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Abstract 

This paper offers a comprehensive review of sports-related competitive anxiety and its profound 

implications for athletes' performance and well-being. It synthesizes current research across various 

contexts including practice, competition, injury prevention, rehabilitation, and return to sport, drawing 

from two comprehensive studies that provide both theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence. 

Competitive anxiety is explored as a pervasive psychological phenomenon in sports, impacting athletes 

at different competition levels through cognitive and somatic manifestations. Theoretical models such 

as the inverted-U hypothesis, drive theory, and multidimensional anxiety theory are examined to 

deepen our understanding of how anxiety influences performance. These models elucidate the nuanced 

relationship where anxiety can either hinder or enhance performance depending on individual and 

situational factors. Empirical findings underscore the dual nature of competitive anxiety, highlighting 

its potential to both impede and motivate athletes. The review discusses its effects on injury occurrence, 

rehabilitation processes, and return to sport outcomes, emphasizing the significance of tailored 

psychological interventions. Strategies such as goal setting, imagery, relaxation techniques, and 

cognitive restructuring are identified as crucial tools to mitigate anxiety's adverse effects and optimize 

athletic performance and recovery. Practical implications stress the importance of interdisciplinary 

collaboration involving sports psychologists, coaches, and healthcare professionals to support athletes 

effectively. Future research directions are proposed to explore personalized interventions and holistic 

approaches that enhance athlete care and refine performance management strategies. In summary, this 

review consolidates current knowledge on sports-related competitive anxiety, offering insights into its 

theoretical underpinnings, empirical findings, and practical applications. By addressing these 

dimensions comprehensively, the paper aims to improve athlete outcomes and promote their overall 

well-being in competitive sports environments. 
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Introduction 

Sports competitive anxiety is a prevalent issue that affects athletes across various levels of 

competition. It encompasses feelings of worry, nervousness, and apprehension related to 

sports performance, which can significantly impact both performance and overall well-being. 

Understanding the dynamics of competitive anxiety requires an exploration of its theoretical 

underpinnings, empirical research, and practical implications for athletes and practitioners. 

Competitive anxiety is a significant factor influencing athletes' performance across all levels 

of sports. This review aims to synthesize findings from two pivotal studies, providing a 

comprehensive understanding of competitive anxiety in sports. The scope includes 

definitions, theoretical models, and the impact of anxiety on performance, injury occurrence, 

rehabilitation, and return to sport. 

 

Defining Sports-Related Anxiety 

Sports-related anxiety is commonly defined as an unpleasant psychological state in reaction 

to perceived stress regarding performance under pressure. It includes cognitive (worry and 

apprehension) and somatic (physical activation) components. Anxiety manifests as trait 

anxiety (stable) or state anxiety (situational). 

Competitive anxiety is a prevalent issue in sports that can significantly impact an athlete's 

performance, injury risk, rehabilitation, and return to sport process (Ford et al., 2017) [7].  
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Understanding the complex relationship between anxiety 

and sports performance is crucial for optimizing athletic 

outcomes (Ford et al., 2017; Rocha et al., 2018) [7, 14]. 

Numerous theoretical models have been proposed to explain 

the anxiety-performance relationship, such as the inverted-U 

hypothesis, drive theory, and reversal theory. These models 

suggest that anxiety can have both facilitative and 

debilitative effects on performance, depending on the 

individual's cognitive appraisals, physiological arousal, and 

coping strategies (Ford et al., 2017; Rocha et al., 2018; Ong 

et al., 2021) [7, 14, 12]. 

Research has consistently shown that competitive anxiety 

can act as an antecedent to sports injuries, with competitive 

trait anxiety being the most studied and consistent 

personality variable associated with injury occurrence (Ford 

et al., 2017) [7]. Anxiety can also negatively impact the 

rehabilitation process and increase the risk of reinjury 

during the return to sport phase (Ford et al., 2017) [7]. 

 

Theoretical Foundations 

The study of sports competitive anxiety has its roots in early 

psychological theories. The Yerkes-Dodson Law (1908) [18] 

posits a curvilinear relationship between arousal and 

performance, suggesting that an optimal level of arousal can 

enhance performance, while both insufficient and excessive 

arousal can be detrimental. Hull's (1943) [11] principles of 

behavior further emphasize the role of drive and arousal in 

influencing behavior, suggesting that anxiety can act as a 

motivational force under certain conditions. 

Contemporary conceptualizations, such as those proposed 

by Cheng, Hardy, and Markland (2009) [5], view 

performance anxiety as a multidimensional construct 

involving cognitive, somatic, and behavioral components. 

This comprehensive view allows for a better understanding 

of how anxiety manifests and affects athletes differently. 

 

Several theoretical models explain the anxiety-

performance relationship 

 Inverted-U Hypothesis: Suggests that performance 

improves with arousal to an optimal point, beyond 

which further arousal impairs performance. 

 Drive Theory: Proposes a linear relationship where 

increased arousal enhances performance. 

 Reversal Theory: States that the impact of arousal on 

performance depends on individual interpretation as 

either facilitative or debilitative. 

 Multidimensional Anxiety Theory: Differentiates 

between cognitive anxiety (negatively related to 

performance) and somatic anxiety (inverted-U 

relationship). 

 Catastrophe Theory: Combines cognitive and somatic 

anxiety, suggesting that high cognitive anxiety can 

drastically impair performance despite optimal somatic 

anxiety. 

 Individual Zones of Optimal Functioning (IZOF): 

Indicates that each athlete has a unique optimal arousal 

zone for peak performance. 

 

Empirical Insights 

Ford, Ildefonso, Jones, and Arvinen-Barrow (2017) [7] 

provide current insights into sport-related anxiety, 

highlighting the prevalence and impact of anxiety on 

athletes. They emphasize the need for targeted interventions 

to help athletes manage anxiety and improve performance. 

Weinberg and Gould (2015) [15] further elaborate on the 

factors contributing to competitive anxiety, including the 

pressure to perform well, fear of failure, and the potential 

for negative evaluation by others. 

Research by Williams and Andersen (1998) [17] and 

Andersen and Williams (1999) [1] explores the relationship 

between psychosocial factors and sports injuries. Their 

stress-injury model suggests that high levels of stress and 

inadequate coping resources can increase the likelihood of 

injuries. This is supported by Ford, Eklund, and Gordon's 

(2000) [6] findings, which highlight the moderating role of 

psychosocial variables in the stress-injury relationship 

among elite athletes. 

Given the significant implications of competitive anxiety in 

sports, it is crucial to develop effective strategies for 

recognizing, assessing, and managing anxiety in athletes 

(Ford et al., 2017) [7]. This may involve a multidisciplinary 

approach involving sports psychologists, coaches, athletic 

trainers, and other healthcare professionals (Ford et al., 

2017) [7]. 

By addressing competitive anxiety in sports, we can help 

athletes optimize their performance, reduce injury risk, 

enhance rehabilitation outcomes, and facilitate a successful 

return to sport (Ford et al., 2017) [7]. Further research is 

needed to refine our understanding of the anxiety-

performance relationship and develop evidence-based 

interventions tailored to the unique needs of individual 

athletes (Ford et al., 2017; Rocha et al., 2018) [7]. 

Sports competitive anxiety is a multifaceted psychological 

phenomenon experienced by athletes across various levels 

of competition. It can significantly impact an athlete's 

performance, well-being, and overall sporting experience. 

The study of sports-related anxiety encompasses a range of 

theories, models, and empirical findings that highlight its 

complexity and the various factors that contribute to its 

manifestation and management. 

Competitive anxiety in sports is often conceptualized within 

the framework of performance anxiety, which Cheng, 

Hardy, and Markland (2009) [5] describe as a 

multidimensional construct involving cognitive, somatic, 

and behavioral components. This anxiety can arise from 

various sources, including the pressure to perform well, fear 

of failure, and the potential for negative evaluation by 

coaches, teammates, and spectators (Ford, Ildefonso, Jones, 

& Arvinen-Barrow, 2017) [7]. 

 

Anxiety and Sport Performance 

Competitive anxiety can significantly impact sport 

performance in practice and competitive settings. High 

anxiety levels are associated with impaired performance, 

particularly when anxiety exceeds an athlete's optimal level. 

Psychological strategies such as goal setting, imagery, 

relaxation techniques, self-talk, and social support are 

critical in managing anxiety. 

Early theoretical models, such as the Yerkes-Dodson Law, 

proposed by Yerkes and Dodson (1908) [18], suggest a 

curvilinear relationship between arousal and performance, 

indicating that a moderate level of arousal can enhance 

performance, while too little or too much arousal can be 

detrimental. Hull's (1943) [11] principles of behavior further 

emphasize the role of drive and motivation in performance, 

suggesting that anxiety can either facilitate or inhibit 

performance depending on the context. Contemporary 

research has expanded these foundational theories by 

https://www.physiologyjournals.com/


 

~ 104 ~ 

International Journal of Physiology, Health and Physical Education https://www.physiologyjournals.com 
 

exploring the psychological and sociocultural dynamics 

involved in sports anxiety. For instance, Apter's (1982) 

theory of psychological reversals posits that individuals' 

perceptions of their arousal states can fluctuate, influencing 

whether anxiety is perceived as facilitative or debilitative. 

Additionally, Weinberg and Gould (2015) [15] highlight the 

importance of understanding individual differences and the 

specific stressors that athletes face in competitive 

environments. 

The relationship between anxiety and sports injuries is also 

a critical area of investigation. Studies by Andersen and 

Williams (1999) [1] and Williams and Andersen (1998) [17] 

provide insights into how psychosocial factors, such as life 

stress and coping resources, can predispose athletes to 

injuries. This is supported by findings from Ford, Eklund, 

and Gordon (2000) [6], who examined the moderating effects 

of psychosocial variables on the stress-injury relationship 

among high-standard athletes. 

Injury and rehabilitation processes introduce another 

dimension to competitive anxiety. Brewer and Redmond 

(2016) [3] and Brewer, Andersen, and Van Raalte (2002) 

discuss the psychological challenges athletes face during 

injury recovery, including fears of re-injury and concerns 

about returning to pre-injury performance levels. Podlog and 

Eklund (2007) [13] review literature from a self-

determination perspective, emphasizing the role of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the rehabilitation 

and return-to-sport process. 

The integration of psychological strategies in injury 

rehabilitation is crucial for optimizing recovery outcomes. 

Heaney et al. (2015) [10] and Heaney (2006) [8] highlight the 

need for sport psychology education among physiotherapy 

professionals to better support athletes through their 

rehabilitation journey. 

Overall, the study of sports competitive anxiety involves a 

comprehensive understanding of its antecedents, 

manifestations, and consequences. It requires an 

interdisciplinary approach that incorporates psychological 

theories, empirical research, and practical interventions to 

support athletes in managing anxiety and achieving their 

performance potential. 

Competitive anxiety in sports is a complex phenomenon that 

has garnered significant attention in the realm of sports 

psychology. It encompasses a range of emotional responses 

experienced by athletes in high-pressure situations, often 

affecting performance and overall well-being. Various 

theoretical frameworks and empirical studies have explored 

the dimensions and impacts of sport-related anxiety, aiming 

to understand its causes and develop effective coping 

strategies. 

Ford et al. (2017) [7] provide a comprehensive overview of 

sport-related anxiety, discussing its prevalence and 

implications for athletes' performance and mental health. 

They emphasize the need for tailored interventions to 

manage anxiety effectively (Ford et al., 2017) [7]. 

Meanwhile, Weinberg and Gould (2015) [15] delve into the 

foundational theories of sport and exercise psychology, 

offering insights into how psychological principles can be 

applied to mitigate anxiety in competitive settings 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015) [15]. 

Cheng, Hardy, and Markland (2009) [5] contribute to this 

discourse by proposing a three-dimensional model of 

performance anxiety, highlighting the multifaceted nature of 

anxiety in sports and the importance of individualized 

assessment and intervention (Cheng et al., 2009) [5]. The 

seminal work of Yerkes and Dodson (1908) [18] further 

elucidates the relationship between arousal and 

performance, laying the 

 

Conclusion 

The study of sports competitive anxiety integrates diverse 

theoretical perspectives and empirical findings to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of its impact on athletes. 

Addressing competitive anxiety through targeted 

psychological interventions and education is vital for 

supporting athletes in achieving their full potential and 

maintaining their mental health and well-being. Future 

research should continue to explore the nuanced 

relationships between anxiety, performance, and injury to 

develop more effective strategies for managing sports 

competitive anxiety. 

Sports competitive anxiety is a multifaceted psychological 

phenomenon that significantly impacts athletes across 

various levels of competition, influencing both their 

performance and overall well-being. This review has 

synthesized key findings from seminal studies to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of competitive anxiety in 

sports, encompassing its definitions, theoretical 

underpinnings, empirical insights, and practical 

implications. 

Competitive anxiety in sports is defined as a psychological 

state characterized by worry, nervousness, and apprehension 

related to performance under pressure (Ford et al., 2017) [7]. 

It manifests as both trait anxiety, a stable predisposition, and 

state anxiety, situational reactions to specific stressors (Ford 

et al., 2017) [7]. Theoretical models such as the inverted-U 

hypothesis, drive theory, and reversal theory elucidate how 

anxiety can either enhance or impair performance depending 

on arousal levels and individual appraisal processes (Ford et 

al., 2017; Rocha et al., 2018; Ong et al., 2021) [7, 12]. 

Empirical research underscores the detrimental effects of 

competitive anxiety on athletes, including increased injury 

risk and prolonged recovery periods (Ford et al., 2000; 

Podlog & Eklund, 2007) [6, 13]. Psychosocial factors play a 

crucial role in moderating the stress-injury relationship, 

emphasizing the need for interventions that address both 

psychological and physiological aspects of athlete well-

being (Andersen & Williams, 1999; Williams & Andersen, 

1998) [1, 17]. 

Theoretical foundations, such as the Yerkes-Dodson Law 

and Hull's principles of behavior, provide frameworks for 

understanding the complex interaction between arousal, 

anxiety, and performance in sports (Yerkes & Dodson, 

1908; Hull, 1943) [18, 11]. Contemporary models like the 

multidimensional anxiety theory and catastrophe theory 

further enrich our understanding by delineating the 

cognitive, somatic, and behavioral dimensions of anxiety 

and their impacts on athletic performance (Cheng et al., 

2009; Weinberg & Gould, 2015) [15]. 

Practical implications highlight the importance of tailored 

interventions to manage competitive anxiety effectively. 

Strategies such as goal setting, imagery, relaxation 

techniques, and cognitive restructuring can help athletes 

optimize their performance while reducing anxiety-related 

impairments. A multidisciplinary approach involving sports 

psychologists, coaches, and healthcare professionals is 

essential in supporting athletes through injury rehabilitation 
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and facilitating a successful return to sport (Heaney et al., 

2012; Wierike et al., 2013) [9, 16]. 

In conclusion, competitive anxiety in sports is a critical area 

of study that requires ongoing research and practical 

application to enhance athletic performance, mitigate injury 

risk, and promote overall athlete well-being. By integrating 

theoretical insights with empirical findings, this review 

contributes to a deeper understanding of how anxiety 

influences sports performance and underscores the 

importance of holistic approaches to support athletes in 

achieving their full potential. 

 

References 

1. Andersen MB, Williams JM. Athletic injury, 

psychosocial factors, and perceptual changes during 

stress. J Sports Sci. 1999;17(9):735-741.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/026404199365597. 

2. Apter MJ. The experience of motivation: The theory of 

psychological reversals. New York: Academic Press; 

c1982. 

3. Brewer BW, Redmond CJ. Psychology of sport injury. 

Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics; c2016. 

4. Brewer BW, Andersen MB, Van Raalte JL. 

Psychological aspects of sport injury rehabilitation: 

Toward a biopsychosocial approach. In: Mostofsky DI, 

Zaichkowsky LD, editors. Medical aspects of sport and 

exercise. Morgantown, WV: Fitness Information 

Technology; c2002. p. 41-54. 

5. Cheng WNK, Hardy L, Markland D. Toward a three-

dimensional conceptualization of performance anxiety: 

Rationale and initial measurement development. 

Psychol. Sport Exerc. 2009;10(2):271-278.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.08.001. 

6. Ford IW, Eklund RC, Gordon S. An examination of 

psychosocial variables moderating the relationship 

between life stress and injury time-loss among athletes 

of a high standard. J Sports Sci. 2000;18(5):301-312. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/026404100402368. 

7. Ford JL, Ildefonso K, Jones ML, Arvinen-Barrow M. 

Sport-related anxiety: Current insights. Open Access J 

Sports Med. 2017;8:205-212.  

https://doi.org/10.2147/OAJSM.S125845. 

8. Heaney C. Physiotherapists' perceptions of sport 

psychology intervention in professional soccer. Int. J 

Sport Exerc. Psychol. 2006;4(1):67-80.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2006.9671785. 

9. Heaney C, Green AJ, Rostron CL, Walker NC. A 

qualitative and quantitative investigation of the 

psychology content of UK physiotherapy education. J 

Phys Ther Educ. 2012;26(3):51-56.  

https://doi.org/10.1097/00001416-201207000-00008. 

10. Heaney C, Walker N, Green A, Rostron C. Sport 

psychology education for sport injury rehabilitation 

professionals: A systematic review. Phys Ther Sport. 

2015;16(1):72-79. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ptsp.2014.04.001. 

11. Hull CL. Principles of behavior: An introduction to 

behavior theory. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts; 

c1943. 

12. Ong NCH, Chua JHE. Effects of psychological 

interventions on competitive anxiety in sport: A meta-

analysis. Psychol. Sport Exerc. 2021;52:101836. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101836. 

13. Podlog L, Eklund RC. The psychosocial aspects of a 

return to sport following serious injury: A review of the 

literature from a self-determination perspective. 

Psychol. Sport Exerc. 2007;8(4):535-566.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2006.07.008. 

14. Rocha VVS, Osório F de L. Associations between 

competitive anxiety, athlete characteristics and sport 

context: Evidence from a systematic review and meta-

analysis. Arch Clin. Psychiatry. 2018;45(3):67-74. 

https://doi.org/10.1590/0101-60830000000160. 

15. Weinberg RS, Gould D. Foundations of sport and 

exercise psychology. 6th ed. Champaign, IL: Human 

Kinetics; c2015. 

16. Wierike SC, Van der Sluis A, Van den Akker-Scheek I, 

Elferink-Gemser MT, Visscher C. Psychosocial factors 

influencing the recovery of athletes with anterior 

cruciate ligament injury: A systematic review. Scand J 

Med. Sci. Sports. 2013;23(5):527-540.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/sms.12010. 

17. Williams JM, Andersen MB. Psychosocial antecedents 

of sport injury: Review and critique of the stress and 

injury model. J Appl. Sport Psychol. 1998;10(1):5-25. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413209808406375. 

18. Yerkes RM, Dodson JD. The relation of strength of 

stimulus to rapidity of habit-formation. J Comp Neurol. 

Psychol. 1908;18(5):459-482. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/cne.920180503. 

https://www.physiologyjournals.com/

