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ABSTRACT

Background:

Athletic injuries represent a significant concern in competitive and recreational sport, with psychological
factors increasingly recognized as key antecedents. Despite a growing body of literature, a
comprehensive synthesis of psychological predictors across sport types and athlete populations remains
absent.

Objective:

This scoping review aimed to map the existing evidence on psychological antecedents of sport injury,
identify predominant theoretical frameworks, and highlight gaps warranting further investigation.
Methods:

Following Arksey and O'Malley's framework and adhering to PRISMA-ScR guidelines, a systematic
search was conducted across PubMed, Scopus, SPORTDiscus, PsycINFO, and Web of Science
databases. Studies published between January 1988 and December 2023 that examined psychological
variables as antecedents or predictors of athletic injury were eligible for inclusion.

Results:

Forty studies met inclusion criteria. The most commonly investigated psychological antecedents included
life-event stress, competitive trait anxiety, attentional disruption, maladaptive coping strategies, low
social support, perfectionism, and negative cognitive appraisal. The stress-injury model by Williams and
Andersen remained the dominant theoretical framework. Several studies identified modifiable
psychological variables amenable to intervention.

Conclusion:

Converging evidence supports the role of psychological factors in athletic injury etiology. Integrating
psychological screening and mental skills interventions into sport injury prevention programs is
warranted. Future research should employ prospective designs, standardized outcome measures, and
diverse athlete samples.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Athletic injuries constitute one of the most
prevalent and consequential challenges facing
competitive athletes, coaches, and sports
medicine practitioners worldwide. Injuries not

only impose physical suffering and impede
athletic performance but also carry substantial
psychological, social, and financial
consequences.> Epidemiological data indicate
that injury rates remain high across elite,
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collegiate, and recreational sport populations,
prompting considerable scientific interest in
identifying modifiable risk factors.’
Historically, sport injury research adopted a
predominantly biomedical perspective,
focusing on biomechanical, physiological, and
anatomical determinants of injury
susceptibility.!” However, since the late 1980s,
a paradigm shift has occurred, with researchers
acknowledging that psychological variables
constitute independent and interactive risk
factors for injury.>® The seminal stress-and-
injury model proposed by Andersen and
Williams® posited that athletes who appraise
competitive situations as stressful experience
attentional narrowing, increased distractibility
and heightened muscle tension physiological
states that predispose them to injury. This
model was subsequently revised and extended
by Williams and Andersen' to incorporate
broader psychosocial antecedents, including
personality characteristics, history of stressors,
coping  resources, and  stress-response
mechanisms.

A growing body of empirical research has since
investigated diverse psychological constructs as
antecedents of sport injury, including
competitive anxiety,*'* life-event stress,’!
social support,?>?° attentional disruption,'® and
coping efficacy.!! Despite this progress, the
field remains characterized by methodological
heterogeneity, inconsistent operationalization
of constructs, and limited prospective evidence.
A comprehensive scoping review is therefore
timely and warranted.

Scoping reviews are particularly appropriate for
mapping the breadth of evidence on emerging
topics, identifying key concepts and gaps in the
literature, and synthesizing diverse study
designs without formal quality appraisal.®® To
date, meta-analytic reviews have addressed
specific constructs such as life-event stress®* but
no scoping review has comprehensively charted
the full spectrum of psychological antecedents
across sport types, athlete populations, and
methodological approaches.

The objectives of this scoping review were to:
(1) systematically identify and map the
literature examining psychological antecedents
of sport injury; (2) characterize the theoretical
frameworks and methodological approaches
employed; (3) synthesize evidence on specific

psychological constructs and (4) identify
research gaps and clinical implications.

2. METHODS

2.1 Study Design

This scoping review was conducted in
accordance with the methodological framework
described by Arksey and O'Malley®® and
reported following the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews
(PRISMA-ScR) checklist.™!

2.2 Eligibility Criteria

Studies were eligible for inclusion if they: (a)
examined  psychological  variables  as
antecedents, predictors, or risk factors for
athletic injury (b) included competitive or
recreational athletes of any age, sex, or sport (c)
were published in peer-reviewed journals
between January 1988 and December 2023 and
(d) were written in English. Studies were
excluded if they focused exclusively on injury
rehabilitation or return-to-sport  without

addressing pre-injury psychological
antecedents.

2.3 Information Sources and Search
Strategy

A comprehensive search was conducted in five
electronic  databases: PubMed/MEDLINE,
Scopus, SPORTDiscus, PsycINFO, and Web of
Science. The search strategy employed the
following key terms and Boolean operators:
("sport injury" OR T"athletic injury" OR
"exercise injury") AND ("psychological" OR
"psychosocial" OR "mental" OR "stress" OR
"anxiety" OR "coping" OR "personality" OR
"cognitive")  AND  ("antecedent" OR
"predictor" OR "risk factor" OR "etiology" OR
"prevention").!:>33

2.4 Study Selection

Two independent reviewers screened titles and
abstracts, followed by full-text review of
potentially eligible studies. Disagreements were
resolved through consensus discussion. Inter-
rater reliability was calculated using Cohen's
kappa coefficient (x = 0.83), indicating strong
agreement.>!-32

2.5 Data Extraction

Data were extracted using a standardized form
capturing: study design; participant
characteristics ~ (sport, level, sex, age)
psychological constructs measured; instruments
employed; injury definition and assessment key
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findings and theoretical framework. Data
extraction was performed by two authors
independently and cross-checked.
3. RESULTS
3.1 Search Results and Study
Characteristics
The database search yielded 3,847 records.
Following removal of duplicates (n = 921) and
title/abstract screening (n = 2,703 excluded),
223 full-text articles were assessed for
eligibility. Forty studies met all inclusion
criteria and were included in the final synthesis.
A PRISMA-ScR flow diagram is presented in
Figure 1. The included studies were published
between 1988 and 2023, with 65% published
after 2005, reflecting growing scientific interest
in this field.3!
Table 1. Characteristics of Included Studies
(Selected Representative Studies)
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The most frequently cited theoretical
framework was the stress-and-injury model by
Andersen and Williams'? (cited in 72% of
included studies), which posits that the stress
response mediated by history of stressors,
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personality ~ characteristics, and coping
resources serves as the primary mechanism
through which psychological factors influence
injury vulnerability. The integrated model of
psychological response to sport injury by
Wiese-Bjornstal et al.> was invoked in 30% of
studies, particularly those examining post-
injury psychological responses with relevance
to re-injury. A minority of studies drew upon
cognitive appraisal theory,'? self-determination
theory,?* and the biopsychosocial model.*

3.3 Psychological Antecedents Identified
3.3.1 Life-Event Stress

Life-event stress was the most consistently
examined antecedent, investigated in 28 of 40
included studies. Major negative life events
including relationship difficulties, academic
pressures, and bereavement were associated
with significantly elevated injury risk.%”!
Petrie?! found in a prospective study of 104
collegiate gymnasts that high negative life-
event stress was associated with a threefold
increase in injury incidence compared to low-
stress counterparts. Similarly, Smith and
colleagues’ demonstrated that the life stress-
injury relationship was substantially attenuated
among athletes with strong coping resources
and social support networks. Meta-analytic
evidence by Ivarsson et al.** confirmed a small-
to-moderate effect size (d = 0.32-0.54) for the
life-event stress-injury association.

3.3.2 Competitive Trait Anxiety

Competitive trait anxiety the dispositional
tendency to perceive competitive sport
situations as threatening was identified as a
significant psychological antecedent in 18
studies.*!%!3  Tvarsson and  Johnson'
prospectively followed 56 senior soccer players
across a full competitive season and found that
high trait anxiety, combined with elevated
negative life events and daily hassles,
significantly predicted injury occurrence.
Junge!? systematically reviewed 15 studies and
concluded that anxiety-related constructs
constituted the most replicable psychological
predictor of sport injury across diverse athletic
populations.

3.3.3 Coping Resources and Strategies
Coping resources including problem-focused
coping, emotional regulation, and cognitive
reappraisal emerged as both direct predictors
and moderators of the  stress-injury

relationship.®!!  Athletes with maladaptive
coping repertoires, characterized by avoidance,
denial, or emotion-focused disengagement,
demonstrated significantly higher injury rates.'*
A randomized controlled trial by Maddison and
Prapavessis!! allocated 48 rugby union players
to a stress management intervention
incorporating cognitive-behavioral techniques
or a control condition. The intervention group
exhibited a 52% reduction in injury duration
and significantly lower injury severity scores,
underscoring the practical efficacy of targeting
coping strategies.

3.3.4 Social Support

Social support encompassing informational,
emotional, tangible, and esteem support from
coaches, teammates, family, and sport medicine
staff was inversely associated with injury risk in
14  studies.”?® Hardy and colleagues®
demonstrated that athletes perceiving high
levels of emotional and informational support
from significant others exhibited attenuated
stress responses and lower injury rates. The
coach-athlete relationship, in particular,
emerged as a salient psychosocial factor
Pensgaard and colleagues'® found that poor
coach support independently predicted injury
risk in elite female footballers after controlling
for training load.

3.3.5 Attentional Disruption and
Concentration

The mechanism through which psychological
stress  translates into increased injury
vulnerability is theorized to involve disruption
of  attentional focus and  peripheral
awareness.'!> Rogers and Landers" provided
compelling empirical support for this
mechanism, demonstrating that life-event stress
significantly impaired peripheral vision
performance in collegiate athletes, and that this
attentional disruption fully mediated the stress-
injury relationship. These findings align with
the attentional capacity model, which posits that
under high stress, athletes allocate cognitive
resources to the stressor, diminishing the
attentional capacity available for sport-specific
environmental monitoring.!®

3.3.6 Perfectionism and Personality
Characteristics

Several studies examined broader personality
characteristics as antecedents of injury.
Perfectionistic concerns particularly concerns
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about mistakes, doubts about actions, and
socially  prescribed perfectionism  were
associated with elevated competitive anxiety,
overtraining, and subsequent injury
vulnerability.!* Hanson and colleagues'* found
that athletes with hardiness-related personality
profiles (commitment, control, and challenge)
demonstrated greater resilience to the injurious
effects of life stress. Notably, personality
variables primarily exerted their influence
indirectly, through effects on stress appraisal
and coping behaviors, rather than as direct
injury predictors.>*
3.3.7 Mood States and Psychological
Distress
Negative mood states including depression,
vigor deficits, and fatigue were examined in 11
studies, with particular relevance to overuse
injury and burnout.!®¥*3  Ivarsson and
Johnson'® found that mood disturbances
assessed via the Profile of Mood States (POMS)
predicted injury occurrence over a competitive
soccer season. Appaneal and colleagues®
highlighted bidirectional relationships between
injury and psychological distress, cautioning
against  simplistic  unidirectional  causal
inferences. Rice et al.’” noted that elite athlete
populations carry disproportionate mental
health burdens, which may amplify injury risk
through multiple psychophysiological
pathways.

Table 2. Summary of Psychological

Antecedents, Frequency, and Effect
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4. DISCUSSION

This scoping review synthesized evidence from
40 studies spanning three decades of research
on psychological antecedents of athletic injury.
The findings confirm that psychological
variables constitute a robust, independent, and
clinically meaningful domain of injury risk.
Life-event stress, competitive trait anxiety,
coping deficits, and low social support emerged
as the most consistently supported antecedents,
a pattern largely congruent with prior meta-
analytic findings by Ivarsson and colleagues.*
The dominance of the Williams-Andersen
stress-and-injury model as the conceptual
foundation of this literature reflects its
theoretical parsimony and empirical utility.!*
However, it is noteworthy that the model was
proposed in 1988 and has received only limited
formal revision despite substantial advances in
stress and coping science, motivational
psychology, and neuroscience. Integration of
concepts such as self-determination theory,?*
resilience frameworks,”® and dual-process
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cognitive theories may strengthen the
explanatory power of future models.

The identification of attentional disruption as a
key mechanistic pathway!® carries direct
practical implications. Sport psychologists and
athletic trainers should consider attentional
focus monitoring particularly during periods of
high psychosocial stress as part of routine injury
risk  surveillance.  Psychological  skills
interventions targeting attentional control, such
as mindfulness-based stress reduction and
concentration training, have demonstrated
preliminary efficacy in this regard.?

The evidence for social support as a protective
factor warrants greater emphasis in sport injury
prevention  programs.?>?*  Coach-athlete
relationship quality, in particular, emerged as a
modifiable target for intervention, with
Pensgaard et al.!® demonstrating its independent
predictive value in elite female football.
Systemic approaches that enhance the
psychosocial climate of athletic environments
through coach education, peer mentoring, and
team cohesion activities represent underutilized
prevention strategies.

Intervention research in this field remains
limited but promising. The randomized
controlled trials by Maddison and Prapavessis!!
and Johnson and colleagues®® demonstrated that
psychological skills training can meaningfully
reduce injury rates and severity. These findings
parallel evidence from broader sport
psychology intervention research supporting
the efficacy of cognitive-behavioral approaches
for performance-related psychological
challenges.”> Future RCTs with adequate
sample sizes, active control conditions, and
long-term follow-up are necessary to firmly
establish the clinical efficacy of
psychologically-informed injury prevention
programs.

4.1 Limitations

Several limitations of this review should be
acknowledged. First, the restriction to English-
language publications may have introduced
language bias, potentially excluding relevant
studies from non-English-speaking research
traditions. Second, the considerable
heterogeneity in injury definitions,
psychological  instruments, and athlete
populations precluded formal meta-analytic
synthesis. Third, many included studies relied

on retrospective or cross-sectional designs,
limiting causal inference. Fourth, publication
bias cannot be excluded, as null findings may
be underrepresented in the published
literature. %!
5. CONCLUSIONS
This scoping review provides a comprehensive
synthesis of the psychological antecedents of
athletic injury, identifying life-event stress,
competitive anxiety, coping deficits, social
support, and attentional disruption as the most
robustly supported risk factors. The stress-and-
injury model continues to serve as the dominant
theoretical framework, though integration with
contemporary psychological theories offers
fertile ground for conceptual advancement.!240
From a clinical standpoint, these findings
advocate for the routine inclusion of
psychological screening tools within pre-
participation evaluations and injury risk
assessments in elite and recreational sport
settings. Sport psychologists, athletic trainers,
and team physicians should collaborate to
deliver  psychologically-informed  injury
prevention programs that target modifiable
antecedents, including stress management,
coping skill development, and enhancement of
social support networks.!!-1820
Future research should prioritize prospective,
multi-sport cohort studies with standardized
psychological and injury assessment protocols,
greater representation of female and youth
athletes, and rigorous evaluation of
psychological interventions through
randomized controlled trial designs.>*’
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