
Graduate
Category: Health Sciences
Degree Level: PhD
Abstract ID# 1002

PhD Candidate Peter Ward, MA, LMHC
Faculty Advisor Mariya Shiyko, PhD

Identifying Stress Unique to College Athletes: Health Outcomes & Interventions
Ward, P.S. & Shiyko, M.P.

Department of Applied Psychology, Bouvé College of Health Sciences

Introduction

• Negative mental health in college students represents 

a rising concern, as it often correlates with behavioral 

outcomes such as substance abuse and suicide. 

• Recent NCAA studies include student athletes 

anonymously self reporting:

o Abusive  supervision by coaches

o Up to 42 hours spent on athletics and 37 hours spent 

on academics per week, during season

o Student athletes missing 1.5 to 2.3 classes per week

• Student athletes report more stress than non-

athletes in the following domains: 

o romantic relationships

o higher responsibilities

o decreased sleep

o demand of extracurricular activities

Aims

1. Identify stressors specific to student athletes & 

associated health consequences

2. Investigate interventions recommended for college 

athletes, particularly mindfulness-based 

interventions

3. Identify gaps in the research, highlighting 

opportunities to tailor interventions to the student-

athlete, such as mindfulness-based interventions

Method

• Authors review literature on stressors and risk factors 

impacting college athletes. Literature searches utilized 

PubMed, Google Scholar, PsycINFO, and Science Direct

• Keyword searches: “student athlete,” “health risk,” “mental 

health” and “mindfulness.”

Conclusions & Recommendations

• Intervention is necessary to reduce negative health outcomes 

in college athletes. 

• Literature describing stress-reduction in comparable athlete 

populations (e.g. elite athletes, adolescent athletes) includes

o Psychological Skills training (PST)

o Psychoeducation (Mental Skills training)

o Motivational Interviewing (MI)

o mindfulness skill-building

• Future research should consider the feasibility of offering 

mindfulness-based interventions to college athletes as:

o A supportive service or health resource

o Part of their athletic training regimen

• Recommendations for future research:

o interventions accessible to college student athletes, such as 

mindfulness-based mobile apps, (widely implemented in 

adolescent populations)

Results

• Stressors specific to college athletes included balancing 

academic demands with travel, interpersonal issues with 

teammates and coaches, and increased practice time during 

the athletic season. 

• Health risks included insufficient sleep, exhaustion/fatigue, 

digestive problems, elevated anxiety and performance-related 

burdens. 

• Findings suggested that college athletes experiencing 

substantial stress are more likely to practice unhealthy habits 

and experience psychological issues. 

Themes in the Literature: Unique Stressors

• Sports performance-related burdens

• Development of poor health habits

• Maintenance of physical health

• Time Management issues

• Travel for Athletic Competitions

• Stressful relationships with coaches, professors & 

teammates

Abstract
• Emerging evidence identifies stressors unique to the college 

athlete, related to numerous physical and mental health risks.

• This comprehensive literature review identifies existing research 

highlighting these stressors and related health consequences.

• We consider feasibility of interventions tailored to practical means of 

stress reduction, such as mindfulness-based interventions

Table 1 : Selection of Key Themes from Literature Review

Key Themes
Study 

#

College student-athletes face unique stressors that can contribute to compromised well-being. 

There are a variety of barriers that prevent student-athletes from accessing mental health supports

Intervention: Utilization and incorporation of the Five Cardinal Mental Skills of sport psychology: relaxation, imagery, 

routines, self-talk, and concentration (Henschen, 2005). 

-Mental skills served as a vehicle with which to increase awareness and understanding, not only related to athletics, but 

also to overall mental well-being 

-This might be a less stigmatizing approach with which to begin a dialog regarding mental health and wellness

1

Dispositional mindfulness is a construct described as the propensity to be aware of one’s actions in everyday life. 

Although high dispositional mindfulness has been demonstrated to be beneficial for improved mental and physical health, 

little is known about ways to improve dispositional mindfulness for individuals not practicing meditation or mindful 

exercises. 

The study investigated: 

(1) whether dispositional mindfulness can also be trained by regular aerobic exercise and 

(2) whether changes in dispositional mindfulness are associated with changes in mental and physical health. 

2

Examines Foucault's (1977) concept of normalization as applies to the emotions of female elite amateur rowers. 

In-depth interviews were conducted with 11 retired elite amateur female rowers who suffered health problems when they 

were training for rowing yet who continued training despite these health problems. 

Analysis of the data identifies the technology of emotion and the normalization of emotion as influential factors in the 

rowers' decisions to continue training after they developed injuries and eating disorders and as their health continued to 

deteriorate. All the rowers in this study retired from rowing due to complications stemming from injuries and related health 

issues that went unacknowledged.

3

This article identifies the limits of PST and presents theoretical considerations how mindfulness-based interventions can 

amend PST. Further, it addresses in what form and by what mechanisms athletes could benefit. In reviewing current 

mindfulness literature, we conclude that it is important to distinguish between mindfulness practice and dispositional 

mindfulness.

4

This article examines the relationship between dispositional mindfulness, health behaviors (eg, sleep, eating, and 

exercise), and physical health. Participants: Participants included 441 college women. 
5

Study examined the effects of a single-session motivational interviewing–based in-person brief alcohol intervention that 

contained student-athlete–specific personalized drinking feedback. Participants were 170 National Collegiate Athletic 

Association Division I student-athletes meeting screening criteria for heavy episodic drinking. 

Methods: Baseline assessments of alcohol use frequency and quantity, norm perceptions of peers’ alcohol use, 

experiences of negative consequences, and use of protective behaviors were administered to student-athletes prior to a 1-

session brief intervention containing personalized feedback highlighting the relationship between alcohol use and athletic 

performance. Follow-up assessment was conducted 3 months post intervention.

6

The incidence of major depression increases markedly during adolescence and early adulthood. There is therefore an 

increased need for effective emotion regulation (ER) capacities during this period. 

The present study explored the relative benefits of dispositional mindfulness compared to other commonly researched ER 

strategies, cognitive reappraisal, and expressive suppression, in a sample of youth with major depression presenting to a 

clinical service.

7

This study investigated the relationship between mindfulness training (a nonjudgmental attentional training technique) and 

flow experiences in athletes. Participants were 13 university athletes (M = 21 years), assigned either to a control group or 

an experimental group. Flow experiences were assessed before and after the intervention. 

Flow State Scale (FFS) was used as a measure. Each FSS-2 questionnaire was completed immediately following a 

training session and participants were asked to answer each item in relation to their experiences in that session. The 36 

item scores were summed to produce a global flow state score. The higher the flow score, the more intense the flow 

experiences are believed to be. 

8

Despite the increasing prevalence of mindfulness-based interventions in sport, no context-specific instrument currently 

exists to measure mindfulness in sport. The Mindfulness Inventory for Sport (MIS) was devised using a three-stage 

approach, to measure one’s ability to:

(1) be aware of disruptive stimuli and their associated internal reactions 

(2) adopt a non-judgmental attitude towards these stimuli and reactions and 

(3) quickly refocus attention on goal-related cues

9

Competitive adolescent tennis players (N=104; mean age 16 years) completed measures of mindfulness and athlete 

burnout. Correlations were calculated with regard to mindfulness and burnout. 

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to determine whether athletes assigned to three 

levels of mindfulness (high, moderate and low) differed significantly with regard to burnout.

10


