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Abstract: Burnout, characterized by emotional and physical exhaustion, poses a significant challenge to
adolescent athletes, particularly in high-intensity sports like basketball. Emotional Intelligence (EI) is the ability
to manage emotions, which is negatively associated with burnout. Emotional labor, including strategies of
surface acting (SA), deep acting (DA), and genuine expression (GE), is a potential key role in emotion
management between EI and burnout for athletes. This study aims to investigate the relationship between EI
and burnout, as well as the mediating role of emotional labor strategies among adolescent basketball players.
Our cross-sectional study, conducted in youth sports schools in four different places of China, involved 260
basketball players. Our study found EI to be negatively associated with burnout. SA and GE were identified as
significant mediators in this relationship, with SA positively associated with burnout and GE negatively
associated. These findings suggest that enhancing EI and optimizing emotional labor strategies could be key
in mitigating burnout among young athletes, thereby improving their well-being and performance.

Keywords: adolescent athletes; emotional intelligence; burnout; emotional labor; basketball players

1. Introduction

Burnout is a syndrome of emotional and physical exhaustion, which has become a critical
concern for athletes, particularly adolescents who are navigating the developmental challenges of
their sport and personal growth[1,2]. Characterized by a range of symptoms including reduced sense
of accomplishment, physical and emotional exhaustion, and sport devaluation, burnout can erode an
athlete's motivation, performance, and overall enjoyment of their sport[1]. The syndrome not only
affects the individual athlete but can also reverberate through their support systems, including
coaches, families, and peers. The consequences of athlete burnout are far-reaching, leading to issues
such as decreased performance, increased risk of injury, early attrition in youth sports, and even a
direct threat to the goal of lifelong physical activity and the wide-ranging health benefits that it
provides [3,4]. The increasing professionalization of youth sports has raised concerns about the early
specialization and intense training regimens that young athletes are subjected to. This trend is often
blamed for the heightened risk of overuse injuries, overtraining, and most notably, athlete burnout.
The pressure to excel from a young age, coupled with the belief that early specialization is the key to
future success in sports, can result in excessive training loads[4]. This, in turn, may diminish the
athletes' intrinsic motivation and pleasure derived from sports participation, leading to a paradoxical
increase in burnout and dropout rates.

Sport is an environment where individuals need to motivate themselves to achieve long-term
goals through hard training[5]. Moreover, athletes are required to consistently cope with the stress of
hard training and competitive pressure, and this includes understanding and regulating their
emotions and those of other individuals (e.g., teammates, opponents, coaches, referees, and
spectators)[6]. Among the factors influencing an athlete's susceptibility to burnout, emotional
intelligence (EI) stands out as a significant predictor. EI, firstly proposed by Salovey and Mayer in
1990, consisting of the abilities to accurately appraise, express, regulate emotion, and to motivate,

© 2024 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202409.0393.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 5 September 2024 d0i:10.20944/preprints202409.0393.v1

plan, and achieve by using feelings in one’s life[7]. Mayer described the concept of EI as follows, “the
ability to perceive accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate
feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to understand emotion and emotional knowledge;
and the ability to regulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth”[8]. The Four-
Branch Model of EI views from four areas: (a) accurately perceiving emotion, (b) using emotions to
facilitate thought, (c) understanding emotion, and (d) managing emotion[8,9]. EI is a determining
psychological skill in the field of sport, which has an influence on emotional control by athletes,
decision making, and sporting performance itself[10]. Athletes with high EI are often better equipped
to handle stress, maintain motivation, gain achievements, and foster positive relationships with
teammates and coaches[11-13]. These attributes are crucial in the high-stakes environment of team
sports like basketball, where EI is particularly crucial as the foundation for communication and
coordination.

Emotional labor is the process of managing feelings and expressions to achieve the professional
requirements of emotion when interacting with customers, co-workers and superiors[14]. Emotional
labor strategies encompass surface acting (SA), deep acting (DA), and genuine expression (GE)[15].
Surface acting involves altering visible emotional expressions without changing internal feelings,
often entailing the suppression or feigning of emotions to meet external demands[16]. Deep acting,
on the other hand, is proactive and involves regulating internal emotions to align with desired
expressions, reflecting a more authentic emotional experience[17]. Genuine expression represents the
spontaneous and unconstrained display of emotions that are naturally felt and deemed appropriate
in each context[18]. These strategies highlight the dynamic nature of emotion regulation in various
professional and performance-oriented settings.

Emotional labor has been proved to corelate with both EI and burnout. Study shows that
antecedent variables of emotional labor strategies may include positive emotions, negative emotions,
performance rules, customer orientation and emotional demand-ability matching, which mainly
depends on EI[19]. Many experimental results have demonstrated that EI and emotional labor
strategy have a specific correlation[20-23]. In addition, emotional labor is a job stressor that leads to
burnout[24]. Among three emotional labor strategies, SA is more likely to cause emotional exhaustion
due to the effort required to fake or suppress negative emotions, and consistently produces emotional
exhaustion that results in diminished well-being[24,25]. Existing research has confirmed the
relationship between emotional labor and burnout among teachers, nurses, dental hygienists, and
firefighters all over the world[26-29].

Given the escalating professionalization and intensification of training regimens in youth sports,
it is critical to understand the factors that contribute to or protect against burnout. This study seeks
to investigate the mediating role of emotional labor strategies—SA, DA, and GE—between EI and
burnout. We intend to provide insights into how different emotional labor strategies may either
exacerbate or alleviate the burnout symptoms experienced by young athletes. The findings are
expected to contribute to the development of targeted interventions aimed at enhancing EI and
optimizing emotional labor strategies to improve athletes' well-being and performance.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

A cross-sectional study was conducted in the youth sports schools in Shanghai, Chongging,
Fujian Province, and Shandong Province during March and April, 2024. A total of 277 samples of
athletes among basketball players from professional teams were obtained. All athletes were
familiarized with the research procedures and signed the informed consent before the survey.
Participants volunteered for the study without any recompense. Data were collected through an
online survey platform. After excluding 86 invalid questionnaires, 260 samples were involved for
data analysis.

2.2. Measurements
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Participants were asked to fill in a questionnaire consisting of Wong and Law Emotional
Intelligence Scale, a mixed scale to examine emotional labor, Athlete Burnout Questionnaire, gender,
age, years of training, and national certificated athletic level.

2.2.1. Emotional Intelligence

The Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) was used to measure EI[30].
According to the definition of Mayer and Salovey, this scale covers the ability to understand one’s
own emotions, to understand the emotions of others, to regulate one’s own emotions and to use one’s
own emotions[31]. The WLEIS is comprised of 16 items such as: ‘I really understand what I feel” and
‘I'have good control of my own emotions” with four subscales corresponding to the four components
of EI: self-emotional appraisal, others' emotional appraisal, regulation of emotion, and use of
emotion[32]. Each item in the WLEIS is scored on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally
disagree) to 7 (totally agree). A higher score of the scale indicates a higher level of EI. The Chinese
version of the WLEIS has shown adequate internal consistency and validity[33,34]. The Cronbach'’s
alpha for the total WLEIS was 0.916 in this study.

2.2.2. Emotional Labor

Emotional labor consists of three strategies: SA, DA, and GE. SA and DA were examined using
Emotional Labor Scale by Brotheridge and Lee[35]. For SA, four items were included. One sample
item for SA was “Hide my true feelings about a situation.” For DA, three items were involved, and
one sample item was “Make an effort to actually feel the emotions that I need to display to others.”
The response format was a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Brotheridge and
Lee reported an alpha of 0.86 for SA and 0.89 for DA, respectively. GE was examined using a three-
item scale based on the measures of expression of naturally felt emotions developed by Diefendorff
et al. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they expressed their spontaneous and
situational emotions on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always) appropriately. The three
items were (a) “I express genuine emotions to athletes,” (b) “I naturally experience appropriate
emotions and express so,” and (c) “I express the emotions that I spontaneous”. In this study, we
adopted the mixed total scale to investigate the emotional labor strategies, the Cronbach’s alpha of
which was 0.793 in this study.

2.2.3. Burnout

Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ) was used to measure participants’ burnout[1]. The ABQ
includes 15 items measuring emotional/physical exhaustion (5 items), reduced sense of
accomplishments (5 items) and sport devaluation (5 items). Responses were measured on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Previous research has consistently revealed that the
ABQ had satisfactory validity and reliability[36-38]. The Cronbach’s alpha for the total ABQ was
0.861 in our study.

2.3. Statistics and Analysis

All data were imported into Microsoft Excel for reorganizing and SPSS 24.0 for statistical
analysis. Correlations among variables were examined using Pearson’s correlation. The mediating
effect and the mediation model of emotional labor strategies between EI and burnout were examined
on PROCESS v4.1. The confidence level was set at a=0.05.

3. Results

3.1. Demographic Characteristics

Descriptive statistics on gender, age, years of training, and athletics level are presented in Table
1 by means and standard deviations (M+SD) for continuous variables, or number and percentages
(%) for categorical variables. Among the 260 participants aged 15.1+1.95, 70 (26.9%) are males. The
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years of training for athlete participants ranges from 1 year to 10 years, with an average of 3.93+2.48
years. Nearly half of the athlete participants have obtained a national first-class or second-class
athletic level, while the other athlete participants have not yet obtained athletic level certification due
to the limitation of age or training years.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics.

Variables n (N=260)
Gender
Male 70(26.9%)
Female 190(73.1%)
Age 15.10+1.95
YoT 3.93+2.48
Level
First-class 65(25.0%)
Second-class 44(16.9%)
None 151(58.1%)

* Abbreviations: YoT-Years of Training.

3.2. Common Method Bias Test

There may be a common method deviation when using the questionnaire survey method.
Harman'’s univariate analysis was used to test the common method bias, and all variables were
analyzed by non-rotating principal component analysis. The test results showed that there are 9
factors with eigenvalues greater than 1. The contribution rate of the first factor was 28.11%, far lower
than the critical value of 40%[39], indicating the data in this study without serious common method
bias.

3.3. Correlation Analysis

The bi-variate correlations between investigated variables are presented in Table 2. There is a
broad correlation between variables, which provides a reliable basis for subsequent analysis and
modeling. Gender, age, years of training, and athletic level are positively correlated with SA, DA,
and burnout. El is negatively correlated with gender. There is a basic correlation between EI, SA, DA,
GE and burnout.

Table 2. Correlation between variables.

Gender Age YoT  Level El SA DA GE Burnout
Gender 1
Age 0.11 1

YoT  0.207** 0.558** 1

Level 0.376** 0.620** 0.563** 1
EI -0.254** -0.0561 0.097 -0.072 1
SA 0.352** 0.228** 0.246** 0.340** -0.169** 1

DA 0.298* 0.143* 0.170** 0.193* 0.019 0.614** 1
GE 0.098 0.045 0.068 0.061 0.168** 0.420** 0.506** 1

Burnout 0.281** 0.302** 0.282** 0.418** -0.499** 0.430* 0.215** -0.118 1
* Abbreviations: YoT-Years of Training; EI-Emotional Intelligence; SA- Surface Acting; DA-Deep Acting; GE-

Genuine Expression. * p<0.05; **p<0.01.

3.4. Associations of EI and Emotional Labor Strategies with Burnout

The results of hierarchical linear regression analysis on the associations of EI and the three
emotional labor strategies with burnout are presented in Table 3. VIFs of all variables are less than 5,
suggesting that multi-collinearity was not an issue in the estimate. Model 1 showed the basic linear
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regression model of the covariates, with a total explaining effect of 10%. After adjusting for gender,
age, years of training, and athlete level in Model 2, EI was negatively associated with burnout (8=-
0.276, p<0.001). EI accounted for an additional 21.4% of the variance of burnout. In Model 3, SA was
positively associated with fatigue (3=0.307, p<0.001), whereas GE was negatively associated with
fatigue ([3=-0.252, p<0.001). However, DA was not significantly associated with fatigue (3=0.112, p
=0.066). These emotional labor strategies accounted for an additional 9.5% of the variance of burnout.
When these emotional labor strategies were added in Model 3, the absolute value (3 of EI was
diminished. Therefore, three dimensions of emotional labor strategies could probably become
mediators in the association between EI and burnout.

Table 3. Associations of EI and emotional labor strategies with burnout.

Model Variables g t p LLCI ULCI VIF R* AR? F

Model 1 0.2 02 15.932
Gender 0.157 2559 0.011 0.055 0.421 1.202
Age 0.086 1.127 0.261 -0.022 0.082 1.873
YoT 0.044 0.611 0.542 -0.026 0.05 1.638
Level -0.281 -3.454 0.001 -0.348 -0.095 2.103

Model 2 0414 0.214 3594
Gender 0.018 0.328 0.743 -0.136 0.19 1.293
Age 0.013 0.197 0.844 -0.04 0.049 1.898
YoT 0.164 2614 0.009 0.011 0.078 1.705
Level -0.276 -3957 0 -0.326 -0.109 2.103
EI -0489 -9.643 0 -042 -0277 1117

Model 3 0.509 0.095 32.54
Gender -0.052 -0.994 0.321 -0.235 0.077 1.405
Age 0.001 0.023 0.982 -0.041 0.042 1.906
YoT 013 2236 0.026 0.004 0.066 1.718
Level -0.223 -3.435 0.001 -0.277 -0.075 2.154
EI -0416 -8477 0 -0.365 -0.228 1.232
SA 0.307 4.957 0 0.174 0.404 1.965
DA 0.112 1.844 0.066 -0.007 0.209 1.89
GE -0252 -4.684 0 -0319 -0.13 1.474

* Abbreviations: YoT-Years of Training; EI-Emotional Intelligence; SA-Surface Acting; DA-Deep Acting; GE-
Genuine Expression.

3.5. Mediating Effect of Emotional Labor

The mediating effect of three emotional labor strategies between EI and burnout was examined
using Model 4 of PROCESS developed by Hayes. The result was shown in Tables 4 and 5. The total
predictive effect of EI on burnout (c) was negatively significant. After adding three emotional labor
strategies, the effects of EI on SA (al) and GE (a3) were significant, while SA (b1) and GE (b3) also
had significant effects on burnout, respectively. The direct effect of EI on burnout (c¢’) was still
significant with three mediating variables. The indirect effect of SA and GE between EI and burnout
was negative. However, DA was negatively related with EI (b1) or burnout (b2), indicating a non-
significant pathway. In addition, the proportions of mediating roles of SA and GE were 14.17% and
9.66% in the total effect of EI on burnout, respectively.

Table 4. Mediating effect of emotional labor.

Outcome Predictive Fitting indicators Coefficients
variable variable R R? F B SE t p LLCI ULCI
Burnout 0.4985 0.2485 85.3155

EI -0.3551 0.0384 -9.2366 0  -0.4308 -0.2794

d0i:10.20944/preprints202409.0393.v1
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SA 0.1689 0.0285 7.5736
EI -0.1279 0.0465 -2.752 0.0063 -0.2195 -0.0364

DA 0.0193 0.0004 0.0963
EI 0.0152 0.0491 0.3104 0.7565 -0.0815 0.1119

GE 0.1684 0.0284 7.5328
EI 0.1346 0.049 2.7446 0.0065 0.038 0.2311

Burnout 0.6542 0.4279 47.6911
EI -0.2721 0.0356 -7.6379 0 -0.3422 -0.2019
SA 0.3931 0.0593 6.6267 0  0.2763 0.5099
DA 0.0998 0.0579 1.7234 0.086 -0.0142 0.2139
GE -0.2547 0.051 -49964 0 -0.3551 -0.1543

* Abbreviations: EI-Emotional Intelligence; SA- Surface Acting; DA-Deep Acting; GE-Genuine Expression.

Table 5. Direct, indirect and total effect.

Path Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI  Percentage
Direct(c') -0.2721  0.0356 -0.3422 -0.2019 76.63%
EL(a*b) -0.083  0.0231 -0.1266 -0.0387 23.37%
Indirect SA(al*bl) -0.0503  0.0205 -0.0918 -0.0101 14.17%
DA(a2*b2)  0.0015  0.0067 -0.0128 0.0159 -0.42%
GE(a3*b3)  -0.0343  0.0161 -0.069 -0.0058 9.66%
Total(c) -0.3551  0.0384 -0.4308 -0.2794 100%

* Abbreviations: EL-Emotional Labor; SA-Surface Acting; DA-Deep Acting; GE-Genuine Expression.

-0.3551"
Emotional Burnout
Intelligence

Surface
Acting

-0.1279** 0.3931%*

Emotional
Intelligence

Figure 1. Mediation model of three emotional labor strategies between EI and burnout.

4. Discussion

This study could be one of the few to investigate the relationship between EI and burnout among
young athletes. We examined the associations of EI and burnout with emotional labor among
adolescent basketball players. The findings indicate that higher levels of EI were associated with
lower levels of burnout. Moreover, it also examined the mediation effects of three emotional labor
strategies from EI to burnout. Among the three emotional labor strategies, SA and GE were observed
to mediate the relationship between EI and burnout. SA was positively associated with burnout,
while GE was negatively associated with burnout.

The results showed that EI was negatively correlated with burnout. Previous studies have
focused on three groups: doctors, teachers, and students to investigate this correlation. Consistent
with our results, people with high levels of EI were more likely to have lower levels of burnout[40-
42]. A study of 68 medical students used 4 questionnaires to measure EI and burnout which showed
that high EI was associated with decreased levels of burnout[43]. Furthermore, a 5-year cohort study
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showed that general surgery residents populations generally have high levels of burnout. The study
demonstrated that each subfield of EI was negatively correlated with burnout[44].

In addition to previous findings, EI also plays a pivotal role in the field of sport as a predictor of
identified regulation, introjected regulation and external regulation[45]. Studies have shown that
athletes with higher EI tend to have better self-regulation of emotions and the ability to understand
emotions of others (e.g., teammates, coaches, etc.)[5]. Firstly, adolescent athletes need long periods of
high-intensity repetitive training. Secondly, they must face pressure from coaches, parents, and many
other aspects. Under this circumstance, they are more prone to show negative emotions and even be
affected to induce psychological problems such as depression and anxiety. Thirdly, they need to
complete equally challenging academic tasks while completing training and competition tasks.
Eventually, in order to sustain these parallel endeavors, adolescent athletes may risk burnout[46]. EI
can provide individuals with the ability to adapt to stressful situations and serve as their protective
factor[47]. Therefore, those with high EI have better ability to reduce burnout through emotional
regulation strategies to adapt to stress.

Furthermore, this study found that the three emotional labor strategies were not equally
associated with burnout among adolescent basketball players. Specifically, our study found that SA
was positively associated with burnout, while there was negative associated between GE and
burnout. In addition, DA was not associated with burnout. Our results agree with those of a study
by Kim in a group of hospital nurses which demonstrated that increased use of SA can lead to an
increase in burnout. While, utilizing GE as emotional labor strategy was associated with less
burnout[27]. These results could be explained using the conservation of resources (COR) theory by
Hobfoll[48]. SA requires a significant number of cognitive resources to repress one's true emotions.
In contrast, using GE as an emotional labor strategy to express emotions consumes fewer
resources[49]. When athletes are in a high-pressure environment for a long time, their prolonged SA
undoubtedly increases their emotional resources, leading to long-term burnout[50].

Our study found that EI affects three emotional labor strategies in different ways. The study
found that EI was negatively associated with SA, and positively associated with GE. However, EI
was not associated with DA. Our findings are consistent with those of a study by Psilopanagioti et
al., which showed a negative correlation between EI and SA[20]. Commonly, People with low
emotional intelligence tend to be more likely to employ SA, which means that people with low
emotional intelligence have less ability to control and regulate their emotions and are unable to
resolve negative emotions in time. Hence, they will only adjust their emotions in their expressions
and not truly adjust the actual emotions inside[19]. Sliter et al conducted a study to investigate the
associations of age, emotional labor strategies, and EI in service occupations. The age of the study
participants ranged from 18 to 68 years. The study found that EI partially affects the association
between age and emotional labor strategies[22]. This may also help to explain the findings of this
study as to why adolescents may be more prone to use SA strategies. Therefore, as adolescents, they
are also more likely to show their true emotions.

Furthermore, our finding indicated that SA and GE partially mediate the associations of EI and
burnout. Similarly, Liu et al found in a cross-sectional study that emotional labor strategies can be
effective in reducing burnout through EI[23]. Our findings suggests that interventions targeting
emotional labor strategies may be effective in reducing burnout in adolescent athletes. For example,
adolescent athletes could be trained to improve their ability to manage their emotions in high-
pressure environments, thereby promoting the use of effective coping strategies for emotional labor
and ultimately reducing burnout.

Our study could be one of the first to focus on adolescent basketball players to investigate the
relationship of EI and burnout with emotional labor strategies. However, it still has several
limitations. Firstly, this study is a cross-sectional design. The observed results do not reflect causality.
Future studies could use a longitudinal design to examine the causal relationships between EI,
emotional labor strategies, and burnout over time. Secondly, the study in this article was conducted
on adolescent basketball players, of which the results obtained may not be applicable in other sports
or individual projects. Future study could consider distributing the questionnaire among a wider
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group of athletes. Lastly, gender may be a potential moderating factor. However, limited by the
sample size in this study, it was insufficient to support analyzing gender differences in the mediating
model.

5. Conclusions

The burnout of adolescent basketball players is an issue of concern value. Our findings indicated
that EI was negatively associated with burnout. Moreover, the findings suggest that emotional labor
strategies may play a mediating role in this relationship. EI could indirectly reduce burnout through
the mediating effect of SA and GE strategies. Furthermore, this study highlights the importance of
the use of emotional labor strategies to mitigate negative consequences of EI on athletes' burnout.
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