
The Psychology  
of Sports Injury

Why It Matters
Sports injuries affect far more than physical health. Research shows that injury can have lasting 
psychological, social, and career impacts.

Injured athletes may experience:

	y Anxiety, depression, disordered eating, or suicidal thoughts 

	y Loss of confidence, identity, and motivation 

	y Strained relationships with coaches, teammates, and family 

	y Challenges returning to sport or transitioning after an athletic career 

Injuries can also have broader organizational, ethical, legal, and financial implications for teams  
and institutions.

Reducing Injury Risk
Strong relationships and proactive communication can help reduce injury risk.

Best practices include:
	y Build trusting relationships with athletes 

	y Routinely check in on athletes’ stress levels and perceived recovery 

	y Educate coaches, staff, and athletes about organizational factors that contribute to injury risk 

	y Incorporate stress management and mindfulness strategies into training 

Research shows:
	y Psychological stress is the strongest mental risk factor for acute sports injuries 

	y Individual, interpersonal, and cultural factors contribute to overuse injuries 

	y Mindfulness and stress-reduction programs can successfully decrease injury risk 

Supporting Rehabilitation
Recovery is both physical and psychological.

Effective approaches include:
	y Provide consistent social support throughout rehabilitation 

	y Incorporate mindfulness and acceptance-based strategies 

Evidence-Based Strategies to Prevent Injury and Support Recovery



	y Use cognitive behavioral techniques to strengthen coping skills 

	y Recognize that an athlete’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviors may change throughout recovery 

These approaches help reduce emotional distress and improve resilience during rehabilitation.

Returning to Sport
A successful return to play requires more than physical readiness.

Help athletes:

	y Rebuild confidence and a sense of competence 

	y Support autonomy by involving them in decision-making.

	y Foster connection with teammates and coaches 

	y Maintain clear communication among athletes, coaches, athletic trainers, and medical providers 

	y �Progress gradually while addressing the physical, technical, and psychological demands of 
competition 

The Power of Collaboration
The best outcomes occur when healthcare providers, athletic trainers, coaches, and mental health 
professionals work together.

An interdisciplinary approach supports:

	y Better injury prevention 

	y More effective rehabilitation 

	y Safer, more confident returns to sport 

	y Improved long-term athlete well-being 
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