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Abstract
This study examined the relationship between psychological inflexibility and burnout in volleyball coaches. A total of 187 
federated coaches participated (72.7% male). Psychological inflexibility was measured using the Acceptance and Action 
Questionnaire; burnout was assessed using the Athlete Burnout Questionnaire. Women showed higher scores in psycho‑
logical inflexibility, but after conducting a cluster analysis, results showed no gender‑based differences in psychological 
inflexibility clusters. However, female coaches were more likely to fall into high-burnout categories. After conducting a 
regression analysis, psychological inflexibility was shown to be a relevant predictor of exhaustion, with a 4.3 fold increased 
risk of developing high levels of burnout (OR = 4.328). Neither coaching qualifications nor competitive level were associ‑
ated with burnout. These findings highlight a significant link between inflexibility and burnout, underscoring the need for 
further research in sports settings.
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Introduction

Sports coaches play multiple roles within team dynamics 
and are susceptible to psychological strain [1]. Burnout and 
stress among coaches are well-established concerns in sport 
psychology [2]. Burnout results from prolonged failure to 
manage work-related stress [3] and is defined by three main 
components: emotional/physical exhaustion, reduced sense 

of accomplishment, and devaluation of sport [4]. It can con‑
tribute to coaches leaving the profession [5], although its 
onset may be mitigated [6, 7].

Burnout conceptualized within a behavioral framework 
is closely tied to psychological flexibility [8]; which holds 
clinical significance due to its potential for intervention. Psy‑
chological flexibility involves being present with internal 
experiences without avoidance, and acting in accordance 
with personal values despite discomfort [9]. In contrast, 
psychological inflexibility refers to the rigid dominance of 
unhelpful internal experiences over meaningful actions [8, 
10]. In sports, psychological inflexibility has been linked 
to increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, and related 
issues [11]. Psychological inflexibility typically involves 
avoidance of aversive stimuli or situations, often expressed 
through rigid behavioral patterns that may lead to disen‑
gagement [8–10]. This inflexibility is associated with less 
effective behavior and missed opportunities for optimal per‑
formance [12, 13].

The aim of the present study is to examine the extent to 
which psychological inflexibility scores predict burnout lev‑
els among volleyball coaches. Based on previous evidence, 
the first hypothesis proposes that female coaches, compared 
with male coaches, will obtain higher scores in psychologi‑
cal inflexibility. Likewise, the second hypothesis states that 
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coaches with higher levels of psychological inflexibility will 
also exhibit higher levels of burnout.

Method

Participants

The sample consists of 187 volleyball coaches (72.7% male), 
with a mean age of 42.72 years (SD = 12.02), ranging from 
20 to 77 years. Regarding coaching experience, the average 
tenure is 14.99 years (SD = 11.91), with a range from 3 to 
52 years (Table 1). They report that they train on average 
3.75 days (SD = 1.19) and 8.38 h (SD = 5.31) per week.

The inclusion criteria were being over 18 years of age, 
having more than 3 years of experience as a coach regis‑
tered with the Royal Spanish Volleyball Federation or Ter‑
ritorial Federations, holding a coaching qualification, and 
signing the informed consent form. The exclusion criterion 
was being on sick leave due to an incapacitating illness or 
taking medication that would prevent the participant from 

completing the questionnaires and carrying out their duties 
as a coach.

All participants completed the assessments; no miss‑
ing data were recorded, as responses had to be filled in to 
proceed. All participants provided informed consent to be 
included in the study, and the research received approval 
from the Andalusian Ethics Committee of Biomedical 
Research.

Instruments

Sociodemographic data were collected, including coaching 
qualifications categorized into three levels: Level I (infant 
and cadet categories), Level II (youth and junior catego‑
ries), and Level III (Honor Division and Superliga), the lat‑
ter requiring specific federation authorization. Competition 
category of the team being coached.

The Acceptance and Action Questionnaire (AAQ-II; 
[10], in its adaptation to Spanish [14]) was used to assess 
psychological inflexibility. This instrument provides a 
general measure of psychological flexibility-inflexibility 

Table 1   - Characteristics of the 
sample according to gender of 
the volleyball coaches

Note: For quantitative variables M(SD) and categorical variables n(%). Z: U Mann–Whitney; AAQ-II 
Acceptance and Action Questionnaire, ABQ Athlete Burnout Questionnaire, ABQ-EPE Athlete Burnout 
Questionnaire-emotional/physical exhaustion, ABQ-RSA Athlete Burnout Questionnaire-reduced sense of 
accomplishment, ABQ-SD Athlete Burnout Questionnaire- sport devaluation

Total 187 Man 136(72.7) Woman 51(27.3) p

Coaching Qualification: χ2
(2,187) = 10.097 .006

 Level I 27(14.4) 13(9.6) 14(27.5)
 Level II 78(41.7) 58(42.6) 20(39.2)
 Level III 82(43.9) 65(47.8) 17(33.3)

Category trained χ2
(2,187) = 4.321 .115

 Provincial 73(39.0) 47(34.6) 56(51.0)
 Regional 72(38.5) 57(41.9) 15(29.4)
 National–International 42(22.5) 32(23.5) 10(19.6)

Assistant Coach χ2 = 0.419 .517
 Yes 79(46.7) 58(48.3) 21(42.9)
 No 90(53.3) 62(51.7) 28(57.1)

Technical Team χ2 = 6.022 .014
 Yes 62(36.7) 51(42.5) 11(22.4)
 No 107(63.3) 69(57.5) 38(77.6)

AAQ-II-TOTAL 18.46(8.16) 17.65(7.91) 20.61(8.51) t = 2.227 .027
CLUSTER- AAQ-II χ2

(1,187) = 3.109 .078
 High AAQ-II 69(36.9) 45(33.1) 24(47.1)
 Low AAQ-II 118(63.1) 91(66.9) 27(52.9)
 ABQ-TOTAL 10.897(3.49) 10.623(3.33) 11.627(3.82) t = 1.765 .079
 ABQ-EPE 11.70(4.37) 11.39(4.25) 12.53(4.62) t = 1.594 .113
 ABQ-RSA 11.12(3.96) 10.76(3.73) 12.06(4.39) t = 2.008 .046
 ABQ-SD 9.87(4.45) 9.71(4.36) 10.29(4.72) Z =—0.637 .524

CLUSTER-ABQ χ2
(1,187) = 4.650 .031

 High ABQ 86(46.0) 56(41.2) 30(58.8)
 Low ABQ 101(54.0) 80(58.8) 21(41.2)
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consisting of a 7-item questionnaire concerned with how 
the individual relates to their private events and to what 
extent they perceive these events as an obstacle to leading 
the life they wish. Participants respond on a Likert-type 
scale (1 = never to 7 = always) to indicate the extent they 
believe the statements to be true. High scores indicate 
greater inflexibility. The test used in this study has shown 
high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.91).

Burnout was assessed using the Athlete Burnout Ques‑
tionnaire (ABQ; [15], in its Spanish adaptation [16]. The 
instrument measures three dimensions: emotional and 
physical exhaustion (EPE), reduced sense of accomplish‑
ment (RSA), and sport devaluation (SD). It consists of 
15 items rated on a five‑point Likert scale (1 = Almost 
never to 5 = Almost always). The total score of the scale 
is obtained by calculating the mean score of the three 
subscales. Reliability coefficients were acceptable: Total 
(α = 0.87), EPE (α = 0.87), RSA (α = 0.71), and SD 
(α = 0.82).

Procedure

This study uses a non-probabilistic sampling methodol‑
ogy with a cross-sectional, anonymous, and online design. 
The Royal Spanish Volleyball Federation and its Territorial 
Committees were contacted. Through its Training and Tech‑
nical Department, the link to the questionnaires was sent to 
all active federated coaches, requesting their collaboration 
in completing the surveys.

Data analysis

The following was carried out descriptive analyses were 
conducted to characterize the main research variables. The 
normality of the variables is confirmed when analysed 
using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. The Mann–Whitney 
U test was used to analyze variables that did not conform to 
normality. The reliability of the tests was calculated using 
Cronbach's alpha. The comparison of quantitative variables 
was carried out using the Student's t-test for independent 
groups. Cluster analysis was carried out when considering 
the grouping of participants on the variable psychological 
inflexibility for comparison on the basis of the dependent 
variables. In the case of quantitative variables with more 
than two categories, an ANOVA test was conducted, with 
Snedecor's F statistic and Bonferroni's post hoc tests. In the 
case of categorical variables, the Chi-Square test was used. 
Odds Ratios were calculated. Associations between the vari‑
ables were analyzed by Pearson correlations. Analyses were 
conducted using the SPSS statistical package (IBM version 
25.0, SPSS).

Results

Male coaches had more years of coaching experience 
(M = 16.18, SD = 12.70) than female coaches (M = 11.80, 
SD = 8.82), t = 2.265, p = 0.025. Men also coached more 
days (M = 3.94, SD = 1.17 vs. M = 3.24, SD = 1.07), 
t = 3.753, p < 0.001, and more hours per week (M = 9.02, 
SD = 5.70 vs. M = 6.66, SD = 3.34), t = 2.761, p = 0.006.

Based on the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test, psycho‑
logical inflexibility (Z = 1.096, p = 0.181), ABQ-Total 
(Z = 1.181, p = 0.123), EPE (Z = 1.346, p = 0.053), and 
RSA (Z = 1.214, p = 0.105) followed a normal distribu‑
tion, while SD did not (Z = 1.873, p = 0.002).

As shown in Table 1, women were more likely to hold a 
Level I qualification, whereas men commonly held Level 
III. Additionally, women typically lacked a technical sup‑
port team, unlike their male counterparts.

There were no significant differences in the distribu‑
tion of coaches based on the competitive category of their 
teams or the presence of an assistant coach. When con‑
ducting a K-means cluster analysis using the iterate-and-
classify method, the groupings derived for the variable 
psychological inflexibility yielded two clusters among 
the participants: a low cluster < 20.29 points (M = 13.32, 
SD = 4.350) and a high cluster > 20.29 points (M = 27.25, 
SD = 5.057). Likewise, the variable burnout produced 
two clusters: a low cluster < 11.13 points (M = 8.254, 
SD = 1.618) and a high cluster > 11.13 points (M = 14.00, 
SD = 2.43). Although women scored higher on psychologi‑
cal inflexibility, no significant differences emerged when 
categorized into high or low-inflexibility groups. Regard‑
ing burnout, considering the total score as the mean of the 
three subscales, the only gender-based difference appeared 
in the reduced sense of accomplishment subscale. When 
grouped by burnout level, women were more likely to fall 
into the high-burnout category, whereas men were more 
often in the low-burnout group (Phi = 0.158).

Analysis of the total burnout scores revealed that 
coaches classified in the high psychological inflexibility 
cluster (M = 12.34, SD = 3.14) scored significantly higher 
than those in the low inflexibility cluster (M = 10.05, 
SD = 3.41). This difference was statistically significant 
(t = 4.546, p < 0.001) and corresponded to a medium effect 
size (d = 0.70).

In the ABQ-EPE subscale, individuals in the high 
inflexibility group (M = 13.35, SD = 4.30) also scored sig‑
nificantly higher than those in the low inflexibility group 
(M = 10.74, SD = 4.24), as indicated by the t-test results 
(t = 4.104, p < 0.001), again reflecting a medium effect size 
(d = 0.63).

Similarly, on the ABQ-RSA subscale, coaches with 
high psychological inflexibility (M = 12.46, SD = 3.60) 
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exhibited significantly higher scores than their low inflex‑
ibility counterparts (M = 10.33, SD = 3.96), a difference 
supported by statistical testing (t = 3.676, p < 0.001) and 
associated with a medium effect size (d = 0.56).

Finally, regarding the ABA-SD subscale, individuals in 
the high inflexibility group (M = 11.20, SD = 4.11) scored 
significantly higher than those in the low inflexibility group 
(M = 9.09, SD = 4.47). This difference was statistically sig‑
nificant (Z =  − 3.897, p < 0.001), with a medium effect size 
(d = 0.49).Thus, individuals with high burnout scores had 
a greater risk of belonging to the high inflexibility group 
(OR = 4.328, 95% CI [2.293, 8.168]) compared to those with 
low scores (χ2

(1,187) = 21.553; p < 0.001; Phi = 0.339).
After verifying the assumptions of the regression mod‑

els —including homoscedasticity and multicollinearity 
assessed using the variance inflation factor (VIF)— signifi‑
cant models were identified. In the final models for the sam‑
ple according to the burnout scale and subscales, the VIF 
values indicated acceptable levels of collinearity for gender 
(VIF = 1.027) and psychological inflexibility (VIF = 1.027). 
Table 2 presents the results obtained from the linear regres‑
sion analysis used to predict the scores on the scale assessing 
burnout.

All the models generated were statistically significant 
when using sex and psychological inflexibility as predictor 
variables. Together, these predictors accounted for between 
6.3% and 12.8% of the variance in the total score and the 
subscales. However, the contribution of sex was not statisti‑
cally significant. In contrast, psychological inflexibility dem‑
onstrated a robust predictive capacity, reaching a coefficient 
of β = 0.338 for the total burnout score.

Burnout scores did not differ significantly by coaching 
qualification: ABQ-Total (F(2,186) = 0.629, p = 0.534), EPE 
(F(2,186) = 0.004, p = 0.996), RSA (F(2,186) = 1.790, p = 0.170), 
and SD (F(2,186) = 1.423, p = 0.244). Similarly, no signifi‑
cant differences were found based on the category trained 
of the team: ABQ-Total (F(2,186) = 1.508, p = 0.224), EPE 
(F(2,186) = 2.258, p = 0.107), RSA (F(2,186) = 0.364, p = 0.695), 
and SD (F(2,186) = 1.195, p = 0.305).

Discussion

The first hypothesis posited that female coaches, compared 
to their male counterparts, would exhibit higher levels of 
psychological inflexibility. This hypothesis was supported by 
the data and aligns with previous findings [17–19]. However, 
when participants were categorized into high and low inflex‑
ibility groups, the distribution across genders was compara‑
ble. With regard to burnout, and contrary to earlier research 
such as Heidari [20], which reported higher burnout levels 
among women, the present study did not identify significant 
gender differences in overall burnout scores, except for the 
reduced sense of accomplishment subscale. Notably, female 
coaches demonstrated a significantly higher likelihood of 
belonging to the high‑burnout group.

The second hypothesis proposed that coaches exhibit‑
ing higher levels of psychological inflexibility would also 
present higher levels of burnout. The findings confirmed 
this hypothesis, identifying psychological inflexibility as a 
robust predictor of burnout scores. Although research exam‑
ining this association within sport settings remains limited, 

Table 2   - Linear regression 
analysis, scores on the burnout 
(ABQ) and its subscales (ABQ-
EPE; ABQ-RSA; ABQ-SD) 
as the predicted variable and 
gender and psychological 
inflexibility as predictor 
variables, according to gender 
in soccer refereeing

Note: ABQ Athlete Burnout Questionnaire, ABQ-EPE Athlete Burnout Questionnaire-emotional/physical 
exhaustion, ABQ-RSA Athlete Burnout Questionnaire-reduced sense of accomplishment, ABQ-SD Athlete 
Burnout Questionnaire- sport devaluation

ABQ β t p R2 p F(2,186) p

Model 0.128  < .001 13.451  < .001
Gender .074 1.063 .289
Psychological Inflexibility .338 4.838  < .001
ABQ-EPE β t p R2 p F(2,186) p
Model 0.116  < .001 12.131  < .001
Gender .064 0.910 .364
Psychological Inflexibility .325 4.630  < .001
ABQ-RSA β t p R2 p F(2,186) p
Model 0.085  < .001 8.531  < .001
Gender .105 1.467 .144
Psychological Inflexibility .255 3.574  < .001
ABQ-SD β t p R2 p F(2,186) p
Model 0.063 .003 6.168 .003
Gender .018 0.254 .800
Psychological Inflexibility .247 3.416 .001
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available evidence indicates that psychological inflexibil‑
ity is closely linked to variables that facilitate or intensify 
burnout‑related symptomatology [19, 21–25]. Furthermore, 
research in healthcare contexts has demonstrated that greater 
psychological inflexibility is associated with higher burnout 
levels [26] and predicts both burnout and psychological dis‑
tress among nursing professionals. Experiential avoidance 
has been shown to account for approximately 28% to 48% of 
the variance in psychological symptoms, further underscor‑
ing the central role of psychological flexibility in mental 
health processes [27].

Taken together, these relationships suggest that individ‑
uals with high psychological inflexibility may experience 
greater difficulty managing the demands of the sporting 
environment, thereby increasing their vulnerability to emo‑
tional exhaustion. Competitive sports require the ongoing 
regulation of pressure, anxiety, external expectations, and 
insufficient recovery opportunities. When such stressors are 
persistent and intense, the likelihood of burnout increases, 
particularly in the absence of flexible coping strategies. 
Psychological inflexibility amplifies these maladaptive 
responses: efforts to avoid unpleasant internal experiences 
—such as fear of failure, self‑imposed pressure, or frustra‑
tion— reduce athletes’ capacity for self‑regulation, ulti‑
mately heightening their emotional burden.

This study contributes to the understanding of the rela‑
tionship between psychological inflexibility and burnout 
in the sports context, where it has been scarcely examined. 
However, it presents several limitations that should be con‑
sidered in future research. It should be noted that the use 
of questionnaires entails consequences derived from social 
desirability bias. Moreover, the sample size and the sampling 
procedure limit the external validity of the findings and their 
generalizability to the broader coaching population. Addi‑
tionally, socio‑sport variables that could influence, increase, 
or moderate burnout responses were not controlled for (e.g., 
work–family balance, the point in the competitive season 
when data were collected, etc.).

Conclusion

This study concludes that burnout syndrome is closely 
linked to psychological inflexibility. Individuals with higher 
levels of burnout are more likely to rely on rigid and inef‑
fective coping strategies. In fact, psychological inflexibil‑
ity emerges as a robust and significant predictor of burnout 
scores. However, sex did not demonstrate differential predic‑
tive capacity regarding burnout. Given the limited research 
connecting these constructs in the sports context, further 
studies are needed. Importantly, both burnout and psycho‑
logical inflexibility are modifiable, highlighting the potential 

for targeted interventions to improve coaches’ mental health 
and performance.
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