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The effect of the perceived social
support on mental health of
Chinese college soccer players
during the COVID-19 lockdown:
The chain mediating role of
athlete burnout and
hopelessness

Liangyu Zhao, Zongyu Liu and Liguo Zhang*

School of Physical Education, Shandong University, Jinan, Shandong, China

The isolation and blockade during the COVID-19 pandemic have a great
impact on the mental health of Chinese college soccer players. This study
aimed to explore the effect of perceived social support on mental health of
college soccer players, as well as the mediating role of athlete burnout and
hopelessness during the COVID-19 lockdown. Based on a sample of 674
college soccer players from several universities in China, the study used the
Perceived Social Support Scale (PSSS), Kessler Psychological Distress Scale
(K10), Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ) and Beck Hopelessness Scale
(BHS). The results indicated that: (1) there was a significant positive correlation
between perceived social support and mental health of college soccer players;
(2) the athlete burnout played a mediating role between perceived social
support and mental health of college soccer players; (3) the hopelessness also
played a mediating role between perceived social support and mental health
of college soccer players; (4) the athlete burnout and hopelessness played a
chain mediating role between perceived social support and mental health.
These findings could contribute to insight into the mechanisms by which
perceived social support affects the mental health of college soccer players
and provide important practical guidance for protecting and promoting their
mental health.

college soccer players, perceived social support, mental health, athlete burnout,
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Introduction

The soccer developed countries all over the world put the
youth soccer training on the basis of the soccer cause. In Japan,
great attention was paid to the development of youth training of
campus soccer, and the dual-ladder promotion pattern of both
professional and campus soccer was realized (Cheng and Zhang,
2014). In Germany, amateur soccer clubs promoted soccer in the
community, and it took professional clubs as the core of youth
training (Liu, 2011). Similarly, the development of youth soccer in
China has always been the core topic of soccer reform and
development. By 2020, China had selected 201 pilot counties
(districts) for campus soccer, 38 pilot areas for campus soccer
reform, and 188 colleges and universities recruiting high-level
soccer teams (China Youth Daily, 2022). With the development of
campus soccer, the number of college soccer players is also
increasing. Chinese college soccer players refer to the students
who have certain soccer skills and quality and pass the sports
training examination of ordinary institutions of higher learning
or the recruitment examination of high-level sports teams. At the
university level, different from other college students, their main
task is to represent the school to participate in provincial and
national soccer matches for making contributions to the school
and national competitive sports. In addition to the overload of
training, they are also exposed to high risk of injury, the
uncertainty of their sporting career, and the long-term pressure of
school and competition, making them vulnerable to mental health
problems (Elbe and Jensen, 2016; Akesdotter et al., 2020). As one
of the core elements of athletes, mental health is an important
resource for them throughout their career (Henriksen et al., 2019).
The World Health Organization (WHO) defined mental health as
a healthy state. In this state, each person was able to realize his or
her potential, cope with normal life pressures, work productively,
and contribute to his or her community (World Health
Organization, 2018). The researchers classified athletes’ mental
health problems into clinical mental disorders, sub-clinical mental
disorders, ordinary people’s situations and athletes’ unique
conditions (Henriksen et al., 2019). Sports practitioners should
pay more attention to the sub-clinical symptoms of athletes who
do not meet the diagnostic criteria for psychological disorders and
implement early intervention in a timely manner (Roberts et al.,
2016). There were evidences that injuries, stress, burnout and
hopelessness that athletes encounter during their sports careers
could increase their risk of mental health problems (Abbott et al.,
2019; Reardon et al, 2019). The coronavirus disease-2019
(COVID-19) outbreak caused national sports competitions to
be suspended, and college soccer players had to train at school or
home to maintain skill levels. Being isolated and online training
had an important impact on the psychology of soccer players
(Schinke et al., 2020; Nassar et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2021). Studies
found that athletes tended to suffer from greater pressure and
hopelessness (Doherty et al., 2016; Schinke et al., 2018), and
hopelessness was the direct cause of mental health problems such
as depression and suicide tendency (Beck et al., 1974; Li, 2014).
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Many studies proposed that a high level of perceived social
support had a positive effect on mental health (Fan et al., 2021),
which could not only help athletes reduce athlete burnout
(Gustafsson et al,, 2017), but also reduce pressure, anxiety,
helplessness and hopelessness related to competitive sports
(Noblet et al., 2003; Lamis et al., 2016). Therefore, it is important
to explore the mental health of Chinese college soccer players
during the COVID-19 lockdown for their subsequent performance
and development.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, social support was an
important factor for athletes. Social support usually referred to
various forms of support and help provided by an individual’s
social network system, such as care, attention or respect from
other members of the social network, which directly affect an
individual’s mental health (Uchino et al., 1996). The resource
protection theory regarded social support as an external
supplement of resources, and people could rely on social support
to avoid or reduce psychological pain in stressful environments
(Hobfoll et al., 2016). Studies found that the link between social
support and mental health might be more prominent among
adolescents (Heerde and Hemphill, 2018). In youth sports, social
support mainly came from coaches, family members, and peers
(Freeman and Rees, 2008; Sheridan et al., 2014). As an important
external resource, social support could significantly improve the
investment level of adolescent athletes, positively predicted their
sports performance (Qiu, 2015; Ye et al.,, 2016), and helped
alleviate the psychological pressure of athletes (Johnston and
Carroll, 1998). Social support was divided into actual received
social support and perceived social support (Uchino, 2009), in
which perceived social support referred to the subjective
perceived judgment of individuals on available social support
(Qiu, 2015). Studies found that in stressful events, the perceived
social support was less than the actual support (Dunkel-Schetter
and Bennett, 1990), and perceived social support was often more
beneficial to mental health than the actual received social
support (Qiu, 2015). The stress buffering hypothesis suggested
that high levels of perceived social support protected individuals
from potential negative effects of stressors, which was associated
with better physical and mental health (Cohen and Wills, 1985).
Adolescents’ perceived social support, especially from friends,
had a positive effect on their mental health in early adulthood
(Jakobsen et al., 2020). Studies found that adolescent athletes
generally believed that coaches were the most important support
force. Positive and effective social support from coaches, parents
and peers could promote athletes’ sport performance and
positive psychological feelings, but if athletes perceived less and
unreasonable support, it would increased their tendency to
retire early (Sheridan et al.,, 2014). For example, if Olympic
athletes felt that they received a high level of social support
before the competition, including support from family, coaches,
teammates and other support personnel, the pressure of
competition would be reduced (Fletcher and Sarkar, 2012).
Therefore, perceived social support played an important role in
athletes’ mental health.
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Freudenberger conducted a study on burnout among
volunteers in a drug rehabilitation clinic in New York, so he was
generally regarded as the founder of this field (Freudenberger,
1974). Later, Maslach proposed that psychological burnout was
composed of emotional exhaustion, dehumanization and
personal achievement (three-factor model; Maslach and Jackson,
1982). Studies found that the increase of burnout level would
increase the perceived stress and depressive symptoms of college
students, and had a negative impact on the mental health for
them (Gerber et al, 2015). Similarly, high levels of stress,
moderate or severe anxiety symptoms, and moderate or severe
depressive symptoms were associated with increased of burnout
levels in the postgraduate population (Allen et al., 2020). A study
using cross-lag panel analysis further showed that the impact of
burnout on depressive symptoms was greater than that of
depressive symptoms on burnout (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009).
Raedeke first proposed the concept of athlete burnout in the field
of competitive sports, and defined it as a syndrome characterized
by reduced sense of achievement, emotional/physical exhaustion
and negative evaluation of sports (Raedeke, 1997). Studies found
that when athlete burnout occurred, athletes would be less
interested in training, lack of motivation, extremely tired of
training, and even experience anxiety and depression symptoms,
which negatively affected their mental health (Demirci and
Cepiklurt, 2018). In addition, athlete burnout might lead to
athletes quitting training and leaving the industry in advance.
Therefore, studying the causes of athletes’ psychological burnout
is the key to the prevention and treatment of athlete burnout.
Through qualitative research on athlete burnout, Liu and Zhang
found that athlete burnout was a predictable phenomenon with
gradual development that was accompanied by athletes for a
long time and determined by a variety of factors (Fanglin and
Liwei, 2004). According to the cognitive-affective stress model,
athlete burnout was the stress effect caused by the long-term
imbalance of environmental requirements and individual
resources, and it was the last stage of psychological collapse
when athletes suffered from adverse pressure for a long time
(Smith, 1986). Under the unique management and training
mode of competitive sports in China’s national system, social
support was an important social environment resource that
athletes get from coaches, families, teammates and organizations,
and an important resource for athletes to cope with external
pressure (Fisher, 1985). Lack of social support or perception of
support was considered to be one of the strongest factors
triggering athlete burnout (Cresswell, 2009; DeFreese and Smith,
2014). Rees et al. showed that higher levels of perceived social
support (perceived emotion, respect, information and tangible
support) in high-level athletes was associated with lower levels
of athlete burnout (Rees and Hardy, 2000). Therefore, perceived
social support played an important role in preventing and
reducing athlete burnout. In conclusion, we believed that athlete
burnout might play a mediating role in the relationship between
perceived social support and mental health of college
soccer players.
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Studies on hopelessness in the field of psychology began in the
early 20th century. It was first considered as a negative cognitive
expectation system about oneself and future life (Scotland, 1969).
Beck et al. defined hopelessness as an individual’s negative
concept, negative expectation or pessimism about the future,
specifically a cognitive schema of negative expectation for the
future (Beck et al., 1974). When encountering negative events, if
an individual repeatedly thought about the causes and results of
negative emotions, the negative schema would be activated and
the individual would have a strong sense of helplessness, which
would increase the individual’s sense of hopelessness (Ma, 2016).
Abramson et al. defined hopelessness as an expectation that highly
desired outcomes would not occur, or that highly aversive
outcomes would occur, and the expectation that no response in
one’s repertoire would change the likelihood of these outcomes
occurring (Abramson et al, 1989). Hopelessness was a
psychological change in adolescents, and was the perception of
negative results of external factors. Hopelessness theory of
depression regarded hopelessness as the proximal and sufficient
cause of the symptoms of despairing depression. In other words,
hopelessness was the direct cause of depression. According to this
theory, individuals prone to hopelessness had two characteristics:
the expectation that events highly valued by individuals would
produce negative results and individuals would do nothing to
change these results (Abramson et al., 1989). In Chinese culture,
students study was highly valued, so teenagers may show
hopelessness for poor academic performance (Pekrun et al., 2009).
A study on university students found that despair was associated
with life satisfaction, depression and anxiety (Guney et al., 2010).
Several studies showed that despair was a significant predictor
variable of depression and that elevated levels of despair in
individuals could have a serious negative impact on mental health
(Baryshnikov et al., 2008; Serafini et al., 2020). Extending to
competitive sports, athletes might also express hopelessness over
unsatisfactory athletic performance. Lester’s found that athletes
faced greater stress and hopelessness, especially elite athletes
(Lester, 2015). Because elite athletes received more attention, more
negative social comments and more pressure, they were more
likely to be injured, fail or overtrain during training and
competition. These could lead to mental health problems. Studies
found that social support could reduce individuals’ sense of
hopelessness, reduce the correlation between hopelessness and
depression, and was a protective factor for suicidal ideation.
However, students who lacked perceived social support may
experience more serious hopelessness, depression and even
suicidal thoughts without the influence or intervention of social
networks (Lamis et al., 2016). Therefore, we believed that
hopelessness might play a mediating role between perceived social
support and mental health in college soccer players.

Athlete burnout was a common negative psychological state
of athletes, which included physical/emotional exhaustion,
diminished personal accomplishment and negative evaluation of
sports. Physical/emotional exhaustion was related to high-
intensity training and competition. Diminished personal
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accomplishment meant that athletes could not complete their
personal goals or their sports performance level was lower than
expected. Negative evaluation of sports referred to losing interest
in sports or resenting sports and achievements (Raedeke and
Smith, 2001). Burnout was more common in stressful places such
as hospitals and schools. Earlier studies shown that burnout was
associated with feelings of helplessness and hopelessness (Kahill,
1988). In a study of psychiatric nurses, burnout was found to
promote hopelessness (Pompili et al., 2006). Currently, there are
few studies on the relationship between athlete burnout and
hopelessness. Researchers found that the lack of hope among
athletes might be related to athlete burnout (Gustafsson et al.,
2010). Raymond et al. found that long-term hopelessness would
affect students’ academic performance and mental health by
reconstructing depression model of learned hopelessness (Au
etal,, 2009). Similarly, Long-term hopelessness could also affect
athletes performance and led to mental illness (Gustafsson et al.,
2010). In view of this, we believed that athlete burnout and
hopelessness might play a chain mediating role between perceived
social support and mental health of college soccer players.

In conclusion, we preliminarily analyzed the relationships
among perceived social support, athlete burnout, hopelessness,
and mental health. We found that most of the existing studies
focus on the relationship between factors, but there were few
studies on the mechanism of mental health of college soccer
players. Therefore, based on conservation of resources, pressure
buffering hypothesis, cognitive-affective stress model and
hopelessness theory of depression, we explored the impact of
perceived social support on mental health of college soccer players
during COVID-19 lockdown, and the mediating role of athlete
burnout and hopelessness. Based on relevant theories and
literature, we proposed the following hypotheses and hypothesis
model (Figure 1):

Hypothesis I: Perceived social support had positive influence
on the mental health of college soccer players.

Hypothesis 2: Athlete burnout played a mediating role in the
relationship between perceived social support and mental
health of college soccer players.

Athletic Burnout . Hopelessness

Mental Health
FIGURE 1

The hypothetical chain mediating effect model of athletic
burnout and hopelessness between perceived social support and
mental health among college soccer players.

‘ Perceived Social Support
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Hypothesis 3: Hopelessness played a mediating role in the
relationship between perceived social support and mental
health of college soccer players.

Hypothesis 4: Athlete burnout and hopelessness played a chain
mediating role between perceived social support and mental

health of college soccer players.

Materials and methods
Participants

In this study, the data of college football players in 29
provincial administrative regions, such as Beijing, Shanghai,
Chongging, Guangdong and Shandong, were collected in
February, 2022 by the method of convenient sampling. To ensure
the validity of the questionnaire, we contacted the head coach of
each college sports team, who distributed the questionnaire to the
athletes in face-to-face meetings. All participants were informed
of the purpose of the study and filled it out voluntarily and
anonymously. A total of 695 questionnaires were sent out. After
excluding invalid questionnaires, a total of 674 valid questionnaires
were obtained with effective recovery of 96.69%. Among them,
418 (62.02%) were male and 256 (37.98%) were female. There
were 305 (45.25%) students in rural areas and 369 (54.75%) in
urban areas. There were 128 (18.99%) students who have played
football for 1-5years, 399 (59.20%) students for 6-10years, 116
(17.21%) students for 11-13years and 31 (4.60%) students for
14years and more. This study was approved by the Ethics
Committee of Shandong University (No. 2021-1-114).

Subsection

Perceived social support

This study adopted the perceived social support scale (PSSS)
prepared by Blumenthal et al. and revised by Jiang et al. and Yan
etal. (Wang et al., 1999). The scale contained three dimensions of
family support, friend support and others support, with a total of
12 items. Likert 7-point scoring method was adopted, with
numbers 1-7 representing “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”
respectively, and the total score was the sum of 12 items. The total
score between 12 and 36 was low support, between 37 and 60 was
medium support, and between 61 and 84 was high support. The
higher the total score was, the higher the level of perceived social
support was. The Cronbach’s o of the questionnaire in this study
was 0.969.

Mental health

The mental health was evaluated by Kessler Psychological
Distress Scale (K10), which was developed by Kessler et al. and
was translated into Chinese by Xu et al. based on K10 Scale (Xu
et al., 2005; Kessler et al., 2009). The scale contained 10 items in
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total, and Likert 5-point scoring method was adopted. Questions

» <

were graded 1-5 according to “all the time,” “most of the time,’

» <«

“some of the time,” “a small part of the time” and “none,” and the
score ranged from 10 to 50 points. The higher the score was, the
healthier the psychology was. This scale was verified to have good
reliability and validity (Zhou et al., 2008). The Cronbach’s @ of the

questionnaire in this study was 0.969.

Athlete burnout

Athlete burnout was measured by the Athlete Burnout
Questionnaire (ABQ) developed by Raedeke and Smith and
revised by Zhang et al,, which contained 15 items in three
dimensions: physical/emotional exhaustion, diminished personal
accomplishment and negative evaluation of sports (Wang et al.,
1999; Zhang and Mao, 2010). The questionnaire used Likert
5-point score, which was “never feel like this” (1 point), “seldom
feel like this” (2 points), “sometimes feel like this” (3 points),
“often feel like this” (4 points) and “always feel like this” (5
points). The first and 14th topics were reverse scoring, and the
total score was the sum of 15 items, with the score ranged from
15 to 75 points. The higher the score was, the higher the athlete
burnout of athletes was. The Cronbach’s o of the questionnaire in
this study was 0.897.

Hopelessness

Beck et al. compiled the Beck Hopelessness Scale (BHS),
which contained a total of 20 items from three dimensions:
feeling for the future, loss of motivation and expectation for the
future (Beck et al., 1974). The Chinese version of this scale was
verified with good reliability and validity in Chinese adolescents
(Kong et al., 2007). The scale was scored by 0 and 1. Questions
1,3,5,6,8,10, 13, 15, and 19 were assigned 0 points for “yes”
and 1 point for “no.” The other questions were the opposite. The
total score was a sum of 20 items, with a higher score indicating
a higher degree of hopelessness. The Cronbach’s o of this scale
was 0.744.

Statistical analysis

In this study, SPSS 26.0 was used for data analysis and Amos
24.0 was used to establish the structural equation model. First,
a chain mediating effect test was conducted using PROCESS
Macrov3.3 (Hayes, 2013) to assess the indirect effect of
perceived social support on mental health through athlete
burnout, hopelessness, athlete burnout and hopelessness.
PROCESS could automatically generate bootstrap confidence
intervals to account for the possible non-normality of the
sampling distribution. Then, the overall fit and path analysis of
the model were given by Amos. Bootstrap in this study was
based on 5,000 samples and generated the 95% confidence
interval to test the significance of indirect effect. If the 95%
confidence interval did not include 0, it indicated that indirect
effect was significant (Preacher and Hayes, 2008).
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Results
Common method bias test

Since the data in this study were all self-reported by the
subjects, there might be significant deviations in the results. Before
data analysis, Harman’ single-factor test was used to test whether
there was common method bias (Zhou and Long, 2004), and
exploratory factor analysis was conducted on all subjects of the
study variables. The results showed that there are 9 factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1, and the explained variation of the first
main factor is 26.57%, lower than the critical value of 40%,
indicating that there is no obvious common method bias.

Descriptive statistics and correlation
analysis

Age, gender, place of origin and duration of sports career were
used as control variables. Table 1 lists the mean, standard deviation
and Pearson correlation coefficients of the main study variables.
The results showed that perceived social support was negatively
correlated with athlete burnout and hopelessness (r=-—0.323,
p<0.01;r=—0.387, p<0.01), and positively correlated with mental
health (r=0.390, p<0.01). There was a significant positive
correlation between athlete burnout and hopelessness (r=0.317,
p<0.01). There was a significant negative correlation between
athlete burnout and mental health (r=—0.405, p <0.01), and there
was also a significant negative correlation between hopelessness
and mental health (r=—0.461, p <0.01). The relationship between
variables supported subsequent testing of the hypothesis.

Chain mediation effect test

Before the chain mediation effect test, this study first
examined the direct predictive effect of perceived social support
on the mental health of college soccer players. The results showed
that the model fitted the data well (x*/df=8.904, CFI1=0.906,
TLI=0.896, RMSEA=0.108), and perceived social support
significantly positively predicted mental health (B=0.247,

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients for
main study variables (n=674).

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4
1. Perceived 60.714 14.616 1

Social Support

2. Athlete 34.519 10.255  —0.323%* 1

Burnout

3. Hopelessness 5.497 3.514  —0.387%*  0.317%* 1

4. Mental 39.972 9.138  —0.390%*%  —0.405%* —0.461%* 1
Health

M, Mean; SD, Standard deviation. **p <0.01.
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p<0.01), supporting Hypothesis 1. Then, the chain mediation
effect was tested by Model 4 in PROCESS macro. After controlling
for gender, age, place of origin and duration of sports career,
regression analysis results showed that perceived social support
significantly negatively predicted athlete burnout (B=-0.227,
p<0.01) and hopelessness (B=—0.076, p <0.01); athlete burnout
positively predicted hopelessness (B=0.075, p<0.01) and
negatively predicted mental health (B=-0.223, p<0.01); and
hopelessness significantly negatively predicted mental health
(B=—0.772, p<0.01; see Table 2).

In order to test the rationality of the chain mediation effect
hypothesis, three models were established, namely full mediation
model M1, partial mediation model M2 and chain mediation
model M3, with perceived social support as the independent
variable, mental health as the dependent variable, and athlete
burnout and hopelessness as the mediating variables. The fully
mediating model M1 was that perceived social support acted on
mental health through two mediating variables, namely, athlete
burnout and hopelessness. Partial mediation model M2 was based
on M1, adding the direct effect path of perceived social support
on mental health. The chain mediation model M3 was based on
M2, adding the direct effect path of athlete burnout on
hopelessness. It can be seen from Table 2 that model M3 is a
saturated model, that is, all parameters to be estimated were
exactly equal to the elements in the covariance matrix, and the
degree of freedom was 0. Therefore, the fitting index was no longer
estimated, and only the path coefficient was concerned.

Use the nonparametric percentage Bootstrap program with
deviation correction to test the significance of mediation effect,
repeat sampling for 5,000 times, and calculate the 95% confidence
interval. The direct effect value between perceived social support
and mental health was 0.125, and the total effect value was 0.247.
This study included three paths of mediation effect. The first path:
perceived social support — athlete burnout — mental health, with

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1001020

an indirect effect value of 0.05. The 95% confidence interval was
[0.049, 0.119], which did not contain 0, indicating that athlete
burnout played a significant mediating role between perceived
social support and mental health. Hypothesis 2 was established.
The second path: perceived social support — hopelessness —
mental health, with an indirect effect value of 0.059. The 95%
confidence interval was [0.063, 0.129], which did not contain 0,
indicating that hopelessness played a significant mediating role
between perceived social support and mental health, and
hypothesis 3 was established. The third path: perceived social
support — athlete burnout — hopelessness — mental health with
an indirect effect value of 0.013. The 95% confidence interval was
[0.012, 0.033], also did not include 0, indicating that the chain
mediation effect was significant, and hypothesis 4 was established.
Thus, athlete burnout and hopelessness were a chain mediator
between perceived social support and mental health (see Table 3;

Figure 2).

Discussion

The relationship between perceived
social support and mental health

The results of this study found that there was a significant
positive correlation between perceived social support and mental
health of college football players, that was, the higher perceived
social support was, the less likely mental health problems would
occur, which was consistent with previous results (Calsyn et al.,
2005; Ye et al., 2016). Social Support Theory believed that social
support could reduce negative effects by guiding people’s
interpretation of stressful situations, so as to protect individuals
from the negative effects of stressors (Lakey and Cohen, 2000).
The stress buffer hypothesis also suggested that high levels of

TABLE 2 Regression analysis of the relationship between variables (n=674).

Mental health Athlete burnout Hopelessness Mental health
Variables B SE t B SE t B SE t B SE t
Constant 30.203%%  4.486 6.732 464427 5218 8.901 65487 1.791 3.657 48307%% 4315 11.195
Sex 1.8727%% 0.697 2.684 0.426 0.811 0.525 ~0.663* 0.263 -2.519 1.480% 0.631 2345
Age -0.373 0.201 ~1.860 0.194 0.233 0.831 0.062 0.076 0.821 —0.271 0.181 —1.496
Residence 0.092 0.685 0.134 —0.741 0.797 -0.930 0.308 0.259 1.190 0.121 0.618 0.196
Sports career —0.154 0.476 —0.324 —0.785 0.553 ~1.419 0.087 0.180 0.484 —0.307 0.429 —0.716
length
Perceived social ~ 0.247%% 0.022 11095  —0.227%%  0.026 —-8760  —0.076%%  0.009 —8.567 0.125%%* 0.022 5.587
support
Athletic burnout 0.075%+ 0.013 5.950 —0.223%%  0.031 ~7.263
Hopelessness —0.7727%% 0.092 —8.358
R, 0.170 0.108 0.202 0.329
F 27.287%#% 16.197°* 28.086%* 46.5827*

Gender, age, residence, and sports career length are the control variables, perceived social support is an independent variable, and mental health is a result variable. This table presents the
results of the multiple hierarchical regression analysis of perceived social support, athletic burnout, hopelessness, and mental health. *p <0.05; *¥p <0.01; ***p <0.001.
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perceived social support could protect individuals from the
potential negative effects of stressors (Cohen and Wills, 1985).
Chinese college soccer players not only had to complete the
training and competition tasks, but also completed the school s
academic tasks, and they were under double pressure. At this
point, the support of coaches, peers and family members could
relieve their anxiety, helplessness and stress, and protected their
mental health (Hardy et al., 1991; Noblet et al., 2003). For college
athletes who lived away from home, the support and care of
coaches were the most important source of social support for
athletes, and were the basis for helping athletes effectively cope
with pressure and maintain physical and mental health (Freeman
and Rees, 2010; Gabana et al,, 2017). College athletes relied more
on the support of coaches after injury, which could help them
overcome fear and anxiety and also had a positive impact on the
recovery process (Newman and Weiss, 2018). Therefore, perceived
social support of college soccer players is a very important factor
for mental health.

The chain mediating effect of athlete
burnout and hopelessness

The results of this study showed that perceived social support
can not only directly affected the mental health of college soccer
players, but also indirectly affected through three intermediary
paths. Firstly, athlete burnout played a mediating role between
perceived social support and mental health. The higher perceived
social support of college soccer players, the less athlete burnout,
and the stronger positive impact on mental health. Athlete
burnout is the test of every athlete, and it has a great impact on
athletes’ competitive level, training efficiency and physical and
mental health. The results of this study were consistent with those
of previous studies (Gustafsson et al., 2017; Hartley and Coffee,
2019). According to the conservation of resource theory,
individuals should strive to obtain, preserve and maintain the
resources with important value to them. When the tasks they
faced increase but the resources were depleted, or the resource
input and return were out of balance, individuals would feel that
resources were threatened or missing. Because they could not
adapt to the situation well, they suffered from psychological
burnout (Hobfoll, 2001). Athlete burnout was the pressure effect

of long-term imbalance between environmental requirements and

TABLE 3 Results of chain-mediated effect test (n=674).

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1001020

individual resources (Li and Hou, 2005). The perceived social
support of college soccer players was mainly obtained from
coaches, peers and family members, which was their important
social environment resources. Therefore, the higher their
perceived social support, the less athlete burnout they experienced.
According to the cognitive-emotional stress model, burnout and
stress were parallel development processes, which went through
four stages: environmental needs, cognitive evaluation, negative
cognitive evaluation and behavioral response. Stress was also the
foundation of burnout (Fisher, 1985). In addition, overtraining
was also a key factor leading to athlete burnout in athletes (Silva
I11, 1990). College soccer coaches often required athletes to
increase training hours and loads, especially in the early stage of
the competition, because they undertook the competition tasks of
the school (Cresswell and Eklund, 2005). College soccer players
were prone to athlete burnout under overtraining and pressure,
which would lead to negative psychological symptoms such as
decreased interest, irritability, anxiety and depression, and thus
negatively impacting their mental health (Demirci and Cepikkurt,
2018). Therefore, a high level of perceived social support can
reduce and prevent athletic burnout in college football players,
further reducing mental health problems such as depression
and anxiety.

Secondly, the results of this study showed that college soccer
players perceived social support could indirectly affect their
mental health through hopelessness. The higher the perceived
social support of college soccer players, the less their hopelessness
and the higher their mental health, which was consistent with
previous results (Smith, 1986; Waszczuk et al., 2016; Mac
Giollabhui et al., 2017). The hopelessness theory of depression
hold that some individuals had cognitive susceptibility to
depression. When negative events occurred, individuals were
prone to hopelessness, which increased the possibility of
depression and was harmful to their mental health. This theory
regarded hopelessness as the proximal sufficient cause of the
symptoms of hopelessness depression (Smith, 1986). Due to the
randomness of soccer matches, college soccer players might feel a
strong sense of helplessness and incompetence when they made
mistakes or failed to match with the other team members, and
they were easy to lose confidence and hopelessness for the
following matches or even their future sports career. Athletes
suffering from long-term hopelessness might suffer from mental
health problems such as depression and suicidal ideation. When

Path Effect Boot SE  Boot LLCI Boot ULCI
Direct effect Perceived social support — mental health 0.125 0.022 0.081 0.168
Indirect effect Perceived social support — athlete burnout — mental health 0.051 0.017 0.049 0.119

Perceived social support — hopelessness — mental health 0.059 0.017 0.063 0.129

Perceived social support — athlete burnout — hopelessness — mental health 0.013 0.005 0.012 0.033
Total effect Perceived social support — mental health 0.247 0.022 0.203 0.291

LLCI, lower 95% level confidence interval; ULCI, upper 95% level confidence interval.
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d=10.075%*

Athletic Burnout Hopelessness

a2=-0.076** b2 =-0.772%*

al=-0.227**

Mental Health

‘ Perceived Social Support

¢’=0.125%*

FIGURE 2

The chain mediation model. The chain mediation model shows
the effects of perceived social support, athlete burnout and
hopelessness on mental health. N=674. **p<0.01.

the athletes made mistakes or fail in the competition, the coaches,
peers or family members should give them sufficient comfort and
support after the competition, and rationally analyzed the reasons
for the failure to the athletes. This made them not only felt warm
and love, but also rationally discovered their shortcomings and
made up for them in the later training, so that athletes were less
prone to hopelessness. Thus, perceived social support can have an
impact on mental health through hopelessness.

This study further revealed that perceived social support
could indirectly affect the mental health of college soccer players
through the chain mediation of athlete burnout and hopelessness.
Hopelessness theory believed that negative life events and
negative inference types were the initial and indirect causes of
hopeless depression (Smith, 1986). College soccer players had to
bear the double pressure of study and competition, and also
experienced negative events such as over-training and match
failure, so they were easy to appear athlete burnout. Athlete
burnout would be accompanied by negative emotions and
behaviors such as emotional exhaustion, decreased sense of
achievement, lack of sports motivation, and decreased training
efficiency (Demirci and Cepikkurt, 2018), and then athletes could
not give full play to their best strength in competitions, falling
into a negative cycle. Over time this can led to a sense of
hopelessness about the future of the sport. Therefore, the athlete
burnout of college soccer players has a positive effect on
hopelessness, and athlete burnout and hopelessness play a chain
mediating role between perceived social support and mental
health of Chinese college soccer players.

Limitations and future research
directions

This study had explored the impact of perceived social support
on mental health of college soccer players, and deeply analyzed the
mediating effects of athlete burnout and hopelessness, which
enriched the research fields of perceived social support, athletic
burnout, hopelessness, and mental health, and provided empirical
support for protecting and promoting the mental health of college
soccer players. However, there were some limitations to this study.
Firstly, due to time and space constraints, this study adopted a
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cross-sectional design, which was insufficient to explain the causal
relationship between perceived social support and mental health.
In the future, experiments or longitudinal studies can be used to
further study the causal relationship between variables. Secondly,
this study chose Chinese college soccer players as research objects,
which is not suitable for other age groups or other sports. Future
research could be extended to other age groups and other sports.
Finally, although this study adopted the method of face-to-face
questionnaire between coaches and athletes, it is difficult to
exclude the differences between respondents answers and the
actual situation by self-report questionnaire. Therefore, future
studies can choose multiple dimensions to collect data.

Conclusion

This study explored the relationship between perceived social
support and mental health of Chinese college soccer players and
its mechanism. By constructing a chained mediation model,
we found that perceived social support not only directly predicted
mental health, but also indirectly through the separate mediating
effect of athlete burnout and hopelessness. In addition, it can
indirectly predict mental health through the chain mediation
effect of athlete burnout and hopelessness.
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