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Abstract
This systematic review aimed to synthesize the literature on burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities and identify 
the psychological and physical variables associated with burnout and coping in this population. The present study was 
conducted in accordance with the updated PRISMA 2020 systematic review guidelines. The Scopus, PubMed/Medline, 
PsycINFO, SciELO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar databases were searched. Eight articles were included in the study. 
Five of them investigated coping, and three investigated burnout. Their sample sizes ranged between 10 and 209 athletes 
with a total of 588 from the eight studies. Burnout was associated with socially prescribed perfectionism and sleep, and 
coping was associated with self-determined motivation, engagement, anxiety, depression, performance, and classification. 
This is the first systematic review of burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities that provides an overview of the stud-
ies conducted. Scientific research on the psychological constructs of coping and burnout in athletes with disabilities is in 
an incipient phase. The results highlight the key factors associated with burnout and coping in this population, which may 
inform targeted intervention strategies.
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Introduction

Sports for people with disabilities provides a healthy life-
style and the opportunity to engage in high-performance 
sports (Cardoso et al., 2019). However, Paralympic sports 
may include some sources of stress, such as chronic pain and 
difficulty identifying whether the discomfort is caused by 
disability, sports injury or overtraining (Swartz et al., 2019). 
Other factors, such as the team’s lack of knowledge about 
the athlete’s disability (Campbell & Jones, 2002) and inad-
equate locations for training and competition (Arnold et al., 
2016), can also be considered sources of stress. The Para-
lympic sports classification system is fundamental because 
it seeks equity in competition between people with various 
disabilities, but this classification process may be controver-
sial (Barbosa et al., 2021; Dornick & Spencer, 2020) or even 
harmful in certain situations, for example, when disabled 
athletes and/or their teams consider that his classification is 
wrong (Arnold et al., 2016).

When stress becomes chronic in the face of these vari-
ous stressors, it can cause burnout (Goodger et al., 2007). 
Athlete burnout is a psychophysiological syndrome with 
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a dysfunctional condition characterized by three dimen-
sions: physical and emotional exhaustion, reduced sense of 
sport performance, and sport devaluation (Gustafsson et al., 
2011). Burnout syndrome leads to a series of negative psy-
chophysiological and behavioral consequences (Gustafsson 
et al., 2017), such as impaired attention (Ryu et al., 2015), 
decreased performance, abandonment of sports (Isoard-
Gautheur et al., 2016), and sleep problems (Gerber et al., 
2018). Burnout symptoms can be avoided by the use of cop-
ing strategies (da Silva et al., 2021).

Coping is defined as a continuous effort through thought 
and action to deal with situations considered relevant and 
stressful (Lazarus, 1993, 2000). Coping strategies can be 
focused on the problem, when they manage or eliminate 
stress, or on emotion, when they regulate the emotional 
responses caused by stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987; 
Nicholls et al., 2016b). The periods of training and compe-
tition in sports put athletes under physical and psychologi-
cal stress (Madigan et al., 2018). Therefore, coping strate-
gies are important in a sports environment because they 
can reduce or prevent chronic stress (Madigan et al., 2020), 
positively impact performance, influence athlete satisfaction 
(Nicholls & Polman, 2007), and make athletes less vulner-
able to burnout (da Silva et al., 2021; Goodger et al., 2007).

Research on the sports development of athletes with dis-
abilities is still incipient (Dehghansai et al., 2017). Despite 
the recent growth in research on sports psychology in the 
Paralympic context (Martin, 2017), there is a gap in the 
sports psychology literature concerning athletes with dis-
abilities (Kathleen & Smith, 2018). Particularly, there is a 
scarcity of research encompassing a comprehensive review 
of the literature about burnout, coping strategies, and the 
variables that exhibit physical and psychological relation-
ships with these aspects among athletes with disabilities. 
The relevance of investigating psychological aspects is evi-
dent because athletes with disability consider psychological 
attributes, including coping strategies, essential for sporting 
success (Burns et al., 2019).

Although one systematic review has aimed at reviewing 
the psychosocial aspects and well-being of athletes with dis-
abilities (Jefferies et al., 2012), this review was conducted 
out more than a decade and did not address burnout. In addi-
tion, no systematic review has investigated more specific 
psychological constructs such as burnout and coping in ath-
letes with disabilities, which shows a gap in the literature 
for variables that may affect athlete performance and health. 
The systematic reviews conducted do not include available 
studies with athletes with disabilities or partially include 
studies available in the literature for burnout (e.g., Bicalho & 
Costa, 2018; Woods et al., 2022) and coping (e.g., Nicholls 
& Polman, 2007; Simpson et al., 2021).

In order to fill this gap, this systematic review had the 
following aims: a) to synthesize the literature on burnout 

and coping in athletes with disabilities and b) to identify the 
psychological and physical variables associated with burn-
out and coping in this population. With these data, we intend 
to answer two questions: a) What scientific research has been 
done on burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities? and 
b) Which psychological and physical variables are associ-
ated with burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities?

Method

The PEO strategy was used to structure the questions and 
search strategy (Munn et al., 2018), where the three compo-
nents are represented by population = athletes with disabili-
ties without age and sex restriction, exposure = measurement 
of burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities using 
psychometric instruments, and outcome = relationships of 
psychological and physical variables with burnout and cop-
ing. The present study was also reported according to the 
updated Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) (Page et al., 2021). This sys-
tematic review is registered in the International Prospective 
Register of Systematic Reviews (PROSPERO) system under 
protocol number CRD42021278634.

Search strategy

Searches were conducted on February 16th, 2022, in the 
databases Scopus, PubMed/Medline (biomedical literature), 
PsycINFO (psychological science), and SciELO (the Ameri-
cas) for studies done in the areas of health, psychology, psy-
chiatry, social science and different areas of knowledge. An 
updated search was performed on May 19th, 2023, with the 
inclusion of the Web of Science and Google Scholar data-
bases. The searches were limited to the title, abstract, and 
keywords of the articles, using the following search strat-
egy: (“ para athlete” OR para-athlete OR “ athletes with 
disabilities” OR “ athletes with disability” OR “ disabil-
ity sport” OR “ sports for the disabled” OR “ paralympic 
sport”) AND (burnout OR burning OR coping OR cope), 
without restrictions on language or year of publication. 
Articles that investigated burnout and/or coping in athletes 
with disabilities, without age or sex restriction and with 
cross-sectional or longitudinal designs and interventions 
were included. In the opposite way, articles that investigated 
athletes without disabilities, people with disabilities who 
were not described in the study as athletes with disability 
in a Paralympic modality or adapted sport (e.g., amputee 
patients, people with spinal cord injury undergoing rehabili-
tation) were excluded. The exclusion criteria also reached 
case studies, narrative reviews, scope reviews, systematic 
reviews, book chapters, letters to the editor, summaries of 
conferences, master’s dissertations, and doctoral theses. In 
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addition, qualitative studies were also excluded because they 
did not test hypotheses. Finally, mixed-methods studies were 
excluded because they included different quantitative and 
qualitative approaches, making it difficult to synthesize 
results and assess the risk of bias, as well as they could 
increase the heterogeneity of the included studies.

Selection of the included studies

The processes of identification and selection of relevant arti-
cles were performed by two independent judges (FR and 
GJ). In the case of disagreement, a consensus meeting was 
held with the participation of a third judge (PD), a special-
ist in the field of sports psychology. The two independent 
judges initially analyzed the titles, abstracts, and keywords 
of all articles and removed duplicates using Web Rayyan 
software (Ouzzani et al., 2016), and a manual check was per-
formed later. Articles were excluded because of the theme 
(e.g., Cardoso et al., 2020); the type of study (e.g., Caddick 
& Smith, 2014); the type of sample (e.g., Tanna et al., 2017); 
and the study design (e.g., Machida et al., 2013). The arti-
cles that remained were fully analyzed and included in the 
sample for analysis. After we read the full articles deemed 
eligible for the study, we searched their references, which 
yielded one more study for inclusion (Ho et al., 2015).

Data extraction

The judges who participated in the article selection step 
worked independently to extract the relevant data from the 
articles included. A consensus meeting was held with the 
participation of a third judge (PD) in case of disagreement 
between the two evaluators (FR and GJ). The following 
information was extracted from the articles: 1) names of the 
authors and year of publication; 2) country of publication; 
3) study objective; 4) type of study; 5) sport modality; 6) 
sample; 7) type of disability; 8) psychometric instrument 
used; and 8) main results.

Assessment of risk of bias

The Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) critical assessment veri-
fication tools were used to assess the risk of bias in all 
included studies (Munn, 2020). The responses of the tools 
could be “yes”, “no”, “not clear”, and “not applicable”. Two 
reviewers (FR and GJ) independently assessed the risk of 
bias, and the same process used in the previous steps was 
followed to resolve any differences between the reviewers.

Cross-sectional studies were evaluated using a tool with 
eight items, which assess 1) inclusion criteria; 2) descrip-
tion of the subjects and the study environment; 3) valid-
ity of the exposure measure; 4) condition measurement; 5) 
confounding factors; 6) results; and 7) statistical analysis 

(Moola et al., 2020). Articles with scores > 7 are considered 
to have a low risk of bias, scores from 5 to 7 to have a mod-
erate risk of bias, and scores ≤ 4 to have a high risk of bias 
(Souza et al., 2022).

For longitudinal studies, a tool with 11 items was used, 
which evaluate: 1) sample and population; 2) exposure meas-
ures for the sample; 3) validity of the exposure measure; 4) 
confounding factors; 5) results; 6) time of intervention; 7) 
follow-up; and 8) statistical analysis (Moola et al., 2020). 
Articles with scores ≥ 8 show a low risk of bias, scores 6 to 
7 a moderate risk of bias, and scores ≤ 5 a high risk of bias 
(Brandt et al., 2020).

Finally, randomized controlled trials were scored using a 
tool with 13 items that evaluated 1) randomization; 2) con-
cealment of allocation to treatment groups and similarity at 
baseline; 3) participants; 4) blinding of treatment adminis-
trators and evaluators; 5) treatment groups; 6) monitoring 
of the groups; 7) results; 8) statistical analysis; and 9) study 
design (Tufanaru et al., 2020). Articles with scores ≥ 8 show 
a low risk of bias, 6 to 7 a moderate risk of bias, and ≤ 5 a 
high risk of bias (John et al., 2020).

Results

Study selection

Figure 1 shows the number of articles present in each stage 
of the selection of the articles for inclusion. The sum of 
results from the six databases, 157 articles were identified, 
25 of which were duplicates. After the exclusion of dupli-
cates, 132 articles had their titles, abstracts, and keywords 
analyzed. Of these articles, 81 were excluded because they 
were out of topic, 31 were excluded because of the type of 
study, eight were excluded because of the type of sample, 
and five were excluded because of study design. This left 
seven articles to be read in full (Li et al., 2018; Martin & 
Malone, 2013; Ofoegbu et al., 2020; Perreault & Vallerand, 
2007; Szájer et al., 2019; Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 2020; 
Urbański et al., 2022), and one article was included from 
scanning their references (Ho et al., 2015). Finally, eight 
articles were included in the study.

Study characteristics

The main characteristics (author and year of publication, 
objective, type of study, modality, sample, type of dis-
ability, instrument used, and main results) of the articles 
included in the final analysis are shown in Table 1. Of the 
eight studies in this review, five investigated coping (Martin 
& Malone, 2013; Perreault & Vallerand, 2007; Szájer et al., 
2019; Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 2020; Urbański et al., 2022) 
and three investigated burnout (Ho et al., 2015; Li et al., 
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2018; Ofoegbu et al., 2020). Regarding the study design, 
five studies had a cross-sectional design (Ho et al., 2015; 
Martin & Malone, 2013; Perreault & Vallerand, 2007; Szájer 
et al., 2019; Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 2020), two study had 
a longitudinal design (Li et al., 2018; Urbański et al., 2022), 
and one study was a randomized controlled clinical trial 
(Ofoegbu et al., 2020). The total sample of the eight studies 
was 588 athletes, of both genders. The number of athletes 
with disabilities in the studies ranged from 10 to 209, and 
most studies (n = 5) had samples smaller than 50 participants 
(Li et al., 2018; Martin & Malone, 2013; Perreault & Val-
lerand, 2007; Szájer et al., 2019; Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 
2020). The types of disabilities were physical, visual, and 
auditory. The most commonly used instrument to measure 
coping strategies was the Athletic Coping Skills Inven-
tory-28 (ACSI-28), one study used the Mini-COPE Inven-
tory for Measuring Coping with Stress (Turoń-Skrzypińska 
et al., 2020), and one study used the Coping Inventory for 
Stressful Situations (CISS) (Urbański et al., 2022). All stud-
ies that investigated burnout used the Athlete Burnout Ques-
tionnaire (ABQ).

Figure 2 shows the continent and country of publica-
tion, year of publication, and number of studies published 
per country. North America had two publications, Europe 
had four publications, Africa had one publication, and Asia 

had one publication. The eight studies were done in seven 
different countries: Canada (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007), 
China (Li et al., 2018), the United States (Martin & Malone, 
2013), Hungary (Szájer et al., 2019), England (Ho et al., 
2015), Nigeria (Ofoegbu et al., 2020), and Poland (Turoń-
Skrzypińska et al., 2020; Urbański et al., 2022). The year of 
publication ranged from 2007 to 2022.

Associations with burnout and coping

The main associations of psychological and physical varia-
bles found with burnout and coping are described in Table 1. 
Socially prescribed perfectionism was related to the burnout 
symptom reduced sense of sports performance from a cross-
sectional study with moderate risk of bias, with socially 
prescribed perfectionism responsible for a 15% variation in 
this burnout symptom (Ho et al., 2015). In a randomized 
controlled trial study with low risk of bias, the digital history 
intervention reduced thoughts of burnout compared to their 
control group peers (Ofoegbu et al., 2020), and another lon-
gitudinal study with moderate risk of bias highlighted that 
burnout and sleep do not have a reciprocal relationship, but 
burnout can affect sleep and not vice versa (Li et al., 2018).

One of the main psychological and physical associations 
found with coping was self-determined motivation, with 

Fig. 1   PRISMA flow diagram of the articles selected for analysis
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canonical correlation scores of 0.76 to 0.65 for function 
1 and 2 respectively, in a cross-sectional study with high 
risk of bias (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007). Engagement 
was associated with coping strategies ranging in magnitude 
from moderate to strong (r = 0.61 to 0.85), with coping 
predicting 50% of engagement in a cross-sectional study with 
moderate risk of bias (Martin & Malone, 2013). Athletes 
with disabilities who won medals in the Paralympic Games 
presented higher levels of the freedom from worry coping 
strategy than their non-medalists' counterparts, as indicated 
by a cross-sectional study with a moderate risk of bias 
(Szájer et al., 2019). The results of a longitudinal study 
with moderate risk of bias conducted during the pandemic 
period COVID-19 showed that the emotion-oriented coping 
predicts anxiety, and depression predicts avoidance-coping 
(Urbański et al., 2022). Finally, a cross-sectional study with 
moderate risk of bias highlighted that athletes with lower 
functional impairments use more coping strategies than their 
counterparts with greater functional impairments (Turoń-
Skrzypińska et al., 2020).

Quality of the studies

The evaluations of the risk of bias of the studies with cross-
sectional designs are shown in Table 2. Four of the five 
studies with cross-sectional designs had a moderate risk of 
bias (Ho et al., 2015; Martin & Malone, 2013; Szájer et al., 
2019; Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 2020), and one study had a 
high risk of bias (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007). All studies 
were of low quality because they did not clearly define the 
inclusion criteria of the sample. Table 3 shows the risk of 
bias for longitudinal studies (Li et al., 2018; Urbański et al., 
2022). The risk of bias was considered moderate because the 
studies failed to determine whether the sample was unbiased 
regarding the study outcome at the beginning of data collec-
tion and to mention the confounding factors. Finally, Table 4 
presents the risk of bias of the randomized controlled trial 
(Ofoegbu et al., 2020), which was low.

Discussion

The aims of this systematic review were a) to synthesize the 
literature on burnout and coping in athletes with disabili-
ties and b) to identify the psychological and physical vari-
ables associated with burnout and coping in this population. 
Among the main results, we can highlight i) a predominance 
of studies with a cross-sectional design (n = 5), two with a 
longitudinal design, and one randomized controlled clinical 
trial; ii) the studies samples ranged from 10 to 209 athletes 
with disabilities, and most studies (n = 5) presented samples 
with smaller than 50 participants; iii) the risk of bias for 
cross-sectional studies ranged from moderate to high, while Ta
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the longitudinal studies showed moderate risk of bias and 
the randomized controlled trial showed a low risk of bias; 
iv) the year of publication of the studies ranged from 2007 to 
2022, with eight publications from seven different countries, 
including Canada, China, United States, Hungary, England, 
Nigeria, and Poland; and v) the primary psychological asso-
ciations found with coping were self-determined motiva-
tion, anxiety, and depression. In terms of physical factors, 
performance and classification were identified as relevant 
factors; and vi) regarding burnout, the psychological factors 
associated were socially prescribed perfectionism and sleep, 
while no physical factor was found to be associated.

Characteristics of the studies and assessment 
of the risk of bias

The predominance of cross-sectional studies limits the infer-
ence of any causal relationships (Ho et al., 2015; Perreault 
& Vallerand, 2007), and the relatively small samples make it 
impossible to extrapolate the results to the whole population 
(Martin & Malone, 2013). However, it is important to note 
that a small sample may not be a limitation but rather a natu-
ral part of investigating athletes with high-performance dis-
abilities, a small population worldwide (Szájer et al., 2019).

The moderate (Ho et al., 2015; Martin & Malone, 2013; 
Szájer et al., 2019; Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 2020) and 
high risk of bias (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007) of the cross-
sectional studies decreased their methodological quality. In 
addition, the lack of standardization in describing the sample 
in detail (e.g., type of disability, classification, and gender) 
prevents us from identifying confounding factors that may 
interfere with the results (e.g., athletes with disabilities with 
greater functional impairment have more indicators of burn-
out than their peers with less functional impairment). The 
moderate risk of bias identified in one of the longitudinal 
studies (Li et al., 2018) presents a similar level of fragility 
as the cross-sectional studies. This is primarily due to the 
lack of clarity regarding whether the sample was unbiased 
with respect to the study outcome at the beginning of data 
collection. Another longitudinal study with moderate risk 
(Urbański et al., 2022) failed to identify possible confound-
ing factors and to deal with them. The only study that pre-
sented a low risk of bias (Ofoegbu et al., 2020) had a rand-
omized controlled clinical trial design, which is considered 
the gold standard in human research (Carvalho et al., 2013). 
Therefore, these points that hinder the methodological qual-
ity should be accounted for in future studies to reduce their 
risk of bias, improve their methodological quality, and 
standardize their descriptions of their samples, all important 
aspects for the performance of meta-analyses.

China, England, and the United States were the coun-
tries of origin of three of the studies cited in this review. 
These are Paralympic powers, being among the top 10 medal 

winners in each of the last four Paralympic Games (Peking 
2008, London 2012, Rio 2016, and Tokyo 2020). However, 
countries that are not considered Paralympic powers, such as 
Canada, Poland, Nigeria, and Hungary, though Poland was 
among the top 10 medal winners in the last two Paralympic 
Games, were also the site of study. In this sense, regard-
less of the performance of the country in the Paralympic 
Games, it is necessary to continue scientific research with 
new studies on the variables burnout and coping in athletes 
with disabilities because burnout can negatively impact the 
athletes (Madigan et al., 2022) and compromise their psy-
chological well-being (Květon et al., 2021). While coping 
can help them adapt, mitigating burnout (Goodger et al., 
2007; Madigan et al., 2020).

Association of psychological variables with burnout 
and coping

An association found was between burnout and socially 
prescribed perfectionism (Ho et al., 2015), defined as an 
individual’s perception of unrealistically high standards 
about what others expect (Smith et  al., 2018). Perfec-
tionism is among the most investigated personality fac-
tors (Gustafsson et al., 2016), and burnout is influenced 
by personality factors (Goodger et al., 2007; Gustafsson 
et al., 2011). Thus, socially prescribed perfectionism is a 
predictor of burnout because highly unrealistic standards 
generate excessive concerns and hinder the establishment 
of efficient coping strategies to deal with the stress caused 
when the athlete tries to meet them (Madigan et al., 2016).

A unilateral association was found between burnout and 
sleep, which may impair sleep quality (Li et al., 2018). 
The high physical and psychological demands combined 
with inadequate recovery may promote the onset of burn-
out symptoms (Efficacy et al., 2018). Sleep is an important 
component of the physical and mental recovery of high-per-
formance athletes (Granz et al., 2019). Thus, the unilateral 
association between burnout and sleep can exist because 
sleep quality is impaired by stress. Burnout, considered 
a reaction to chronic stress, directly affects sleep quality. 
(Gerber et al., 2018). In addition, excessive training and 
competition can decrease recovery time and consequently 
impair sleep quality (Vlahoyiannis et al., 2021).

Regarding coping, the positive association between 
coping and self-determined motivation and the negative 
association between coping and self-motivation (Perreault 
& Vallerand, 2007) can be explained by the theory of self-
determination. This theory is composed of different types 
of motivation, such as the most self-determined motiva-
tion (intrinsic motivation), when the subject engages in an 
activity of his own will, and the least self-determined moti-
vation (extrinsic motivation), when the subject remains 
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One Published study

No published studies

China (Li et al., 2018)

Nigeria (Ofoegbu et al., 2020)

Hungary (Szájer et al., 2019)

England (Ho et al., 2015)

Poland (Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 2020; Urbański et al., 2022)

United States (Martin & Malone, 2013)

Canada (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007)

Two published studies

Fig. 2   Continent and country of publication, publication year, and number of published studies

Table 2   Assessment of risk of bias of the cross-sectional studies

Legend: 1 = Were the criteria for inclusion in the sample clearly defined? 2 = Were the study subjects and the setting described in detail? 3 = Was 
the exposure measured in a valid and reliable way? 4 = Were objective, standard criteria used for measurement of the condition? 5 = Were con-
founding factors identified? 6 = Were strategies to deal with confounding factors stated?; 7 = Were the outcomes measured in a valid and reliable 
way? 8 = Was appropriate statistical analysis used?; N No; Y Yes; NC Not clear; NA Not applicable

Study 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Total score Risk of bias

Perreault and Vallerand (2007) N N S NC N N S NC 2 High
Martin and Malone (2013) N S S S S NC S S 6 Moderate
Ho et al. (2015) N S S S NC S S S 6 Moderate
Szájer et al. (2019) N S S S NC N S S 5 Moderate
Turoń-Skrzypińska et al. (2020) N S S S NC S S S 6 Moderate

Table 3   Assessment of the risk of bias for the longitudinal study

Legend: 1 = Were the two groups similar and recruited from the same population? 2 = Were the exposures measured similarly to assign people 
to both exposed and unexposed groups? 3 = Was the exposure measured in a valid and reliable way? 4 = Were confounding factors identified?; 
5 = Were strategies to deal with confounding factors stated?; 6 = Were the groups/participants free of the outcome at the start of the study (or at 
the moment of exposure)? 7 = Were the outcomes measured in a valid and reliable way? 8 = Was the follow up time reported and sufficient to 
be long enough for outcomes to occur? 9 = Was follow up complete, and if not, were the reasons for loss to follow up described and explored? 
10 = Were strategies to address incomplete follow up utilized? 11 = Was appropriate statistical analysis used?; N No; Y Yes; NC Not clear; NA 
Not applicable

Study 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 Total score Risk of bias

Li et al. (2018) NA NA S S S NC S S S NA S 7 Moderate
Urbański et al. (2022) NA NA S NC NC S S S S NA S 6 Moderate
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in an activity driven by external reasons (Deci & Ryan, 
2008a). In contrast, amotivation is defined by the absence 
of the intention to act of one’s own free will (Deci & Ryan, 
2008b). Thus, athletes with self-determined motivation are 
willing to establish good standards for their performance, 
making the sport interesting and important. The athlete 
copes better and is inclined to respond in an adaptive man-
ner to the stressful situation to achieve good sports perfor-
mance, unlike the athlete who is extrinsically motivated 
(Mouratidis & Michou, 2011).

Another association was found between coping and 
engagement (Martin & Malone, 2013), where coping predicts 
engagement. Engagement is a positive state of mind related 
to sport that leads to a lasting and stable sport experience 
(Kuokkanen et al., 2021). Engagement can be considered 
the opposite of burnout (De Francisco et al., 2020), which 
explains because coping has a relationship with engagement, 
since coping has a protective action against burnout (da Silva 
et al., 2021) as well as engagement (Scotto di Luzio et al., 
2019). Furthermore, the association between coping and 
engagement can be explained by the fact that engaged ath-
letes exert more vigor to cope with stress efficiently (Nicholls 
et al., 2016a), which is characteristic of the problem-focused 
coping strategy (Nicholls & Polman, 2007).

The positive associations found between coping, anxi-
ety and depression in athletes with disabilities, in which 
emotion-oriented coping predicted increased anxiety and 
depression predicted increased avoidant-oriented coping, 
seem intuitive (Urbański et al., 2022). Because maladaptive 
coping strategies such as emotion-oriented and avoidance 
are associated with negative aspects of health and perfor-
mance (Nicholls et al., 2016b) and avoidance is characteris-
tic of people with depression (Nixdorf et al., 2013). While 
avoidance and emotion-focused coping strategies can be 
helpful in certain occasions (e.g., when the athlete cannot 
resolve or control the problem) (Nicholls & Polman, 2007). 
These strategies are generally less effective, because avoid-
ing negative stress responses is physically and emotionally 
exhausting for a prolonged period and can lead to devalu-
ation, characteristic of burnout symptoms (Madigan et al., 

2020; Nicholls & Polman, 2007). Finally, these associations 
involve variables that can potentially impact the mental 
health and the physical performance of athletes with dis-
abilities, such as depression. Depression can be associated 
with both stress and burnout (De Francisco et al., 2016). 
However, no study has been conducted to investigate the 
relationship between depression, anxiety, and coping with 
burnout specifically in athletes with disabilities.

Although the studies included in this review have inves-
tigated important psychological variables that contribute 
to the field of Paralympic sport psychology, athletes with 
disabilities, and professionals involved with Paralympic 
sport or adapted sport. No studies have analyzed a possi-
ble association between burnout and coping in athletes with 
disabilities, although we can affirm that the achievements 
in high-performance sports require long-term exposure to 
challenges, arduous training days, and stressful situations, 
which may cause burnout (Lin et al., 2021). Coping is any 
mechanism for managing stress (Poulus et al., 2021) and 
predicting the symptoms of burnout (da Silva et al., 2021). 
Therefore, finding correlates or predictors of these variables 
could help maintain the psychological well-being and per-
formance of athletes with disabilities.

Association of physical variables with burnout 
and coping

Only one study showed an association between classification 
and coping. Athletes with a higher classification, i.e., lower 
functional impairment, used more coping strategies than 
their peers with greater functional impairment. The most 
used strategies included active coping with stress, positive 
reappraisal, and a sense of humor (Turoń-Skrzypińska et al., 
2020). In that regard, athletes with less functional impair-
ment may have a more robust repertoire for coping strate-
gies, because they use both problem-focused (e.g., active 
coping with stress) and emotion-focused (e.g., positive reap-
praisal and sense of humor) strategies. Furthermore, athletes 
with disabilities who have less functional impairment have 
better performance in specific measures of the sport (e.g., 

Table 4   Assessment of risk of bias for the randomized controlled trial

Legend: 1 = Was true randomization used for the assignment of participants to treatment groups? 2 = Was allocation to treatment groups con-
cealed? 3 = Were treatment groups similar at the baseline?; 4 = Were participants blinded to treatment assignment? 5 = Were those delivering 
treatment blind to treatment assignment? 6 = Were outcome assessors blinded to treatment assignment? 7 = Were treatment groups treated identi-
cally other than the intervention of interest? 8 = Was follow up complete and if not, were differences between groups in terms of their follow up 
adequately described and analyzed? 9 = Were participants analyzed in the groups to which they were randomized? 10 = Were outcomes measured 
in the same way for treatment groups? 11 = Were outcomes measured in a reliable way? 12 = Was appropriate statistical analysis used?; 13 = Was 
the trial design appropriate, and any deviations from the standard RCT design (individual randomization, parallel groups) accounted for in the 
conduct and analysis of the trial? N No; Y Yes; NC Not clear; NA Not applicable

Study 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 Total score Risk of bias

Ofoegbu et al. (2020) S S S S NC S S S S S S S S 12 Low



11033Current Psychology (2024) 43:11023–11036	

1 3

the wheelchair basketball pass) (Tachibana et al., 2019). 
Thus, athletes with disabilities with less functional impair-
ment may use more coping strategies because these are posi-
tively associated with performance (Poulus et al., 2020).

No studies investigated an association between the 
classification and burnout symptoms, although the 
Paralympic sports classification process is considered 
stressful when the athletes compete in a higher classification 
then they ought to, making the competition unfair because 
they will compete with athletes with less functional 
impairment, for example, because of a reclassification or 
incorrect classification (Martin, 2017). In addition, the athlete 
can be considered ineligible and can no longer compete due 
to a controversial classification process, even after building a 
successful career with medal achievements in the Paralympic 
and World Games (Barbosa et al., 2021). Therefore, athletes 
with disabilities may develop burnout if this stress source 
becomes chronic and their sport performance is impaired.

Only one study identified an association between coping 
and performance. Athletes with disabilities who used the 
worry-free coping strategy more often performed better 
in terms of winning Paralympic medals than their peers 
who were not medalists. (Szájer et al., 2019). Even though 
performance is important in Paralympic sports (Perret, 
2015) and burnout syndrome negatively affects performance 
(Bicalho & Costa, 2018; Goodger et al., 2007), no study has 
investigated burnout and performance measures in athletes 
with disabilities. Thus, it is necessary to understand which 
measures of sports performance burnout can interfere 
(Eklund & Defreese, 2015).

Limitations

The present review has some limitations, such as the few 
studies included, the lack of standardized descriptions of 
the methods used, and the different types of studies, which 
prevented us from performing a review with meta-analysis. 
In addition, the exclusion of mixed and qualitative methods 
studies may have contributed to the lower number of studies. 
However, this may not be a limitation of the present review 
but rather of the scientific research on the subject, as the 
field of burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities is 
still in an incipient stage. Finally, it is imperative to exercise 
caution when considering the synthesis of evidence due to 
the low methodological quality and a moderate risk of bias 
observed in six out of eight studies, coupled with one study 
exhibiting a high risk of bias. An additional caution pertains 
to the specificity of the study samples included in this review.

Future research directions

This study presents some directions for future studies, such as a) 
the use of study designs that can infer causal relationships, such 

as longitudinal studies; b) investigations about the association 
between classification and burnout and coping indicators 
in athletes with disabilities; c) investigations about how 
burnout and coping can interfere with subjective performance 
measures (e.g., the athlete’s self-assessment or placement in the 
championship) or objective performance (e.g., number of right 
and wrong passes, assists, scored points); d) depending on the 
sample size, the use of more robust statistical analytical methods, 
such as latent profile analysis (person-centered) is wanted, so it 
will be possible to identify cutoff points for burnout and identify 
whether athletes with greater functional impairment are more 
or less prone to symptoms of burnout and use more or fewer 
coping strategies than athletes with less functional impairment 
(according to the classification); e) to analyze whether 
perceptions of burnout symptoms and coping strategies differ 
in athletes with acquired and congenital disabilities; and f) to 
identify the prevalence of burnout in athletes with disabilities.

We believe that based on this review and suggestions 
for future studies, it will be possible to stimulate further 
research on the psychology of Paralympic sport and provide 
insights into variables that have been little studied in athletes 
with disabilities and that directly affect health, performance, 
and athletic success. In this way, sport psychologists and 
professionals working with Paralympic sport or adapted 
sport will have more high-quality evidence to develop 
training programs, interventions, and practical applications 
with studies in the field of Paralympic sport psychology.

Conclusion

This is the first systematic review of burnout and coping in ath-
letes with disabilities that provides an overview of the studies 
conducted. It contributes to scientific advances in Paralympic 
sport psychology to provide insight to athletes with disabili-
ties and professionals working in Paralympic sport. Scientific 
research on burnout and coping in athletes with disabilities is 
in the exploration phase, given the few studies found in the lit-
erature. In sum, burnout is associated with socially prescribed 
perfectionism and sleep, while coping strategies are associated 
with self-determined motivation, engagement, anxiety, depres-
sion, performance and classification.
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