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Abstract:

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between social support and mental health
problems among male and female intercollegiate student-athletes. Participants were 204 American student-
athletes (105 males, 99 females) recruited from the NCAA colleges and universities. Participants were 20.24 (SD
= +1.24) years old, and had a mean of 12.94 (SD = +4.27) years of experience in sports. Results indicated that
for female student-athletes, social support provided to and received from teammates were negatively correlated
with both depression and sports helplessness, but for male student-athletes, no significant relationships were
found. The results suggest that the relationship between teammate social support and mental health problems in
intercollegiate student-athletes is gender-specific.
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Introduction

In the United States, college student-athletes tend to receive a considerable amount of public attention
(Etzel, Watson, Visek, & Maniar, 2006) and are often some of the most idolized individuals on campus (Parham,
1996). Such adulation from fans and others can create pressure which can increase student-athletes’ vulnerability
to mental health-related issues. Further, college is a transition period characterized by highly stressful events
(e.q., leaving families for the first time), which makes it a prime period for psychological disorders to develop or
worsen (NCAA, 2007). Thus, it is important to consider and address the mental health problems of college
student-athletes.

Social support has gained attention from researchers as a beneficial resource for particular health-related
issues (Uchino, 2006). Generally, social support is defined as “the help provided by individuals who comprise
the social network of a person who occupies apposition of ego in this network” (Martinez-Hernaez, Carceller-
Maicas, DiGiacomo, & Ariste, 2016; p. 2). According to Hisada (1987), the major findings from studies of social
support show that “various forms of support provided by others should play the major role in maintaining or
improving the person’s mental health” (p. 171). Drawing on these findings, sports scientists have begun focusing
on the relationship between receipt of social support and mental health (Barefield & McCallister, 1997; Bianco,
2001; Malinauskas, 2008). This line of research has produced a number of important findings. For example,
social support has been shown to reduce stress, anxiety, and helplessness related to engaging in, or continuing,
competitive sports (Hardy, Richman, & Rosenfeld, 1991; Noblet, Rodwell, & McWilliams, 2003). Thus, social
support from significant others might be beneficial for maintaining the mental health of intercollegiate student-
athletes.

In recent years, social support has come to be viewed as an activity that takes place interactively within
interpersonal relationships. More specifically, studies that have taken this view have examined interactions
involved in social support. In particular, studies have focused on individuals who both receive and provide social
support (Fukuoka, 1999; Isoya & Okabayshi, 2012; Lu & Argyle, 1992). Such studies have shown that providing
social support to one’s significant other is beneficial for the provider’s mental health (Brown, Nesse, Vinokur, &
Smith, 2003; Knoll, Kienle, Bauer, Pfuller, & Luszczynska, 2007). Such social support provider benefits may
accrue to females in particular as females provide more social support to significant others than do males
(Fukuoka, 1999). These findings may be specifically applicable to intercollegiate student-athletes as social
support has been found to be a significant factor that reduces mental health problems related to continuing sports
activities among females (Booth, Bauman, Owen, & Gore, 1997; Yang, Peek-Asa, Lowe, Heiden, & Foster,
2010).
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The purpose of this study was to assess the relationships between social support and mental health
problems in intercollegiate student-athletes. Based on previous research, we hypothesized that social support
would particularly important for female intercollegiate student-athletes relative to male intercollegiate student-
athletes.

Method
Participants

Participants were 204 American student-athletes (105 males, 99 females) recruited from NCAA
institutions (Division | and I1) located in the south-central and southwestern regions of the U.S. Participants
were 20.24 years old (SD £ 1.24) and had experienced playing in sports for 12.94 years (SD = +4.27).
Participants included: 37 track-and-field athletes, 34 baseball players, 34 American football players, 34
basketball players, 23 soccer players, 17 volleyball players, 15 swimmers, 10 handball players, 9 gymnasts, 6
rugby players, 5 tennis players, 4 squash players, 3 golfers, 3 badminton players, and 1 bowler.

Instruments

To measure social support from teammates, the Receiving Social Support Scales for Sports Teams
(Hagiwara, Bryant, Benavides Espinoza, & Isogai, 2016) was used. This questionnaire assesses individuals’
perceptions of receiving social support from their teammates. The scale consists of six items, which are preceded
by the sentence, “We would like to ask you about the help and support you receive from your teammates when
you play or decide to continue playing competitive sports. Your teammates...” Example items include “give you
advice to help solve your problems” and “cheer you up when you are feeling low.” These items are rated on a
scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and are summed to provide a total score representing the
amount of received social support.

To measure participants’ provision of social support to teammates, the Providing Social Support Scales
for Sports Teams (Hagiwara et al., 2016) was used. This is a self-report inventory that measures provision of
social support to teammates. This scale consists of six items that are preceded by the sentence, “We would like to
ask you about the help and support you provide to your teammates when you play or decide to continue playing
competitive sports. You...” Example items include “work with your teammates to solve their problems” and
“respect your teammates as a team member and give an appraisal.” Each item is rated on a scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The item scores are summed to provide a total score representing the amount of
social support provided. For both social support scales, evidence of reliability and validity was obtained in
previous studies (Hagiwara & Isogai, 2014; Hagiwara et al, 2016). The scales demonstrated sufficient values for
Cronbach’s alpha (>.70) and the goodness of fit index (<.90 for GFI, AGFI and CFIl with RMSEA <.08).

To measure the athletes’ mental health issues, the depression and sports helplessness subscales of the
Stress Response Scale for Athletes (Kemuriyama, 2013) were used. Each subscale begins with the following
sentence: “To what extent have you experienced the following within the past two to three weeks?” The question
is then followed by items such as “I feel depressed” or “I cannot find a meaning in the purpose of playing
sports.” Each item was rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree).
Support for the reliability and validity of the measurement were confirmed via Cronbach’s alpha and
confirmatory factor analysis (Kemuriyama, 2013).

Procedure

Institutional review board approval was obtained from the corresponding author’s research institute.
Participants were informed of the instructions and purpose of this study during sports science classes. Interested
student-athletes completed the questionnaire packet.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were calculated for each of the measures. In addition, t-tests were conducted to
compare male and female intercollegiate student-athletes on each of the measures. Pearson’s correlation
coefficients were used to examine the relationships among receiving or providing social support with depression
and sports helplessness. All data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 21.0.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

The descriptive statistics of the scores for social support, depression, and sports helplessness are shown
in Table 1. Results revealed that there were no significant differences between males and female intercollegiate
student-athletes in terms of social support, depression, and sports helplessness.
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Table 1. Descriptive comparison of main variables by gender

Scale Gender
Male Female
(n=105) (n=99)
Mean SD Mean SD t-value

Receiving Social Support 24.31 436 25.20 421 1.48 ns.
Providing Social Support 2598 3.87 26.84 3.04 1.76 ns.
Depression 5.36 2.54 5.59 2.09 0.69 ns.
Sports Helplessness 4.61 2.32 4.94 2.19 1.05 ns.

Relationships between Receiving and Providing Social Support with Depression and Sports Helplessness

Correlational analyses indicated, that for female intercollegiate student-athletes there were significant
negative correlations between receiving social support and depression and sports helplessness and between
providing social support and depression and sports helplessness. For male intercollegiate student-athletes,
receiving and providing social support were not significantly correlated with depression and sports helplessness
(see Table 2).

Table 2. Correlation coefficients between social support, depression, and sports helplessness

Receiving Social Support Providing Social Support
Males Females Males Females
Depression -0.06 -(0.38%* -0.12 -0.29%*
Sports Helplessness -0.09 -0.35%* -0.07 -0.31%*

Discussion

Although male and female intercollegiate student-athletes did not differ in terms of social support
provided or received or in terms of the mental health variables measured, results revealed that for female
intercollegiate student-athletes, both receiving and providing social support were negatively correlated with
depression and sports helplessness. For male intercollegiate student-athletes, however, there were no statistically
significant relationships between receiving and providing social support and mental health issues. These findings
support our research hypothesis that female intercollegiate student-athletes gain mental health benefits from
giving and receiving social support. A number of previous studies have shown that females benefit more from
talking about their feelings with their friends than do males (Matuszek, Nelson, & Quick, 1995; Greenglass,
2002; Bellman, Forster, Still, & Cooper, 2003). Additionally, females tend to have closer social relationships,
and require more social support to reduce stress and crisis than do males (Belle, 1987; Schraedley et al., 1999).
Females also provide more social support to their friends and receive more help in return (Kessler, McLeod, &
Wethington, 1985).

Focusing specifically on the literature in sports, Yang et al. (2010) showed that female college athletes
tend to rely more on friends for social support when recovering from injuries than do male athletes. As
previously mentioned, Hagiwara and Isogai (2013) found that Japanese female athletes showed a stronger
relationship between social support from significant others (e.g., family or friends) and continuing competitive
sports participation than did male athletes. Therefore, social support with teammates appears to be an important
social interaction that may reduce mental health problems related to athletic activities for female intercollegiate
student-athletes.

For male athletes, on the other hand, social support provided to or received from teammates was not
related to mental health issues. This was supported by stating that social support did not reduce stress among
males, but only females (Graham, Fischer, Fitzpatrick, & Bina, 2000). Also, it was reported that males tend to
have inferior relational skills with others in their lives (Cohen, Sherrod, & Clarke, 1986), as well as that of males
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who normally have fewer supportive relationships with significant others (Sarason, Sarason, & Shearin (1986).
These examples might explain why depression and sports helplessness were not inversely related to social
support for male student-athletes.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships between social support with teammates
and mental health problems among male and female intercollegiate student-athletes. Our results indicate that
social support with teammates—hboth receiving and providing —is a significant factor in reducing mental health
problems among female intercollegiate student-athletes. Further studies should be conducted to clarify the
specific factors associated with mental health remediation for male intercollegiate student-athletes.
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