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ABSTRACT

Competitive athletes are exposed to sustained physical and psychological demands that extend beyond routine 
exercise. In this review, the term ‘competitive athletes’ refers to individuals engaged in organized, high-per-
formance sport, including elite, professional, and collegiate-level athletes for whom training and competition 
are closely linked to performance evaluation and career progression. Although exercise is widely recognized 
for its positive influence on mental health, the relationship becomes more complicated when training is tied to 
performance outcomes. This review summarizes current evidence on how exercise interacts with mental health 
in competitive athletes, outlines common psychological stressors in sport, and highlights emerging approaches 
aimed at supporting athlete wellbeing.
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Introduction
In recent years, mental health in competitive sport has received 

growing attention, partly due to high profile athletes speaking publicly 
about their struggles. Exercise is generally associated with improved 
mood, reduced anxiety, and better cognitive functioning. However, 
when physical activity is embedded within a high stakes competitive 
setting, its psychological effects are not always straightforward. Ath-
letes must navigate pressures that extend beyond training itself, in-
cluding expectations from coaches, teammates, and the public. These 
factors can complicate the otherwise beneficial relationship between 
exercise and mental health.

Exercise as a Protective Factor
A substantial body of research supports the idea that regular 

physical activity contributes to emotional stability and resilience. 
Neurobiological changes, such as increased endorphin and serotonin 
activity, are often cited as mechanisms underlying these benefits. Ex-
ercise also enhances executive functioning, which may help athletes 
manage stress more effectively [1-3]. Team based sports can provide 
additional social support, which is known to buffer psychological dis-

tress. When training loads are well regulated, athletes often report 
better mental health outcomes than non-athletes, suggesting that 
structured exercise can be protective under the right conditions.

Psychological Stressors Unique to Competitive 
Athletes
Performance Pressure

Competitive sport is inherently evaluative. Athletes frequently 
face pressure to meet performance standards, secure team selection, 
or maintain sponsorships. These expectations can contribute to per-
sistent anxiety and self-doubt, particularly during periods of poor 
performance.

Overtraining and Burnout

When training intensity exceeds an athlete’s capacity to recover, 
psychological symptoms often emerge alongside physical fatigue. Ir-
ritability, sleep disturbances, and reduced motivation are common 
early signs [4-7]. If unaddressed, these symptoms may progress to 
burnout, a condition characterized by emotional exhaustion and di-
minished sense of accomplishment.
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Injury Related Psychological Impact

Injuries disrupt training routines and may threaten an athlete’s 
identity, especially for those who strongly define themselves through 
sport. Feelings of isolation, frustration, and fear of re injury are fre-
quently reported. The psychological impact of injury can persist long 
after physical recovery.

Stigma and Underreporting

Despite increasing awareness, many athletes remain reluctant 
to disclose mental health concerns. Worries about being perceived 
as weak or losing competitive opportunities often discourage help 
seeking. This reluctance contributes to underdiagnoses and delays in 
receiving appropriate support.

The Dual Role of Exercise in Competitive Settings
Exercise can simultaneously promote and challenge mental 

health. While moderate, well-structured training supports emotional 
wellbeing, excessive or poorly managed workloads may have the op-
posite effect. The table below illustrates this duality (Table 1). 

Table 1.

Potential Benefits Potential Risks

Improved mood Burnout

Reduced anxiety Overtraining syndrome

Better sleep Injury risk

Enhanced cognition Performance pressure

Social connection Fear of failure

This contrast highlights the importance of individualized training 
plans and ongoing psychological monitoring.

Emerging Approaches to Support Athlete Mental 
Health
Integrated Mental Health Screening

Routine psychological assessments are becoming more common 
in professional and collegiate sports programs. Early identification of 
distress allows for timely intervention.

Mindfulness and Cognitive Behavioral Strategies

Mindfulness based interventions and cognitive behavioral tech-
niques have shown promise in helping athletes manage stress, main-
tain focus, and regulate emotions during competition.

Load Monitoring and Recovery Optimization

Advances in wearable technology and digital monitoring tools al-
low coaches to track training intensity, sleep patterns, and physiolog-
ical markers. These tools can help prevent overtraining by identifying 
early signs of fatigue.

Supportive Sport Environments

Creating a culture in which mental health is openly discussed can 
reduce stigma and encourage athletes to seek help. Coaches and sup-
port staff play a central role in shaping these environments. Effective 
support is best delivered through multidisciplinary teams involving 
sports physicians, psychologists, and physiotherapists, allowing for 
coordinated management of physical load, injury, and psychological 
well-being.

Conclusion
Exercise remains a valuable component of mental health promo-

tion, but its effects in competitive sport are shaped by a range of con-
textual factors. Athletes face unique pressures that can diminish the 
psychological benefits typically associated with physical activity. Inte-
grating mental health support into training environments, monitor-
ing workload, and fostering open communication are essential steps 
toward protecting athlete wellbeing. Continued research is needed to 
refine intervention strategies and better understand individual dif-
ferences in response to competitive stress. These efforts are essen-
tial not only for performance optimization but also for the long-term 
health and sustainability of athletic careers.
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