Athletic Stress: Developing Coping Skills through Sports
Reprinted and adapted from Parents’ Complete Guide to Youth Sports, (1989) with permission from the National Association for Sport and
Physical Education (NASPE), 1900 Association Drive, Reston, VA 20191-1599

Sport participation places both physical and psychological demands on athletes. From youth leagues to the
professional level, athletes are forced to cope with the stresses that arise from competing head-on with others in
activities that are important to the athletes and to others, such as parents, coaches, and peers. Some athletes learn to
cope successfully with these stresses, and for them sports are enjoyable -and challenging. Others who are unable to
cope find sport participation to be a stressful and threatening experience.
There is no question that people differ in their ability to cope successfully with stressful situations. Such differences
result primarily from the attitudes and coping skills that are learned during the childhood and adolescent years.
Athletics can be an important arena in which such skills are learned. In a sense, the athletic experience can be a sort
of laboratory for trying out and mastering ways of dealing with stress.
Through their athletic experiences youngsters can develop attitudes, beliefs and coping skills that carry over into
other areas of their lives. Childhood is the best time to learn stress-management skills. What can you, as a parent, do
to help?
What is Stress?
Before discussing ways of reducing stress, we need to explore what we mean by stress. An examination of what
stress is should give us some clues on how to cope successfully with it.
We typically use the term stress in two different but related ways. First, we use the term to refer to situations in our
lives that place physical or psychological demands on us. Family conflicts, work pressures, or school problems are
examples of events that might cause us to say that "there is a lot of stress in my life right now."
The second way in which we use the term is to refer to our mental, emotional, and behavioral responses to these
demanding situations. Worry, anger, tension, or depression are examples of such reactions, as are loss of appetite,
sleep difficulties, and inability to get one's mind off the problem. We are referring to such reactions when we say, "I'm
feeling a lot of stress right now."
In the accompanying figure, we present an analysis of stress that takes both the situation and the person's reactions
into account. As you can see, four major elements are involved.

The Nature of Stress
Situation
(Demands vs. Resources)

Mental
Appraisal

Physical
Arousal

Coping
Behaviors

of situation
of resources
of consequences and their
meaning

© 2006 USA Swimming and The U.S. Ski and Snowboard Association. All Rights Reserved.

The first element is the external situation that is making some sort of physical or psychological demand on the person.
Typically we view our emotions as being directly triggered by these" pressure" situations, as shown in such
statements as "He makes me furious when he says that" or "The kids drove me nuts today." This, however, is not the
case. The true emotional triggers are not in the external situation; they are in our minds. Situations in and of themselves have no meaning to us until we appraise them, which is the second element of stress. Through the process of
appraisal, we perceive and give meaning to situations. This evaluation process has several parts.
• First of all, we appraise the nature of the situation and the demands it is placing upon us.
• At the same time we appraise the resources that we have to deal with it. We judge, in other words, how
capable we are of coping with the situation.
• We also judge the probable consequences of coping or failing to cope with the situation and the meaning of
those consequences for us.
The emotional responses that we call stress are likely to occur when we view ourselves as incapable of coping with a
high demand situation that has potentially harmful consequences for us. In response to such appraisals, our body
instantaneously mobilizes itself to deal with the emergency, and we experience physiological arousal, the third
element of stress. This inborn fight-or-flight response involves a general arousal of the body. Heart rate increases,
blood is rushed to the muscles, blood pressure and muscle tension increase, perspiration may occur, and so on. All of
us are familiar with the way our body becomes aroused when we perceive that we are threatened or in danger.
The fourth element in our analysis of stress involves the behaviors that the person uses in order to try to cope with
demands of the situation. Responses may be mental, as when a quarterback tries to figure out which play to call, or
they may be physical or social responses, such as shooting a free throw or dealing with an angry opponent.
To view this sequence in action, let us consider Kevin, who is at the plate with two outs, the bases loaded, and his
team trailing by a run in the last inning. He is facing a pitcher who has struck him out twice without his even hitting a
foul ball. He views the pitcher as being too tough for him (demands exceed resources). He thinks that if he strikes out
again, his parents, coach, and teammates will be disappointed in him and he will be disappointed in himself. These
appraisals of the situation, his ability to cope with it, and the negative consequences he expects combine to produce
predictable physical results. His mouth is as dry as a ball of cotton. His legs are shaking and he can barely hold the
bat. His stomach is churning and his heart is pounding. His responses to the situation involve trying to concentrate on
the pitcher and swing only at balls that are in the strike zone. Whatever the outcome of his actions, it is clear that
Kevin is experiencing a high degree of stress.
Kevin's stress response to the situation seems quite natural. Most of us would probably react in much the same way.
Yet some would argue that situations such as this place too much stress on children before they are psychologically
equipped to handle it. Are youth sports indeed too stressful for children?
How Stressful Are Youth Sports?
Researchers have used various approaches to try to measure the stressfulness of the youth sport setting. In several
studies electronic devices were attached to children so that their physiological arousal could be measured directly,
through a method known as telemetry. The instruments send a radio signal to a receiver so that physiological
responses, such as heart rate, can be measured while the subject is behaving normally. These studies have shown
that children can experience high levels of arousal during athletic contests, For example, heart rates averaging nearly
170 beats per minute have been recorded in male Little League Baseball players while they were at bat.
The problem with this approach, however, is that physiological measures by themselves cannot tell us exactly which
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emotion is being experienced by the child. In some children elevated heart rates may reflect high levels of anxiety,
while in others they may reflect simple excitement or elation. We can't tell merely by measuring the level of arousal.
To get around this problem, another approach has been to ask children to fill out rating scales of how tense, anxious,
or worried they are at a particular moment. In a series of studies conducted at UCLA, Tara Scanlan and Michael
Passer obtained anxiety ratings from boys and girls immediately before and after youth soccer matches. They found
that most children reported rather low levels of anxiety at both points in time. However, about 20 percent of the
children reported high levels of stress before the game, and many of the children reported high anxiety after games
that their teams had lost.
How stressful are sports compared with other activities in which children participate? To answer this important
question, Julie Simon and Rainer Martens of the University of Illinois obtained anxiety ratings from nine- to fourteenyear-old boys before a number of different activities, including various individual and team sports, school tests, and
band solos. The researchers found that none of the sports they studied aroused as much anxiety as band solos.
Moreover, wrestling was the only sport that was more anxiety-arousing than classroom tests in school. Of the various
sports studied, individual sports caused the highest levels of pre-event anxiety. But, like the UCLA researchers, Simon
and Martens reported that some of the young athletes experienced extremely high levels of stress before competing,
regardless of the sport.
Taken together, the research results suggest that sport participation is not exceedingly stressful for most children,
especially in comparison with other activities in which children have their performance evaluated. But it is equally
clear that the sport setting is capable of producing high levels of stress for certain children. Instead of finding athletic
competition enjoyable and challenging, some children undoubtedly experience threats and anxiety in the competitive
sport setting. Such youngsters could surely benefit from attempts to help them cope more effectively with the stress
that threatens their enjoyment of the sport activity.
How Stress Affects Young Athletes
Fear and anxiety are unpleasant emotions that most people try to avoid. There is evidence that this is precisely what
many stress ridden young athletes do. Avoiding or dropping out of sports is one of the ways some children escape
from an activity they find threatening rather than pleasant. Canadian researchers Terry Orlick and Cal Botterill held
extensive interviews with children who were not participating in sports. Many of them had quit sport programs. A
large proportion of these youngsters indicated that they would like to compete but were fearful of performing poorly
or of failing to make a team. Stress can thus reduce enjoyment and participation in athletics.
In recent years, the notion of burnout has received increasing attention in sports. Elite athletes and coaches have
dropped out of sports at the peak of their careers, maintaining that they are too "burned-out" to continue. Likewise,
youth sport authorities have become increasingly concerned about the large numbers of youth who are dropping out
of sports during the adolescent years. While research suggests that in many cases, children drop out because they
become more interested in other things, there is also concern that intense competitive pressures and too many sport
demands may cause some youngsters to burn out and abandon sports. Sport burnout is a legitimate concern, since
burned out athletes often show depression, loss of drive and energy, and a lowered sense of self-esteem that carries
over into other areas of their lives.
Stress affects not only how athletes feel but how they perform. All of us have seen athletes fall apart or “choke”
under high levels of stress. When under great stress, even gifted athletes can perform poorly. A key to understanding
how stress affects performance is the relationship between physical arousal and performance shown in the
accompanying figure.
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This relationship takes the form of an upside-down U. When arousal is absent or extremely low, athletes frequently
describe themselves as flat and do not perform as well as they are able. As arousal increases, so does performance,
but only up to a certain point. Beyond that optimal arousal point at the top of the inverted V, arousal begins to
interfere with behavior, and we get a drop-off in performance. Research has also shown that the more complicated or
difficult the task, the less arousal it takes to interfere with performance. Thus, it takes less arousal to interfere with a
figure skater's or a golfer's performance than with a sprinter's or a weight lifter's.
High-stress athletes who cannot control their emotions are likely to experience higher-than-optimal levels of arousal
and to perform poorly. The failure experiences that result only serve to reinforce these athletes' fears and undermine
their confidence. Thus, a vicious circle involving anxiety, impaired performance, and increased anxiety can result.
Many young athletes never succeed in achieving their potential in sports because of their inability to control their
anxiety.
One other effect of stress should be noted. There is mounting medical evidence that high levels of chronic stress can
impair health. The physical nature of the stress response taxes the resources of the body and appears to make
children and adults alike more susceptible to illness and disease. Sports medicine specialists have observed many
cases of health breakdowns of various sorts among highly stressed children. Not long ago, we saw a twelve year-old
competitive figure skater who was experiencing so much stress related to her sport that she developed an ulcer. This
is surely a high and unnecessary price to pay for the pursuit of athletic excellence!
Stress affects physical well-being in yet another way: Studies of both college and high school athletes show that
stressful life changes are related to an increased likelihood of injury. Sports medicine specialists have also observed
that athletes who find participation to be stressful and unpleasant often appear to take longer to recover from
injuries. It may be that in some cases, an athlete finds in an injury a temporary and legitimate haven from the
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stresses of competition.
We see, then, that stress can have many effects on athletes of all ages and that most of them are negative. Thus,
athletes who develop coping skills that allow them to bear up under the pressure of competition, to be mentally tough
in the face of athletic challenge and adversity, have a definite advantage.
Negative Effects of Excessive Stress in Youth Sports
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The Nature of Mental Toughness
One of the highest compliments that can be paid to an athlete is to be labeled mentally tough. Some coaches and
athletes speak of mental toughness as if it were a quality that a person either has or does not have. In reality,
however, mental toughness is not some thing we are born with; rather it is a set of specific, learned attitudes and
skills.
The specific skills that constitute what we call mental toughness fall within the brackets of the stress model described
above. Mentally tough athletes mentally appraise themselves and pressure situations in ways that arouse a positive
desire to achieve rather than a fear of failure. Freedom from the disruptive effects of fear of failure allows them to
concentrate on the task instead of worrying about the terrible things that will happen if they fail in the situation.
Another specific skill that contributes to mental toughness is the ability to keep physical arousal within manageable
limits. Somehow, these athletes are able to "psych up" with enough arousal to optimize their performance without
being "psyched out" by excessive arousal. What mental toughness amounts to, therefore, is specific ways of viewing
the competitive situation and skills relating to self-control and concentration.
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The core of mental toughness is the ability to control emotional responses and concentrate on what has to be done in
pressure situations. The mentally tough athlete is in control of his or her emotions and is calm and relaxed under fire.
Such athletes do not avoid pressure; they are challenged by it. They are at their best when the pressure is on and the
odds are against them. Being put to the test is not a threat but another opportunity to achieve. Mentally tough
athletes are able to concentrate on the task at hand in situations where less capable athletes lose their focus of
attention. They rarely fall victim to their own or others' self-defeating thoughts and ideas, and they are not easily
intimidated. Finally, they are mentally resilient and have the ability to bounce back from adversity, their determination
to succeed coming across as a quiet self-assurance.
It is no accident that mentally tough athletes tend to get the most out of their physical ability. Their level of
performance seems to be more consistent and they have a tendency to perform at their best when pressure is the
greatest.
As a parent, you are in a position to help your young athlete develop the skills that comprise mental toughness. In
doing so, you can help sports to serve as a catalyst in their personal development.
Reducing Stress and Building Mental Toughness
Fear of Failure: The Athlete’s Worst Enemy
Aside from fears of physical injury that produce stress for some athletes, most athletic stress arises from the fact that
sports are an important social situation. The athlete's performance is visible to everyone present, and it is constantly
being evaluated by the athlete and by significant people in his or her life. Many athletes dread the possibility of failure
and fear the disapproval of others. Some feel that their athletic performance is a reflection of their basic self worth;
and they therefore have a great need to avoid failing. They are convinced that failure will diminish them in their own
eyes and in the eyes of others.
We are convinced that fear of failure is the athlete's worst enemy. The thinking of high-stress athletes is dominated
by negative thoughts and worries about failing. Unchecked, these concerns with failure undermine confidence,
enthusiasm, the willingness to invest and persist, and, most importantly, the athlete's belief in himself or herself. It is
these thoughts that transform the competitive athletic situation from what should be a welcome challenge to a
threatening and unpleasant pressure-cooker. It is these thoughts that trigger the high physical arousal that interferes
with performance and with the ability to concentrate fully on the task at hand.
The ideas that underlie fear of failure do not arise in a vacuum. They almost always have been communicated to
youngsters by their parents or by other important adults. This is not surprising, because the basic beliefs underlying
such ideas are very widespread and accepted in our culture, which emphasizes achievement as a measure of personal
worth. In our society, an untold number of children fall victim to their parents' demands that they perform exactly as
expected, and to condemnations when they fail. Too often, the child's achievements are viewed as an indication of
the worth of his or her parents, and failure brings reprisals based on the parents' feelings that they are to blame or
that they themselves are inadequate. For many children, love becomes a premium handed out on the basis of what a
child can do rather than simply on who he or she is.
The fastest and easiest way to create fear of failure in a child is to punish unsuccessful performance by criticizing it or
by withholding love from the youngster. Under such circumstances, children learn to dread failure because it is
associated with punishment or rejection. They also learn to fear and avoid situations in which they might fail. The
unfortunate lesson they learn is that their worth and lovability depend on how well they perform. Instead of trying to
achieve in order to reap the built-in rewards of achievement and mastery, children strive to perform well to avoid
failure. They begin to measure themselves by their performance; and if their performance is inadequate, they usually
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consider their total being inadequate. Former UCLA basketball coach John Wooden has found that "Because they fear
failure, many people never try and thereby rob themselves of opportunities to be successful.”
As a parent, you can have a dramatic impact on helping the young athlete develop a positive desire to achieve rather
than a fear of failure. Earlier, we described four elements in the stress cycle: (a) the situation, (b) mental appraisal of
the situation, (c) physical arousal, and (d) coping behaviors. Efforts to reduce stress and build mental toughness can
be directed at all four of these levels.
Reducing Situational Stress
The first way in which stress can be reduced is to change aspects of the situation that place unnecessary demands on
young athletes. We are all well aware that coaches and parents can create stress by their actions. Many young
athletes experience unnecessary stress because adults put undue pressure on them to perform well. Coaches who are
punishing and abusive to children can create a very stressful and unenjoyable environment. Similarly, parents who yell
at their children during games or withdraw their love if the young athlete lets them down can create a situation in
which the youngster "runs scared" much of the time. Eliminating such actions by coaches and parents can reduce
unnecessary stress.
Coaches enter into the life of a child for a limited period of time. But they occupy a central and critical role in youth
sports and greatly influence the outcome of participation. Because of their key position, much of our research has
focused on the psychological relationship between coaches and their athletes. As a result of a seven-year project, we
developed a series of behavioral guidelines that proved effective in helping coaches to establish an enjoyable athletic
environment. The guidelines are simply a set of principles that increase the ability to positively influence others, and
they can help to reduce stress.
The positive approach emphasized in the coaching guidelines is specifically designed to counteract the conditions that
create fear of failure. One of the most important differences between a positive approach to coaching and a negative
approach is the kind of motivation that each produces. In a negative approach, punishment and criticism are used
liberally in an attempt to "stamp out" mistakes. This approach operates by creating fear of failing. In contrast, the
positive approach makes use of encouragement and reinforcement in an attempt to strengthen desirable behaviors.
The motivation this kind of an approach develops is a positive desire to achieve and succeed rather than a negative
fear of making mistakes. Thus, while both approaches may result in improvements in performance, they do so for
different reasons and they create different types of motivation.
Under the positive approach, athletes come to see successful performance as an opportunity to experience a reward.
On the other hand, the, athlete who has been coached by the negative approach comes to view successful
performance as a way of avoiding punishment. It is not surprising that athletes coached with a positive approach
come to see pressure situations as challenges and opportunities, whereas those subjected to a negative approach see
the same kinds of situations as threats.
Increasing the Athlete’s Resources: Skills and Social Support
Stress is experienced when we perceive an imbalance between the demands of the situation and the resources that
we have to cope with the demands. It follows 'that another approach to reducing stress is to increase the young
athlete’s resources. Two types of resources are very important: (a) the skills that the athlete possesses and (b) the
amount of support that the athlete receives from important people such as the coach, teammates and parents.
Parents and coaches are in a position to influence both types of resources.
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It is quite natural to feel insecure when we don't have the skills needed to cope with a situation. Many young athletes
experience this insecurity when they first begin to learn a sport. As their athletic skills increase, they become better
able to deal with the demands of the athletic situation, and their stress decreases. Thus, being an effective teacher
and working with your child to improve skills is one way that you can help reduce athletic stress. Here, again, we
strongly recommend the positive approach, since we feel this is the most effective way to teach skills and create a
positive learning environment. As athletes become more confident in their abilities, they see themselves as more
prepared to cope with the demands of the athletic situation.
As a parent, you obviously are a potent source of social support for your child. But our research also shows quite
clearly that coaches who use the positive approach have more cohesive teams on which athletes like one another
more. By using their "reinforcement power" to encourage teammates to support one another, coaches can help create
a higher level of social support for all of their athletes. When a team can pull together and support one another in
pressure situations, this kind of social support can help reduce the level of stress experienced by individual athletes.
Developing Winning Attitudes Toward Competition
Earlier, we noted that we use the term stress in two different ways. One use of the term relates to situations that
place high demands on us. The other refers to our response to such situations. The importance of this distinction
becomes particularly clear when we deal with the role of mental processes in stress. There is a big difference between
pressure situations and feeling pressure. Mentally tough athletes perform well in pressure situations precisely because
they have eliminated the pressure. They report that although intellectually they are aware that they are in a very
tough situation, they really don't feel the pressure on the inside. There is no way to eliminate pressure situations;
they will always be there because they are a natural part of competition. This does not mean, however, that athletes
have to respond to such situations by experiencing high levels of stress and getting "psyched out."
Mentally tough competitors manage pressure well largely because they have become disciplined thinkers. Either
consciously or unconsciously, they have made the connection in their own heads between what they think and how
much pressure they feel during competition. They have learned (often the hard way) that thoughts like these produce
pressure:
•

What if I don’t do well?

•

I can’t blow it now.

•

I can’t stand this pressure.

•

I’ll never live it down if I lose.

On the other hand, mentally tough athletes think like this in pressure situations:
•

I’m going to do the best I can the let the cards fall where they may.

•

All I can do is give 100 percent. No one can do more than that.

•

This is supposed to be fun, and I’m going to make sure it is.

•

I don’t have to put pressure on myself. All I have to do is focus on doing my job the best I know how.

•

I’m concentrating on performing rather than on winning or losing.

The first set of statements causes an athlete to react to adversity with stress and anxiety. The second set of
statements focuses attention where it should be: on giving maximum effort and concentrating totally on what has to
be done. Pressure situations become welcome opportunities, rather than dire threats, for mentally tough athletes.
Former Marquette University basketball coach Al McGuire has said, "When an athlete can start loving adversity, I
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know I've got a competitor!" The bottom line is that the fundamental difference between mentally tough athletes and"
chokers" is the way they choose to construct the situation in their heads. Situations are not nervous, tense, or
anxious--people are! The sooner you can help athletes to realize that pressure comes from within and not from
outside, the sooner they can start shutting it down.
One of the great benefits of sport as a training ground for mental toughness is that the consequences of failure are
temporary and unlikely to have a long-term impact on the future of a child (as failing in school might). This places you
in a great position to help your young athlete develop a healthy philosophy about achievement and an ability to
tolerate failure and setbacks when they occur. The starting point for such training is the philosophy that great coaches
like John Wooden and Vince Lombardi instilled in their athletes. These coaches developed mentally tough athletes and
teams by realizing that an obsession with winning is self-defeating, because it places the cart before the horse. They
realized that effort should be directed not toward winning, but toward performing to the very best of the athlete's
ability at the time. Doing the very best one can at any moment should always be the focus and the goal. Winning will
take care of itself; the only thing that can be directly controlled is effort. Mental toughness arises in the realization
that "I am performing against myself, not someone else. I will always be my own toughest opponent, and winning the
battle with myself paves the way for winning the contest with my opponent."
Here are some specific attitudes that you can communicate to your child.
1. Sports should be fun. Emphasize to your young athlete that sports and other activities in life are enjoyable for the
playing, whether you win or lose. Athletes should be participating, first and foremost, to have fun. Try to raise your
child to enjoy many activities in and of themselves so that winning is not a condition for enjoyment.
2. Anything worth achieving is rarely easy. There is nothing disgraceful about it being a long and difficult process to
master something. Becoming the best athlete one can be is not an achievement to be had merely for the asking.
Practice, practice, and still more practice is needed to master any sport.
3. Mistakes aren’t a necessary part of learning anything well. Very simply, if we don't make mistakes, we probably
won't learn. Emphasize to your child that mistakes, rather than being things to avoid at all cost stepping stones to
success. They give us the information we need to adjust and improve. The only true mistake is a failure to learn from
our mistakes.
4. Effort is what counts. Emphasize and praise effort as well as outcome. Communicate repeatedly to your young
athlete that all you ask is that he or she give total effort. Through your actions and your words, show your child that
he or she is just as important to you when trying and failing as when succeeding. If maximum effort is acceptable to
you, it can also become acceptable to your young athlete. Above all, do not punish or withdraw love and approval
when he or she doesn't perform up to expectations. It is such punishment that builds fear of failure.
5. Do not confuse worth with performance. Help youngsters to distinguish what they do from what they are. A
valuable lesson for children to learn is that they should never identify their worth as people with any particular part of
themselves, such as their competence in sports, their school performance, or their physical appearance. You can
further this process by demonstrating your own ability, to accept your child unconditionally as a person, even when
you are communicating that you don't approve of some behavior. Also, show your child that you can gracefully accept
your awn mistakes and failures. Show and tell your child that as a fallible human being, you can accept the fact that
despite your best efforts, you are going to occasionally bungle things. If children can learn to accept and like
themselves, they will not unduly require the approval of others in order to feel worthwhile.
6. Pressure is something you put on yourself. Help your young athlete to see competitive situations as exciting self© 2006 USA Swimming and The U.S. Ski and Snowboard Association. All Rights Reserved.

challenges rather than as threats. Emphasize that he or she can choose how to think about pressure situations. The
above attitudes will help to develop an outlook on pressure that transforms it into a challenge and an opportunity to
test them and to achieve something worthwhile.
7. Try to like and respect sport opponents. Some coaches and athletes think that proper motivation comes from anger
or hatred for the opponent. We disagree. Sports should promote sportsmanship and an appreciation that opponents,
far from being the "enemy," are fellow athletes who make it possible to compete. Hatred can only breed stress and
fear. In terms of emotional arousal, fear and anger are indistinguishable patterns of physiological responses. Thus,
the arousal of anger can become the arousal of fear if things begin to go badly during a contest. College football
coach Tom Osborne preaches respect far the opponent because, in his experience, "Athletes who play in a generally
relaxed environment where there's goodwill toward their opponents are less fearful and play better."
When children learn to enjoy sports for their own sake, when their goal becomes to do their best rather than to be
the best, and when they avoid the trap of defining their self-worth in terms of their performance or the approval of
others, then their way of viewing themselves and their world is one that helps prevent stress. Such children are
success-oriented rather than failure-avoidant. Parents who impart these lessons to their young athletes give them a
priceless gift that will benefit them in many of their endeavors in life.
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