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Overview

• Benefits of sports on psychological health

– Social

– Cognition

– Academics

• Impact of early sports specialization

– Overtraining

– Burnout

– Mental health

• Positive paths forward



Benefits of Physical Activity 

and Sport



Aspen Institute: https://www.aspenprojectplay.org/the-facts/



Social and Psychological 
Benefits

Positive correlation between regular 
physical activity and mental health

Athletes less likely to engage in 
smoking compared to peers

Sports can improve overall personal 
development

Women’s Sports Foundation, 2014, 2018; GAO, 2012; McDowell, 2017



Cognitive 

Health  

Benefits

Organized sport activity associated 
with better cognitive skills and self-
regulation in children (Piche, 2015)

More likely to attend college if 
participated in sport in high school 
(US Dept of Education, 2005)

Over 90% of surveyed female 
executives report playing organized 
sport (EY Women Athletes Business Network)



Physical 

Activity 

and 

Academic 

Behaviors

• Range of behaviors that may have an impact 

on the students academic performance

Organization
At-risk 

behavior

Attendance Scheduling

Impulsive 
control

Planning

Sullivan, 

2017



Sports Participation Positively 

Associated with 

Academic achievement in 
English

Academic achievement in 
math

Explained 7% of 
additional variance

High School GPA

Fox, 2010; Dyer, 2017; Van Boekel, 2016



Academic and Behavioral 

Performance

• Athletes 35.2% vs Non-Athletes 52.3%

• 6.8-18.3% risk reduction for dropping out among 
various ethnicities

Lower at-risk 
dropout

• On all components: math, English, reading, writing, 
science, social studies

• 19.7-49.4% differences

Higher passing 
rates

• 90th percentile

• 11.8-18.4% differences 

Higher 
commendable rate

Fewer disciplinary 
actions

• Athletes 0.85 vs Non-Athletes 1.23 / day

Eldridge, 2014



Quality of Life: Adolescent 

Athlete vs. Non-Athlete

SF-36 mental 

composite

Physical functioning

General health

Social functioning

Mental health

Snyder, 2010



Quality of Life: Adolescent 

Athlete vs. General Population

Total PedsQL

Psychosocial

summary 

Emotional functioning

Social functioning

School functioning

Lam, 2013



Early Sports Specialization



Typical Aspects of Early Sports 

Specialization

Highly 
structured, 

emphasis on 
physical 

development

Minimal rest 
or time off

High volume, 
intensity, 

duration of 
training

May involve 
exclusion of 
other sports

May be 
initiated by 

adults

Goal of 
obtaining 
state or 
national 
status



Valovich McLeod, 2011



Injury Psychological Overtraining Burnout

Health Impact of Sports Specialization



Early Sport Specialization

Overuse Injury

HRQOL Anxiety Depression
Fear 

Avoidance

Mental Health 
Considerations

Valovich McLeod, 2009, 2010, 2017, 2019; Simon, 2016, 2019; 

Houston, 2016, 2017; Lam, 2017, 2019;  Bell, 2018

Sport specialization is 

associated with an 

increased risk of overuse

musculoskeletal injuries 

(SORT grade: B)



Early Sport Specialization

Overuse Injury

HRQOL Anxiety Depression
Fear 

Avoidance

Mental Health 
Considerations

Valovich McLeod, 2009, 2010, 2017, 2019; Simon, 2016, 2019; 

Houston, 2016, 2017; Lam, 2017, 2019;  Bell, 2018



Early Sport Specialization

Overuse Injury

HRQOL Anxiety Depression
Fear 

Avoidance

Mental Health 
Considerations

Valovich McLeod, 2009, 2010, 2017, 2019; Simon, 2016, 2019; 

Houston, 2016, 2017; Lam, 2017, 2019;  Bell, 2018



Early Sport Specialization

• High training 

volume

• Year round 

participation

• Social isolation

• Poor academic 

performance

• ↑ Anxiety

• ↑ Stress

• Inadequate sleep

• ↓Family time

• Burnout



Jayanthi, 2019



Burnout

Athlete placed 
in situation of 

varying 
demands

Demands are 
perceived as 

excessive

Young athlete 
experiences 

varying 
physiological 
responses

Varying burnout 
consequences 

develop

“Response to chronic stress in which a 

young athlete ceases to participate in a 

previously enjoyable activity”

Smith, 1986



Risk Factors for Burnout

• Personal

– Perfectionism

– Need to please others 

– Non-assertiveness

– Focusing only on 

one’s athletic 

involvement

– Low self-esteem

– High level of 

perceived stress

• Environmental

– High training volume

– Excessive time commitment

– Demanding performance 

expectations 

– Frequent, intense 

competitions

– Inconsistent coaching 

practices

– Little personal control in 

sport decision making

– Negative performance
Brenner, 2019



Personal 
Characteristics

External 
Factors

Psychosocial 
Disorders

Maladaptive 
Coping

Mood 
Disturbances

Loss of 
Motivation

Burnout



Overtraining -

Burnout

DiFiori, CJSM, 2014



DiFiori, CJSM, 2014



Aspen Institute, 2019



#DONTRETIREKID

Ask kids what they want

Reintroduce free play

Encourage sport sampling

Train all coaches

“Kids everywhere drop out of sports too early. Together, we 

can keep them in the game.” Aspen Institute, 2019



Preventing Burnout

Encourage Life 
Balance

• Academics

• Non-sport 
activities

• Peers

Strong Social 
Support System

• Family

• Athlete

• Coaches

• Medical Staff

Valovich McLeod, 2011; Bergeron, 2015; LaPrade, 2016 



Preventing Burnout
Keep workouts interesting, with age-appropriate games and 
training, to preserve fun during practices

Take 1 to 2 days per week off from organized or structured 
sport participation to allow the body to rest or to participate in 
other activities

Take 2-3-month breaks from structured training and 
competition in 1 sport while focusing on other activities and 
cross-training

Focus on wellness and teaching athletes to be in tune with 
their bodies so they become alert to cues that they need to 
slow down or alter their training methods

Emphasize skill development more than competition and 
winning

Brenner, 2007, 2016; DiFiori, 2014



Athlete Development 

Models



Developmental Model of 

Sport Participation

Single Sport Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Single or 
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Côté, 1999

Youth

Early 

Teen

Mid-

Late 

Teen



Pathway 1: Early 

Specialization 

Single Sport Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Single or 
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Côté, 1999

Youth

Early 

Teen

Mid-

Late 

Teen



Pathway 2: Late 

Specialization 

Single Sport Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Single or 
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Côté, 1999

Youth

Early 

Teen

Mid-

Late 

Teen



Pathway 3: Recreational 

Multisport

Single Sport Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Single Sport
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Single or 
Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Multiple 
Sports

Côté, 1999

Youth

Early 

Teen

Mid-

Late 

Teen



https://www.teamusa.org/About-the-

USOC/Athlete-Development/Coaching-

Education/American-Development-Model

American 

Development 

Model



USA Hockey LTAD / 

Athletics Canada

https://www.admkids.com/page/show/91048

8-what-is-the-american-development-model-

https://athletics.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/LTAD_EN.pdf



Long-Term Athletic Development

Long-term athletic development pathways should  accommodate for the 

highly individualized and non-linear nature of the growth and development of 

youth

Youth of all ages, abilities and aspirations should engage in long-term athletic

development programs that promote both physical fitness and psychosocial

wellbeing

All youth should be encouraged to enhance physical fitness from early 

childhood, with a primary focus on motor skill and muscular strength 

development

Long-term athletic development pathways should encourage an early 

sampling approach for youth that promotes and enhances a broad range of 

motor skills

Health and wellbeing of the child should always be the central tenet of long-

term athletic development programs

Lloyd, NSCA, 2016



Long-Term Athletic Development

Youth should participate in physical conditioning that helps reduce the risk 

of injury to ensure their on-going participation in long-term athletic 

development programs

Long-term athletic development programs should provide all youth with a 

range of training modes to enhance both health- and skill-related 

components of fitness

Practitioners should use relevant monitoring and assessment tools as part 

of a long-term physical development strategy

Practitioners working with youth should systematically progress and

individualize training programs for successful long-term athletic 

development

Qualified professionals and sound pedagogical approaches are 

fundamental to the success of long-term athletic development programs

Lloyd, NSCA, 2016
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