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Objective: This study aimed to explore the emotional experiences of adolescent 

athletes participating in competitive sports. 

Methods and Materials: This qualitative research employed a thematic analysis 

approach to investigate the emotional lives of adolescent athletes. Data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews with 26 participants aged 14–18 

years, all of whom were active in competitive sports across various disciplines 

in the United States. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, and 

interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and analyzed using NVivo software to identify key themes 

and patterns within the data. 

Findings: Three major themes emerged from the analysis: emotional responses 

to competitive pressure, coping strategies and emotional regulation, and external 

influences on emotional experiences. Participants reported intense emotional 

fluctuations, including performance anxiety, emotional highs and lows, 

emotional suppression, and burnout symptoms. Coping strategies included 

cognitive reframing, social support, and pre-competition rituals. External 

influences such as coaching style, parental expectations, peer comparison, and 

social media presence significantly shaped emotional responses. The findings 

highlight both the vulnerability and adaptive capabilities of adolescent athletes 

in emotionally demanding sport environments. 

Conclusion: Adolescent athletes face a complex emotional landscape in 

competitive sports, influenced by internal expectations and external pressures. 

While many develop effective coping mechanisms, others struggle with 

emotional suppression and burnout. Supporting emotional awareness and 

regulation within youth sports is essential for promoting long-term psychological 

well-being and sustained participation. 

Keywords: Adolescent athletes, emotional regulation, competitive pressure, youth sports, 

qualitative research, mental health, coping strategies. 

E-ISSN: 2981-2526 

 

https://journals.kmanpub.com/index.php/jayps/index
https://journals.kmanpub.com/index.php/jayps/index
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-9617-7410
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-3418-1056
http://dx.doi.org/10.61838/kman.jayps.6.2.13
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.61838/kman.jayps.6.2.13
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
https://journals.kmanpub.com/index.php/jayps/issue/archive


 Lee & Matthews                                                                                         Journal of Adolescent and Youth Psychological Studies 6:2 (2025) 118-126 

 

 119 
E-ISSN: 2981-2526 
 

1. Introduction 

outh sports play a vital role in the physical, social, and 

emotional development of adolescents, offering a 

context for skill-building, self-discovery, and peer 

interaction. At the same time, the highly competitive nature 

of youth athletics often introduces considerable 

psychological stress that can impact young athletes’ well-

being. Emotional experiences in sports are not simply 

byproducts of physical activity; they are deeply embedded 

in the motivational climate, interpersonal relationships, and 

structural pressures that shape how adolescents perceive 

themselves and their environments (Azevedo, 2025). As 

young athletes are still developing emotionally and 

cognitively, their reactions to success, failure, expectation, 

and feedback often reflect both their internal dispositions 

and the external structures in which they participate 

(Fernandes et al., 2024). Despite the critical developmental 

stage that adolescence represents, the emotional lives of 

adolescent athletes—especially under competitive 

pressure—remain underexplored in research. 

The intensity of sports competition during adolescence is 

frequently tied to achievement goals, coaching behaviors, 

and social comparisons, all of which shape emotional 

outcomes. Athletes motivated by performance-based goals, 

particularly in environments emphasizing winning, are more 

likely to experience anxiety, emotional volatility, and 

reduced enjoyment (Teques et al., 2024). On the other hand, 

when sports contexts promote mastery and learning-oriented 

climates, they can foster emotional resilience and self-

regulation (Azevedo, 2025). Still, a complex interplay exists 

between motivation, emotional regulation, and context-

dependent stressors, especially when adolescents compete in 

high-stakes environments. 

The emotional dynamics of youth sport participation are 

multifaceted. Adolescents experience emotional highs—

such as pride, exhilaration, and joy—following success and 

social validation. Simultaneously, they may encounter 

emotional lows like frustration, shame, or self-blame after 

perceived failure or underperformance (Neely, 2022). These 

experiences can be intensified by overtraining, performance 

expectations, or limited outlets for emotional expression 

(Pandya & Lang, 2021). Emotional arousal in sports has 

been shown to affect not only performance but also long-

term engagement and psychological health, particularly 

when support systems fail to buffer stress responses (Al-

Abadi et al., 2023). 

Competitive pressure often arises from multiple 

directions. Coaches, parents, peers, and even social media 

contribute to an emotionally charged atmosphere that 

adolescents must navigate. Research shows that athletes who 

perceive their coaches as overly critical or demanding are 

more likely to internalize negative emotions and develop 

anxiety-related symptoms (Raabe et al., 2021). Parental 

pressure, especially when focused on outcomes rather than 

effort, can similarly lead to emotional suppression or 

disengagement (Pynn et al., 2019). Moreover, as youth 

increasingly engage with digital platforms, curated 

representations of success amplify feelings of inadequacy or 

the need to meet external expectations (Zahari et al., 2023). 

Emotional regulation is an essential competency that 

influences how adolescent athletes respond to challenges in 

sport. It encompasses a range of strategies, from cognitive 

reframing and mindfulness to emotional expression and 

behavioral coping. However, the extent to which adolescents 

effectively apply these strategies depends on both their 

developmental capacities and the support available to them 

(Lochbaum et al., 2024). Sports settings that facilitate 

emotional openness and learning, including environments 

that model constructive emotional expression, tend to 

promote healthier long-term participation and psychological 

well-being (Bruner et al., 2019). Unfortunately, many 

competitive sports environments reward stoicism and 

discourage vulnerability, leading some adolescents to 

suppress emotions in ways that can harm their mental health 

over time (Shebalina et al., 2020). 

While many studies have focused on physical injury and 

performance outcomes, there is growing recognition of the 

emotional and psychological dimensions of youth athletic 

participation. For example, high-level adolescent athletes 

are more susceptible to burnout, especially when they lack 

autonomy or feel emotionally unsupported (Caine et al., 

2016). Repetitive emotional stress, compounded by chronic 

fatigue or overtraining, has also been associated with 

increased dropout rates in youth sports programs (Hsu et al., 

2021). At the same time, emotional growth can occur in 

supportive team environments where young athletes learn to 

navigate setbacks, build self-confidence, and engage in 

meaningful peer relationships (Whitley et al., 2021). 

The developmental period of adolescence also presents 

unique challenges in emotional self-awareness and 

communication. The hormonal and neurological changes 

typical of this stage often heighten emotional reactivity, 

making it more difficult for youth to manage 

disappointment, criticism, or peer conflict in healthy ways 

Y 
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(Conant-Norville, 2016). As a result, emotional challenges 

in competitive sports contexts may be misinterpreted as lack 

of motivation or discipline rather than signs of internal 

distress (Super et al., 2017). Given that adolescence is a 

critical time for identity formation, repeated negative 

emotional experiences in sports can shape not only future 

athletic participation but also broader self-concepts and life 

trajectories (Deemua, 2019). 

The gendered experience of emotion in youth sports is 

also noteworthy. Studies have observed that male athletes 

are often less likely to express vulnerability or seek 

emotional support, in part due to social norms about 

masculinity in competitive sport (Zakrajsek et al., 2017). 

Female athletes, while sometimes more open about their 

emotions, also face unique pressures related to body image, 

performance expectations, and social comparison (Bisagno 

et al., 2022). Regardless of gender, however, the ability to 

talk about emotions and receive validation from peers, 

coaches, or family members is a key factor in fostering 

emotional well-being in sports environments (Bates & 

O’Quinn, 2023). 

The sociocultural context in which youth athletes operate 

also plays a critical role in shaping their emotional lives. For 

example, socioeconomic disparities can affect access to 

emotionally supportive environments, with disadvantaged 

youth often facing additional stressors such as limited 

resources, unstable family conditions, or unsafe 

communities (O’Donnell et al., 2020). Sport, in these cases, 

may serve both as a protective factor and a source of 

additional emotional strain, depending on the quality of 

coaching, team cohesion, and structural inclusion (Teques et 

al., 2024). Adaptive sports programs and inclusive 

frameworks that recognize the diverse needs of participants 

are increasingly viewed as essential in promoting emotional 

health and equitable participation (Emery et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, participation in youth sports is influenced 

by market-driven forces that can commercialize youth 

identities and elevate performance outcomes over 

developmental goals (Zahari et al., 2022). The rise of early 

sport specialization, elite training programs, and recruitment 

pressures has led to greater emotional stakes for many 

adolescents (Pandya & Lang, 2021). Athletes may begin to 

associate their self-worth with performance metrics, leading 

to heightened emotional instability when outcomes do not 

align with expectations. This commercialization often 

exacerbates the internal tension between intrinsic motivation 

and external validation, especially in high-achieving 

adolescents (Güngör et al., 2021). 

Despite these complexities, sport remains a powerful 

platform for emotional development when managed 

appropriately. Programs that incorporate mental skills 

training, emotional literacy, and interpersonal reflection 

have demonstrated positive outcomes in building emotional 

competence among youth athletes (Zakrajsek et al., 2017). 

When young athletes are taught how to process emotions 

constructively and are given space to reflect on their 

experiences, sport can foster a deeper sense of emotional 

awareness and resilience (Legg & Rose, 2022). Coaches, in 

particular, are crucial gatekeepers of this process. Their 

modeling of emotional behavior, responsiveness to athletes’ 

feelings, and capacity to create psychologically safe 

environments greatly influence how adolescents interpret 

and manage their emotions (Raabe et al., 2021). 

Given the growing awareness of mental health in youth 

populations, there is a pressing need to better understand 

how adolescent athletes experience, regulate, and 

communicate their emotions under competitive conditions. 

While there is an expanding body of research examining 

injury prevention, physical training, and performance 

psychology in youth sports (Hainline et al., 2019; Krabak et 

al., 2019), fewer studies have provided a qualitative, in-

depth account of the emotional narratives of adolescent 

athletes. The current study addresses this gap by exploring 

how adolescent athletes in the United States perceive and 

respond to competitive pressure, with a focus on the 

emotional highs and lows that define their sports 

experiences. 

2. Methods and Materials 

2.1. Study Design and Participants 

This study adopted a qualitative research design to 

explore the emotional experiences of adolescent athletes 

facing competitive pressure. The aim was to gain an in-depth 

understanding of how these young athletes perceive and 

manage their emotional lives in the context of intense sports 

environments. The participants were selected using 

purposive sampling to ensure a diverse representation in 

terms of sport type, gender, and competition level. A total of 

26 adolescent athletes aged between 14 and 18 years from 

various regions across the United States participated in the 

study. These participants were actively involved in 

competitive sports at the local, regional, or national level. 

Recruitment was conducted through youth sports 

organizations, school athletic programs, and online 

platforms, and the sample size was determined based on 
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theoretical saturation, which was reached when no new 

themes emerged from the data. 

2.2. Data Collection 

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured 

interviews, which allowed participants to express their 

emotional experiences in their own words while ensuring 

consistency in key areas of inquiry. Each interview lasted 

between 45 to 60 minutes and was conducted either in person 

or via video conferencing, depending on the participant's 

location and availability. An interview guide with open-

ended questions was used to explore themes such as 

emotional highs and lows, sources of pressure, coping 

strategies, and the role of coaches and family in emotional 

regulation. All interviews were audio-recorded with the 

participants’ consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim 

for analysis. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed using a thematic analysis 

approach to identify patterns and themes related to the 

emotional lives of the participants. NVivo software was 

employed to assist with data management, coding, and 

theme development. Initial coding was performed line-by-

line, followed by axial coding to link categories and uncover 

relationships between themes. The analysis was iterative and 

reflexive, with constant comparison across interviews to 

ensure depth and consistency. To enhance credibility, 

member checking was employed with selected participants, 

and peer debriefing sessions were held throughout the 

analytical process. This rigorous qualitative approach 

provided rich insights into the complex emotional 

experiences of adolescent athletes under competitive 

pressure. 

3. Findings and Results 

The participants in this study consisted of 26 adolescent 

athletes aged between 14 and 18 years (M = 16.2). Among 

them, 14 were male and 12 were female. Participants 

represented a variety of competitive sports, including 

basketball (n = 6), soccer (n = 5), swimming (n = 4), 

gymnastics (n = 3), track and field (n = 3), tennis (n = 2), and 

wrestling (n = 3). The majority of participants (n = 18) 

competed at the regional or state level, while the remaining 

8 participated in national-level competitions. All participants 

were currently enrolled in high school and had a minimum 

of two years of experience in competitive sports. The 

geographic distribution included athletes from both urban (n 

= 15) and suburban (n = 11) areas across the United States. 

Table 1 

The Results of Qualitative Coding 

Category (Main Theme) Subcategory (Subtheme) Concepts (Open Codes) 

1. Emotional Responses to Competitive 

Pressure 

Performance Anxiety Fear of failure, racing heartbeat, pre-competition nausea, sleep disturbances 

 

Emotional Highs Joy after winning, team celebrations, pride in personal records, energy boosts  

Emotional Lows Sadness after loss, crying alone, disappointment in performance, self-blame  

Pressure to Win Expectations from coaches, fear of letting team down, pressure from parents, 

media focus  

Emotional Suppression Hiding fear, pretending to be confident, avoiding vulnerability, bottling up 

emotions  

Burnout Symptoms Emotional exhaustion, feeling numb, loss of motivation, lack of enjoyment, 

chronic fatigue  

Mood Swings Irritability, sudden anger, mood instability, withdrawal from peers 

2. Coping Strategies and Emotional 

Regulation 

Cognitive Reframing Telling myself it's just a game, positive self-talk, focusing on improvement 

 

Social Support Talking to teammates, emotional support from parents, advice from coaches  

Pre-competition Rituals Listening to music, stretching routines, visualization, breathing exercises  

Emotional Expression Talking about feelings, crying after games, journaling emotions  

Distraction Techniques Watching movies, video games, spending time with friends, hobbies  

Physical Activity for 

Relief 

Extra workouts, running to release tension, using movement to manage stress 

3. External Influences on Emotional 

Experiences 

Coaching Style Encouraging feedback, harsh criticism, emotional neglect, motivating talks 

 

Parental Expectations Pressure to succeed, comparisons to others, constant reminders, praise and 

criticism 
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Peer Comparison Feeling inferior, competing with friends, jealousy, seeking approval  

Social Media Influence Pressure from posts, comparing achievements, seeking likes, fear of judgment  

Academic-Athletic 

Balance 

Stress from homework, time conflicts, fatigue from school and practice, lack 

of sleep 

 

Under the theme of emotional responses to competitive 

pressure, performance anxiety was one of the most 

frequently discussed subcategories. Many athletes described 

experiencing physical symptoms like rapid heartbeat, 

stomachaches, and trouble sleeping before games. One 

participant shared, “The night before a big match, I literally 

can't sleep—my heart just keeps racing.” Another said, “I 

feel like throwing up before every race, even though I’ve 

done it a hundred times.” These bodily sensations were tied 

to fear of underperforming or not meeting others’ 

expectations. 

In contrast, emotional highs were equally intense but 

more positively charged. Athletes recalled moments of 

triumph that elevated their mood and reinforced their passion 

for the sport. These included scoring a winning goal, 

breaking personal records, or celebrating as a team. As one 

player put it, “The moment the buzzer went off and we had 

won, I felt like I was flying.” Another noted, “My whole 

team jumped on me after I made that last shot—it was pure 

happiness.” 

On the other hand, emotional lows emerged after losses, 

mistakes, or personal failures. Participants described intense 

sadness, self-directed anger, and even isolation after poor 

performances. “After we lost the championship, I didn’t talk 

to anyone for two days,” one athlete confessed. Another 

remarked, “I kept thinking, ‘I’m the reason we lost.’” These 

emotional downturns often lingered well beyond the event 

itself. 

The pressure to win came from various sources and 

weighed heavily on the emotional wellbeing of athletes. 

Some reported internalizing expectations from coaches, 

parents, or even themselves. “I know my dad expects me to 

be the best,” said one interviewee, “and when I’m not, I feel 

like I’ve failed him.” Others pointed to how the team’s 

expectations amplified their anxiety: “When everyone 

counts on you, it’s hard not to freak out.” 

A recurring pattern was emotional suppression, in which 

athletes deliberately hid or denied their emotions to appear 

strong or composed. Phrases like “I can’t let anyone see I’m 

scared” and “I just pretend like I’m fine” were common. This 

emotional concealment often contributed to internal tension 

and a sense of isolation. One teen reflected, “Crying isn’t an 

option—if you do, they think you’re weak.” 

A notable number of athletes also described signs of 

burnout symptoms. These included emotional exhaustion, 

disinterest in practice, and a persistent lack of motivation. 

“Sometimes I’m just numb. Like I’m going through the 

motions but I don’t care anymore,” one participant 

explained. Another said, “I used to get excited about 

practice. Now, I dread it.” 

Finally, mood swings were reported as a fluctuating 

emotional state associated with the intensity of the 

competitive environment. Participants spoke of irritability, 

sudden anger, or feeling emotionally overwhelmed without 

warning. “One moment I’m pumped, the next I’m snapping 

at my teammates,” said a high school soccer player. Others 

mentioned withdrawing socially during times of high 

emotional stress. 

In the second major theme, coping strategies and 

emotional regulation, athletes shared how they managed 

their emotions. One prominent method was cognitive 

reframing. Participants often used mental strategies to 

reduce pressure and reinterpret stressful experiences. One 

athlete said, “I tell myself it’s not life or death—it’s just a 

game.” Another shared, “Even if I mess up, I try to focus on 

what I learned.” 

Social support played a vital role for many athletes in 

processing their emotions. This came from teammates, 

parents, or coaches. “After a tough loss, my mom always 

talks it out with me,” said one teen. Another stated, “My 

teammates get it—they’ve been through the same stuff.” 

This network of emotional support often helped athletes 

regain composure and motivation. 

Many also relied on pre-competition rituals to 

emotionally prepare for competition. Common rituals 

included listening to music, doing specific stretches, or 

practicing visualization techniques. “I always listen to the 

same playlist—it calms me down,” one track runner shared. 

Another said, “I close my eyes and picture myself making 

the perfect dive.” 

Emotional expression was an important outlet for some, 

though less common than suppression. Athletes who did 

express their feelings reported crying after games, confiding 

in trusted individuals, or keeping personal journals. 

“Sometimes I just write everything down in my notebook—

that helps,” one participant admitted. Another shared, 

“Yeah, I cry. Not in front of people, but it helps me let go.” 
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Others preferred distraction techniques to manage 

emotional overload. These included engaging in non-sport 

activities like watching movies, playing video games, or 

spending time with non-athlete friends. “When I feel down, 

I just hang out with my friends who aren’t into sports—it 

gives me a break,” explained one teen. 

Additionally, some participants found physical activity 

for relief helpful, especially when emotions were intense. 

Rather than competing, they would go for solo runs, do light 

workouts, or simply move their bodies to release tension. 

“When I’m mad or anxious, I go shoot hoops by myself—it 

clears my head,” one basketball player shared. 

The final theme, external influences on emotional 

experiences, highlighted the powerful impact of others on 

athletes’ emotional states. The subcategory of coaching style 

showed that athletes responded differently to encouraging 

versus critical coaches. “My coach lifts me up when I’m 

down,” one participant noted, “but some of my friends say 

their coaches just yell.” Negative coaching experiences often 

triggered stress and self-doubt. 

Parental expectations also had a dual impact. While some 

parents were described as supportive, others were perceived 

as overly demanding. “My mom tells me to have fun, no 

matter what,” one participant said. In contrast, another 

admitted, “If I don’t perform well, my dad won’t say it, but 

I can feel his disappointment.” 

A strong theme of peer comparison emerged, particularly 

among teammates and friends. Athletes reported feeling 

inadequate when comparing themselves to others’ 

achievements or receiving less attention. “When someone 

else gets all the praise, I feel invisible,” one gymnast shared. 

Another said, “It’s hard when your best friend always wins 

and you don’t.” 

Social media influence was noted by several participants 

as a source of emotional pressure. Athletes described the 

need to project success online and how comparisons to 

others’ curated images affected their self-esteem. 

“Everyone’s posting wins and medals, and it makes you feel 

like you’re not doing enough,” one interviewee confessed. 

Finally, the challenge of academic-athletic balance 

surfaced frequently. Managing schoolwork alongside 

intense training and competitions created stress and fatigue. 

“I stay up late doing homework after practice, and then I’m 

exhausted the next day,” said one swimmer. Another shared, 

“It’s hard to give 100% to both school and sports.” 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

This study explored the emotional experiences of 

adolescent athletes within competitive sports contexts, 

revealing three core thematic domains: emotional responses 

to competitive pressure, coping strategies and emotional 

regulation, and external influences on emotional 

experiences. The findings provide a nuanced portrait of how 

young athletes interpret, manage, and express emotions in 

high-pressure environments. These emotional dynamics are 

shaped by personal expectations, social relationships, and 

institutional demands, all of which significantly influence 

mental well-being and continued participation in sport. 

The first major finding—intense emotional fluctuations 

in response to competitive pressure—mirrors existing 

literature on performance-related affect in youth athletes. 

Participants described oscillating between emotional highs, 

such as pride and elation following success, and emotional 

lows like disappointment and self-blame after perceived 

failure. This pattern is consistent with research that links 

sport participation to heightened emotional arousal in 

adolescents, particularly in high-stakes situations where 

identity and self-worth are perceived as contingent on 

athletic performance (Al-Abadi et al., 2023). The emotional 

lows expressed by athletes often stemmed from a strong fear 

of letting others down, aligning with studies indicating that 

adolescent athletes are especially vulnerable to performance 

anxiety due to external expectations and fear of negative 

evaluation (Neely, 2022; Teques et al., 2024). 

A significant number of participants reported somatic 

symptoms of anxiety—such as nausea, racing heartbeats, 

and sleep disturbance—prior to competitions. These 

physiological indicators reflect findings from prior work on 

emotional dysregulation in high-pressure youth sport 

settings (Caine et al., 2016; Pandya & Lang, 2021). 

Performance anxiety is often intensified when adolescents 

are navigating identity development and are more reactive to 

social comparisons and perceived judgment from coaches, 

parents, or peers (Raabe et al., 2021). Athletes also described 

suppressing their emotions to project toughness, a 

phenomenon that parallels the emotional stoicism expected 

in many sport subcultures. This emotional suppression, 

while often socially reinforced, may hinder psychological 

resilience and increase long-term emotional strain 

(Shebalina et al., 2020; Whitley et al., 2021). 

The theme of burnout emerged prominently in the 

narratives of adolescent athletes who felt emotionally 

exhausted or disconnected from their sport. Burnout 

symptoms included fatigue, lack of motivation, and feelings 

of emotional numbness, even among athletes who 
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previously enjoyed training and competition. These findings 

support prior research highlighting burnout as a critical 

concern for adolescents exposed to chronic performance 

pressure without adequate recovery or emotional support 

(Fernandes et al., 2024; Hainline et al., 2019). Notably, early 

sport specialization and high parental and institutional 

demands are known contributors to such outcomes (Krabak 

et al., 2019). Emotional fatigue may also signal a deeper 

issue in youth sports culture: a shift from enjoyment-based 

participation to performance-based identity, which, if left 

unaddressed, can lead to long-term disengagement from 

sport altogether (Whitley et al., 2021). 

In terms of coping strategies, participants shared a wide 

range of techniques to manage emotional stress, from 

cognitive reframing and physical activity to emotional 

expression and distraction. Cognitive strategies such as 

positive self-talk and reinterpreting competition as a learning 

opportunity reflect findings from psychological skills 

training interventions that promote emotional resilience 

(Zakrajsek et al., 2017). These adaptive approaches are 

essential for helping adolescents sustain motivation and 

navigate the ups and downs of competitive sport. Similarly, 

the use of pre-competition rituals—such as visualization, 

breathing exercises, and listening to music—was consistent 

with emotional regulation strategies previously observed in 

elite youth athletes (Bisagno et al., 2022). Such routines may 

function as both emotional anchors and symbolic structures 

that foster a sense of preparedness and control. 

Social support, especially from teammates, parents, and 

coaches, played a pivotal role in how athletes coped with 

emotional distress. Participants frequently emphasized the 

importance of feeling understood, validated, and encouraged 

by others in their sport environment. These findings 

corroborate previous studies identifying supportive 

relationships as key buffers against emotional stress and 

burnout in adolescent athletes (Bates et al., 2021; Bruner et 

al., 2019). Peer support, in particular, appears to facilitate 

emotional openness and belonging, which are crucial during 

the vulnerable stage of adolescence. In contrast, the absence 

of empathetic feedback or the presence of emotionally 

distant coaches was associated with greater emotional 

suppression and withdrawal. 

The third thematic domain—external influences on 

emotional experience—highlighted the significant role of 

interpersonal and sociocultural factors in shaping emotional 

development. Coaching style emerged as one of the most 

influential factors. Athletes whose coaches used supportive, 

autonomy-promoting methods reported greater emotional 

stability and confidence, while those who experienced 

critical or authoritarian coaching expressed heightened 

anxiety and emotional avoidance. These results are 

supported by research indicating that coaching behaviors 

strongly influence athletes’ emotional trajectories and that 

emotionally intelligent coaching fosters healthier emotional 

environments (Lochbaum et al., 2024; Raabe et al., 2021). 

Coaches who fail to recognize the emotional dimensions of 

youth sport risk perpetuating environments of fear and 

silence, particularly when performance is prioritized over 

development (Zakrajsek et al., 2017). 

Parental expectations also had a marked impact on 

emotional outcomes. While some participants described 

their parents as sources of comfort and understanding, others 

perceived them as overly demanding or emotionally 

unavailable after losses. These findings echo previous 

research showing that parental pressure centered on winning 

can increase athlete anxiety, reduce enjoyment, and interfere 

with emotional regulation (Bates & O’Quinn, 2023; Pynn et 

al., 2019). In many cases, the internalization of parental 

expectations contributed to self-imposed pressure and fear 

of disappointing family members. As shown in prior studies, 

adolescents who perceive conditional support from parents 

based on athletic success are more likely to engage in 

emotional suppression and experience heightened 

psychological distress (Teques et al., 2024). 

Another noteworthy influence on athletes’ emotional 

experiences was peer comparison, especially when 

teammates or competitors received more praise, attention, or 

success. Participants described feelings of jealousy, 

inadequacy, and isolation in response to peer achievement, 

often exacerbated by the visibility of performance metrics 

and recognition. This aligns with literature that identifies 

peer comparison as a significant emotional stressor during 

adolescence, particularly in environments where 

competition and visibility are high (Azevedo, 2025; Neely, 

2022). The normalization of comparison through social 

media was also evident in participant responses. Several 

athletes mentioned pressure to perform based on the 

perceived success of others online, a phenomenon that has 

been linked to emotional fatigue and self-doubt in other 

youth contexts (Zahari et al., 2023; Zahari et al., 2022). 

Finally, the struggle to balance academic and athletic 

commitments emerged as a recurring theme. Participants 

frequently expressed difficulty managing time, energy, and 

emotional resources when faced with conflicting demands. 

This struggle mirrors findings from studies highlighting the 

dual stressors faced by student-athletes and their effects on 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
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emotional regulation and academic performance (Güngör et 

al., 2021). When school and sport demands converge 

without institutional or familial support, adolescents are 

more likely to experience emotional exhaustion and reduced 

coping capacity. While sport can serve as an outlet and a 

source of resilience, it can also become an added pressure 

when the overall ecosystem lacks balance (O’Donnell et al., 

2020). 

5. Limitations & Suggestions 

This study has several limitations that should be 

considered when interpreting its findings. First, the sample 

consisted solely of adolescent athletes from the United 

States, which may limit the cultural generalizability of the 

results. Emotional norms, sport structures, and coping 

strategies may differ significantly across cultural contexts. 

Second, the data were collected through self-reported 

interviews, which can be subject to recall bias and social 

desirability effects. Some participants may have 

underreported emotional difficulties or exaggerated coping 

strengths to align with perceived expectations. Third, the 

study primarily included athletes from organized and 

competitive sport environments, possibly overlooking the 

emotional experiences of those in recreational or informal 

sports settings. Lastly, while the study reached theoretical 

saturation, a broader sample across different socioeconomic 

and racial backgrounds could provide deeper insights into 

how structural inequalities shape emotional development in 

youth sports. 

Future research should explore emotional experiences in 

adolescent athletes across different cultural and sporting 

contexts to uncover how emotional regulation and 

competitive pressure manifest globally. Longitudinal studies 

would also be valuable in examining how emotional coping 

strategies evolve over time and influence long-term sport 

engagement and psychological health. In addition, further 

research is needed on the experiences of marginalized 

groups, including LGBTQ+ athletes, athletes with 

disabilities, and those from low-income backgrounds, to 

understand the intersecting pressures they face. Expanding 

qualitative work to include coaches and parents would also 

enrich our understanding of the broader emotional 

ecosystem surrounding youth athletes. 

Coaches, educators, and sport program designers should 

prioritize emotional development as a core component of 

youth sports. This includes fostering environments that 

normalize emotional expression, training coaches in 

emotional intelligence, and encouraging open dialogue 

about stress and mental health. Programs should also 

incorporate structured emotional skills training alongside 

physical training, emphasizing tools like cognitive 

reframing, stress management, and peer support. Parents 

should be encouraged to provide unconditional support and 

recognize effort rather than solely outcomes. Creating a 

holistic, developmentally appropriate, and emotionally safe 

sport culture can ensure that young athletes not only perform 

but also thrive—both on and off the field. 

Acknowledgments 

We would like to express our appreciation and gratitude 

to all those who cooperated in carrying out this study. 

Declaration of Interest 

The authors of this article declared no conflict of interest. 

Ethical Considerations 

The study protocol adhered to the principles outlined in 

the Helsinki Declaration, which provides guidelines for 

ethical research involving human participants.  

Transparency of Data 

In accordance with the principles of transparency and 

open research, we declare that all data and materials used in 

this study are available upon request. 

Funding 

This research was carried out independently with 

personal funding and without the financial support of any 

governmental or private institution or organization. 

Authors’ Contributions 

All authors equally contributed to this article. 

References 

Al-Abadi, A. K. G., Al-Kartani, A. O. S., & Sabaa, H. R. F. (2023). 

Emotional Arousal Among Football Coaches and Players for 

Youth Clubs in Diyala Governorate. Bilad Alrafidain Journal 

of Humanities and Social Science, 5, 70-77. 

https://doi.org/10.54720/bajhss/2023.icbauc06  

Azevedo, J. (2025). The Role of Achievement Goals and 

Motivational Climates in Understanding Youth Athlete 

Emotions: A Study With Youth Team Players. Psychtech, 

8(2), 12-22. https://doi.org/10.26580/pthj.art75-2025  

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
https://doi.org/10.54720/bajhss/2023.icbauc06
https://doi.org/10.26580/pthj.art75-2025


 Lee & Matthews                                                                                         Journal of Adolescent and Youth Psychological Studies 6:2 (2025) 118-126 

 

 126 
E-ISSN: 2981-2526 
 

Bates, S., Greene, D., & O’Quinn, L. (2021). Virtual Sport-Based 

Positive Youth Development During the COVID-19 

Pandemic. Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 38(4), 

437-448. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-021-00774-9  

Bates, S., & O’Quinn, L. (2023). Addressing Access and Equity for 

Latine Youth Through Sport-Based Positive Youth 

Development. Children & Schools, 46(1), 37-47. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/cs/cdad025  

Bisagno, E., Cadamuro, A., Rubichi, S., Robazza, C., & Vitali, F. 

(2022). A Developmental Outlook on the Role of Cognition 

and Emotions in Youth Volleyball and Artistic Gymnastics. 

Frontiers in psychology, 13. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.954820  

Bruner, M. W., Lovelace, R., Hillier, S., Baillie, C., Bruner, B., 

Hare, K., Head, C., Paibomsai, A., Peltier, K. C. T., & 

Lévesque, L. (2019). Indigenous Youth Development 

Through Sport and Physical Activity: Sharing Voices, Stories, 

and Experiences. International Journal of Indigenous Health, 

14(2), 222-251. https://doi.org/10.32799/ijih.v14i2.31945  

Caine, D., Walch, T. J., & Sabato, T. M. (2016). The Elite Young 

Athlete: Strategies to Ensure Physical and Emotional Health. 

Open Access Journal of Sports Medicine, Volume 7, 99-113. 

https://doi.org/10.2147/oajsm.s96821  

Conant-Norville, D. O. (2016). Child and Adolescent Sports 

Psychiatry in the US. International review of psychiatry, 

28(6), 556-563. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2016.1197189  

Deemua, G. A. (2019). Sports and Youth Development Among 

Universities in the West African Region. Advances in Social 

Sciences Research Journal, 6(12), 76-83. 

https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.612.7409  

Emery, E., Zahl, M. L., Nelson, R., & Green, M. (2024). 

Introduction to Adaptive Sports: An Intervention Protocol for 

Youth. Therapeutic Recreation Journal, 58(4). 

https://doi.org/10.18666/trj-2024-v58-i4-12409  

Fernandes, H. M., Costa, H., Esteves, P., Machado‐Rodrigues, A. 

M., & Fonseca, T. (2024). Direct and Indirect Effects of Youth 

Sports Participation on Emotional Intelligence, Self-Esteem, 

and Life Satisfaction. Sports, 12(6), 155. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/sports12060155  

Güngör, N. B., Kaçay, Z., & Soyer, F. (2021). The Effect of 

Individual Innovation and Emotional Intelligence on Positive 

Organizational Behavior. Journal of Educational Issues, 7(3), 

58. https://doi.org/10.5296/jei.v7i3.19267  

Hainline, B., Gurin, L. J., & Torres, D. M. (2019). Youth Tackle 

Football. 177-210. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/med/9780190937447.003.0031  

Hsu, C., Loecher, N., Park, A. L., & Simons, L. E. (2021). Chronic 

Pain in Young Athletes. Clinical Journal of Pain, 37(3), 219-

225. https://doi.org/10.1097/ajp.0000000000000917  

Krabak, B. J., Tenforde, A. S., Davis, I. S., Fredericson, M., 

Harrast, M. A., d’Hemecourt, P. A., Luke, A., & Roberts, W. 

O. (2019). Youth Distance Running: Strategies for Training 

and Injury Reduction. Current Sports Medicine Reports, 

18(2), 53-59. https://doi.org/10.1249/jsr.0000000000000564  

Legg, E., & Rose, J. (2022). Write It Out: Examining Recreational 

Youth Sport Parent Emotions Through an Expressive Writing 

Exercise. Journal of Park and Recreation Administration, 

40(2). https://doi.org/10.18666/jpra-2020-10669  

Lochbaum, M., Lisinskienė, A., Sisneros, C., Cooper, S., 

Paulauskas, R., & Majauskienė, D. (2024). The Importance of 

Sports Participation on Lithuanian Adolescents’ Social and 

Emotional Health. Physical Culture and Sport Studies and 

Research, 103(1), 68-79. https://doi.org/10.2478/pcssr-2024-

0013  

Neely, K. C. (2022). Bouncing Back: Coping After Being Cut From 

a Team. Frontiers for Young Minds, 10. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/frym.2022.702935  

O’Donnell, A. W., Stuart, J., Barber, B. L., & Abkhezr, P. (2020). 

Sport Participation May Protect Socioeconomically 

Disadvantaged Youths With Refugee Backgrounds From 

Experiencing Behavioral and Emotional Difficulties. Journal 

of adolescence, 85(1), 148-152. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2020.11.003  

Pandya, N. K., & Lang, P. J. (2021). Pitfalls of Pediatric and 

Adolescent Sports Specialization. Journal of the Pediatric 

Orthopaedic Society of North America, 3(2), 268. 

https://doi.org/10.55275/jposna-2021-268  

Pynn, S. R., Dunn, J. G., & Holt, N. L. (2019). A Qualitative Study 

of Exemplary Parenting in Competitive Female Youth Team 

Sport. Sport Exercise and Performance Psychology, 8(2), 

163-178. https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000141  

Raabe, J., Lauer, E. E., & Bejar, M. P. (2021). Coaches’ 

Perceptions of Mental Toughness in Adolescent Athletes: A 

Phenomenological Exploration. The Sport Psychologist, 

35(4), 281-292. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2020-0145  

Shebalina, L., Baykalova, L. V., Prosekova, T. S., Roganov, O., & 

Kharakhordin, S. E. (2020). Game Sports and Their Role in 

the Formation of Psychophysical Qualities and a Healthy 

Lifestyle for Young People. https://doi.org/10.2991/iceder-

19.2020.100  

Super, S., Wentink, C., Verkooijen, K., & Koelen, M. (2017). 

Exploring the Sports Experiences of Socially Vulnerable 

Youth. Social Inclusion, 5(2), 198-209. 

https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v5i2.864  

Teques, A. P., Oliveira, R. F. d., Bednárikova, M., Bertollo, M., 

Botwina, G., Khomutova, A., Turam, H. E., Dinç, İ., López-

Flores, M., & Teques, P. (2024). Social and Emotional Skills 

in at-Risk Adolescents Through Participation in Sports. 

Sports, 12(7), 181. https://doi.org/10.3390/sports12070181  

Whitley, M. A., Smith, A. L., Dorsch, T. E., Bowers, M. T., & 

Centeio, E. E. (2021). Reenvisioning Postpandemic Youth 

Sport to Meet Young People’s Mental, Emotional, and Social 

Needs. Translational Journal of the American College of 

Sports Medicine, 6(4), 1-7. 

https://doi.org/10.1249/tjx.0000000000000177  

Zahari, N., Ibrahim, S., Zulkifli, I., Rosbi, S., Kamaruddin, N., & 

Razali, R. (2023). The Influences of Perceived Value on 

Purchase Intention Towards Sportswear Among Youth in 

Perlis, Malaysia. International Journal of Business and 

Technology Management. 

https://doi.org/10.55057/ijbtm.2023.5.s5.32  

Zahari, N., Rosbi, S., Ibrahim, S., Kamaruddin, N. S., & Zulkifli, I. 

(2022). The Influences of Social Value and Emotional Value 

on the Purchase Intention Towards Sportswear in Perlis, 

Malaysia. International Journal of Advanced Research in 

Economics and Finance. 

https://doi.org/10.55057/ijaref.2022.4.1.8  

Zakrajsek, R. A., Lauer, E. E., & Bodey, K. J. (2017). Integrating 

Mental Skills and Strategies Into Youth Sport Training: A 

Tool for Coaches. International Sport Coaching Journal, 4(1), 

76-89. https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2016-0078  

 

https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-2526
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-021-00774-9
https://doi.org/10.1093/cs/cdad025
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.954820
https://doi.org/10.32799/ijih.v14i2.31945
https://doi.org/10.2147/oajsm.s96821
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2016.1197189
https://doi.org/10.14738/assrj.612.7409
https://doi.org/10.18666/trj-2024-v58-i4-12409
https://doi.org/10.3390/sports12060155
https://doi.org/10.5296/jei.v7i3.19267
https://doi.org/10.1093/med/9780190937447.003.0031
https://doi.org/10.1097/ajp.0000000000000917
https://doi.org/10.1249/jsr.0000000000000564
https://doi.org/10.18666/jpra-2020-10669
https://doi.org/10.2478/pcssr-2024-0013
https://doi.org/10.2478/pcssr-2024-0013
https://doi.org/10.3389/frym.2022.702935
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2020.11.003
https://doi.org/10.55275/jposna-2021-268
https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000141
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2020-0145
https://doi.org/10.2991/iceder-19.2020.100
https://doi.org/10.2991/iceder-19.2020.100
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v5i2.864
https://doi.org/10.3390/sports12070181
https://doi.org/10.1249/tjx.0000000000000177
https://doi.org/10.55057/ijbtm.2023.5.s5.32
https://doi.org/10.55057/ijaref.2022.4.1.8
https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2016-0078

