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ABSTRACT

Academic burnout has become an increasingly prevalent problem among university 
students, negatively affecting both academic performance and psychological well-being. 
The present study aims to examine the sequential mediating roles of cognitive flexibility 
and emotion regulation in the relationship between psychological resilience and 
academic burnout. By focusing on the cognitive and emotional mechanisms underlying 
this relationship, the study seeks to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
how resilience contributes to the prevention of burnout. The study was conducted using 
a correlational research design with a sample of 488 university students (M = 22.17, 
SD = 4.15) from various universities in Türkiye. Data were collected using the Brief 
Resilience Scale, the Maslach Burnout Inventory–Student Survey, the Cognitive Flexibility 
Inventory, and the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale–Short Form. Descriptive 
statistics and Pearson correlation analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 
25.0. The sequential mediating effects of cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation 
were tested using PROCESS Macro 4.2 (Model 6). The results indicated that academic 
burnout was significantly and negatively associated with psychological resilience, 
cognitive flexibility, and emotion regulation. Furthermore, cognitive flexibility and 
emotion regulation jointly functioned as significant serial mediators in the relationship 
between psychological resilience and both overall academic burnout and the academic 
efficacy dimension. In contrast, within the academic cynicism dimension, only emotion 
regulation emerged as a significant mediator. These findings highlight the importance 
of strengthening cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation skills in psychological 
counseling and preventive mental health interventions aimed at reducing academic 
burnout among university students.
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INTRODUCTION

University education offers significant opportunities for academic and 
professional development but also introduces intensive and chronic stressors. 
Increasing academic expectations, performance pressure, evaluation 
processes, economic uncertainties, and social adjustment demands are 
among the primary factors threatening students’ psychological well-being. 
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Prolonged exposure to these stressors contributes to the emergence of 
academic burnout. Academic burnout is defined as a response to chronic 
academic stressors and is conceptualized across three dimensions: emotional 
exhaustion, depersonalization/cynicism, and reduced academic efficacy or 
ineffectiveness (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Recent 
studies demonstrate that academic burnout is a prevalent and multidimensional 
issue among university students. Large-scale international research indicates 
that a substantial proportion of students exhibit symptoms of burnout, 
which adversely affect both academic performance and psychological well-
being (Liu et al., 2023; Chong et al., 2025). Similarly, current studies show 
that academic burnout is widespread and significantly associated with 
variables such as perceived stress, academic motivation, and life satisfaction 
(Güngör & Sari, 2022). The development of academic burnout is influenced 
not only by environmental stressors but also by individuals’ emotional and 
psychological resources. Previous studies indicate that emotional and social 
competencies enhance psychological resilience against stress and function 
as critical protective factors in reducing burnout risk (Kinman & Grant, 
2010). Accordingly, psychological resilience emerges as a key protective 
resource. Psychological resilience is defined as the capacity to recover and 
maintain equilibrium in the face of stress and adversity (Smith et al., 2008). 
Studies conducted with university students show that individuals with higher 
levels of resilience perceive stressors as more manageable and demonstrate 
greater adaptive functioning (Terzi, 2008). Furthermore, research across 
different contexts indicates that resilience is a significant protective factor 
in reducing burnout symptoms (Yıldırım & Solmaz, 2022). However, the 
mechanisms through which psychological resilience influences academic 
burnout remain insufficiently understood. In this regard, cognitive flexibility 
is conceptualized as a functional cognitive component of resilience. Cognitive 
flexibility refers to an individual’s ability to adapt to changing conditions, 
generate alternative perspectives, and restructure rigid thought patterns 
(Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010). Research among university students indicates 
that cognitive flexibility is negatively associated with academic stress and 
psychological symptoms, enabling more adaptive evaluations of stressful 
academic situations (Alsaif et al., 2024). Other studies have shown that 
cognitive flexibility is positively related to coping skills and psychological 
resilience (Sapmaz & Doğan, 2013). The influence of cognitive flexibility on 
academic burnout is largely associated with emotion regulation processes. 
Emotion regulation is defined as a multidimensional construct involving the 
monitoring, evaluation, and modification of emotional responses (Gross, 
1998). In academic settings, effective emotion regulation supports sustained 
effort under conditions of stress or failure, whereas difficulties in regulation 
contribute to chronic stress and the development of burnout components. 
A recent meta-analysis indicates that adaptive emotion regulation strategies 
are negatively associated with academic burnout, whereas difficulties in 
emotion regulation are positively related to burnout and its sub-dimensions 
(Iuga & David, 2024). Studies conducted in Türkiye similarly demonstrate 
that difficulties in emotion regulation significantly predict psychological 
resilience and are closely linked to protective processes against burnout 
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(Gözel Topkaya & Şahin, 2024). Taken together, these findings suggest 
that psychological resilience, cognitive flexibility, and emotion regulation 
operate within a sequential mechanism in relation to academic burnout. It is 
hypothesized that resilience facilitates the restructuring of stressful academic 
experiences by enhancing cognitive flexibility, and that increased flexibility 
reduces academic burnout by strengthening emotion regulation processes. 
However, studies that simultaneously test these relationships, particularly 
within a serial mediation framework, remain limited. The present study aims 
to examine the sequential mediating roles of cognitive flexibility and emotion 
regulation in the relationship between psychological resilience and academic 
burnout among university students. In this context, by testing both the direct 
and indirect effects of psychological resilience on academic burnout, the 
study seeks to provide a more comprehensive explanation of the cognitive 
and emotional mechanisms underlying academic burnout.

METHOD

Research Design

In this study, a predictive correlational design was employed to examine the 
effect of psychological resilience on the dimensions of academic burnout 
(academic burnout, academic inefficacy, and academic cynicism) and the 
sequential mediating roles of cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation 
in this relationship among university students. The predictive correlational 
design is one of the quantitative research designs that allows for the statistical 
identification of the predictive effect of independent variables on the dependent 
variable, as well as the direction and strength of the relationships between 
variables (Creswell, 2017). In the study, psychological resilience was treated 
as the independent variable (X), cognitive flexibility as the first mediator 
(M1), and emotion regulation as the second mediator (M2). The dimensions 
of academic burnout were determined as the dependent variables (Y), and the 
relationships were tested within the framework of a serial mediation model.

Sample

The study group of the research consists of a total of 488 university students 
with ages ranging from 18 to 55 (Mean = 22.14, SD = 4.15). Of the participants, 
80.9% are female (n = 395) and 19.1% are male (n = 93). Detailed demographic 
information regarding the study group is presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the sample  
(N = 488).

Variables Groups N %

Gender
Female 395 80.9

Male 93 19.1

Marital Status
Single 455 93.2

Married 23 4.7

Divorced 4 0.8

Other 6 1.2

(Continued)
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Variables Groups N %

Class Level

Preparatory 14 2.9

1st Year (Freshman) 65 13.3

2nd Year (Sophomore) 126 25.8

3rd Year (Junior) 172 35.2

4th Year (Senior) 83 17.0

Graduate 28 5.7

Data Collection Instruments

1.	 Personal Information Form: Basic demographic information related to 
the participants’ gender, marital status, and class level was collected using 
a form developed by the researchers.

2.	 Maslach Burnout Inventory – Student Survey (MBI-SS): The Turkish 
adaptation of the scale, which was originally developed by Schaufeli et al. 
(2002) to assess academic burnout in students, was conducted by Çapri 
et al. (2011). The scale consists of three sub-dimensions—exhaustion, 
cynicism, and efficacy—and is rated using a 5-point Likert-type scale. 
In the Turkish version, internal consistency coefficients were reported as 
.76, .82, and .61 for the sub-dimensions, respectively.

3.	 Brief Resilience Scale (BRS): The Turkish validity and reliability study of the 
scale, originally developed by Smith et al. (2008) to measure psychological 
resilience, was conducted by Doğan (2015). The scale consists of six items, is 
rated using a 5-point Likert-type scale, and has a single-factor structure; the 
internal consistency coefficient for the Turkish version was reported as .83.

4.	 Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI): The Turkish adaptation of the 
scale, originally developed by Dennis and Vander Wal (2010) to assess 
cognitive flexibility, was conducted by Gülüm and Dağ (2012). The 
inventory consists of twenty items and two sub-dimensions (alternatives 
and control) and is rated using a 5-point Likert-type scale; higher scores 
indicate higher cognitive flexibility. The internal consistency coefficients 
of the scale were reported to range between .70 and .85.

5.	 Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale – Short Form (DERS-16): The 
psychometric properties of the Turkish version of the scale, originally 
developed by Bjureberg et al. (2016) to assess difficulties in emotion 
regulation, were examined by Yiğit and Güzey Yiğit (2017). The scale 
consists of 16 items and is rated using a 5-point Likert-type scale. The 
internal consistency coefficient for the total score of the Turkish version 
is .92. In this study, the scores were reverse-coded so that higher scores 
represent better emotion regulation skills.

Data Analysis

Statistical analyses of the research data were conducted using IBM SPSS 
Statistics 25.0 software. Initially, descriptive statistics of the participants 
were calculated; the assumption of normality was evaluated based on 

Table 1: Continued.
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skewness and kurtosis values within the ±1.5 range (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2013). The relationships between the variables were examined using 
Pearson correlation analysis. The mediating roles of cognitive flexibility 
and emotion regulation in the effect of psychological resilience on the 
dimensions of academic burnout were tested within the scope of serial 
mediation analysis (Model 6) using Hayes’ PROCESS Macro program 
(Hayes, 2018). In the serial mediation analyses, psychological resilience 
was included in the model as the independent variable (X), cognitive 
flexibility as the first mediator (M1), emotion regulation as the second 
mediator (M2), and the dimensions of academic burnout (academic 
burnout, academic cynicism, academic inefficacy) as the dependent 
variables (Y). The significance of the indirect effects was evaluated based 
on 95% confidence intervals calculated with 5,000 bootstrap samples; 
indirect effects were considered significant if the confidence interval did 
not include the value of zero.

FINDINGS

Findings on the Relationships Between Variables

The relationships between burnout types (academic burnout, academic 
inefficacy, and academic cynicism) and psychological resilience, cognitive 
flexibility, and emotion regulation were examined using Pearson correlation 
analysis (see Table 2). The results revealed that academic burnout shows 
significant negative correlations with psychological resilience, cognitive 
flexibility, and emotion regulation. Similarly, academic inefficacy and 
academic cynicism were found to be negatively correlated with these variables. 
Furthermore, positive and significant relationships were identified between 
psychological resilience and both cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation, 
as well as between cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation. The strongest 
relationships were observed between psychological resilience and emotion 
regulation (r = 0.58, p < .01) and between psychological resilience and cognitive 
flexibility (r = 0.50, p < .01). The findings presented in Table 2 indicate that as 
levels of psychological resilience, cognitive flexibility, and emotion regulation 
increase, academic burnout and its sub-dimensions decrease. 

Table 2: Correlation results regarding the relationships between burnout types, 
psychological resilience, cognitive flexibility, and emotion regulation.

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

1.  Academic Burnout 1

2.  Academic Inefficacy 0.13** 1

3.  Academic Cynicism 0.78** 0.19** 1

4.  Psychological Resilience −0.24** −0.29** −0.21** 1

5.  Cognitive Flexibility −0.10* −0.45** −0.12* 0.50** 1

6.  Emotion Regulation −0.43** −0.15** -0.36** 0.58** 0.41** 1

Note. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05
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Findings Regarding Serial Mediation Analysis

The roles of cognitive flexibility (M1) and emotion regulation (M2) in 
the effect of psychological resilience (X) on the dimensions of academic 
burnout were tested within the scope of a serial mediation model (Model 
6) using the PROCESS Macro developed by Hayes (2018). In all models, 
it was observed that psychological resilience predicted cognitive flexibility 
positively and significantly (B = 1.38, SE = 0.11, p < .001, 95%CI[1.17,1.59]). 
Furthermore, it was determined that psychological resilience had a positive 
and significant effect on emotion regulation (B = 1.68, SE = 0.14, p < .001, 
95%CI[1.41,1.96]) and that cognitive flexibility predicted emotion regulation 
positively (B = 0.19, SE = 0.05, p < .001, 95%CI[0.09,0.29]). These findings 
indicate that psychological resilience is a fundamental personal resource that 
supports cognitive and emotional regulation processes.

Model 1: Academic Burnout

In the model established for academic burnout, it was observed that cognitive 
flexibility significantly predicted academic burnout (B = 0.05, SE = 0.02, 
p = .036), while emotion regulation had a negative and significant effect on 
academic burnout (B = −0.16,SE = 0.02,p < .001). While the direct effect of 
psychological resilience on academic burnout was not found to be significant 
(B = −0.04,p = .57), the total effect was determined to be negative and 
significant (B = −0.30,SE = 0.05,p < .001). 

It was observed that the total indirect effect was significant (B = −0.26, 
BootSE = 0.05,95%CI[−0.35,−0.17]) and that the effect of psychological resilience 
on academic burnout was sequentially transmitted through cognitive flexibility 
and emotion regulation (B = −0.04, BootSE = 0.02,95%CI[−0.07,−0.02]). The 
fact that the direction of the coefficient for cognitive flexibility diverged from the 
correlation findings points to a potential suppression effect emerging with the 
inclusion of emotion regulation in the model. This situation suggests that the effect 
of cognitive flexibility on academic burnout operates largely through emotion 
regulation processes. The findings regarding the model are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The serial mediation model of psychological resilience, cognitive flexibility, 
and emotion regulation on academic burnout.
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Model 2: Academic Inefficacy

In the model established for academic inefficacy, the direct effect of 
psychological resilience was found to be negative and significant (B =−0.11, 
SE = 0.04, p = .011). It was observed that cognitive flexibility had a negative 
and significant effect on academic inefficacy (B = −0.13,SE = 0.01,p < .001). 
The effect of emotion regulation on academic inefficacy was positive and 
significant (B = 0.03, SE = 0.01, p = .042). It was determined that the total 
effect of psychological resilience was negative and significant (B = −0.24, 
SE = 0.04, p < .001), the total indirect effect was significant (B = −0.12, 
BootSE = 0.03, 95%CI[−0.19,−0.06]), and the serial indirect path was 
statistically significant (B = 0.01, BootSE = 0.00,95%CI[0.00,0.02]). The 
direction of the coefficient for emotion regulation reflects a relative effect 
emerging from the simultaneous inclusion of variables in the model and should 
be considered within the framework of the academic inefficacy dimension’s 
highly sensitive nature toward cognitive evaluation processes. The findings 
regarding the model are shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2: The serial mediation model of psychological resilience, cognitive flexibility, 
and emotion regulation on academic inefficacy.

Model 3: Academic Cynicism

In the model established for academic cynicism, it was found that emotion 
regulation predicted academic cynicism negatively and significantly (B = −0.11, SE 
= 0.02,p < .001). The direct effects of psychological resilience (B=−0.01,p=.80) and 
cognitive flexibility (B = 0.02, p = .38) on academic cynicism were not significant. 
In contrast, the total effect of psychological resilience on academic cynicism was 
negative and significant (B = −0.21, SE = 0.04,p < .001). It was determined that the 
total indirect effect (B = −0.19, BootSE = 0.04,95%CI[−0.27,−0.12]) and the serial 
indirect path were significant (B = −0.03, BootSE = 0.01,95%CI[−0.05,−0.01]). 
The findings regarding the model are presented in Figure 3.

Figure 3: The serial mediation model of psychological resilience, cognitive flexibility, 
and emotion regulation on academic cynicism.
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DISCUSSION

In this study, the sequential mediating roles of cognitive flexibility and 
emotion regulation in the relationship between psychological resilience and 
academic burnout among university students were examined. The findings 
indicate that academic burnout is not merely a consequence of academic 
demands; rather, it represents a multidimensional process closely linked to 
individuals’ cognitive and emotional regulatory capacities. The findings are 
largely consistent with both international and national literature, while also 
revealing several distinct patterns across the sub-dimensions of burnout. 
First, correlation analyses demonstrated that all sub-dimensions of academic 
burnout (academic burnout, academic inefficacy, and academic cynicism) 
are negatively associated with psychological resilience. This finding is 
consistent with studies highlighting psychological resilience as a protective 
resource against the adverse effects of academic stress and burnout among 
university students (Terzi, 2008; Yıldırım & Solmaz, 2022; Liu et al., 2023). 
Large-scale international studies further suggest that resilience facilitates 
academic adjustment and reduces the likelihood of burnout (Chong et al., 
2025). Similarly, evidence across diverse samples indicates that psychological 
resilience serves as a protective factor not only against burnout but also 
against broader psychological distress (Kinman & Grant, 2010).The relatively 
weak yet significant associations between cognitive flexibility and academic 
burnout suggest that cognitive flexibility influences burnout primarily through 
indirect mechanisms rather than direct effects. This interpretation aligns 
with theoretical perspectives proposing that cognitive flexibility operates 
through the cognitive evaluation and reframing of stressful experiences 
(Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010). Empirical studies indicate that cognitive 
flexibility is negatively associated with academic stress and psychological 
symptoms; however, its effects often emerge through emotion regulation or 
coping processes (Alsaif et al., 2024). Research conducted in Türkiye further 
supports that cognitive flexibility is positively related to psychological 
resilience and adaptive functioning (Sapmaz & Doğan, 2013). The strong 
associations between emotion regulation and academic burnout constitute 
one of the most notable findings of the study. The negative relationships 
between emotion regulation skills and both academic burnout and academic 
cynicism indicate that emotional exhaustion and motivational decline are 
closely tied to emotional processes. This result is consistent with recent 
meta-analytic evidence demonstrating that adaptive emotion regulation 
strategies reduce burnout, whereas difficulties in emotion regulation increase 
both burnout and its sub-dimensions (Iuga & David, 2024). Findings from 
studies conducted in Türkiye similarly show that difficulties in emotion 
regulation significantly predict psychological resilience and are closely linked 
to protective processes against burnout (Gözel Topkaya & Şahin, 2024). 
Serial mediation analyses further revealed that the effect of psychological 
resilience on academic burnout is largely explained through indirect 
pathways involving cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation. The non-
significant direct effects of resilience in the academic burnout and academic 
cynicism dimensions, combined with significant indirect effects, suggest that 
resilience primarily operates through cognitive and emotional regulatory 
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processes. This finding supports contemporary literature conceptualizing 
burnout as a multifactorial and process-oriented construct (Chong et 
al., 2025; Liu et al., 2023). Consistent with this perspective, intervention 
studies indicate that programs targeting emotion regulation and learning 
strategies yield positive outcomes in student mental health and burnout 
reduction (Charbonnier et al., 2023). The persistence of the direct effect of 
psychological resilience in the academic inefficacy dimension suggests that 
this component may be more closely related to self-efficacy and cognitive self-
evaluations than other dimensions of burnout. Existing research indicates 
that perceptions of academic efficacy are strongly associated with cognitive 
appraisals and personal resources (Yıldırım & Solmaz, 2022). Accordingly, 
psychological resilience may influence academic efficacy through both direct 
and indirect pathways. Overall, the findings underscore the importance of 
adopting holistic intervention approaches that prioritize the development 
of cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation skills, rather than focusing 
solely on stress reduction, in efforts to prevent and reduce academic burnout. 
This perspective aligns with the growing emphasis on skill-based and 
process-oriented interventions in both international and Turkish literature 
(Terzi, 2008; Charbonnier et al., 2023; Iuga & David, 2024).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Conclusion

In this study, academic burnout among university students is conceptualized 
as a multidimensional construct associated with psychological resilience, 
cognitive flexibility, and emotion regulation processes. The findings indicate 
that the effect of psychological resilience on academic burnout operates 
largely through indirect pathways, particularly via cognitive flexibility and, 
more prominently, emotion regulation skills. While the significant associations 
between emotion regulation and all dimensions of burnout highlight the 
central role of emotional processes in academic burnout, the findings also 
suggest that cognitive flexibility functions primarily as a cognitive resource 
that supports emotion regulation rather than directly reducing burnout. These 
findings are consistent with current literature emphasizing that academic 
burnout should be addressed within a process-based framework.

Recommendations

In line with the findings, it is recommended that prevention and intervention 
programs for university students adopt holistic approaches that prioritize the 
development of cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation skills rather than 
focusing solely on reducing academic stress. Specifically, the implementation 
of skill-based programs incorporating emotion regulation strategies and 
cognitive restructuring techniques within psychological counseling and 
guidance services may contribute to reducing academic burnout. Furthermore, 
future longitudinal and experimental studies would enable a more robust 
examination of the causal mechanisms underlying the sequential model 
proposed in this study and enhance the generalizability of the findings across 
diverse university and cultural contexts.
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