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Abstract The current study aims to investigate the cross-lagged relationship between
gratitude and adolescent athlete burnout through the corresponsive perspective of
personality. Adolescent athletes completed surveys at two time points with a three-
month interval. Current study used structural equation modeling to examine hypothesis.
Contrary to previous studies, the results revealed that after controlling for the gender,
age, and athlete burnout at time 1, gratitude at time 1 did not predict athlete burnout at
time 2. However, this study found a reverse relationship by showing athlete burnout at
time 1 negatively related to gratitude at time 2. The findings indicate that athletes’
experience of burnout might decrease dispositional gratitude. The mechanisms and the
implications for measuring gratitude were discussed.

Keywords Positive psychology . Time lagged design .Well-being

Introduction

Genuine sports involvement can be a stressful experience. Athletes devote a great
amount of time to training to achieve success. However, stressful events experienced by
athletes may result in maladaptive behavior patterns. For example, some athletes
experience intense competitive anxiety when they perform, because of the fear of
losing (Cheng et al. 2009). Those athletes who suffer from chronic stress and do not
cope with it well may gradually “burn out” (Raedeke and Smith 2001). Athlete
“burnout” has been linked to a variety of maladaptive consequences, such as low
performance, motivation, and dropout (Gustafsson et al. 2008; Lonsdale and Hodge
2011). Burnout might cause tremendous damage for the self, but also losses for the
organization or team; therefore, reducing athlete burnout is a significant issue. Drawing
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from the encouraging research findings of gratitude on well-being (McCullough et al.
2002; Wood et al. 2010), this study investigates if being a grateful person contributes to
adolescent athletes’ well-being by buffering the experience of burnout.

There are reasons why we focus on gratitude in the current study. First, gratitude is
an important construct in general psychology but rarely discussed in sport. Further,
gratitude embedded in the sport context occurs naturally in diverse forms. Newspapers,
television interviews, and autobiographies all provide examples of athletes’ sincerely
grateful expressions, which suggested gratitude and sports are close tied. One of the
most famous examples was the former Olympic champion, Carl Lewis, whose men-
tions of gratitude to his competitors became part of his competition repertoire (Lewis
and Marx 1990). Importantly, psychologists might not want to ignore the critical
functions of gratitude to promotes positive social interaction in sport psychology.
Research has found that grateful people had better social connections with others
(Algoe et al. 2010; Bartlett et al. 2012), which helped individuals build social resources
(Fredrickson 1998, 2001). In this regard, gratitude may build and strengthen the
interdependent relationships in sport, such as coach-athlete or teammate-athlete rela-
tionships, that may have contributed to athletes’ optimal performance (Jowett 2005;
Jowett and Cockerill 2003). Finally, sport psychologists should be concerned with
gratitude because it has led to higher well-being (Wood et al. 2010). Evidence
supported gratitude as a general trait and an influence on sports-specific well-
being indicators like team satisfaction and athlete burnout (Chen 2013; Chen
and Kee 2008). These findings corresponded to scholars’ claims that athletes and
those around them should care for the well-being of athletes as they pursue achievement
at the same time (Reinboth and Duda 2006). Taken together, concern for the role of
gratitude would open a new avenue for understanding athlete optimal psycho-
logical functioning and contribute new knowledge for both sports and positive
psychology.

Through this study, the authors intend to contribute to a better understanding of the
directional relationship between dispositional gratitude and athlete burnout. According
to the corresponsive perspective of personality, personality (dispositional gratitude) and
life experiences (athlete burnout) might shape each other (Caspi et al. 2005; Clark
2009). To investigate the possible bidirectional process of these two constructs, the
authors conducted a longitudinal study with a cross-lagged design (Pitariu and Ployhart
2010; Ployhart and Vandenberg 2010). To our best knowledge, only a few studies have
examined the directionality between dispositional gratitude and related constructs (Froh
et al. 2010; Lambert et al. 2009a; Wood et al. 2008b). Moreover, the directionality
between dispositional gratitude and adolescent athlete burnout is unknown, and this
issue is essential for practitioners in developing efficacious interventions for athletes to
reduce burnout. Therefore, the goal of this study is to identify the directionality between
dispositional gratitude and adolescent athlete burnout. The focus is on adolescent
athletes, because adolescence is a critical stage of life development (Arnett 1999).
Specifically, our participants are all elite young athletes which attended national
competition in Taiwan at least. Athletes are training seriously throughout the year
because there are no clear competitive seasons in Taiwan and usually needed to
participate in cumbersome competitions yearly. Thus, athletes in this content might
experience chronically stress all the time. In sum, we review the theory of gratitude and
burnout to develop hypotheses in the subsequent sections.
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Disposition of Gratitude

Gratitude is an affective trait, a “general tendency to recognize and respond with
grateful emotion to the roles of other people’s benevolence in the positive experiences
and outcomes that one obtains” (McCullough et al. 2002, p. 112). Furthermore, Wood
et al. (2010) expanded the conceptualization of gratitude as a life orientation toward
noticing and appreciating the positive in the world (p. 891). The two definitions are
slightly different from one another; however, they are not contradictory, because
gratitude contains both cognitive and affective aspects of personality (McCullough
et al. 2001). A grateful person tends to increase awareness that one is the beneficiary of
other people’s benevolence; such a person is more likely to promote behavior in a more
social mode toward the benefactor and others, and to express gratitude improves the
probability of additional moral behavior from the benefactor (McCullough et al. 2001).

Consistent with this dispositional perspective, viewing cross-sectional data, re-
searchers have found that dispositional gratitude positively related to better psycholog-
ical functions, such as life satisfaction (Wood et al. 2008a), positive affect, optimism
(Hilla and Allemand 2011; McCullough et al. 2002), and less materialism (Lambert
et al. 2009a), loneliness, and depression (Chen et al. 2012). Relevant articles in sports
psychology also supported the beneficial effects of gratitude by discovering that
gratitude related to higher athlete life and team satisfaction and lower incidence of
athlete burnout syndrome (Chen 2013; Chen and Kee 2008). Thus, investigating the
role of gratitude in sports is important in shaping athletes’ perception and evaluation
toward a more positive direction.

Burnout Experience

The concept of burnout was introduced by Freudenberger (1975) and Maslach (1976)
at almost the same time. Burnout is a psychological syndrome in response to chronic
interpersonal stressors on the job (Maslach et al. 2001, p. 399). However, burnout is not
merely a stress response, but is a life experience in the workplace because it stems from
interpersonal transactions or stressors in the workplace. In other words, burnout is a
longitudinal and stressful life experience in which individuals employ emotions,
motives, and values chronically to deal with endless interpersonal interactions, espe-
cially in care-giving and service occupations (Maslach et al. 2001). Although this
perspective of life experience is a relatively neglected side of burnout, in this study
we deliberately highlight the two perspectives of burnout because they are interwoven.

Maslach et al. (2001) proposed three elements of burnout: exhaustion, depersonal-
ization, and reduced efficacy. Exhaustion captures the stress dimension of burnout. It
refers to the overdrawing and depletion of one’s psychological resources.
Depersonalization indicates the interpersonal relations aspect of burnout, which is an
apathetic, alienated, and detached attitude toward one’s job. Reduced efficacy is the
self-evaluation component of burnout. It represents low productivity and lack of
competence and achievement at work (Maslach 2001; Maslach et al. 2001).

In sport, Raedeke and Smith (2001) slightly modified the conceptualization of
burnout. They extended exhaustion to include both emotional and physical
exhaustion due to the intense demands of training and competing on athletes. In
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addition, they suggested that depersonalization was an alienated and detached attitude
toward the clients in human services, and did not seem relevant to the life experience of
athletes. Raedeke and Smith (2001) used the construct “sport devaluation” instead of
“depersonalization,” because the former captured the idea that athletes stop caring
about what is important for them, i.e. their sport and their performance (p. 281).

Researchers have validated and supported Maslach’s burnout model (Purvanova and
Muros 2010; Swider and Zimmerman 2010) for teachers (Moneta 2011; Steinhardt
et al. 2011), physicians (Schaufeli et al. 2011), nurses (Pompili. et al. 2006; Quattrin
et al. 2006), and athletes (Chen and Kee 2008; Cresswell and Eklund 2003; Gustafsson
et al. 2008; Lemyre et al. 2008; Lonsdale and Hodge 2011; Raedeke and Smith 2001).
In sum, athlete burnout is an appropriate indicator of both ill-being and stressful life
experiences.

Dispositional Gratitude as the Antecedent of Burnout

According to the dispositional perspective, gratitude should predict change in athlete
burnout. McCullough et al. (2001) suggested that grateful people involve themselves in
a positive worldview that helps them to cope with stressful life events. Athletes might
be even grateful for failure, because it often makes them understand they have
weaknesses that need improvement. Such a benefit-finding process is adaptive in
coping with burnout.

Another interpretation is that gratitude strengthens the social ties which provide
social resources for people to cope with difficulty (Fredrickson 2004). Gratitude
motivates people to repay their benefactors, and even unrelated third parties
(McCullough et al. 2001). This positive social behavior builds strong interpersonal
connections (Chang et al. 2012) and can become an important social resource for
potential adversities (Fredrickson 2000).

Empirically, Wood et al. (2008b) provided evidences to support the dispositional
perspective. They conducted two independent longitudinal survey studies with similar
sample and time interval. Their results indicated first–year undergraduate students’
dispositional gratitude significantly predicted changes in stress, depression, and per-
ceived social support three months later, even controlling for the “Big Five” personality
traits. The authors concluded that dispositional gratitude fostered social support and
protected people from stress and depression (p. 854).

In conclusion, grateful personality might provide athletes with an attitude as well as
an ability that helps athletes cope with distress and burnout in sports. We should note
that, though emotion gratitude might contribute somewhere as dispositional gratitude,
our above arguments have concerned dispositional gratitude only and readers are
warned not to confuse the gratitude we focused in the current study—the dispositional
one—with its emotional counterpart.

Antecedent or Consequence of Burnout?

Contrary to the dispositional perspective, in which personality exerts its influence on
outcomes, personality theorists have proposed the contextual perspective of personality
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which suggests that stable traits can shaped by life or work experience over time (Lewis
2001). For example, researchers have argued that individuals are forced to adapt to
repeated environmental stimuli, both physically and psychologically. This self-
regulation process causes an increase in one’s sensibility to the stimuli of the environ-
ment, and thus improves one’s chance of survival (McEwen and Wingfield 2003).
Evidence has even shown that brain structures can be changed by experiences, such as
learning to juggle (Draganski et al. 2004).

In terms of the effects of athlete burnout on dispositional gratitude, burnout repre-
sents a crystallization of stressful life experiences that may shape dispositional grati-
tude. Therefore, if a burned-out athlete engages in a chronically alienated relationship
with a sport, this will attenuate dispositional gratitude. This can be understood in the
context of burned-out athletes’ behavior and cognition.

When athletes experience burnout, they tend to detach themselves from sports
participation and withdraw from interpersonal interactions (Gould et al. 1997). At first,
detachment might protect athletes from demanding situations (Maslach et al. 2001).
However, long-term detachment might be harmful, because it can grow into a careless
attitude toward the sport, blocking connections with the environment and people. As
gratitude is preliminarily induced by other’s benevolence 1 through interaction, a
burnout experience may alienate athletes from social interactions, thus increasing the
threshold for experiencing gratitude; gradually, athlete burnout might attenuate dispo-
sitional gratitude.

In addition, it seems that burned-out athletes possess a fixed thought. Research has
indicated that burned-out athletes focus significantly more on performance outcomes
than on the process (Cresswell and Eklund 2007), and they use achievement to define
self-worth (Gustafsson et al. 2008), and the possession of a single identity (Coakley
1992; Gustafsson et al. 2008). This stressful life experience narrows athletes’ attention
and develops into inflexible thoughts to find alternative solutions, which is quite against
the benefit-finding process rooted in gratitude (Fredrickson 2001; Garland et al. 2010).
As a result, the burnout experience might be perceived as a trap that leads athletes to a
negative loop and slowly attenuates dispositional gratitude. Indirect evidence supported
the malleability of gratitude disposition by disclosing that frequent prayer increased
undergraduates’ dispositional gratitude over a six-week interval, after controlling for
prior religious participation, social desirability, and gratitude (Lambert et al. 2009b).

Both the dispositional and contextual perspectives of personality indicate a unidi-
rectional relationship between burnout and gratitude. However, environmental and
dispositional forces might work together in shaping an athlete’s dispositional gratitude
and athlete burnout when the two constructs do not reach stability or single forces do
not overbear one another (Caspi et al. 2005; Roberts and Mroczek 2008). Therefore, a
bidirectional relationship might be observed, relating to the corresponsive perspective
of personality (Caspi et al. 2005; Clark 2009; Roberts and Mroczek 2008). Some
empirical studies have supported this perspective. For example, Lambert et al. (2009c)
conducted cross-lagged study and found a reciprocal relationship between gratitude and
a sense of coherence, a set of beliefs that an individual perceives life as manageable,

1 The term “others’ benevolence” in this study does not mean it can only be provided by humans. McCullough
et al. (2001) suggested people can experience gratitude due to nonhuman agents’ action (p. 225). Therefore, I
adopt this perspective throughout the paper.
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meaningful, and comprehensible. In addition, Froh et al. (2010) also found a reciprocal
relationship between gratitude and social integration (motivations to help and feel
connected to others) that supported the corresponsive perspective.

The Present Study

The current study will contribute to the literature in several ways. Research on gratitude
has rarely been conducted in a naturally continuing stressful context. It might be quite
different to study changes before and after a single significant event such as illness,
because the experiential force is tremendous in the case of trauma (Max et al. 2005,
2006). Therefore, this study will enhance the generalization of dispositional gratitude
through an examination of athletes’ struggle with both personality tendencies and
experiential forces in a chronically stressful context.

In addition, studies in sports and general psychology have relied on cross-sectional
data to infer directional relationships (Wood et al. 2010), and longitudinal field has
rarely been used. Thus, our currents cross-lagged study concerning dispositional
gratitude will contribute to the external validity of gratitude by uncovering the direc-
tional process.

Accordingly, the purpose of this study is to investigate the longitudinal relationship
between dispositional gratitude and adolescent athlete life experience. Burnout in
adolescent athletes represents an indicator of their stressful life experience. The authors
used a cross-lagged design to investigate the directional relationship, in an attempt to
fill in the gaps in the existing literature. Because both personality development and
environmental forces can exert notable influences on each other (Caspi et al. 2005;
Clark 2009; Roberts and Mroczek 2008), especially in the adolescent stage (Arnett
1999), the authors expected the results of this study would support a reciprocal
relationship between them.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The participants2 were 293 adolescent athletes (167 male, 126 female) with a mean age
of 16.14 (SD=0.79). These elite athletes trained five or six times a week for a minimum
of five hours per day, and represented their teams or professional sport clubs within
their age group in national competitions. The athletes were involved in diverse sports,
including track and field, swimming, Taekwondo, Karate, archery, gymnastics, cycling,
and wrestling. To examine the research question, the authors administered two3 waves
of questionnaires to the athletes, approximately three months apart. The adolescent
athletes filled out the questionnaires in a quiet classroom on the day before their

2 The data for this study were collected in the context of a larger project. None of the analyses or findings
reported in the present research has been reported in any prior work.
3 We administered only two waves because some coaches did not want their athletes to change training
schedules for the study.
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training. The author was present to answer inquiries raised by the athletes. The athletes
took 20 to 30 min to complete each set of questionnaires.

Their involvement in the current study was voluntary. The authors ensured their
confidentiality and anonymity. After they completed the questionnaires, each athlete
received 200 New Taiwan Dollars. The authors obtained ethics approval from the
National Taiwan Sport University Research Ethics Committee.

Measurements

Gratitude Questionnaire-Taiwan version (GQ-T). This study used the GQ-T to measure
athletes’ dispositional gratitude. The GQ is a six-item tool initially developed by
McCullough et al. (2002). Research in the West has demonstrated the GQ as a
psychometrically sound measurement for different populations such as college
students, adolescents, adults, and patients (Froh et al. 2011; McCullough
et al. 2002; Rosmarina et al. 2011). Chen and Kee (2008) translated the GQ
into Chinese and administrated it with an adolescent athlete sample. Research
supported the preliminary validity of GQ-T by showing a positive relationship
with team satisfaction and life satisfaction, while showing a reverse relationship
with athlete burnout.

Furthermore, confirmatory factor analysis validated the GQ-T across two indepen-
dent samples (Chen et al. 2009). The researchers found that the factor loading of Long
amounts of time can go by before I feel grateful to something or someone was not
significant, which indicated its poor validity to represent the construct of gratitude in
the Taiwanese sample. Therefore, they used the remaining five items to form the GQ-T.
For a detailed description of the psychometric properties of the GQ-T, see Chen et al.
(2009).

In addition, studies conducted in Taiwan which used GQ-T demonstrated that GQ-T
possessed satisfactory reliability and validity (Chang et al. 2012; Chen et al. 2012). In
sum, the results supported the preliminary reliability and validity of the GQ-T. In the
present study, participants indicated their responses on a 6-point Likert scale, with
responses ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (6).

Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ). The original ABQ was developed by
Raedeke and Smith (2001). They used it to assess adolescent athlete burnout.
Sequence studies have also demonstrated its validity and reliability (Appleton et al.
2009; Cresswell and Eklund 2005; Gustafsson et al. 2010; Lonsdale and Hodge 2011;
Raedeke and Smith 2004). Lu et al. (2006) translated the ABQ into Chinese and used a
confirmatory factor analysis to examine its validity. They eliminated four of the original
items due to poor factor loading. Thus, the Chinese ABQ contains 11 items and
possesses satisfactory validity and reliability (Lu et al. 2006).

The Chinese ABQ contains three factors: namely emotional/physical exhaustion
(four items), sport devaluation (four items), and reduced sense of accomplishment
(three items). For a detailed description of the psychometric properties of the Chinese
ABQ, see Chen and Kee (2008). Subsequent research using the Chinese ABQ with
Taiwanese athlete populations have demonstrated its acceptable validity and reliability
(see Chen and Kee 2008; Chen et al. 2008; Chen et al. 2009). In the Chinese ABQ,
respondents use a 6-point Likert scale with responses ranging from “strongly disagree”
(1) to “strongly agree” (6).
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Plan of Analysis

The authors used structural equation modeling (SEM) to investigate the cross-lagged
relationship between dispositional gratitude and athlete burnout. The authors applied
maximum likelihood estimation to covariance matrices with robust standard errors
(MLR) against non-normality. In addition, The overall model fit was assessed by the
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA;<0.08 is acceptable,<0.05 is
excellent), Non-Normed Fit Index, Comparative Fit Index (NNFI & CFI; values>0.90
are acceptable,>0.95 are excellent), and Standardized Root Mean Squared Residual
(SRMR;<0.08 is acceptable), as suggested by previous research (see Bentler 1990;
Browne and Cudeck 1992; Hoyle 1995; Hu and Bentler 1999).

Before testing the main hypotheses, it is essential to establish the longitudinal
measure equivalence to ensure that the same construct is assessed (Golembiewski
et al. 1975). To test the longitudinal measure equivalence, the first step was to build
a basic model using a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in which the error of an item
at Time 1 correlated with the corresponding error of the item at Time 2; the authors
estimated the correlations among latent variables. The second step was to compare the
χ2 value of the basic model with the model constrained by factor loadings to be equal
across time (Cole and Maxwell 2003). If the χ2 difference test was not significant, then
the data supported the longitudinal measure equivalence.

To test the hypothesis that gratitude and burnout influences each other, the reciprocal
model (the upper conceptual model in Fig. 1) was put to test. In the model, we
estimated the cross-lagged effects between gratitude and burnout, that is, the effects
of Time-1 gratitude and burnout on each other’s Time-2 counterparts. We also estimat-
ed the stability of gratitude and burnout—the relations of Time-1 measures on their
own Time-2 follow-ups. Specifically, the model contained six latent variables—three
measures of gratitude, sport devaluation, and emotional/physical exhaustion at two time
points—and their corresponding items. Dispositional gratitude was represented by five
items, along with four items each for sport devaluation and emotional/physical exhaus-
tion. Corresponding measurement errors across time for each item were correlated
together. In addition, the residual error of latent variables at the same time was allowed
to be correlate, which is called synchronous correlation. Finally, gender and age were
included as control variables4 when examining those models.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analysis

The mean, standard deviation, and correlation are presented in Table 1. Dispositional
gratitude was negatively related to reduced sense of accomplishment (r=−0.46,
p<0.001), sport devaluation (r=−0.42, p<0.001), and emotional/physical exhaustion
(r=−0.25, p<0.001) at Time 1. Similarly, the data supported the relationship of

4 In the reverse model, gender significantly predicted Time 1 gratitude (β=0.15, P<0.05) and Time 2 sport
devaluation (β=0.10, p<0.05). In addition, age significantly predicted Time 1 gratitude (β=−0.14, p<0.05).
Full results can be requested from the authors.
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dispositional gratitude, reduced sense of accomplishment (r=−0.48, p<0.001), sport
devaluation (r=−0.42, p<0.001), and emotional/physical exhaustion (r=−0.27,
p<0.001) at Time 2. Finally, the time-lagged relationship between dispositional grat-
itude at time 1, reduced sense of accomplishment (r=−0.32, p<0.001), sport devalu-
ation (r=−0.37, p<0.001), and emotional/physical exhaustion (r=−0.28, p<0.001) at
Time 2 were also in the expected direction.

TheCronbach’s alphas of variables are also presented in Table 1.Most variables achieved
the recommendation of 0.70 (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994), which demonstrated a satis-
factory reliability. However, the ABQ subscale of reduced sense of accomplishment at two
time points showed a relative lower reliability (α=0.52 at Time 1 and α=0.47 at Time 2).

To examine the reliability of the reduced sense of accomplishment further, two
indicators were estimated: the observed correlations among ABQ, and correlations
corrected for attenuation due to unreliability suggested by Schmitt (1996). It was
expected that each subscale would possess a fair magnitude of inter-correlation with
other dimensions. For the correlations among ABQ, Pearson correlation indicated that
the reduced sense of accomplishment demonstrated relative low inter-correlation with
sport devaluation (rs=0.47 and 0.50, p<0.001) and emotional/physical exhaustion (rs=
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0.41 and 0.42, p<0.001), compared to the correlation between sport devaluation and
emotional/physical exhaustion (rs=0.71 and 0.72, p<0.001) at two time points. In
addition, the Spearman correlation was used to calculate the correlations corrected for
attenuation. The patterns of the Spearman correlation were similar to those of the Pearson
correlation (see Table 1). This indicated that a reduced sense of accomplishment has
lower inter-correlations with sport devaluation and emotional/physical exhaustion, even
after correcting for attenuation. These findings imply that reduced sense of accomplish-
ment may lack internal consistency and be problematic to represent the construct of
burnout5 (Schmitt 1996). Therefore, the reduced sense of accomplishment was dropped
from the sequent analysis, as low reliability might result in poor model fit (Kline 2005).

All the models are estimated by a maximum likelihood estimator with robust
correction using LISREL. The Mardia's coefficient of multivariate was 1486.101,
p<0.05. Satorra-Bentler-scaled chi-square statistic was used for model comparison of
invariance analysis and main hypothesis testing, conducting its difference tests
according to Satorra and Bentler (2001) recommendation. Measurement invariance of
the GQ and ABQ across time were first tested as an important precondition for
interpreting longitudinal models (Chan 1998). If measurement invariance existed, the
participants interpreted the GQ and ABQ equally across time. For this purpose, we
estimated models with the corresponding factor loadings of GQ and ABQ respectively,
fixed to be equal at the two time points.

The ΔSB-χ2 between the free (χ2 (29)=41.38, ns; SB-χ2=30.90, ns; RMSEA=
0.015; NNFI=1.00; CFI=1.00; SRMR=0.027) and fixed model (χ2 (34)=53.42,
p<0.05; SB-χ2=41.05, ns; RMSEA=0.027; NNFI=1.00; CFI=1.00; SRMR=0.047)
of GQ approached non-significance (ΔSB-χ2 (5)=11.13, p=0.049), indicating the
measurement invariance of GQ was only acceptable across time. For the measurement
invariance of ABQ across time, the ΔSB-χ2 between the free (χ2 (90)=368.82,
p<0.001; SB-χ2=249.11, p<0.001; RMSEA=0.078; NNFI=0.97; CFI=0.98;
SRMR=0.061) and fixed model (χ2 (98)=378.34, p<0.001; SB-χ2=262.27,
p<0.001; RMSEA=0.076; NNFI=0.97; CFI=0.98; SRMR=0.067) was not
significant (ΔSB-χ2 (8)=9.38, ns). All factor loadings were significant to at least
p<0.01. In sum, preliminary measurement equivalence was acceptable over time,
which meant the techniques measured the constructs in a consistent way at both time
points (Raykov and Amemiya 2008; Vandenberg and Lance 2000).

Hypotheses Testing

To test if dispositional gratitude influenced burnout and vice versa, we examined the
upper conceptual model in Fig. 1 with structural equation modeling (SEM). The results

5 Supplementary analysis was conducted to examine the construct reliability of latent variables using coefficient
H (Hancock and Mueller 2001). CFA model was built with two waves of data in which corresponding
measurement error across time for each item was correlated together. The results indicated the coefficient H
at Time 1 was 0.56 for reduced sense of accomplishment, 0.81 for emotional/physical exhaustion, and 0.80 for
sport devaluation. For Time 2, coefficient H was 0.56 for reduced sense of accomplishment, 0.86 for emotional/
physical exhaustion, and 0.85 for sport devaluation. The coefficient H of reduced sense of accomplishment in
the two waves failed to meet the minimum recommendation of 0.70, suggesting that the construct reliability of
reduced sense of accomplishment might be inappropriate (Hancock and Mueller 2001).
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showed that the model fit well (χ2 (313)=621.46, p<0.001; SB-χ2=503.93, p<0.001;
RMSEA=0.046; NNFI=0.98; CFI=0.98; SRMR=0.053), and all the stability effects
were significant. However, the effect of Time-1 gratitude on Time-2 sport devaluation
and the two cross-lagged effects between gratitude and emotional/physical exhaustion
were not significant. We therefore fixed these nonsignificant effects at 0 and fit the
model (the lower model in Fig. 1) again. The results indicated that the new model fit as
well as the original one (χ2 (315)=624.04, p<0.001; SB-χ2=505.27 p<0.001,
RMSEA=0.045; NNFI=0.98; CFI=0.98; SRMR=0.056; ΔSB-χ2 (2)=2.68, ns), and
all the remaining paths were significant (Fig. 2). As a result, we adopted this more
parsimonious model as the model explaining our data. In summary, the current findings
supported a contextual perspective rather than dispositive or corresponsive one on the
relation between gratitude and burnout in a sample of adolescent athletes.

Discussion

This study examined the longitudinal cross-lagged relationship between dispositional
gratitude and adolescent athlete burnout. Inconsistent with the author’s expectations,
the results did not support a reciprocal relationship between gratitude and burnout. This

Sport

Devaluation

Sport

Devaluation

Fig. 2 The reverse path model. This figure only presents paths significant at p<0.05; it omits intercorrelations
between error variances of items for simplicity. It includes standardized parameters; it also includes gender and
age as control variables
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suggests that dispositional gratitude and athlete burnout did not mutually shape each
other. In addition, the results also did not support the dispositional perspective of
personality to show a direct influence on athlete burnout. Model comparison revealed
that the reverse model had a better fit for the data, indicating adolescent athlete burnout
might attenuate dispositional gratitude chronically. More specifically, sport devaluation
led to lower gratitude, while emotional/physical exhaustion did not have a significant
effect on gratitude.

Although the findings did not support the author’s hypothesis, we believe they were
worth discussion in several ways. Compared to the majority of previous studies
conducted in general psychology (Froh et al. 2010; Lambert et al. 2009c; Wood et al
2008a), the current study is the first to find that gratitude is shaped by, but not shapes,
negative life experience. We think there are three possible explanations for the reverse
relationship. First, burned-out athletes would tend to detach themselves from sports
participation and from social interactions. This in turn, might increase the difficulty to
exercise the disposition of gratitude. In addition, athletes’ fixed thoughts might work
against the benefit-finding process rooted in gratitude disposition. This hypothesis
might indirectly correspond to Cresswell and Eklund (2006) and Gustafsson et al.
(2008) claim that sport devaluation might be the core indicator to represent athlete
burnout. Finally, the present results might point to the possibility that, relative to their
gratitude tendency, elite athletes’ burnout experience might be more stable and perva-
sive. This hypothesis could be supported by our finding that the stability effects of
burnout were stronger than that of gratitude, and also supported by the results that
burnout changed gratitude over time, but not vice versa. In this regard, gratitude might
be more similar to momentary experience, and burnout might be more similar to the
fixed reality of athletes. We are not proposing that the current gratitude measure might
have assessed the wrong psychological construct. On the contrary, we want to empha-
size to theorists and practitioners how difficult athletes’ life might be and how difficult
it would be to relieve their stress, even if it comes to the hot gratitude intervention.

Future Directions

Following the above discussion, this study may provide several important implications
for the literature, namely, traditional dispositional gratitude measures might not work
for athletes, gratitude may not work in helping those athletes deal with stressful
experience; it is necessary to develop more efficacious intervention to reduce athlete
burnout; and multiple methods are needed to study gratitude in sports. First, though we
used a dispositional gratitude measure in the current study, the results ironically showed
that the gratitude, measured as a disposition, was less stable than a life experience—
burnout. It might be because the experience of burnout was too pervasive for athletes,
but it might also be because the measure we administered—GQ-6—did not capture the
thing we expected it to capture. Reviewing the items of GQ-6, we found they focus
largely on individuals’ emotional—grateful—experience. As a result, it might have
assessed our participants’ emotional instead of dispositional gratitude. If this conjecture
is turn, it might easier to understand why we did not find a bidirectional relationship
between gratitude and burnout and why it was burnout but not gratitude influenced the
other. Simply out, we did not find evidence for the dispositional perspective. At the
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same time, what we found might not be evidence for the contextual perspective either,
and this might be because the traditionally used dispositional gratitude measure does
not fit athletes. We recommend future research to examine the usability of GQ-6 on
athletes and investigate its generalizability.

The second implication comes from our participants’ athlete identity. Most of the
previous field studies on gratitude, such as Wood, Maltby et al. (2008b) and Froh et al.
(2010) were conducted within students’ life contexts. Participants in the current study
had two significant role identities: they were not only high school students, but also
elite adolescent athletes. Ordinary students’ life experience may be quite different from
the life experience of adolescent athletes, because the sports context repeatedly imposes
physical and psychological demands on athletes, which in turn may affect athletes’
negative perception and emotions toward sports (Conroy 2001; Raedeke and Smith
2004). Nevertheless, not all things in sports are negative.

However, Baumeister et al. (2001) argued that “bad is stronger than good,”
underlining the power of bad events over good ones in everyday life. Bad experiences
are quicker to form and more resistant to disconfirmation than good experiences
(p. 323). Accordingly, a repeated or extended negative experience like burnout might
have greater power to shape athletes’ emotions, cognitions (Baumeister et al. 2001), and
even dispositions such as gratitude. This finding highlights the need to study the effects
of gratitude in different life contexts.

The current finding also has important practical implications in designing interven-
tion for athletes. Schaufeli et al. (2011) suggested that burnout is a relatively stable
construct. Our data supported this assertion: sport devaluation (β=0.77, p<0.001) and
emotional/physical exhaustion (β=0.73, p<0.001) showed high temporal stability with
a three-month interval. However, Awa et al. (2010) reviewed articles published between
1995 and 2007 and indicated that about 80 % of interventions lead to the reduction of
burnout. Their review implied that burnout may be malleable with well-designed
interventions. Therefore, developing appropriate interventions to reduce athlete
burnout would be an important topic for the sport psychologist.

The adaption of multiple methods such as experience sampling, longitudinal studies,
and experimental design seems to be needed in sports psychology. As Hagger and
Chatzisarantis (2009) noted, most of the articles published in Journal of Sport &
Exercise Psychology and Psychology of Sport and Exercise used cross-sectional data
(79.1 % and 51.2 % respectively). It is important not to assume causality in correla-
tional data. Any inference based on theory with cross-sectional data should be labeled
as speculation (p. 515).

Research in gratitude has relied heavily on cross-sectional data to infer causality. As
noted previously, researchers have advocated multiple methods to examine causality. If
the results were convergent across methods, then a causal/directional relationship
might be claimed (Duckworth et al. 2010; Pitariu and Ployhart 2010; Ployhart and
Vandenberg 2010).

The current results were not synonymous with previous cross-sectional studies (e. g.,
Froh et al. 2011; McCullough et al. 2002; Wood et al. 2009) to show that dispositional
gratitude attenuated athlete burnout over time. Multiple methods like cross-lagged
panel analysis opens a valuable avenue for the research of gratitude in sport. It permits
the researcher to examine the inter-individual change and covariance stability over time
(Finkel 1995), which leads to a more confident conclusion than cross-sectional studies.
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Overall, this study timely responded to Hagger and Chatzisarantis (2009) demand for
researchers to adopt longitudinal methods to strengthen the conclusion of causality.

Limitations

This study has several limitations that must be addressed. First, the reduced sense of
accomplishment was excluded from further analysis due to poor reliability. The poor
reliability might have resulted from the lower number of items in this subscale
(Nunnally and Bernstein 1994). Thus, the psychometric propensities of the Chinese
ABQ require further modification, and the current findings warrant some caution. Items
tapping the meaning of reduced sense of accomplishment could be added into the
Chinese ABQ to examine its psychometric propensities. Second, the current study did
not include an empirical examination of the two key rationales to explain the influence
of athlete burnout on dispositional gratitude. Future research should operationalize
them as mediators and examine the possible meditational processes. Third, the sample
of this study consisted entirely of adolescent athletes. Results might not be generalized
to a different population, such as professional athletes. Finally, as a longitudinal study,
there were only two time points in the current study, so the data representability might
be problematic. We recommend future research addresses this issue by method like
experience sampling while replicating and/or extending our study.

Conclusions

To pursue excellent performance might be one of the ultimate goals of athletes.
Unfortunately, the sports context and life experience can be characterized by chronic
stress, which may shape athletes’ disposition and gratitude. This study provided several
important insights not only for the gratitude literature but also for sport psychologists:
stressful life experience might shape dispositional gratitude, and multiple methods are
warranted to uncover the role of gratitude in sports. The present study opens a new avenue
in understanding athletes’ burnout. However, it is just a beginning in sports psychology;
the study’s conclusions are temporary and require further analyses and research.
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