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Objective

This study sought to 1) ascertain the severity of the stress experienced by high school
athletes due to playing a sport, 2) understand how these athletes deal with their stress,
and if these athletes desire help from someone and 3) determine whether athletes
consider their stress a debilitating factor.

Methods

200 high school athletes between the ages of 16 and 17 were surveyed using an
anonymous online survey platform to discover the relationship between stress and
sports. The survey examined both male and female athletes from a variety of sports,
different locations, and different ethnicities.

Results

Approximately 91% of all the cohort experienced some level of stress due to sports.
Interestingly, about a third claimed stress positively affected performance. Fear of failure
and self-pressure were the most common causes of stress. About 27% who were
experiencing moderate to extreme stress wanted, but did not receive, help from a medical
professional. However, of all the participants who experienced some level of stress, only
18% believed that receiving help from a medical professional would not be beneficial for
them.

Conclusion

While it is easy to overlook and minimize the stress of a high school athlete, doing so
may cause future problems such as anxiety and depression, both of which have been
steadily increasing among that same population. It is important that, if needed, these
athletes have access to medical professionals to adequately manage their stress.

INTRODUCTION verse psychological effects, such as depression and anxi-
ety.3 Symptoms of unhealthy stress often present as in-
creased heart rate, hyperventilation, sense of panic,

Approximately 57% of all high school students participate
sweating, and nausea.? Stress doesn’t only affect college

in one or more sports.! Some of the more prevalent sports ; ’ ) )
among student-athletes include track and field, football, and professional athletes, but is also impacting athletes
and basketball. These sports require an intense amount of i1 high school. Anxiety and depression have been steadily
training and physical exertion. Studies have proven that increasing among high school athletes for the last 10-15

. . . . . 5 i
there is a direct correlation between exercise and improved ~ Years.” Even worse, athletes often have trouble addressing
their mental health difficulties, with a study revealing that

only 10% of college athletes experiencing mental health
problems try to receive help.®

health.2 Nevertheless, athletes seem to experience mental
health problems more frequently than many people ac-
knowledge. These mental health problems are often a result
of factors such as stress. Stress is the body’s response to
pressure, and can be triggered by unexpected experiences
or feeling overwhelmed. A limited amount of stress can be
helpful, but an excessive amount can be a catalyst for ad-
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Figure 1. Stress level due to sports

METHODS

Two hundred domestic U.S high school athletes ages 16
and 17 were surveyed through a survey research platform
that uses organic sampling built on Random Device En-
gagement. The use of artificial intelligence and algorithms
prevents fraud from single users on multiple accounts and
illogical or suspicious responses to specific questions. One
screening question was used to establish survey eligibility.
The question asked what extracurricular activities the co-
horts participated in, and they were only accepted into
the survey if sports was selected. The survey consisted of
10 multiple-choice questions. For certain questions, multi-
ple selections amongst the multiple choices were allowed,
therefore percentage totals were often above 100%. The
first question asked what sport the cohorts played, and
the following questions were all related to athletes and
their stress. Data was analyzed using JMP statistical soft-
ware (Cary, North Carolina, USA). Weighting was used to
match the univariate dissemination of gender, age, and
geographic region. For comparing 2x2 contingency tables,
chi-square tests were used. This study was issued an ex-
empt determination (study #2022-585) by our institutional
review board.

RESULTS

Approximately 91% of the cohort reported experiencing
some level of stress due to playing a sport. Respondents
rated their stress on a Likert scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being
note stressed, and 5 being extremely stressed (Figure 1).

About a third of the cohort (34%) reported stress pos-
itively affecting performance, while around a quarter
(25.5%) reported stress negatively affecting performance
(Figure 2).

For the question: “Why do you think sports cause you
stress?” several answers were permitted. Fear of failure
(64%) and self-pressure (66.5%) were the most common
causes of stress among the cohorts; 45% reported fearing
judgment from others, 35% reported having impractical ex-

m1 (Not stressed)
2 (A little stressed)
3 (Moderately stressed)
4 (Very stressed)

W5 [Extremely stressed)

pectations of themselves, 34% reported coach pressure, and
21.5% reported parental pressure as being other factors
that led to stress. Females were significantly more likely to
experience stress due to fear of failure [p=.0041], parental
pressure [p=.01428], impractical expectations of themselves
[p=.00596], and fear of being judged by others [p=.00714].

The most common symptoms experienced by the cohort
were an increased heart rate (49%), sweating (45.5%), and a
sense of panic, doom, or dread (40%) (Figure 3).

For the question that asked about strategies to help with
stress, several answers were permitted. Interestingly, 55%
of respondents claimed that exercise was a strategy they
used to help with stress caused by sports (Figure 4).

When asked who they would first approach to get help
for their stress, an overwhelming 50% said they would first
approach a friend, rather than a parent or a coach (Figure
5).

About a quarter of the respondents who did not already
see a medical professional and experienced some level of
stress due to sports desired help from a medical profes-
sional (Figure 6). Approximately 78% of respondents who
were experiencing moderate to extreme stress did not re-
ceive help, and 27% of those same respondents wanted but
did not receive help. Reasons for not receiving help, despite
wanting it, were being unsure where to go (46%), fearing
judgment from others (35% of respondents), lacking access
(27%), financial difficulties (27%), and being embarrassed
(14%).

Only 18% of respondents who experienced some level of
stress reported they did not believe help would be benefi-
cial to them (Figure 7).

DISCUSSION

Participating in a sport has always been one of the more
prominent extracurricular activities for high school stu-
dents. Often, these sports incorporate an intense amount of
physical activity and exercise. It has been shown that exer-
cise significantly improves mental health,? yet high school
athletes’ anxiety has increased over the past 10-15 years.6
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Figure 3. Symptoms caused by stress

This survey revealed that about 91% of high school athletes
experienced some level of stress due to their sport, with
58% reporting a moderate to an extreme amount of stress.

There has been debate over how stress affects perfor-
mance levels. One study proposed that the relationship
between anxiety and performance is directly proportional,
while another suggested that there is an optimal level of
anxiety needed to achieve peak performance level.” We
found that athletes who rated their stress a two on the
scale from one to five were most likely to report stress pos-
itively affecting performance. As stress got more severe, it
was more likely for athletes to report a negative effect on
their performance. Of those who reported being very or ex-
tremely stressed due to playing a sport, half reported that
stress negatively affected their performance.

Exercise was the most common approach to dealing with
stress among the cohort, which reinforces the idea that
exercise is beneficial for mental health.? Interestingly, re-
spondents who played physically challenging sports such
as football, basketball, and soccer were also most likely to
choose exercise. It would be interesting to know whether
those athletes consider exercise during practices or games

]
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to be a stress reliever, or if it’s only exercise that’s indepen-
dent of their sport.

The majority of cohorts believed that if they were to go
to someone for support, they would first approach an infor-
mal source (i.e friends and family), which is similar to other
studies regarding this topic.8 Only 8% said they would first
try to receive help from a medical professional. Friends and
family have been shown to improve mental health through
emotional support, and seeking help from them is often en-
couraged in mental health campaigns. However, sometimes
these informal sources can also have a negative impact due
to unhelpful interpretations, lack of knowledge, and occa-
sionally criticism and ridicule. Informal sources may not be
able to provide the adequate amount of help that a med-
ical professional would be able to.8 This survey, however,
found a lack of desire among high school athletes to seek a
medical professional for help, even among those experienc-
ing a considerable amount of stress. The most common rea-
sons given among those who wanted help from a medical
professional, but did not receive help, were being unsure
where to go and fearing judgment from others. The former
could be the result of a lack of knowledge or a lack of access,
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Figure 4. Strategies to help with stress
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Figure 5. Whom athletes would want to receive help
from

with many parts of the country being designated as Mental
Health Professional shortage areas.” The latter reveals that
stigmas surrounding mental health problems are prevalent
among teenagers in high school. However, while about 60%
of cohorts who reported some level of stress did not want
to see a medical professional, only about 18% said that re-
ceiving help from a medical professional would not be ben-
eficial for them.

LIMITATIONS

The options for question five were restricted to four
choices. Instead, this question should have either included
more options for the cohorts to choose from, had an option
that said “none of these”, or been a free-response. Question
six should have also had a “none of the above” option.
As with other survey studies, the robustness of the data
is dependent on how sincerely respondents answered. The
strength of our cross sectional survey was its geographic
representation, weighting of responses, and sample size.

B Exercise

m Meditation/yoga

mTalking to someone about
your problems

Nothing helps

CONCLUSIONS

This study found that around 60% of all high school ath-
letes experienced a moderate to an extreme level of stress
due to their sport, and a quarter reported stress negatively
affecting their performance. Sadly, many athletes wanted to
receive help for their stress but did not because of unaware-
ness regarding mental health facilities and stigmas sur-
rounding mental health problems. While it is easy to over-
look and minimize the stress of a high school athlete, doing
so may cause future problems such as anxiety and depres-
sion, both of which have been steadily increasing among
that same population. It is important that, if needed, these
athletes have access to medical professionals to adequately
manage their stress.
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