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Introduction
 While for some people the experience of stress can be positively 
viewed as a challenge, the experience can be overwhelming at times. 
In a recent review Slavich [1], highlighted the extensive research on 
the impact of stress on physical and mental health on young people, 
adults and clinical populations. It is now generally accepted that a 
positive relationship exists between engagement in regular exercise 
and physical and mental wellbeing [2], including the ability to cop-
ing with stress. It is interesting to consider the impact of extensive 
engagement in physical exercise, such as with athletes. Athletes rep-
resent a specific cohort of individuals that submerge themselves in an 
environment where stress is inevitable and this is even more signifi-
cant for high performance or professional athletes [3]. Recent studies 
have indicated that up to half of high performance athletes have re-
ported extensive levels of stress [3-5], with athletes who experienced 
elevated levels of stress at a higher risk of burnout [6].

 High performance athletes are particularly committed individuals 
that submerge themselves in an environment where stress is a constant 
[6]. These athletes experience incredible pressure to succeed, endure 
a strict lifestyle and intensive training [4]. They must therefore learn to 
effectively manage the stressors within their sport, but also within their 
daily lives. For the high performance athlete every competition has a 
significant impact but there are mixed findings in relation to whether 
higher stressors are experienced during competition [7,8] or within in 
training [9-11]. Regardless of the setting, the majority of these stressors 
can be organised under three main headings, personal, organisation-
al and competition. There is some indication that organisational de-
mands caused greater stress than the competition demands [12,13].

 In terms of internal stressors, athletes have reported sources of 
stress stemming from performance expectations [14], fear of making 
mistakes [10,11,15,16], fear of failure, [17] or of injury [11]. The size 
and significance of the competition has been found to impact the lev-
els of stress experienced and this is particularly relevant for inexperi-
enced athletes [12]. Athletes have reported additional personal stress-
ors arising due to managing time and sport related demands [17,18] 
and associated tiredness [11,19]. Financial concerns have recently 
been highlighted as a source of stress, for athletes [20], which may be 
related to the reduced length of careers for high performance athletes 
[21].

 The literature suggests that in addition to individual stressors, 
external factors may have an impact on the experience of stress for 
athletes. Environmental conditions can act as a source of stress for 
athletes during training and competition [17], including weather con-
ditions [22,23] and the impact of these on athlete and on official’s 
decision making. In terms of type of sport played, there is some in-
dication that the sport settings may play a role in the experience and 
management of stress. Athletes that are involved in sports such as 
football and basketball are often described as open skilled athletes, 
who compete in an environment that is constantly changing, requiring 
athletes to constantly change their strategies and as such deal more  
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 Stress is an unavoidable part of all our lives and can have a sig-
nificant impact on many elements of a person’s wellbeing. While 
there is evidence of the benefit of involvement in sport and phys-
ical activity, elite athletes face additional stressors on a frequent 
basis. Substantial research has indicted the importance of effec-
tive coping strategies to allow athletes to limit the impact of these 
stressors. The current study adopted a quantitative approach to 
assess the impact of coping strategies and perceived social sup-
ports on the level of stress in a sample (n=124) of high perfor-
mance athletes in Ireland.

 The findings indicated that the most frequently used coping 
strategies were the task focused ones and in particular cognitive 
focused strategies, including the use of thought control, mental im-
agery and logical analysis. There was a significant correlation be-
tween the experience of stress and the use of these task focused 
strategies, similar to previous research. High performance athletes 
experienced a moderate level of stress, with lower levels of stress 
associated with higher levels of perceived social support. Informa-
tional support was identified as most significant in terms of impact 
on levels of stress. This type of support may address organisation-
al stressors which have previously been identified as the most sig-
nificant cause of stress for high performance athletes. The results 
are discussed in relation to recommendations for managing stress 
effectively in athletes, non athletes and future research needed to 
extend the findings.
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effectively with stress [24]. Spectators and the officials have been 
highlighted as a significant cause of stress [10,25,26]. Relationships 
with others within and outside of sport are also reported to be a signif-
icant cause of stress for athletes, with some indication that athletes may 
experience higher levels of stress from relationships than non-athletes 
[19]. In particular relationship and interactions with those within the 
organisation, such as coaches and other athletes have been highlight-
ed as contributors to the experience of stress [25,27,28].

 The intense physical, psychological and emotional demands on 
these athletes requires that they develop and use an array of effective 
coping strategies to meet these needs. The way that an athlete evalu-
ates and copes with the demands of their sport has been shown to have 
a significant impact on their performance, in addition to their over-
all wellbeing. The literature consistently groups these coping strate-
gies into two main categories, namely task oriented coping, including 
concentrating on goals, time management, learning about opponents 
and practice during training and avoidant oriented coping, including 
mental withdrawal, avoiding and distancing oneself from the stressor. 
Research with elite athletes has found that task focused coping are 
the most effective strategies to deal with stressors that are appraised 
as being threat or harm related or a significant challenge [14]. Similar 
findings have been reported to lead to an increased ability to manage 
stressors [29,30], including concentration and positive reappraisal 
[31], rationalizing, reappraising and positive self-talk [22]. Athletes 
who use approaches involving control over their mind-set have been 
shown to more successfully manage stress, including use of visual-
ization techniques [15,32]. Developing an understanding of their own 
thought process, including their thoughts, feelings and actions [18] 
and the use of mindfulness has been identified as a significant coping 
mechanism for managing stress effectively [16,33].

 Relationships which provide social support have been identified 
as having an essential influence on an athlete’s wellbeing and success 
[34]. These specific sports related relationships and related forms of 
social support are particularly important to understand as they are 
unique to athletes. Importantly, for athletes the research suggests that 
social support from coaches, teammates, family, friends and the or-
ganisation is considered to affect an athlete’s cognitive, emotional and 
behavioural aspects of their life in a positive and a negative manner. 
Social support has also been found to be correlated with athlete’s view 
of their competitive experiences as a challenge rather than a threat 
[35]. Perceived social support has been argued to have the potential 
to provide a buffer in times of stress, to increase happiness and enhance 
overall psychological wellbeing [36-39]. The literature suggests that 
athlete perceptions of social support may be potential moderators of 
both the perceived stress-burnout and athlete burnout-well-being rela-
tionships [40]. Social support has also been suggested as reducing the 
perception of stress and depression [41] and the negative factors that 
lead to athletic burnout [42,43].

 Crutcher et al. [41], found that social satisfaction in terms of sup-
port from family and other athletic trainers were significant predictors 
of perceived stress, while teammates have been identified as the most 
positive aspect of athletic involvement. Defreese and Smith [44], sug-
gest that an athlete’s perception of available support from teammates 
is important to reduce the risk of athlete burnout. In terms of type 
of stressors, social support has been argued to positively impact on 
the athlete’s ability to deal effectively with both competitive stress-
ors [45] and organizational stressors [12]. Recent research conducted  

suggests that informational and emotional support were crucial when 
dealing with competitive stress, while tangible support was more im-
portant for allowing athletes to manage and deal effectively with or-
ganizational stressors [12].

 High performance athletes can be seen as a group who are particu-
larly driven and motivated, in addition to facing a significant number 
of stressors. Further to this, the impact of not effectively managing 
this stress can lead to a significant impact both personally and pro-
fessionally for these athletes. The current research was therefore de-
signed to explore the ability of this group of specialised athletes to 
manage stress within their sporting life. The literature has also con-
sistently identified one of the main categories of stressors for these 
athletes as organisational stressors and the current research was inter-
ested in identifying any impact of specific coping strategies and social 
support to would allow for the effective management of this category 
of stressors. The three hypothesis for the research are:

Hypothesis 1

 High-performance athletes will report moderate to high levels of 
perceived stress.

Hypothesis 2

 There will be a negative relationship between task orientated 
coping strategies and reported stress, with athletes who report lower 
stress engaged in task orientated coping strategies.

Hypothesis 3

 There will be a negative relationship between informational social 
support and reported stress, with athletes who report lower stress re-
porting higher levels of informational social support.

Methodology
Sample

 The participants in the current study were high performance ath-
letes (n=124) who were currently competing in team sports in Ireland 
at the highest level in their respective sport. In total athletes from 
eight different teams participated in the research. The performance 
level of the participants ranged from those that competed at county 
level (n=83) and international level (n=41). Sixty-two males and six-
ty-two females were included in the final analysis of this study. The 
participant’s ages ranged from 18 to 32 years.

Research instruments

 This study combined a brief demographic questionnaire followed 
by three surveys, The Perceived Stress Scale [46] and the Perceived 
Available Support in Sports Questionnaire and The Coping Inventory 
for Competitive Sports [47].

Demographic questionnaire

 For the social support scale, the participants were asked to consider 
the last competitive match they had played, to identify whether they 
won or lost this match and to use this experience to answer the ques-
tions in each of the scales. The other demographic questions included 
identifying their gender, age, the sport played by the participant and 
length of time playing the sport at their current level.
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Coping Inventory for Competitive Sports (CICS)

 The Coping Inventory for Competitive Sports [47], which is a 
sports specific measure, developed to measure coping strategies used 
by athletes in sports competitions, both in their preparation for the 
sports competition and during the sports competition [47]. The CICS 
is a 39 item, self-report instrument with each item representing things 
that athletes can do or think before or during a sports competition, 
for example ‘I visualized that I was in total control of the situation’. 
In total the scale measures ten coping strategies (mental imagery, ef-
fort expenditure, thought control, relaxation, logical analysis, seeking 
support, distancing, mental distraction, disengagement and venting of 
unpleasant emotions). Each strategy is represented by four items on 
the questionnaire.

 The questionnaire is rated on a five-point Likert scale. Following 
each question participants must select the answer that most accurately 
reflects their own opinion of what they did or thought before or during 
a sports competition. Answers range from (1=Not at all, 2=A little, 
3=Moderately, 4=Strongly and 5=Very Strongly). Reliability has been 
reported for the scale ranged between 0.49-0.82 for the 10-factor mod-
el and 0.75-0.82 for the three higher order dimensions. Nicholls et 
al. [15], showed reliability for the 3 higher order dimension level as 
follows, task (0.87), distraction (0.73) and disengagement-orientated 
coping (0.82).

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)

 The PSS was designed to identify the level of perceived stress for 
each of the HPA and to determine the category of stress the athlete’s 
scores are located within, low, medium or high perceived stress. The 
instrument is designed to measure how unpredictable, uncontrollable 
and overloaded individuals find their lives, three aspects that influ-
ence the experience of stress [48]. The 10-item self-report instrument 
contains ten items that when summed will determine how stressful a 
participant feel that their life is. Questions are asked about feelings 
and thoughts of participants during the last month and participants 
are asked to reply how often they have felt or thought a certain way 
depending on the question e.g., “In the last month, how often have 
you felt nervous and “stressed?”, “In the last month, how often have 
you been upset because of something that happened unexpectedly” 
[48]. Responses are rated on a 5-point Likert- scale. Following each 
question participants must select the answer that most accurately re-
flects their own opinion of their feelings and thoughts. The scales re-
sponses range from 0=never, 1=almost never, 2=Sometimes, 3=fairly 
often and 4=very often, with an overall score ranging from 0 to 40 for 
the ten items. Cohen et al. [48], has reported good construct validity 
for the scale, Cronbach’s alpha to be >0.70 and test-retest reliability 
>0.70 across twelve studies with adult populations.

The Perceived Available Support in Sports Questionnaire 
(The PASS-Q)

 PASS-Q is a sport specific measure of perceived social support 
[43], is a self-report, sixteen item instrument that assesses four dimen-
sions of social support including emotional, esteem, informational 
and tangible. Each dimension is represented by four questions and each 
question is worded in such a way to indicate the extent to which the 
participant perceives the support to be available to them at the time 
asked. An example of questions in the scale are “If needed, to what ex-
tent would someone, provide you with comfort and security, help you  

with travel to training and matches and give you advice when you’re 
performing poorly”. Following each question participants must select 
the answer that most accurately reflects their own opinion. Answers 
range from 0=not at all, 1=slightly, 2=moderately, 3=considerably and 
4=extremely. Freeman et al. [43], support for the four-factor structure 
and the concurrent validity of the PASS-Q Freeman et al. [43].

Procedure

 Fourteen sports teams were approached to participate in the study. 
Gatekeepers (managers of teams) were initially contacted by email. 
Participants were then asked if they wished to participate by their 
manager and it was the researcher that explained the outline of the 
study a brief summary of the requirements. All participants were 
ensured that participation was voluntary were given an information 
sheet and consent forms. Participants completed the demographic 
questionnaire followed by PASS-Q, CICS and the PSS. Participants 
were asked to complete the questionnaire as honestly as possible and 
were encouraged to ask for assistance with any difficulties that they 
had whilst completing the questionnaire. Once athletes had complet-
ed the questionnaire, they were asked to place their questionnaire in 
an envelope which was provided for them and thanked for their par-
ticipation. There were no issues with the questionnaire once it was 
administered and none of the athletes chose to withdraw or to not 
continue once they had commenced completing the questionnaire.

Analysis

 124 high performance athletes participated in the study and played 
one of four categories of team sports with the majority (n=58) stating 
that they played GAA. Table 1 outlines the frequency of category of 
sport played (GAA, Camogie, Rugby, Soccer).

Hypothesis 1: Athletes will report moderate to high level of per-
ceived stress

 The results indicated that the majority of the participants reported 
scores in the moderate level of perceived stress (M=18.75, SD=5.59). 
An independent t-test was conducted to compare stress levels for male 
and female participants. Male athletes (M=16.77, SD=4.02) had sig-
nificantly lower PSS scores that female athletes (M=20.73, SD 6.22: 
t (124)=4.2, p<0.0005 (two-tailed) (Table 2).

Hypothesis 2: Athletes who report higher use of task focused coping 
strategies will report lower levels of perceived stress

n Male Female

GAA 83 21 62

Rugby 3 3 0

Soccer 38 38 0

Total 124 62 62

Table 1: Type of competitive game played by respondents.

Perceived Stress n Males Female Total Perceived Stress

Athletes 124 16.77 20.73 18.75

Table 2: Athletes perceived stress score.
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 Table 3 outlines the mean scores for the ten coping strategies used 
by high performance athletes. Thought control strategy was most 
commonly used by respondents (M=14.16, SD=2.9). Disengage-
ment was the least reported strategy used by the respondents (M=7.1, 
SD=3.17).

 The relationship between perceived stress (as measured by the 
PSS) and coping strategies (as measured by the CICS) was investigat-
ed using Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. There was 
a medium negative correlation between mental imagery coping strat-
egy and perceived stress, r=-0.283, n=124, p<0.001 and between effort 
expenditure coping strategy and perceived stress, r=-0.296, n=124, 
p<0.001 and between thought control coping strategy and perceived 
stress, r=-0.291, n=124, p<0.001 and between logical analysis coping 
strategy and perceived stress, r=-0.201, n=124, p<0.05.

Hypothesis 3: Athletes who report higher levels of informational sup-
port will report lower levels of perceived stress

 Table 4 outlines the mean perceived social support scores for high 
performance athletes. Emotional support was reported by the respon-
dents as the type of social support most frequently available to the ath-
letes (M=13.25, SD=2.84) while tangible support was reported least 
available to the athletes (M=11.25, SD=3.16).

 The relationship between perceived social support (as measured by 
the PASS-Q) and perceived stress (as measured by the PSS) was in-
vestigated using the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. 
There was a small negative correlation between perceived stress and 
informational social support, r(124)=-0.18, p=<0.05. There was a neg-
ative correlation between perceived stress and emotional social sup-
port, esteem social support and tangible social support although these 
were not significant.

Discussion
 The results indicated that athletes reported moderate levels of per-
ceived stress, in line with previous research indicating that stress is a 
concern for a significant number of athletes [3-5]. The current research 
was interested in stress that athletes experienced in relation to their 
most recent sporting competition, which may explain the difference 
in the level of stress reported by the athletes in other studies. Other 
research in this area has identified that stress levels can be higher after 
competition rather than during training [7]. Female stress scores were 
significantly higher than the male athletes, similar to other research 
[6,49,50]. The gender differences in the findings is particularly inter-
esting as the participants were all playing similar sports and this is 
one of the only studies that has been able to control for the sporting 
environment in this way.

 Task orientated coping strategies were more frequently employed 
by the athletes during their previous match. Thought control was 
the most commonly used task oriented strategy, while resignation or 
disengagement was the least commonly reported, similar to previous 
findings with elite athletes [18,30,51]. Task orientated coping is ar-
gued to be particularly effective for managing stress in athletes as it 
involves taking specific action directed at managing the stressor [51]. 
In this respect the fact that the athletes in the current study were more 
likely to use these effective strategies may explain the moderate level 
of stress experienced and the avoidance of higher levels of stress.

 The other frequently used task orientated coping strategies in the 
current research was mental imagery, a visualisation techniques that 
has been found to be used primarily by successful athletes to cope 
with stress [15,32]. Actions that reflect avoidant focused coping have 
been found to be effective coping strategy for athletes when they in-
cluded venting and the use of humor [52]. However, venting were 
not found to be significantly associated with reduced stress in the cur-
rent research, but interestingly was used more frequently than any of 
the other avoidant orientated strategies. All of the athletes sampled 
played team sports and therefore they may be more likely to discuss 
and share experiences with team mates and use venting as a way of 
coping with stress. In terms of the impact of these tasks orientated 
coping strategies, the research indicated a negative correlation be-
tween perceived stress and all of the task orientated strategies. Similar 
findings have been reported with mental imagery coping strategies 
associated with reduced experience of stress [15,18].

 There with a negative relationship observed between all four types 
of perceived social support and reported stress. This is similar to re-
cent research highlighting the importance of this forms of social sup-
port on stress experienced in elite athletes [40,41,53]. This finding 
is particularly interesting as it suggests that in addition to individual 
coping mechanisms, the role of others in the athlete’s life can be im-
portant in supporting HP athletes to deal with stressors and in particu-
lar may allow for the management of organisational stressors [12]. In 
the current study the athletes were encouraged to consider the social 
supports they perceived as available to them during the actual compe-
tition and this may explain why the highest reported levels of social 
support were informational, rather than emotional and esteem.  All 
the athletes were playing team sports and the higher levels of infor-
mational support may be because of the fact they were playing with-
in a team and other players were available to provide informational 
support to the athlete. This is similar to argument that coaches and 

Category Overall Mean S.D

Thought control Task 14.16 2.89

Mental imagery Task 13.98 3.18

Logical analysis Task 13.58 3.13

Effort expenditure Task 12.56 2.29

Relaxation Task 11.71 3.72

Venting Avoidant 10.63 4.06

Seeking support Task 9.56 3.53

Mental distraction Avoidant 8.79 3.67

Distancing Avoidant 8.43 2.49

Disengagement Avoidant 7.09 3.17

Table 3: Mean scores for the 10 coping strategies.

Gender N Mean Std. Deviation

Emotional Male
Female

62
62

13.22
13.29

2.92
2.78

Esteem Male
Female

62
62

12.54
11.87

2.80
2.92

Information Male
Female

62
62

12.61
11.96

2.60
3.34

Tangible Male
Female

62
62

10.93
11.56

3.22
3.10

Table 4: The mean perceived social support scores for male and female 
athletes.
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teammates provided support provided expertise and informational 
support for the athlete.

 It could be argued that as these high performance athletes have 
access to other high performance athletes and to resources to help 
them with coping with stress. All athletes in the current athletes were 
involved in team sports and future research could compare these ath-
letes to others. This may be particularly useful as Nixdrof et al. [54], 
has reported those involved in individual sports may have poorer cop-
ing strategies.  As with all similar research in the area it could also 
be argued that there was the potential of the social desirability bias in 
the findings and the methodology including an emphasis placed on 
the anonymity of responses was an attempt to overcome this bias. 
The research was completed with a relatively small sample size but 
this is common in research with specific populations and with high 
performance/elite athletes. In all correlational study such as this one, 
the direction of the relationships between stress and coping cannot be 
confirmed. Further research with participants who have high reported 
levels of stress is needed to extend the understanding of the current 
findings.

 Overall, the current findings indicates there are conditions that can 
moderate the experience of stress and strategies that can be developed 
to enable people to cope with stressors, even within high stress envi-
ronments. In terms of coping with stressors, these athletes may have 
access to valuable resources that non athletes, or those performing 
at lower levels within sports do not have. HP athletes through their 
exposure to other elite athletes learn how to effectively cope with 
stressors and this might explain why in some studies they have been 
found to have higher levels of reactive stress tolerance than the gen-
eral population [24]. Previous studies have consistently highlighted 
a significant causes of stress for high performance athletes related to 
informational and organisational stressors and the current research 
suggests that perceived social support may reduce and act as a buffer 
for those stressors [55-58].

 In conclusion, the results from the current study are positive as 
they suggest that stress which is inherent within high performance 
sport is manageable. It also suggests that effective coping strategies 
are ones that can be developed by athletes. This links in with pre-
vious research suggesting that more resilient athletes may be more 
likely to use the more effective task orientated coping strategies to 
manage stress effectively [59,60]. The current research was designed 
to explore the ability of individuals who face a significant number of 
ongoing stressors to deal with these stressors and manage them in an 
effective way to allow them to continue to succeed and thrive. The 
ability to use effective task focused coping strategies and to access 
informational support appear to allow these athletes to manage these 
stressors effectively. These strategies are easily learnt and rehearsed, 
such as thought control, mental imagery and logical analysis and as 
such this is an optimistic finding within the field of wellbeing and the 
study of stress.
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