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Young adults’ retrospective recall of  high school sport motivations, motivational 
climate, and burnout were compared based on whether they fit the “specializer” or 
“sampler” track within the Developmental Model of  Sport Participation (DMSP, 
Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 2007).  College students (N = 156) fitting these two DMSP 
tracks completed their recall of  sport motivations (Sport Motivation Scale-II), mo-
tivational climate (Motivational Climate Scale for Youth Sports) and athlete burnout 
(Athlete Burnout Questionnaire).  Separate one-way MANOVAs comparing sam-
plers (n = 113) and specializers (n = 43) on these variables were not significant (p > 
.05).  Multiple regression analyses showed amotivation and intrinsic regulation were 
significant positive and negative predictors (respectively) of  burnout dimensions.  
Performance climate was predictive of  exhaustion and sport devaluation, while 
mastery climate negatively predicted reduced sense of  accomplishment.  Although 
Self-Determination Theory was further supported in examining burnout, lack of  
differences across DMSP track suggests that samplers and specializers in non-elite, 
amateur youth sport settings do not differ in burnout.

Youth sports in the United States 
are immensely popular, and pro-
vide numerous positive benefits 

(Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005), many of  
which are unique to sports compared to 
other organized youth activities (Han-
sen et al., 2003).  Yet, many youth sports 

are evolving into continual, regimented, 
adult-organized programs focused on 
outcome (Gustafsson, Kenttä, Hass-
mén, & Lundqvist, 2007).  Also evident 
in such settings are perpetual training 
cycles, characterized by greater competi-
tiveness, increased parental involvement 
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and expectations, and reduced athlete 
recovery, all of  which may foster burn-
out (Gould & Diffenbach, 2002; Gus-
tafsson, Kenttä, Hassmén, Lundqvist, & 
Durand-Bush, 2007).  Such burnout may 
be related to early specialization (Baker, 
2003; Strachan et al., 2009), which typical-
ly involves a single, year-round sport fo-
cus.  Many specialization concerns exist, 
such as increased athlete anxiety (Gould, 
2010), sport injury (Jayanthi et al., 2015), 
and burnout (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; 
Harris & Watson, 2014).  Parents and 
coaches often view early specialization as 
essential for sport success (Baker, 2003), 
yet research suggests that youth who de-
lay sport specialization are more likely to 
have greater success in their sport com-
pared to those who specialize early (e.g., 
Moesch et al., 2011).

Because burnout is a growing concern 
(Gustafsson, Kenttä, Hassmén, & Lund-
qvist, 2007; Raedeke & Smith, 2009), 
gaining greater understanding of  burn-
out is important.  Athlete burnout is a 
progressive, multidimensional syndrome 
characterized by (a) emotional and phys-
ical exhaustion from intense training and 
competition; (b) reduced sense of  ac-
complishment, with athletes performing 
below expectations; and (c) sport deval-
uation, or a decreased caring about one’s 
sport involvement (Raedeke & Smith, 
2001).  Burnout prevalence is rising due 
to greater sport pressures (Gustafsson 
et al., 2011), yet while burnout has been 
studied in adults (e.g., Holmberg & Sheri-
dan, 2013), less is known about youth sport 
burnout.  Youth athletes often report 
low-to-moderate burnout levels (Gus-

tafsson, Kenttä, Hassmén, & Lundqvist, 
2007), but it is more prevalent in later 
adolescence (Harris & Watson, 2014).  
Specializers show higher physical/emo-
tional exhaustion than multi-sport youth 
athletes (Strachan et al., 2009), and youth 
who experience earlier and greater train-
ing volumes are more likely to drop out 
of  sport (Wall & Côté, 2007). 

Burnout also is linked to athletes’ re-
duced self-determined motivation (Cress-
well & Eklund, 2005a, 2005b; Holm-
berg & Sheridan, 2013).  In particular, 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci 
& Ryan, 1985) has been central in exam-
ining motivation and burnout in adult 
athletes (Cresswell & Eklund, 2005a; 
Li et al., 2013; Lonsdale et al., 2009) as 
well as youth athletes (Harris & Watson, 
2011).  According to the Basic Needs 
Theory, (a subtheory of  SDT), people 
are motivated to satisfy the basic needs 
of  being autonomous (volitional deci-
sion making), demonstrating competence 
(feeling effective in producing desired 
outcomes), and experiencing relatedness 
(meaningful connections) to others (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000).  Also proposed by SDT 
is that motivation falls on a continuum 
from amotivation to intrinsic motivation, 
with extrinsic participation motives falling 
between these two continuum ends (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000). Various extrinsic and 
intrinsic motivations are on this contin-
uum and include (from least to greatest) 
self-determined participation motives: 
external regulation; introjected regulation; 
identified regulation; integrated regula-
tion; and intrinsic motivation.  As one 
moves from amotivation towards intrinsic 
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motives, their motivation becomes more 
self-determined. Burnout research using 
the SDT framework has shown a positive 
relationship between athlete burnout and 
extrinsic motivation (Holmberg & Sheri-
dan, 2013) and amotivation (Cresswell & 
Eklund, 2005a, 2005b; Gould et al., 1996; 
Raedeke & Smith, 2001), and a negative 
relationship between athlete burnout and 
intrinsic motivation (Holmberg & Sheri-
dan, 2013; Raedeke & Smith, 2001). 

In addition to athletes’ motivations, 
the motivational climate can influence 
burnout.   Perceived motivational climate 
is created by key individuals (e.g., parents 
and coaches) who influence athletes, and 
refers to goal structures and expectations 
that shape an individual’s views on suc-
cess (Ames, 1992).  Empirical interest has 
been on examining the coach’s role in 
forming task (mastery)- and ego (perfor-
mance)-involving climates and athletes’ 
subsequent affective and behavioral out-
comes (Duda & Balaguer, 2007; Rein-
both & Duda, 2004).   In task-involving 
climates, coaches focus on learning and 
effort, offer ability-matched task variety, 
and encourage cooperation.  By con-
trast, coaches in ego-involving climates 
emphasize winning, normative ability, 
teammate rivalries, and reduced auton-
omy (Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999).  As 
such, task-involving climates are linked 
to more adaptive athlete behaviors and 
positive emotional responses (Vitali et al., 
2015).

Burnout prevention requires match-
ing sport environments with athletes’ 
developmental needs (Raedeke & Smith, 
2004), and coaches may impact this 

match due to their influence on shaping 
motivational sport climates.  For exam-
ple, exhaustion and reduced accomplish-
ment burnout dimensions are negatively 
associated with a mastery climate, while 
sport devaluation is positively related to 
a performance climate (Lemyre et al., 
2008).  Vitali et al. (2015) recently exam-
ined motivational climate and burnout in 
youth athletes and found that a mastery 
climate was negatively correlated with 
burnout dimensions while a performance 
climate was positively related to burnout.  
Finally, longitudinal research has shown 
a positive association between coach-cre-
ated ego climates and burnout (Ntouma-
nis et al., 2012), suggesting that athletes 
who perceive the coach-created climate 
as more performance-involved and less 
mastery-involved may be at greater burn-
out risk.	

A useful framework for examining 
youth sport burnout is the Developmen-
tal Model of  Sport Participation (DMSP; 
Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 2007), as it 
describes various potential youth ath-
lete experiences.  Specifically, the DMSP 
focuses on youths’ (ages 7-18) sport 
experiences and contains three potential 
tracks: (1) attainment of  elite perfor-
mance through early sport specializa-
tion, (2) attainment of  elite performance 
through multi-sport sampling, and (3) 
eventual recreational sport participation 
through multi-sport sampling (Côté & 
Fraser-Thomas, 2007).  The tracks con-
tain various development phases after 
entry into sport with multi-sport partic-
ipation referred to as “sampling”.  The 
tracks also posit different proportions 
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of  deliberate play and deliberate practice 
activities are evident throughout a youth 
athlete’s sport development.   Deliberate 
play activities often involve little adult 
oversight, are loosely structured, and 
organized by athletes themselves (e.g., 
street hockey); they develop sport skills 
but emphasize intrinsic motivation (Côté, 
1999).  Deliberate practice activities usu-
ally involve a coach’s presence, structured 
sport-specific drills and conditioning, and 
are focused on future athletic improve-
ment (Ericsson et al., 1993).  A noted 
deliberate practice constraint is that it is 
less enjoyable and requires greater cog-
nitive/physical effort and commitment 
(Ericsson et al. 1993), and youth who 
experience earlier involvement in less en-
joyable sport activities have less intrinsic 
motivation (Law et al., 2007), increasing 
burnout risk.   

The DMSP elite performance- 
through-sampling track describes pro-
gression through three phases: sampling 
(ages 6-12), specializing (ages 13-15), 
and investment years (ages 16+), with 
a gradual tapering of  sport emphasis 
across phases (Côté et al., 2007).  In the 
sampling years, youth engage in various 
sports, focused primarily on skill devel-
opment and deliberate play. In the spe-
cializing years, deliberate play and delib-
erate practice are more balanced in fewer 
sports, one of  which is the athlete’s even-
tual focal sport.  Finally, the investment 
years are marked by extensive deliberate 
practice in one’s focal sport.  The early 
specialization track, however, is defined 
by direct entry into intensive early sin-
gle-sport participation with greater adult 

involvement, competitiveness, deliberate 
practice, and training volumes.  

 	 Because burnout is thought to 
be linked to early specialization (Fras-
er-Thomas et al., 2005; Harris & Watson, 
2014) and specialized sport environments 
appear linked to less self-determined 
motivation (Law et al., 2007; Wall & 
Côté, 2007), youth who specialize early 
may display motivational profiles predic-
tive of  burnout more than multi-sport 
athletes. In addition, since coach-cre-
ated motivational climates influence 
motivation and burnout (e.g., Lemyre 
et al., 2008) motivational climate may 
also explain burnout.  Although previ-
ous research has examined connections 
between sport motivation and burnout, 
as well as between motivational climate 
and burnout, these associations have 
not been investigated directly within the 
DMSP framework.  Furthermore, previ-
ous research comparing specializers and 
samplers has focused almost exclusively 
on elite youth athletes’ experiences (e.g., 
Bridge & Toms, 2013; Law et al., 2007; 
Strachan et al., 2009), and the experienc-
es of  specializers and samplers in more 
typical (non-elite) amateur athlete pop-
ulations is unknown, yet understanding 
non-elite athlete experiences bears im-
portance as they represent a much great-
er proportion of  all youth athletes.   

Therefore, the purpose of  this study 
was to examine the relationship between 
athletes’ sport motivations, perceived 
motivational climate and burnout by 
comparing these relationships in former 
high school athletes matching either the 
DMSP early specialization or early sam-
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pling track.  Specifically, recall of  young 
adults’ experiences who participated in 
a single sport from a young age (before 
age 12) and continued that same sport 
throughout high school (specializers) was 
compared with young adults’ experienc-
es who participated in multiple sports 
(samplers) at a young age (before age 12) 
and continued only one of  those sports 
throughout high school on their sport 
motivations, motivational climate percep-
tions, and athlete burnout perceptions.  
Specifically, because previous research 
has posited that youth athletes in special-
ized environments display less self-deter-
mined motivation (Law et al., 2007; Wall 
& Côté, 2007), perceive greater ego-in-
volving climates (Vitali et al., 2015), and 
display higher burnout levels compared 
to multi-sport athletes (Fraser-Thomas 
et al, 2008; Strachan et al., 2009; Wall 
& Côté, 2007), it was hypothesized that 
specializers would display less self-deter-
mined sport motivation, higher ego-in-
volved motivational climate perceptions, 
and greater athletic burnout compared 
to samplers.  In addition, it was also 
hypothesized that the early specialization 
track, amotivation and extrinsic motiva-
tions (external, identified regulation), and 
perceived ego-involving climate would 
positively predict participants’ burnout 
perceptions from their youth sport expe-
rience.

Method
Participants and Procedures

A sample of  156 students (55 males, 
101 females; M age = 19.75, SD = 1.89) 
who participated in organized youth 
sport and one high school sport were 

surveyed through general education 
courses at a mid-size Midwestern univer-
sity.  Forty-three participants (28 %) were 
single-sport specializers while 118 (72 %) 
were samplers.  In regard to their current 
status in their high school sport, 46 (29.5 
%) were currently competitive in their 
sport, 53 (34 %) were recreational partic-
ipants, and 57 (36.5 %) no longer partic-
ipated in their sport.  Those no longer 
active in their sport provided a reason 
for non-participation and the most com-
mon reasons were “focus on school” (n 
= 13; 22.8 %), “lack of  time” (n = 12; 
21.1 %), “injury” (n = 7; 12.3 %), and 
“lack of  enjoyment” (n = 6; 10.5 %).  
Upon institutional review board approval 
and instructors’ permission, volunteers 
who met inclusion criteria completed a 
survey packet.  All surveys were directly 
administered, with participants signing 
informed consent before completing 
surveys and names were omitted, main-
taining anonymity.  

Measures
Participants completed surveys con-

taining demographic information and 
selected whether they met the criteria 
describing either the DMSP specializa-
tion or sampling track.  In addition, par-
ticipants were assessed on the following 
constructs.

Motivational Climate.  The Motivational 
Climate Scale for Youth Sport (MCSYS; 
Smith et al., 2008) measures perceived 
motivational climate in youth sport 
and contains 12 statements related to 
coach-created motivational climate on a 1 
(Not at all true) to 5 (Very true) Likert-type 
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scale.  Six items are linked to a task-in-
volving (mastery) climate while six items 
are related to an ego-involving (perfor-
mance) climate.  Sample items include 
“The coach pays most attention to the 
best players” (ego-involving), and “The 
coach says that all of  us are important 
to the team’s success” (task-involving).  
Because surveys assessed recall, items 
were revised to the past tense and par-
ticipants were asked to reflect on their 
high school sport.  Smith et al. (2008) 
reported acceptable internal consistency 
ranging from α = .74 to .84 for the mas-
tery and ego scale.  Internal consistency 
scores in the current study were α = .90 
for the mastery scale and α = .75 for the 
ego scale.

Sport Motivation.  The Sport Moti-
vation Scale-II (SMS-II; Pelletier et al., 
2013) assesses six types of  motivation 
within the SDT framework including 
intrinsic regulation, integrated regulation, 
identified regulation, introjected regula-
tion, external regulation, and non-regu-
lation, and contains 18 items (three per 
subscale) assessed on a seven-point (1 = 
does not correspond at all to 7 = corresponds 
exactly) Likert-type scale.  Items were 
revised to the past tense and asked about 
motivations for participants’ high school 
sport participation.  Pelletier et al. (2013) 
reported adequate internal consistency 
(.73 to .86) for the SMS-II subscales, and 
alpha coefficients for SMS-II subscales in 
this study ranged from α = .72 to .77, ex-
cept for introjected regulation (α = .69).

Burnout.  The Athlete Burnout Ques-
tionnaire (ABQ; Raedeke & Smith, 2001) 
is a 15-item inventory with that assesses 

the burnout dimensions of  emotional/
physical exhaustion, reduced sense of  
accomplishment, and sport devaluation.  
Because data assessed recall, participants 
were instructed to recall how they felt 
about their high school sport participa-
tion on the dimensions of  emotional/
physical exhaustion (e.g., I felt overly 
tired from my sport participation), re-
duced sense of  sport accomplishment 
(e.g., I was not performing up to my 
ability in my sport), and sport devalua-
tion (e.g., I didn’t care as much about my 
sport performance as much as I used to).  
Participants responded on a five-point (1 
= almost never to 5 = almost always) Likert-
type scale, with higher scores reflecting 
greater burnout.  The ABQ has shown 
acceptable internal consistencies above 
.80 for all subscales (Raedeke & Smith, 
2001) and also showed acceptable inter-
nal consistencies (α = .79 to .91) in this 
study.	  

Data Analysis
Data analysis was performed with 

SPSS (Version 23.0) for Windows.  De-
scriptive statistics were computed to 
examine MCSYS, SMS-II, and ABQ 
subscale scores for the entire sample and 
by sport track.  Pearson product moment 
correlations were conducted to examine 
associations among sport motivations, 
motivational climate, and burnout di-
mensions.  A chi-square analysis was 
performed to compare whether specializ-
ers and samplers differed on their current 
self-reported participation in their high 
school sport (competitive, recreational, 
or not participating).  Three separate 
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one-way MANOVAs were conducted to 
examine DMSP track (specializer/sam-
pler) differences on sport motivation, 
motivational climate, and athlete burn-
out.  Finally, separate stepwise multiple 
regressions were performed to examine 
whether burnout dimensions (ABQ) 
could be predicted by DMSP track, sport 
motivations and motivational climate.  

Results
Results of  a MANOVA on DMSP 

track differences on burnout dimensions 
were not significant (Wilk’s λ (4,151) = 
.990, p > .05), indicating neither ABQ di-
mensions nor global burnout were influ-

enced by DMSP track (specializer/sam-
pler).  In addition, results of  a separate 
MANOVA examining the difference of  
DMSP track on sport motivations were 
nonsignificant (Wilk’s λ (6, 149) = .968, p 
> .05), indicating that sport motivations 
of  former high school athletes were not 
influenced by DMSP track.  Finally, a 
separate MANOVA examining the dif-
ference of  DMSP track on perceptions 
of  coach-created motivational climate 
were also nonsignificant (Wilk’s λ (2,153) 
= .981, p > .05), indicating that neither 
perceptions of  ego-involving or task-in-
volving climates differed by DMSP 
track.  Means and standard deviations 

					     Specializers  (n = 43)			   Samplers  (n = 113)
				      	  M		  SD			      M		  SD
SMS-II 
  Intrinsic Regulation		            16.53	   	 3.82			   17.40		  3.38

  Integrated Regulation	          		  15.00		  3.96			   16.12		  4.01

  Identified Regulation	           		  16.40 		  3.68			   17.66		  3.48

  Introjected Regulation	           12.44		  3.99			   12.55		  3.99

  External Regulation		             9.65 		  5.04			    9.89		  4.79

  Non-Regulation		             7.00		  4.89			    6.10		  3.61

MCSYS 
  Mastery-Involved Climate	          22.56		  5.40			   24.18		  5.40

  Ego-Involved Climate	          17.49		  5.13			   17.28		  5.44

ABQ 
  Red. Sense of  Accomp.	           2.02		    .78			     2.00		   .77

  Emotional/Physical Exhaust.          2.39		    .85			     2.34		   .98

  Sport Devaluation		            2.07		  1.02			     1.93		   .92

  Global Burnout		            2.28		    .87			     2.14 		   .92

Table 1

Means and standard deviations for sport motivations, motivational climate perceptions, and athletic 
burnout across DMSP track
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Correlations among sport motivation, perceptions of motivational climate, and burnout.
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(by DMSP track) for sport motivation, 
motivational climate, and burnout are 
displayed in Table 1. Chi-square results 
examining whether current participation 
status (competitive, recreational, not par-
ticipating) differed by DMSP track found 
no significant relationship (X2(2) = 5.44, 
p > .05), indicating participants’ current 
participation in their high school sport 
did not differ by DMSP track.

Four stepwise multiple regression 
analyses were performed using global 
burnout and ABQ dimensions as crite-
rion variables and DMSP track, sport 
motivations, and motivational climate 
dimensions as predictors.  Correlations 
among sport motivations, motivation-
al climate, and burnout dimensions are 
shown in Table 2. Results of  regression 
analyses are presented in Table 3 and are 
summarized in the following sections.

Global Burnout.  For the first regres-
sion analysis with global burnout as the 
criterion, SMS non-regulation (amotiva-
tion) entered the regression at step 1 as a 
significant predictor (R = .44, R2 = .19, p 
< .00).  Examination of  the beta weight 
(β = .44) indicated that amotivation was 
positively related to global burnout.  At 
step 2, the addition of  intrinsic regula-
tion resulted in a significant increase in 
variance explained (R2 change = .04, p < 
.01).  The beta weight (β = -.22, p < .01) 
was negative, indicating that low intrinsic 
regulation was predictive of  higher global 
burnout.  No other predictors entered 
into the equation at step 3 of  the analysis 
(p > .05).  

Emotional/Physical Exhaustion.  Results 
revealed a significant effect for amotiva-

tion at step 1 (R = .39, R2 = .15, p < .00).  
The beta weight (β = .39) indicated that 
higher levels of  amotivation were predic-
tive of  higher exhaustion.  At step 2, the 
addition of  intrinsic regulation resulted 
in a significant increase in variance ex-
plained (R2 change = .07, p < .01).  The 
beta weight (β = -.27, p < .01) was nega-
tive, indicating that lower levels of  intrin-
sic regulation were predictive of  higher 
exhaustion.  At step 3, external regula-
tion also added a significant increase in 
variance explained (R2 change = .03, p < 
.05).  The beta weight (β = .18, p < .05) 
was positive, indicating that higher levels 
of  external regulation were predictive of  
greater exhaustion.  Finally, at step 4, the 
addition of  performance motivational 
climate revealed a significant increase in 
variance explained (R2 change = .02, p < 
.05).  The beta weight (β = .15, p < .05) 
indicated that higher levels of  perceived 
performance climate were predictive of  
exhaustion.  No other predictors entered 
into the equation at step 5 of  the analysis 
(p > .05).   

Reduced Sense of  Accomplishment.  Re-
sults revealed a significant effect at step 
1 for amotivation (R = .53, R2 = .28, p < 
.00).  The beta weight (β = .53) indicated 
that amotivation was predictive of  great-
er sense of  reduced accomplishment.  At 
step 2, intrinsic regulation added a signif-
icant increase in variance explained (R2 
change = .06, p < .00).  The beta weight 
(β = -.24, p < .01) indicated that intrinsic 
regulation was negatively related to re-
duced sense of  accomplishment.  Finally, 
at step 3, the addition of  mastery mo-
tivational climate revealed a significant 
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increase in variance explained (R2 change 
= .02, p < .05).  The beta weight (β = 
-.17, p < .05) was negative, indicating that 
perceived mastery motivational climate 
was negatively related to reduced sense 
of  accomplishment.  No other predictors 
entered into the equation at step 4 of  the 
analysis (p > .05).  

Sport Devaluation.  Results revealed a 
significant effect at step 1 for amotiva-
tion (R =.62, R2 = .38, p < .00).  The beta 
weight (β = .62) indicated that amotiva-
tion predicted athletes’ sport devaluation.  
At step 2, the addition of  intrinsic regu-
lation resulted in a significant increase in 
variance explained (R2 change = .06,  p< 
.00).  The beta weight (β = -.26, p < .01) 
indicated that intrinsic regulation was 
negatively related to athletes’ perceived 
sport devaluation.  Finally, at step 3, the 
addition of  performance motivational 
climate revealed a significant increase in 
variance explained (R2 change = .04, p < 
.00).  The beta weight (β = .21, p < .00) 
indicated that a perceived performance 
climate was positively related to sport de-
valuation.  No other predictor variables 
entered into the equation at step 4 of  the 
analysis (p > .05).  

Discussion
This study examined former high 

school athletes’ sport motivations, moti-
vational climate perceptions, and athlete 
burnout across DMSP track, and results 
indicated that none of  these variables 
differed by sport track.  Amotivation 
was a significant predictor of  all burnout 
dimensions, supporting that amotivation 
is most strongly associated with burn-

out (Cresswell & Eklund, 2005a, 2005b; 
Raedeke & Smith, 2009).  Intrinsic moti-
vation was a negative predictor of  burn-
out, supporting that burnout is negatively 
predicted by self-determined motivation 
(Li et al., 2013; Lonsdale et al., 2009).  
Finally, a mastery climate was negatively 
associated with reduced sense of  accom-
plishment while a performance climate 
was positively associated with exhaustion 
and sport devaluation, supporting previ-
ous findings on motivational climate and 
burnout (Lemyre et al., 2008; Vitali et al., 
2015).

Given that sport motivations, motiva-
tional climate perceptions, and burnout 
did not differ by DMSP track, results 
support that specializers and samplers 
may be similar in their sport experienc-
es (Strachan et al., 2009), particularly in 
non-elite youth settings, which have been 
largely ignored in youth sport research.  
Strachan et al. posited that similarities 
could be because youth sport fosters 
positive outcomes regardless of  track.  
They found specializers higher in ex-
haustion, yet their specializers averaged 
considerable weekly training hours (M = 
19.2) and were national-level, individu-
al-sport athletes (e.g., swimming) known 
for earlier intensive training (Baker et 
al., 2005).  Although speculative, former 
specializers in this sample may not have 
invested similar training volumes, thus 
contributing to non-significant differenc-
es.

The lack of  DMSP track differences 
may also have been because, while re-
spondents were categorized into tracks 
based on their sport history prior to 
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age 12, specific information on training 
habits and sport development milestones 
(e.g., first competitive tournament) was 
not measured.  Fraser-Thomas et al., 
(2008), for example, retrospectively 
compared youth sport dropout and sport 
persistence by examining such factors 
and found that dropouts were involved 
in fewer extracurricular activities, less 
deliberate play, and reached sport mile-
stones earlier than still-engaged athletes.  
In addition, research has noted training 
volume and intensity may influence burn-
out (Gustafsson, Kenttä, Hassmén, & 
Lundqvist, 2007).  Thus, more specific 
training information on youth athletes’ 
experiences (e.g., practice conditions, 
deliberate practice volumes, recovery 
time) needs to be included for more ro-
bust DMSP track comparisons.  Lack of  
DMSP track differences may also have 
been due to samplers’ sport perceptions 
as they transitioned from sampling (ages 
6-12) to investment years (age 16 +). 
The DMSP transitional specializing stage 
(ages 13-15; Côté et al., 2007) is one 
in which youth develop in one or two 
sports, where skill acquisition is balanced 
with participation and fun (Côté & Fras-
er-Thomas, 2007).  Athletes in this stage 
often perceive deliberate practice more 
positively because it accentuates greater 
personal challenge and subsequent confi-
dence, which fosters persistence (Macphil 
& Kirk, 2006).  If  this process occurred 
with current samplers, their overall sport 
experiences could have been similar to 
specializers.  Also of  note, lack of  signif-
icant chi-square results on current sport 
participation across DMSP track refutes 
the notion that early specialization is 

systematically related to progression to 
higher levels (i.e., collegiate) of  sport 
(Hodges & Starkes, 1996).

Current results also support the utility 
of  the SDT framework in that amotiva-
tion was most related to burnout (Cress-
well & Eklund, 2005a, 2005b; Raedeke 
& Smith, 2009), as it was a significant 
predictor of  all burnout dimensions. 
Intrinsic motivation was also a signifi-
cant negative predictor of  exhaustion 
and sport devaluation.  As such, this 
finding supports that burnout is nega-
tively correlated with intrinsic motiva-
tion (Holmberg & Sheridan, 2013; Li et 
al., 2013; Raedeke & Smith, 2001). This 
also indirectly supports the Sport Com-
mitment Model (Scanlan et al., 2009) 
which identifies antecedents to athletes’ 
sport commitment level.  According to 
Scanlan et al., factors such as an athlete’s 
sport enjoyment, valuable opportunities, 
attractive sport alternatives, personal 
investments, and social support can all 
determine sport commitment.  Yet, sport 
enjoyment is noted as the most critical 
variable, in that athletes will not remain 
committed to their sport if  they do not 
find enjoyment (intrinsic motivation) in 
their continued involvement.  

Regarding motivational climate and 
burnout, results support that former 
youth athletes’ motivational climate 
perceptions also influenced burnout 
perceptions.  A mastery climate was a 
significant negative predictor of  reduced 
sense of  accomplishment, and a perfor-
mance climate was predictive of  exhaus-
tion and sport devaluation.  As such, 
these findings reinforce that a mastery 



Journal of  Amateur Sport     Volume Seven, Issue One     Russell, 2021     13

climate may lower burnout risk, whereas 
a performance climate may increase it 
(Vitali et al., 2015).  This makes sense, 
as a coach’s emphasis on outperforming 
others epitomizes a performance climate, 
and placing excessive prominence on 
interpersonal comparisons and winning 
may impede feelings of  personal devel-
opment and success, leading athletes to 
devalue effort, fostering frustration, and 
emotional exhaustion.  Because recall 
was from participants’ entire high school 
sport experience, results support that 
coach-created performance climates 
predict burnout, especially over extend-
ed periods in which athletes participate 
in the same coach-created motivational 
climate (Ntoumanis et al., 2012).  Such 
findings support that motivational cli-
mates emphasizing outcome and norma-
tive comparisons while minimizing im-
provement may be linked to perceptions 
of  pressure and energy depletion (Lemy-
re et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2010). 

Limitations and Future Research
The current findings should be con-

sidered in light of  several limitations. 
First, since data was from recall of  youth 
sport experiences, limitations to recall 
accuracy are acknowledged.  However, 
this concern is somewhat attenuated in 
that research (e.g., Bridge & Toms, 2013) 
suggests high recall reliability for recur-
rent and prominent lifetime activities 
like youth sport, and recall from similar 
sport developmental periods has been 
shown to be reliable (Côté et al.,2005).  
Nevertheless, longitudinal studies (e.g., 
Isoard-Gauthier et al., 2016) are needed 

where youth are followed across DMSP 
tracks into adolescence to understand 
how factors like motivational climate, 
training habits, and sport motivations 
influence burnout over time.  

Second, a noted sport burnout re-
search limitation (e.g., Gustafsson et al., 
2011) has been that research has used 
athletes low in burnout, which may have 
occurred in this sample.  Raedeke & 
Smith (2009) suggest when interpret-
ing burnout severity, the bottom third 
of  normative ABQ subscale scores can 
be considered low in burnout.  Current 
participants’ ABQ means were below the 
bottom third cutoff  for exhaustion (M 
= 2.40), at the bottom third cutoff  for 
reduced sense of  accomplishment (M = 
2.00) and slightly above the bottom third 
cutoff  (M = 1.60) for sport devaluation 
(specializers M = 2.07; samplers M = 
1.93), reflecting fairly low burnout.  This 
is further supported in that respondents 
persisted in their individual sport through-
out high school.  Thus, future research 
should target youth athletes experiencing 
greater burnout.  Caution is also warrant-
ed in data interpretation as the variance 
explained by motivational climates was 
small (R2 = 2-4 %) and the alpha for 
introjected regulation (SMS-II) was .69, 
just below the generally accepted .70 lev-
el (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

In addition, the sample size was 
small (N = 156) as was the number of  
specializers (n = 43), which may have 
contributed to non-significant DMSP 
track differences.  The low number of  
specializers may owe to the geographic 
location of  the university where data 
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were collected, as many participants may 
have come from smaller, rural commu-
nities where athletes are afforded greater 
multi-sport opportunities (Balish & Côté, 
2011) and may be less likely to specialize 
early in one sport compared to athletes 
from larger communities.  In fact, evi-
dence suggests youth sport participation 
in smaller communities may be beneficial 
to athlete development, due to greater 
unstructured deliberate play opportuni-
ties, multi-sport participation, and sport 
development social support (Turnnidge 
et al., 2014).  Although this explanation 
of  fewer specializers is speculative, schol-
ars should compare samplers and spe-
cializers across their city of  sport devel-
opment to determine the impact of  this 
factor within the DMSP.

The retrospective timeframe (entire 
high school sport experience) may also 
have prevented insights into burnout 
across DMSP track.  First, this timeframe 
may have masked temporal changes in 
participants’ burnout across the high 
school time period.  Qualitative research 
notes that burnout shows variability in its 
evolution (e.g., Gustafsson, Kenttä, Has-
smén, Lundqvist, & Durand-Bush, 2007), 
yet the current design precluded insights 
into how sequencing of  burnout per-
ceptions may develop.  Second, accord-
ing to the DMSP, by the time samplers 
transition into their investment (high 
school) years, their sport perceptions, 
coach relationship, and peer interactions 
may be more similar to early specializers, 
compared to earlier phases of  the DMSP 
sampling track (Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 
2007).  For example, high school coaches 

might display more similarities in coach-
ing behaviors and athlete interactions by 
engaging in more autonomy-supportive 
behaviors compared to coaches at ear-
lier youth sport levels.  Thus, current 
samplers may have been well into their 
DMSP investment years and similar to 
specializers in their coach-athlete rela-
tionship and training volumes.  Future 
research should compare DMSP tracks at 
younger ages (ages 10-15), when athletes 
may have more disparate experiences.  
Finally, participants who may have expe-
rienced a coaching change during their 
high school sport could have experienced 
different motivational climates during 
their retrospective timeframe.

It also must be acknowledged that the 
distinction between elite and non-elite 
youth sport settings is an important one.  
Qualitative research (e.g., Gustafsson, 
Kenttä, Hassmén, Lundqvist, & Du-
rand-Bush, 2007, Gustafsson et al., 2008) 
indicates that early sport success may 
hasten burnout.  Talented young athletes 
garner increased adult attention (Stamb-
ulova, 2009), which may increase stress, 
expectations, and exhaustion levels, all of  
which may precede burnout (Gustafsson 
et al., 2011).  Yet in non-elite amateur 
settings, specializers may not experience 
these factors as intensely, thus may not 
experience resultant burnout to the same 
degree as elite youth athletes.  This is 
speculative, yet provides further rationale 
for comparing specializers’ and sam-
plers’ experiences in non-elite youth sport 
settings.  Finally, while this design com-
pared respondents’ recall of  motivational 
climate, sport motivations, and burnout 
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across DMSP track, it did not assess 
practice structures, training habits, or 
volume/frequency of  deliberate play and 
deliberate practice activities (like Strachan 
et al., 2009).  The DMSP notes that early 
specialization involves extensive delib-
erate practice (Côté et al., 2007), which 
may not have occurred with specializers 
in this sample.   In short, participants 
were simply categorized according to 
their self-reported DMSP track; however, 
more detailed sport history information 
(e.g., average weekly hours invested in 
their sport) was not obtained, limiting 
insights into potential track differences.

Future research comparing athletes 
across DMSP tracks should also exam-
ine social constructs for their burnout 
impact.  Pacewicz et al. (2019) recently 
noted that negative social interactions 
are associated with athlete burnout and 
called for researchers to examine how 
social support from key individuals (e.g., 
teammates) might influence burnout 
development.  Chronic negative social 
interactions could erode perceptions of  
competence, thereby reducing intrinsic 
motivation and increasing burnout vul-
nerability.  Thus, research should assess 
social support to ascertain if  this con-
struct influences burnout across DMSP 
tracks.

Despite the aforementioned limita-
tions, these findings support that former 
high school athletes in the DMSP sam-
pling and specialization tracks appear 
similar in sport motivations, motivational 
climate perceptions, and burnout, while 
supporting SDT for examining youth 
sport burnout.  Future research should 
integrate assessment of  social support 

and directly compare these DMSP tracks 
in a longitudinal design to examine how 
temporal changes in training habits, de-
liberate play/practice patterns, sport mo-
tivations, social support, and perceptions 
of  motivational climate may influence 
progression of  youth athlete burnout.
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