rees and
Freeman, 2009, 2010), Olympic performance (Gould et al., 2002),
challenge appraisals (Freeman and Rees, 2009), flow (Bakker
et al., 2011), and self-confidence (Holt and Hoar, 2006; Rees and
Freeman, 2007; Freeman et al., 2011), as well as lower risks for
injury (Carson and Polman, 2012) and burnout (Freeman et al.,
2011; DeFreese and Smith, 2013, 2014; Lu et al., 2016). Social
support encompasses both structural (i.e., number and type
of relationships) and functional components of interpersonal
relationships (Cohen et al., 2000; Vangelisti, 2009). Functional
components refer to the particular functions and purposes
served by structural relationships, and there is general agreement
that functional support can be categorized into dimensions
of emotional support (i.e., providing a sense of comfort,
security, and being loved and cared for), esteem support (i.e.,
bolstering ones’ esteem and sense of competence), informational
support (i.e., advice and guidance), and tangible support
(i.e., concrete instrumental assistance; Rees and Hardy, 2000;
Freeman et al., 2011).

Functional support, and the respective dimensions of support,
are often further divided into two perspectives of support:
perceived availability of support (perceived support) and received
support (Vangelisti, 2009; Lakey, 2010). Perceived support refers
to the subjective perception of support being available from
one’s friends, family, team-mates and coaches who may provide
assistance, if needed (Rees and Freeman, 2010). Received support,
on the other hand, refers to support actually received—the
specific helping and supportive actions provided by friends,
family, team-mates, and coaches (Bianco and Eklund, 2001;
Rees and Freeman, 2010). Perceived and received support are
considered distinct constructs (Dunkel-Schetter and Bennett,
1990), sharing as little as 12% common variance (Haber et al.,
2007) and demonstrating different relationships with outcome
variables (Rees and Freeman, 2007; Freeman and Rees, 2008;
Uchino, 2009). Conceptualizing social support as a complex
construct (perspectives: perceived, received) and multivariate
(dimensions: emotional, esteem, informational, and tangible)
is relevant to concerns over matching the most appropriate
dimensions and perspectives of social support to the particular
demands of sport-related outcomes such as burnout (Cutrona
and Russell, 1990; Berg and Upchurch, 2007).

Dimensions and perspectives of social support may be
particularly salient factors in protecting against stress and
reducing burnout in sport (Eklund and Defreese, 2015;
Gustafsson et al., 2017). In line with the psychological stress
perspective (Cohen et al., 1997), individuals exposed to the

demands of the sport environment might frequently encounter
sport-related stressors and experience prolonged stress (Smith,
1986; Gustafsson et al., 2008). In this regard, burnout is
a deleterious adaptation to stress (Raedeke et al., 2002;
Ntoumanis et al., 2012). Recent reviews defined the experience
of burnout as being characterized by distinct indicators, namely
physical and psychological exhaustion, and a reduced sense of
accomplishment and value toward sport (Eklund and Defreese,
2015; Gustafsson et al., 2017).

While stress is considered to be a key antecedent to the
formation of burnout dimensions (alongside other contributing
factors; Raedeke, 1997; Gustafsson et al., 2017), exposure to
stressors does not necessarily lead to the experience of stress
and formation of burnout, as social factors may protect against
them (DeFreese and Smith, 2013). Specifically, perceived support
is theorized to influence individuals’ perceived capabilities
and resources to cope with stressors, thereby affecting both
primary and secondary stress-appraisals (Lazarus and Folkman,
1984; Freeman and Rees, 2009). Received support is theorized
to intervene in response to stress experienced (e.g., through
moderating coping behaviors), which may have implications for
dimensions of burnout (Cohen et al., 2000; Bianco and Eklund,
2001). Indeed, social support is typically associated with lower
levels of burnout dimensions (DeFreese and Smith, 2013, 2014),
and may be considered an effective resource for protecting against
the deleterious effects of stress and dimensions of burnout in
sport (Freeman et al., 2011; Lu et al., 2016).

There have been investigations into the relative impact of
specific dimensions of social support upon global burnout
(e.g., Lu et al., 2016), and there have been comparisons made
between perceived and received support at a global level upon
dimensions of burnout (e.g., DeFreese and Smith, 2013, 2014).
However, there are limitations to using global measures. Global
measures of social support and burnout ignore the possibility
that certain dimensions of support might be more strongly
associated with certain dimensions of burnout (DeFreese and
Smith, 2013; Freeman et al., 2014; Lu et al., 2016), and there may
be discrepancies in the magnitude of these contributions.

Indeed, the development of burnout is a highly individualistic
experience (Gould et al., 1997; Gustafsson et al., 2007),
with longitudinal evidence suggesting individual dimensions of
burnout may not develop in tandem (Isoard-Gautheu et al.,
2015). For example, Lundkvist et al. (2018) found that exhaustion
negatively predicted devaluation across a 6-month period (after
which this association faded within an 18-month sample), and
argued that several models outlining the proposed development
of burnout indices appear to be problematic in sport contexts.
There are also theoretical grounds for expecting discrepancies
in the presence and magnitude of dimensional associations
between social support and burnout, as certain dimensions
of support might allow for functional adaptations to certain
outcomes (Cutrona and Russell, 1990). For example, certain
dimensions of support might exclusively foster specific types
of coping behavior in response to deleterious adaptations to
stress (such as burnout; Cohen and Wills, 1985). This can only
be investigated using dimensional measures of social support
and, to our knowledge, Freeman et al. (2011) have been the
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only researchers to investigate the main effects of specific
dimensions of support upon specific dimensions of burnout in
sport. Freeman et al. (2011) reported that esteem support was the
only significant predictor for reduced sense of accomplishment,
and informational support was the only significant predictor for
devaluation and for emotional and physical exhaustion. These
results suggest there may indeed be discrepancies in the presence
and magnitude of associations between dimensions of social
support and dimensions of burnout.

Two principal models typically guide social support research:
(1) the main effects model, and (2) the stress-buffering model
(Cohen and Wills, 1985; Cohen et al., 2000). The main effects
model proposes social support to have a direct effect on outcomes
irrespective of whether individuals are under high or low levels of
stress; the stress-buffering model proposes social support to be
related to outcomes as a function of stress (Cohen et al., 2000;
Rees and Freeman, 2007; Freeman and Rees, 2010). Although
perceived support is theorized to act primarily through the
main effects model and received support through the stress-
buffering model (Bianco and Eklund, 2001), researchers have
often found evidence to the contrary. For example, perceived
support has been found to buffer the deleterious effects of stress
upon outcomes (Rees and Hardy, 2004; Freeman and Rees,
2010), and researchers have cited that there is only limited
evidence for received support buffering the deleterious effects
of stress upon outcomes (Rees and Freeman, 2007; Rees et al.,
2007; Mitchell et al., 2014). Furthermore, it seems only two
studies have directly investigated the stress-buffering effects
of social support in relation to burnout in sport – yet these
studies only investigated dimensional stress-buffering effects of
received support upon global burnout (Lu et al., 2016), and
global stress-buffering of social support upon dimensions of
burnout (DeFreese and Smith, 2014). In short, our understanding
of the dimensional operationalization of social support upon
burnout through main and stress-buffering models remains
unclear (Rueger et al., 2016).

A comparison of main and stress-buffering effects for
perceived versus received support warrants a further
consideration with regards to method of analyses. When
perceived and received support are examined separately, both
tend to be associated with main and stress-buffering effects,
however, when examined together different effects tend to be
observed (Rees and Freeman, 2007; Freeman and Rees, 2008).
It has been suggested that although perceived and received
support are considered separate constructs (Wethington and
Kessler, 1986; Dunkel-Schetter and Bennett, 1990; Helgeson,
1993), they may potentially influence each other and be
conceptually related under certain circumstances (Uchino,
2009). Considering this, it is advisable to simultaneously
examine the differential impact of perceived and received
support dimensions upon outcomes, as it might provide an
indication as to which perspective of support exerts greater
and/or unique effects upon outcomes and under what conditions
(Dunkel-Schetter and Bennett, 1990; Bianco and Eklund, 2001;
Rees and Freeman, 2007; Freeman and Rees, 2010).

The purpose of the present study was to test differing
perspectives of social support (perceived availability of support

and received support) in regards to the main and stress-buffering
effects of dimensions of social support (emotional, esteem,
informational, and tangible) on dimensions of burnout (reduced
sense of accomplishment, devaluation, emotional and physical
exhaustion). Considering the dearth of evidence upon which to
postulate fully differentiated hypotheses in line with this purpose
(e.g., DeFreese and Smith, 2013; DeFreese and Smith, 2014; Lu
et al., 2016), we hypothesized the following: (1) higher levels
of stress would be associated with higher levels of burnout
dimensions; (2) there would be differences observed between
perceived and received dimensional main effects of support on
dimensions of burnout; and, (3) there would be differences
observed between perceived and received support dimensional
stress-buffering effects on dimensions of burnout.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participants were 222 athletes (122 male; mean age of 25.93 years,
SD = 10.11 years), partaking in a range of 54 different sports
(the most frequent of which were cycling, rugby, and soccer).
The competitive levels of participants ranged from recreational
(n = 58), club (n = 52), regional (n = 57), national (n = 36), to
international (n = 19) standard.

Procedure
The study was approved by a University Ethics Committee and all
participants provided informed consent. An online questionnaire
was constructed and disseminated opportunistically through
online portals, with all questionnaire sections randomized and
counter-balanced to control for order-effects.

Measures
Stress
Participants were asked to indicate the degree of stress
experienced by completing a 4-item measure representing four
sources of sport-specific stress commonly drawn upon within the
literature (e.g., Freeman and Rees, 2008, 2010): high performance
concerns from others, injury concerns, stamina/fitness concerns,
and doubts about current form. This approach to assessing
specific stress experienced resulting from each stressor is in line
with the psychological stress perspective (Cohen et al., 1997;
Freeman and Rees, 2008), which focuses on whether individuals
experience context-specific stress (as opposed to general stress)
and not merely whether they encountered particular sport-
related stressors. As developed by Freeman and Rees (2008, 2010),
and given that there may be individual differences in the extent
and timeliness of stress reactions (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984),
the stem for each item was: “Please indicate how stressed you
felt as a result of the following situations over the past two
weeks.” Participants were given 2 weeks to consider their stress
experienced to ensure applicability to a range of athletes and
timings across different sports and to gather an estimation of
levels of stress. Participants were required to respond on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lot). Item responses
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were summed to reduce the number of models and aid clarity of
interpretation by creating a total score of stress (α = 0.77).

Perceived Support
The 16-item Perceived Available Support in Sport Questionnaire
(the PASS-Q; Freeman et al., 2011) was used to assess perceived
support. The PASS-Q has demonstrated good reliability and
validity indices across independent samples (Freeman et al., 2011;
Boat and Taylor, 2015). The stem for the PASS-Q is: “Please
indicate to what extent you have these types of support available
to you.” Participants were required to respond on a 5-point Likert
scale, ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (extremely). In line with
the established factorial structure of the PASS-Q, dimensional
item responses were averaged to create subscale (dimensional)
scores for emotional (α = 0.90), esteem (α = 0.92), informational
(α = 0.91), and tangible perceived support (α = 0.85).

Received Support
The 22-item Athletes’ Received Support Questionnaire (the
ARSQ; Freeman et al., 2014) was used to assess received support.
The ARSQ has demonstrated good reliability and validity indices
across independent samples (Freeman et al., 2014). The stem
for the ARSQ is: “Please indicate the frequency with which you
received each type of support during the last week.” Participants
were required to respond on a 5-point frequency scale, ranging
from 0 (not at all) to 4 (seven or more times). In line with the
established factorial structure of the ARSQ, dimensional item
responses were averaged to create subscale scores for emotional
(α = 0.89), esteem (α = 0.90), informational (α = 0.92), and
tangible received support (α = 0.92).

Burnout
Dimensions of athlete burnout were assessed using the 15-
item Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ; Raedeke and Smith,
2001), which has demonstrated good construct and structural
validity in independent samples (Cresswell and Eklund, 2006;
Raedeke and Smith, 2009; Gerber et al., 2018). The stem for the
ABQ is: “Please indicate the extent to which you are currently
experiencing each feeling.” Participants were required to respond
on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (almost never) to 4
(almost always). In line with the established factorial structure
of the ABQ, dimensional item responses were averaged to
provide subscale scores for reduced sense of accomplishment
(α = 0.79), devaluation (α = 0.81), and emotional and physical
exhaustion (α = 0.90).

Analyses
The data were screened for outliers, indices of non-normality,
and missing values, of which there were none. In order
to compare, simultaneously, the main and stress-buffering
potential for each dimension of perceived and received support
upon dimensions of burnout, moderated hierarchical regression
analyses were performed using a three-step process within
the enter-method of regression (Cohen and Wills, 1985;
Freeman and Rees, 2008). First, stress was entered at Step
1. Second, respective dimensions of perceived and received
support (e.g., emotional perceived support and emotional

received support) were entered at Step 2. Finally, the product
terms for each support and stress (e.g., stress × emotional
perceived support and stress × emotional received support) were
entered at Step 3. Prior to analyses, all independent variables
(stress, dimensions of perceived support, and dimensions of
received support) were mean-centred (Jaccard et al., 1990). The
significance of increments in explained variance in dimensions of
burnout over and above that accounted for by the already-entered
variables was assessed at each step.

RESULTS

Descriptives and bivariate correlations between all variables
in the study are presented in Table 1. Stress was positively
associated with all dimensions of burnout, and higher levels of
perceived and received support were associated with lower levels
of reduced sense of accomplishment and devaluation (except for
the non-significant association between received tangible support
and devaluation).

Main and Stress-Buffering Effects for
Dimensions of Perceived and Received
Support Upon Dimensions of Burnout
Results from moderated hierarchical regression analyses are
presented in Table 2. At Step 1, there were significant positive
main effects for stress upon reduced sense of accomplishment
(Cohen’s F2 = 0.03, a small effect), devaluation (Cohen’s F2 = 0.08,
a small effect), and emotional and physical exhaustion (Cohen’s
F2 = 0.20, a medium effect). In summary, higher levels of stress
were associated with higher levels on dimensions of burnout.

At Step 2, there were, with the exception of a non-significant
effect of perceived emotional support upon devaluation,
significant negative main effects for all dimensions of perceived
support upon reduced sense of accomplishment (Cohen’s F2

ranging between 0.14 and 0.23, representing medium effects)
and devaluation (Cohen’s F2 = ranging between 0.05 and 0.06,
representing small effects). For all significant effects, higher levels
of support were associated with lower levels of burnout. There
were no significant main effects for perceived support upon
emotional and physical exhaustion, and there were no significant
main effects for any dimensions of received support upon any
dimensions of burnout.

Finally, at Step 3 the interaction of stress x perceived emotional
support explained significant additional variance in devaluation,
F (2,217) = 8.12∗∗, b = −0.17∗∗, SE = 0.07 [−0.30, −0.04],
Cohen’s F2 = 0.03 (a small effect; the interaction is depicted in
Figure 1A). The relationship between stress and devaluation was
significantly different from zero at low (t = 5.10, p < 0.01) but not
at high levels of perceived emotional support (t = 0.99, p = 0.33).
Specifically, the relationship between stress and devaluation
differed significantly from zero at levels of perceived emotional
support less than 0.82 standard deviations above the mean (the
simple slopes analysis is depicted in Figure 1B). The interaction
was consistent with a stress-buffering explanation: higher levels
of perceived emotional support negated the deleterious effects of
higher levels of stress on devaluation (rather than burnout).
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for study variables.

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

1 Reduced Sense of
Accomplishment

2 Devaluation 0.47∗∗

3 Emotional and physical
exhaustion

0.23∗∗ 0.44∗∗

4 Stress 0.18∗∗ 0.27∗∗ 0.41∗∗

5 Perceived Emotional
Support

−0.35∗∗
−0.24∗∗ 0.01 −0.11

6 Perceived Esteem
Support

−0.43∗∗
−0.23∗∗

−0.04 −0.01 0.78∗∗

7 Perceived Informational
Support

−0.40∗∗
−0.25∗∗

−0.04 −0.01 0.55∗∗ 0.77∗∗

8 Perceived Tangible
Support

−0.38∗∗
−0.25∗∗ 0.06 −0.06 0.70∗∗ 0.75∗∗ 0.72∗∗

9 Received Emotional
Support

−0.22∗∗
−0.15∗ 0.09 0.17∗ 0.54∗∗ 0.53∗∗ 0.41∗∗ 0.54∗∗

10 Received Esteem
Support

−0.32∗∗
−0.19∗∗ 0.05 0.04 0.49∗∗ 0.64∗∗ 0.54∗∗ 0.60∗∗ 0.84∗∗

11 Received Informational
Support

−0.28∗∗
−0.16∗ 0.09 0.14∗ 0.42∗∗ 0.56∗∗ 0.61∗∗ 0.59∗∗ 0.72∗∗ 0.77∗∗

12 Received Tangible
Support

−0.26∗∗
−0.10 0.12 0.10 0.43∗∗ 0.51∗∗ 0.52∗∗ 0.67∗∗ 0.67∗∗ 0.67∗∗ 0.84∗∗

M 2.58 2.31 2.49 2.75 2.60 2.70 2.70 2.37 2.16 2.41 1.96 1.82

SD 0.74 0.90 0.91 0.96 1.00 0.95 0.98 1.03 1.13 1.05 1.07 1.19

N = 222; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Moderated hierarchical regression results.

Dependent Variable

RSA DEV EXH

Dimension of support Step 1R2 F B 1R2 F B 1R2 F B

Emotional 1 Stress 0.03∗∗ 7.13 0.13∗∗ 0.07∗∗ 17.78 0.25∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 44.35 0.37∗∗

2 Perceived Support 0.12∗∗ 12.55 −0.21∗∗ 0.06∗∗ 10.85 −0.13 < 0.01 14.99 0.06

Received Support −0.07 −0.11 −0.01

3 Stress × PS < 0.01 7.72 < 0.01 0.03∗ 8.12 −0.17∗ < 0.01 9.08 −0.05

Stress × RS 0.05 0.01 0.01

Esteem 1 Stress 0.03∗∗ 7.13 0.13∗∗ 0.07∗∗ 17.78 0.25∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 44.35 0.37∗∗

2 Perceived Support 0.19∗∗ 20.76 −0.27∗∗ 0.06∗∗ 11.17 −0.15∗ 0.01 15.27 −0.08

Received Support −0.07 −0.09 0.08

3 Stress × PS 0.01 12.95 −0.05 < 0.01 6.88 −0.07 0.01 9.39 −0.08

Stress × RS 0.08 0.01 0.03

Informational 1 Stress 0.03∗∗ 7.13 0.13∗∗ 0.07∗∗ 17.78 0.25∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 44.35 0.37∗∗

2 Perceived Support 0.16∗∗ 17.67 −0.25∗∗ 0.06∗∗ 11.67 −0.17∗ 0.01 15.23 −0.08

Received Support −0.08 −0.08 0.08

3 Stress × PS < 0.01 10.81 −0.07 < 0.01 7.00 −0.04 0.01 9.50 −0.10

Stress × RS 0.05 0.03 0.08

Tangible 1 Stress 0.03∗∗ 7.13 0.13∗∗ 0.07∗∗ 17.78 0.25∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 44.35 0.37∗∗

2 Perceived Support 0.14∗∗ 14.63 −0.25∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 10.77 −0.24∗∗ 0.01 15.45 0.05

Received Support −0.04 0.04 0.04

3 Stress × PS 0.01 9.16 −0.08 0.01 7.08 −0.13 0.01 9.80 −0.12

Stress × RS 0.08 0.07 0.06

N = 222; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; RSA, reduced sense of accomplishment; DEV, devaluation of sport; EXH, emotional and physical exhaustion; PS, perceived support;
RS, received support. All variables standardized except for products. Products were formed from preceding (standardized) variables.
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FIGURE 1 | The interactive relationship between stress and perceived
emotional support upon devaluation (A), with simple slopes analysis (B).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to test differing
perspectives of social support (perceived availability of support
and received support) in regards to the main and stress-buffering
effects of dimensions of social support (emotional, esteem,
informational, and tangible) on dimensions of burnout (reduced
sense of accomplishment, devaluation, emotional and physical
exhaustion). Hypothesis 1 was supported. Stress had deleterious
relationships with all dimensions of burnout, such that higher
levels of stress were associated with higher levels of dimensions
of burnout. These results support stress-based models of burnout
(Eklund and Defreese, 2015; Gustafsson et al., 2017). Hypotheses
2 was partially supported. Differences were observed between
the dimensional main effects for perceived versus received
support upon dimensions of burnout. Finally, Hypothesis 3 was
supported. Differences were observed between the dimensional

stress-buffering effects for perceived versus received support
upon dimensions of burnout.

With regards to Hypothesis 2, higher levels of perceived
availability of support were associated with lower levels of
reduced sense of accomplishment and devaluation (with the
exception of perceived availability of emotional support upon
devaluation). No effects for received support on dimensions
of burnout were observed. Although we did not hypothesize
directional differences to exist between these fully differentiated
measures, these findings are similar to previously found
associations between global (DeFreese and Smith, 2013)
and dimensional social support (Freeman et al., 2011) with
dimensions of burnout. The observed differences between the
independent main effects for perspectives of social support when
entered simultaneously upon dimensions of burnout suggest
that, compared to received support, perceived support was
more strongly associated with dimensions of burnout. These
findings are in line with global-level social support research
that demonstrates (1) higher levels of perceived support are
associated with lower levels of burnout (Bianco and Eklund,
2001; Freeman et al., 2011), and (2) received support is less
consistently associated with outcome variables (Rees and Hardy,
2004; Rees and Freeman, 2007; Freeman and Rees, 2008, 2009;
Lakey, 2010; Boat and Taylor, 2015) such as dimensions of
burnout (DeFreese and Smith, 2013, 2014).

Empirical evidence from the extant literature reports
discrepancies in the magnitude of perceived support’s
contributions to specific dimensions of burnout (e.g., DeFreese
and Smith, 2013). Our findings support this. All perceived
support dimensions had medium associations with reduced
sense of accomplishment and small associations with devaluation
(with the exception of perceived emotional support), however,
no perceived support dimensions were associated with emotional
and physical exhaustion. The medium association between
perceived support and reduced sense of accomplishment suggests
that knowing that different dimensions of supportive acts are
available if needed might combat feelings of inefficacy and the
tendency to evaluate oneself negatively in terms of performance
capabilities. The small association between perceived support
and devaluation suggests that knowing that different dimensions
of supportive acts are available if needed might bolster ones’
concern for performance quality and encourage a more positive
attitude toward sport participation (Eklund and Defreese, 2015;
Gustafsson et al., 2017). In contrast, there was an absence of
an association between perceived support and exhaustion.
Considering that physical exhaustion is a natural part of sport,
it may be worthwhile exploring if the relevance of perceived
support depends on whether exhaustion is driven primarily
by physical (perceived support perhaps of little relevance) or
psychological (perceived support perhaps of greater relevance)
causes (DeFreese and Smith, 2013).

Further to our second hypothesis, the only difference
observed between dimensions of perceived support and
dimensions of burnout was an absence of an association between
perceived emotional support and devaluation (perceived esteem,
informational, and tangible support were associated with
devaluation). This dimensional difference suggests that merely
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increasing levels of perceived social support in a global manner
may not translate directly into beneficial outcomes. Further,
providing unsatisfactory forms of support may fail to result in
beneficial sport-related outcomes. For example, in our study,
increasing levels of perceived emotional support did not result
in beneficial adaptations for devaluation. Similarly, Freeman
and Rees (2009) found that the only significant dimension
of perceived support associated with enhanced performance
was esteem support, which was shown to have both positive
associations with challenge appraisals (through perceptions
of situational control), and negative associations with threat
appraisals. This supports Cohen and Wills (1985) theorizing that
emotional and esteem support could be most useful in a range of
achievement contexts, while informational and tangible support
may be more effective in particular situations (Cohen and Wills,
1985). Indeed, specific associations have been found between
certain dimensions of social support and other sport-related
outcomes such as self-confidence (Freeman et al., 2011), burnout
(dimensionally and globally; Freeman et al., 2011; Lu et al., 2016),
and performance (Rees et al., 2007).

With regards to Hypothesis 3, only perceived emotional
support buffered the deleterious association of stress upon
devaluation. No dimensions of received support buffered the
deleterious association of stress upon burnout dimensions.
The observed differences between the independent stress-
buffering effects for perspectives of social support when entered
simultaneously upon dimensions of burnout are in line with
previous research that reports that, compared to received
support, perceived support is more consistently associated
with stress-buffering (Rees and Hardy, 2004; Rees et al.,
2007, 2010; Freeman and Rees, 2010; Mitchell et al., 2014).
Perceived support, compared to received support, may also be
more consistently related to beneficial outcomes. Perhaps the
consistent perceived availability of support over time may lead to
the formation of “trait-like” support profiles. In turn, this may
facilitate persistent perceptions of support resource availability
and control in individuals during times of stress (compared
to received support which may be more context-dependent;
Freeman and Rees, 2009; Uchino, 2009). Conversely, as seen in
instances where social support fails to be beneficial (or even
harmful; Schwarzer and Leppin, 1991; Reynolds and Perrin,
2004; Brock and Lawrence, 2009; Kellezi and Reicher, 2012),
received support may unintentionally undermine recipients’
perceptions of competency or autonomy, potentially triggering
experiences of stress and/or feelings of embarrassment (e.g.,
Bolger and Amarel, 2007; Hassell et al., 2010). Consistent with
a resiliency perspective (Sarkar and Fletcher, 2014), perceived
support may thus allow for more functional adaptations to
stress and dimensions of burnout, as knowing that support is
available if needed may increase ones’ perceived social resources
and abilities to cope (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Bianco and
Eklund, 2001), thereby resulting in more challenge and less
threat-based stress appraisals (Freeman and Rees, 2009). As such,
perceived support may result in more functional adaptations
to dimensions of burnout by reducing the experience of stress
(Gustafsson et al., 2017), as well as improving one’s concern for
performance quality and/or encouraging a more positive attitude

toward sport participation (i.e., reducing devaluation; Raedeke
et al., 2002).

Further to our third hypothesis, the only difference observed
between dimensions of perceived support and dimensions
of burnout was perceived emotional support buffering the
deleterious association of stress on devaluation (perceived
esteem, informational, and tangible support did not exhibit any
stress buffering effects on any dimensions of burnout). This
is only somewhat in line with previous findings, as Freeman
and Rees (2010) found stress-buffering effects for perceived
emotional, esteem and informational support dimensions
upon self-confidence. Furthermore, our study found that
no dimensions of received support buffered the deleterious
associations of stress upon burnout dimensions. Although this is
in line with evidence showing that received support dimensions
may fail to exhibit stress-buffering effects upon global burnout
(Lu et al., 2016), this contrasts with evidence showing global
received support to exhibit stress-buffering effects upon self-
confidence and performance (Rees and Freeman, 2007; Freeman
and Rees, 2008). While the dimensional stress-buffering effect
observed in this study provides empirical evidence for a stress-
buffering effect in sport more generally, it highlights the
importance of adopting multivariate conceptualizations of social
support and outcomes, such as burnout (Lakey and Cronin, 2008;
Rueger et al., 2016; Lundkvist et al., 2018). Indeed, it could be that
knowing emotional support is available if needed, particularly
during times of high levels of stress, may lead to the ideal sort of
emotion-focused coping (e.g., Cutrona and Russell, 1990) needed
when an athlete feels a detached and cynical attitude toward
their performance quality and/or sport (Rees and Hardy, 2004). It
may, therefore, be that merely increasing levels of social support
irrespective of an athlete’s social support or burnout-related needs
may not translate directly into functional adaptations to stress
(i.e., stress-buffering), and there may even be risks associated
with providing unsatisfactory forms of support (i.e., resulting in
deleterious adaptations to stress; Freeman and Rees, 2008).

The present study has several strengths. First, questionnaires
developed in social and health psychology (e.g., SSQ; Sarason
et al., 1987) have often been used in sport, and their utility in
sport has been questioned as they do not necessarily reflect the
specific forms of support that athletes require (Rees et al., 1999;
Holt and Hoar, 2006). Therefore, our use of dimensional social
support and burnout measures derived for the sport context (e.g.,
Raedeke and Smith, 2001; Freeman et al., 2011, 2014) reduces
concerns over measurement error (Dunkel-Schetter and Bennett,
1990; Gerber et al., 2018), together with providing more sensitive
tests for moderation (Uchino et al., 2012; Rueger et al., 2016).
Second, to the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to
investigate both main and stress buffering effects while using
recommended multivariate conceptualizations of both social
support and burnout (e.g., Freeman et al., 2011, 2014; Lundkvist
et al., 2018). Fully differentiated investigations allow researchersk
to determine the relative impact of different perspectives of
support (i.e., received versus perceived) and specific supportivek
acts (i.e., dimensions) upon adaptations to stress and other sport-
related outcomes (Freeman and Rees, 2010; Hassell et al., 2010).
Developing a more nuanced understanding of how
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different perspectives and dimensions of social support (and
other contributing factors) influence functional adaptations to
stress and other sport-related outcomes highlights an important
area for future research. Such investigations will advance our
understanding of stress and athlete psychological functioning
more generally, and inform the design of interventions focussed
on specific perspectives and dimensions of supportive acts
(Freeman and Rees, 2009; Thoits, 2011).

Some limitations of the present study should also be
noted. First, the use of a cross-sectional design prevents any
causal inferences from being made. Second, while dimensional
investigations into perceived versus received support and
burnout allows for evaluations of the effects of specific support
perspectives and specific supportive acts (i.e., dimensions;
Cutrona and Russell, 1990; Raedeke and Smith, 2009), it
does have several disadvantages: (1) it reduces parsimony
for determining the differences between perspectives and
dimensions of support (Rees and Freeman, 2007), and; (2)
running multiple stress-buffering models may increase the risk
of Type 1 Error (although this number of models is similar to
those computed in previous social support research; DeFreese
and Smith, 2014). Relatedly, an examination of gendered effects
were beyond the scope of the current study. There is some
evidence that a non-significant (Lai and Wiggins, 2003) to small
gendered effect may exist for both work (Purvanova and Muros,
2010) and sport related burnout (Cremades and Wiggins, 2008;
Isoard-Gautheu et al., 2015), and this may be an interesting
avenue for future research to explore. Furthermore, due to the
range of sports and athletes recruited, participants may have
been at different stages of their competitive seasons and/or been
injured, and it is therefore possible that our interpretation of
the analysis could have been influenced had such demographic
data been collected (Cresswell and Eklund, 2005; Quested and
Duda, 2011). Future research may consider incorporating such
variables in analyses.

Considering the above, more research is needed into the
underlying mechanisms of why and under what conditions
certain perspectives and/or dimensions of social support are
more strongly associated with stress and particular dimensions
of burnout. For example, Lu et al. (2016) found that under
conditions of low stress, athletes with higher (lower) levels
of resilience but low (high) levels of informational support
were less prone to global burnout than those who were
low in both resilience and informational social support. This
suggests that single moderators may fail to fully capture the
complexity of social support’s stress-buffering effects (Smith
et al., 1990). It is reasonable, therefore, to think that specific
perspectives and/or dimensions of social support may interact

in a conjunctive manner (Smith et al., 1990) with other
socio-contextual moderators to influence the stress-burnout
relationship. To provide an example, Social Identity Theory
(Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987) posits the experience
of sport-related stress and social support to be bound-up within
the social dynamics of group life (Rees et al., 2015), both
in terms of accentuating or alleviating the effects of stress
(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) and social support (Turner, 1991;
Rees et al., 2013).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the findings from the present study highlight
the unique differences observed between differing perspectives
of social support (perceived availability of support and
received support) in regards to the main and stress-buffering
effects of dimensions of social support (emotional, esteem,
informational, and tangible) on dimensions of burnout (reduced
sense of accomplishment, devaluation, emotional and physical
exhaustion). Our findings help address an important gap in the
literature by showing that higher levels of perceived availability
of emotional support may result in a functional adaptation to
higher stress such that individuals may be protected from higher
levels of devaluation of sport.
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