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Abstract
Background  Understanding the work demands and psychobiological responses of high-performance sport practitioners is 
important for informing strategies that support and improve staff health, well-being, and performance. Although research 
in this area has grown, previous reviews have focused on specific aspects of well-being and particular practitioner popula-
tions. Currently, no comprehensive reviews summarize all research relating to high-performance sport practitioners. A broad 
overview could help clarify the work demands and responses of staff in this field.
Objectives  This scoping review aims to provide an overview of the literature on staff working in high-performance sport 
with roles and responsibilities related to athlete operations and/or performance. Using theoretical frameworks to operation-
ally define key concepts, the review maps relevant studies and summarizes findings on work demands, resources, coping 
strategies, and responses in high-performance sport.
Methods  A scoping review was conducted and reported in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR). Searches were performed across three electronic 
databases, PubMed, PsycINFO, and SPORTDiscus, to identify relevant studies published up to 1 August 2024. The search 
strategy employed terms related to working in high-performance sport and was structured using the population, exposure, 
and outcome framework. Studies examining staff working full-time in high-performance sport and assessing work demands, 
responses, resources, or coping strategies were included. This review was registered with the Open Science Framework (osf.​
io/​br9hm/).
Results  Electronic and manual searches identified 124 studies meeting the inclusion criteria. These studies spanned various 
levels of sport: collegiate (n = 53), professional (n = 24), national/international (n = 13), Olympic/Paralympic (n = 10), mixed 
levels (n = 14), and “high-performance” or “elite” sport (n = 10). The studies examined coaches (n = 79), medical and per-
formance staff (n = 41), and mixed practitioners (n = 4). Data on countries, competitions, study designs, measurement tools, 
and theoretical frameworks were reported for each study. Outcomes assessed included responses (n = 24), demands (n = 12), 
resources and coping (n = 12), and mixed combinations (n = 76), with the most common combinations being “demands, 
responses, and resources and coping” (n = 23) and “demands and resources and coping” (n = 21).
Conclusions  Practitioners in high-performance sport encounter a diverse array of demands, including workload challenges, 
organizational and structural factors, athlete- and performance-related pressures, and sociocultural factors. These challenges 
often elicit a range of emotional, psychological, physical, and physiological responses, contributing to persistent issues 
such as burnout and difficulties in achieving work–life balance. To navigate these challenges, practitioners employ a variety 
of coping strategies and leverage both personal and organizational resources, highlighting the multifaceted nature of their 
experiences in these environments. These findings enhance our understanding of how occupational demands and stress affect 
individuals working in sport and can inform evidence-based strategies to improve coping, organizational support, and overall 
health, well-being, and performance.
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Key Points 

The demands and occupational challenges in high-
performance sport can be significant, including heavy 
workloads, organizational and structural factors, ath-
lete- and performance-related pressures, and sociocul-
tural influences. These challenges can elicit a range of 
emotional, psychological, physical, and physiological 
responses, often contributing to issues such as burnout 
and struggles with work–life balance.

Individual responses are shaped by cognitive apprais-
als of stressors and the availability of coping resources. 
Negative appraisals and insufficient resources may 
lead to stress, while positive appraisals, supported by 
adequate resources, foster adaptive responses. These can 
include increased motivation and preparedness, high 
work engagement, and opportunities for personal growth, 
learning, and development.

Practitioners rely on diverse coping strategies, as well 
as personal and organizational resources, to manage the 
demands of working in high-performance sport. This 
underscores the important role of targeted support strate-
gies, at both the individual and organizational levels, in 
fostering staff health, well-being, and performance.

1  Introduction

High-performance sport environments can be physically and 
mentally demanding [1], and a significant body of research 
has described the physical demands [2–5], responses [6, 
7], and coping strategies of high-performance athletes. In 
contrast, comparatively less attention has been given to the 
demands faced by non-athlete personnel working within 
the high-performance sport ecosystem, such as coaches 
and medical and performance staff. Given the inherently 
demanding nature of these environments, it is likely that 
staff also encounter considerable stressors (e.g., congested 
schedules, irregular work hours [8]). Research has begun to 
examine the challenges faced by staff in these roles, as well 
as the strategies they use to cope with such demands [9–13].

While the literature exploring job demands among indi-
viduals working in sport is relatively limited, such research 
is far more extensive in other high-stress occupational fields, 
such as shift work [14–16]. Owing to the complexity and 
variability in demands and responses found throughout this 
literature, defining terms and establishing theoretical frame-
works to steer the discussion and interpretation of research 

results can serve to create shared understanding and provide 
clear recommendations for staff. One prominent example in 
organizational psychology is the Job Demands–Resources 
(JD–R) model, which proposes that, while each occupation 
has its own specific risk factors associated with job stress, 
these factors can broadly be categorized into job demands 
and resources [17]. In the JD–R model, job demands are 
defined as “physical, psychological, social, or organizational 
aspects of a job that require sustained physical and/or psy-
chological effort or skills and are associated with certain 
physiological and/or psychological costs” [17]. In contrast, 
job resources are the physical, psychological, social, or 
organizational aspects of a job “that help achieve work goals, 
reduce job demands and the associated physiological and 
psychological costs, or stimulate personal growth, learning, 
and development” [17]. Ultimately, the interaction between 
job demands and resources determines the level of strain, 
with strain arising when there is an imbalance between 
demands placed on an individual and the resources (both 
personal and in the workplace) available to cope with these 
demands [17, 18].

While the JD–R model [17] offers a structured approach 
focused on job-specific demands and resources, it tends to 
oversimplify the stress process by not adequately account-
ing for individual differences in stress perception and cop-
ing mechanisms. In contrast, the Transactional Theory of 
Stress [19] offers a more dynamic and individualized per-
spective on stress. This theory emphasizes the cognitive 
appraisal process, whereby individuals assess the personal 
significance of an event [19]. During the primary appraisal, 
individuals evaluate whether a situation is irrelevant (no 
implication for well-being and no potential for loss or gain), 
benign-positive (the situation has potential to enhance the 
individual’s well-being), or stressful (the situation is evalu-
ated as being significant to the individual’s well-being). 
If appraised as stressful, it may be further interpreted as a 
harm/loss (damage has already occurred), threat (potential 
for harm), challenge (potential for growth or gain), or benefit 
(perceived enhancement of well-being) [20]. The secondary 
appraisal then involves evaluating one’s perceived ability 
to manage or cope with the situation, including available 
resources and options for action [20]. This dynamic pro-
cess, through which individuals evaluate the significance of 
an event and their capacity to respond, shapes whether they 
experience distress or eustress [21, 22]. While acute dis-
tress may result in transient negative responses (e.g., anxiety, 
emotional exhaustion, and elevated heart rate), prolonged 
stress exposure without adequate coping can lead to strain, 
increasing the risk of adverse health outcomes (e.g., burnout 
and cardiovascular issues) and impaired performance [19].

When trying to understand job demands and resources 
in high-performance sport, one challenge is the wide range 
of environments that exist within the sporting landscape. 
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High-performance sport has previously been described as 
uncontrollable, unpredictable, and complex owing to chal-
lenging competition and travel schedules, dynamic organiza-
tional structures, and various internal and external stressors 
[1]. Research into coaching in high-performance sport has 
found that coaches face a range of stressors, such as time 
and resource constraints, job security concerns, pressure 
and responsibility for team performance, and external scru-
tiny from media and fans [10]. These stressors can lead to 
imbalances between recovery and stress [23, 24] and poten-
tially result in fatigue over the course of a season [25–28]. 
Similarly, a smaller body of research examining the broader 
group of support staff (e.g., assistant coaches, sport scien-
tists, and physiotherapists) indicates that the wide-ranging 
demands of working in high-performance sport,  includ-
ing practice schedules, competitive fixtures, travel, media 
engagements, continuing education, and family and social 
obligations, can also result in mental fatigue and related 
well-being concerns among support staff (e.g., disengage-
ment, decreased motivation, and reduced concentration) 
[29].

Previous reviews have explored various constructs related 
to high-performance sport practitioners, including stressors 
and coping [30, 31], psychological stress and well-being [32, 
33], mental health [34, 35], and burnout [36–38]. However, 
these reviews tend to adopt a narrow focus, either limited 
to specific populations (e.g., coaches or athletic trainers) or 
grouping findings across various sport levels (e.g., amateur 
to high-performance sport) and employment classifications 
(i.e., full-time and part-time). The narrow scope and group-
ing of diverse contexts in these reviews make it difficult 
to compare and interpret differences between individuals 
working in different roles and settings. While some reviews 
have been published as recently as 2024 [33–35], the latest 
database searches appear to have been conducted in 2021, 
meaning that more recent research has not been collated. 
No review to date has provided a comprehensive synthesis 
of stress-related constructs specifically among non-athlete 
personnel in high-performance sport. This review addresses 
that gap by offering a broad and integrated synthesis of 
constructs, including work demands, coping strategies, job 
resources, and staff responses, across a diverse range of pro-
fessional roles, some of which have received limited collec-
tive attention in prior reviews.

This scoping review aims to provide a current overview 
of literature focused on non-athlete personnel whose roles 
and responsibilities directly support athlete preparation, 
care (e.g., medical and performance staff), performance, 
or operations within high-performance sport. Examples of 
these roles include coaches, medical and performance sup-
port, and logistics staff. Anchored in established frameworks 
[17, 19], we adopt their definitions of demands, resources, 
coping, and responses to guide a consistent, theory-driven 

interpretation and nuanced synthesis of study findings. Addi-
tionally, given the wide range of theoretical frameworks 
available, this study aims to identify and summarize the 
most widely used frameworks for understanding how stress 
has been studied in high-performance sport. By employing a 
framework-driven approach, this scoping review maps perti-
nent studies and describes findings related to work demands, 
resources, coping strategies, and responses across a range 
of staff roles. The findings of this review may help guide 
future research directions and support the development of 
evidence-informed strategies aimed at improving the health, 
well-being, and performance of staff working in high-per-
formance sport environments.

2 � Methods

This scoping review was conducted and reported according 
to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-
ScR), with all required items completed [39]. The review 
follows a population–exposure–outcome format, with the 
population defined as staff, the exposure as working in high-
performance sport, and the outcome as varied coping and 
psychobiological responses. In the context of this review, 
high-performance sport refers to the most advanced levels 
of sport development and competition, encompassing ath-
letes or teams competing at national or international levels 
[40]. This definition is supported by the proposed taxonomy 
for skill in sport by Baker et al. [41], who defined “emi-
nent,” “expert,” and “advanced” athletes as those who train 
regularly and compete at the international or national level, 
respectively. A scoping review proposal was registered with 
the Open Science Framework (OSF) on 31 May 2023 (osf.​
io/​br9hm/).

2.1 � Search Strategy

A systematic literature search was performed by one author 
(R.M.) on 1 June 2023. Three electronic databases (PubMed, 
PsycINFO, and SPORTDiscus) were searched to identify 
relevant articles. These databases were selected to provide 
a comprehensive perspective of sport, covering a variety of 
disciplines pertinent to the scope of this review. The fol-
lowing terms were searched for in “all fields”: [(Coach* OR 
Trainer* OR Support Staff OR Medical Staff OR Scout* OR 
Practitioner OR Sports Scientist OR Performance Scientist 
OR Player Facing) AND (Sport*) AND (Mental Fatigue 
OR Physical Fatigue OR Psychological Fatigue OR Mental 
Stress* OR Physical Stress* OR Psychological Stress* OR 
Work-Life Balance OR Work Stress* OR Burnout)].

Backward citation searching was conducted via title 
screening of reference lists from included studies and 
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relevant review articles, to identify additional articles that 
may meet the inclusion criteria. All database records were 
exported into Covidence (Covidence systematic review 
software, Veritas Health Innovation, Melbourne, Australia; 
available at www.​covid​ence.​org) as separate files, and dupli-
cates were identified and removed. Once data extraction 
from the original search was complete, a second search was 
conducted on 1 August 2024, using the same search strategy 
but limited to publications between the two search dates, to 
identify and include any additional studies published dur-
ing the data extraction period. Forward citation searching 
was conducted on 12 July 2025 (during peer review), using 
the “citationchaser” package [42] in R statistical software 
(R Core Team. R: A language and environment for statisti-
cal computing, version 4.5.0; R Foundation for Statistical 
Computing, Vienna, Austria, 2025). This process identified 
all records that cited any included articles from the original 
searches. The “citationchaser” package was used to retrieve 
citing records from the Lens.org database, which aggre-
gates citations from PubMed, PubMed Central, CrossRef, 
Microsoft Academic Graph, and CORE [42]. Records were 
then screened for inclusion using the same criteria as those 
applied in the primary and secondary searches.

2.2 � Eligibility Criteria

Studies were eligible for inclusion if they used original data 
and examined non-athlete personnel/staff working in high-
performance sport with roles and responsibilities related to 
athlete preparation, care, performance, or operations (e.g., 
coaching, medical and performance, logistics, etc.). Set-
tings included Olympic, Paralympic, national, international, 
professional, or national collegiate sport. All study designs 
were eligible for inclusion, and no limits were set regarding 
publication date. Studies were excluded if they studied indi-
viduals employed on a part-time or casual basis, including 
dual-role practitioners whose primary full-time focus is not 
sport-related (e.g., graduate assistants, teacher–practition-
ers). Additionally, studies examining individuals working 
exclusively within youth sports (i.e., athletes competing in 
age classifications of 18 years or younger) or recreational 
sports were excluded. Studies including both full-time 
high-performance sport staff and those in part-time, casual, 
youth, or recreational sport roles were eligible for inclusion, 
provided that original data specific to full-time high-perfor-
mance sport staff could be extracted separately. Only articles 
available in full-text English were included, and textbooks, 
conference papers, and theses were excluded.

Inclusion/exclusion criteria were established prior to 
registration with the OSF and before commencement of 

searches, to reduce risk of bias. Minor clarifications of 
the inclusion and exclusion criteria were made during the 
screening phase (i.e., after registration) to better define 
the level of sport and the type of work examined, thereby 
enabling a more precise review of the literature. These 
clarifications included the explicit inclusion of Paralympic 
sport, given that these athletes compete at national and inter-
national levels, and the exclusion of individuals working 
on a part-time or casual basis. The protocol was updated 
accordingly in July and August 2023.

2.3 � Study Selection

The titles and abstracts were screened by two authors (R.M. 
and J.R.) working independently and using Covidence. If the 
two reviewers agreed, articles were either progressed to full-
text review or excluded on the basis of the inclusion/exclu-
sion criteria. In cases of disagreement, both reviewers (R.M. 
and J.R.) met to reach a consensus. Any unresolved conflicts 
were assessed by a third reviewer (B.M.), who made the final 
decision regarding inclusion. Full texts of progressed articles 
were then reviewed for eligibility using the same procedure. 
If necessary, further details were sought by contacting the 
primary author of the respective manuscript. All records for 
included full-text articles were managed through EndNote 
20 (The EndNote Team, 2013, Clarivate, Philadelphia, PA).

2.4 � Data Synthesis

Data extraction was performed by one author (R.M.) and 
subsequently checked for accuracy by other authors (J.R. 
and B.M.). Extracted data were entered into a custom table 
using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft Corporation, 2023, Red-
mond, WA, USA). Given the exploratory nature of the 
scoping review, data items to extract were finalized fol-
lowing the screening process to capture relevant concepts 
and information in the literature. The extraction items were 
designed to accommodate various study types and designs, 
to allow for between-study comparison while acknowledg-
ing the unique aspects of studies. The extracted data items 
and their definitions are provided in Table 1. Included stud-
ies were grouped by outcomes investigated (i.e., demands, 
responses, resources and coping, or mixed outcomes) using 
the JD–R model [17] and Transactional Stress Theory [19]. 
Descriptive and summary statistics, along with a narrative 
synthesis of the literature, are reported. Consistent with 
our registered protocol (osf.io/br9hm/), this review did not 
include a risk of bias assessment for individual studies, a 
formal appraisal of methodological quality, or an assess-
ment of confidence in the overall body of evidence. These 
steps were not undertaken as the objective of the review was 
to descriptively synthesize and map the scope of existing 
literature rather than to critically appraise study quality or 
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draw practice- or clinically oriented conclusions on the basis 
of evidence strength.

3 � Results

3.1 � Study Selection

The first and second database searches yielded a total of 
3663 results (1964 from PubMed, 1093 from SPORTDis-
cus, and 606 from PsycINFO). All citation information was 
imported into Covidence, and duplicates (n = 512) were 
removed. Furthermore, an additional 40 references were 
identified from other sources (i.e., citation searching). A 
total of 3191 titles and abstracts were screened for inclu-
sion, with 248 studies qualifying for full-text review. Full 
texts were retrieved and assessed against eligibility criteria, 
resulting in an additional 124 studies being excluded. One 
corresponding author was contacted to clarify the employ-
ment status of participants, resulting in the exclusion of one 

study during full-text screening. Regarding inclusion and 
exclusion, there was 94.6% and 80.8% agreement between 
reviewers (R.M. and J.R.) during title and abstract, and full-
text screening, respectively. The three most common rea-
sons for exclusion at the full-text level were “wrong level 
of sport” (n = 13), "level of sport not specified” (n = 20), 
and “mixed populations/levels of sport” (n = 43), with all 
reasons for exclusion shown in Fig. 1. Upon completion of 
screening, 124 studies were selected for data extraction and 
inclusion in this review.

3.2 � Studies per Publication Year

The first publication dated back to 1984, while 2007 was the 
first year with more than one publication, and the highest 
number of publications (N = 14) occurred in 2022 (Fig. 2). 
Overall, 36 studies (29%) were published in the 31 years 
from 1984 to 2014. This was followed by a notable increase 
in research in this area over the last 11 years, with 88 articles 
(71%) published between 2015 and 2025.

Table 1   Data items included for the extraction process

Item Definition

Authors All authors involved in the paper
Year Year the article was published
Title Title of the article
Journal Journal the article was published in
Practitioners studied Roles of staff studied in the study
Level of sport Competitive level of sport the practitioners are servicing
Competition analyzed Specific competition or similar that the practitioners are working in or preparing for
Sport(s) Sport(s) that practitioners are described as working in
Country Country or countries where the practitioners being studied are based and work
Study design Type of study that was undertaken
Theoretical framework(s) Underlying theories, models, or concepts used to guide design, data collection, analysis, and 

interpretation of the research study
Inclusion and exclusion criteria Inclusion and exclusion criteria used to determine eligibility of practitioners for the study
Sampling Sampling technique(s) that were used to recruit participants for the study
No. of participants invited Number of participants invited to participate in the study
Sample size (number of staff) Number of participants, roles, or similar that were analyzed in the study
Number of observations Number of observations or similar that were collected for the study and exist in the dataset
Age Ages for the studied sample of participants (mean ± standard deviation; range)
Experience Years of experience participants have in their profession (mean ± standard deviation; range)
Quantitative tools and measures Quantitative tools and measures that were used for data collection
Qualitative tools and measures Qualitative tools and measures that were used for data collection
Work demands studied Specific measures that were studied in the analysis related to work demands
Responses studied Specific measures that were studied in the analysis related to staff responses working in high-

performance sport
Resources and coping strategies reported Specific resources that were described to support staff working in high-performance sport
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Fig. 1   PRISMA flow chart illustrating the search and study inclusion process



Demands, Responses, and Coping in High-Performance Sport Staff

3.3 � Study Methodology and Design Characteristics

More studies used qualitative (n = 72, 58%) methodology, 
compared with quantitative (n = 44, 36%), and the most 

frequently used study design was a cross-sectional design 
(n = 96, 77%). Full results for study methodology and design 
characteristics are reported in Table 2. Theoretical frame-
works used by each study are summarized in Tables 3, 4 and 
5, with the “Transactional Theory of Stress· (n = 12) and the 
“Meta-Model of Stress, Emotion, and Performance” (n = 6) 
being the most reported, while 65 studies did not specify a 
framework. Finally, the tools and methods used to assess 
outcomes for each study are also reported in Tables 3, 4 
and 5.

3.4 � Sample Characteristics

Research originated from a range of geographical regions, 
with most studies conducted in North America (n = 59, 48%) 
and Europe (n = 43, 35%). Collegiate (n = 53, 43%) and 
professional (n = 24, 19%) sport were the most researched 
levels of sport, with 14 studies containing mixed levels of 
high-performance sport and 10 studies not specifying levels 
for “high-performance” or “elite” sport. There was a large 
difference in the populations studied, with 79 studies (64%) 
investigating coaches, 41 studies (33%) investigating medi-
cal and performance practitioners, and 4 studies studying 
mixed groups of staff (3%). Further results for region and 
country, and levels of sport and participant characteris-
tics are reported in Tables 6 and 7, respectively. Summary 
characteristics for specific competitions studied, number of 
participants invited and participated, and the sex or gender 

Fig. 2   Number of studies and study designs per publication year (search date 1 August 2024; forward citation search date 12 July 2025)

Table 2   Study design characteristics of the studies included in this 
review (n = 124)

n % of sample

Methodology
Qualitative 72 58
Quantitative 44 36
Mixed methods 8 6
Design
Cross-sectional 96 77
Longitudinal 25 20
Retrospective 2 2
Intervention 1 1
Outcome/measures
Responses 24 19
Demands 12 10
Resources and coping 12 10
Mixed outcomes/measures
Demands, responses, and resources and coping 23 19
Demands, and resources and coping 21 17
Responses, and resources and coping 16 13
Demands and responses 16 13
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representation, age, and experience of the study samples are 
summarized in Tables 3, 4 and 5.

3.5 � Demands, Responses, and Resources 
and Coping

There was a balanced distribution of studies across outcomes 
studied, with “responses” being the most researched cat-
egory (n = 24, 19%). Several papers assessed mixed groups 
of outcomes, with “demands, responses, and resources and 
coping” (n = 23, 19%) and “demands and resources and 
coping” (n = 21, 17%) being the most common combina-
tions. Further results on the outcomes studied are presented 
in Table 2. The key reported demands included workload 
and travel, organizational factors and the structure of work, 
interpersonal and performance-related stressors, and socio-
cultural factors. Key responses identified were emotional 
and psychological responses, physiological reactivity, burn-
out, and work–life balance and role strain. Key reported 
resources and coping strategies included individual cop-
ing efforts, emotional regulation and psychological coping, 
work–life balance strategies, and the use of support networks 
and cohesion. A narrative synthesis of key findings from 
each study is also presented in Online Resource 1–3.

4 � Discussion

This review provides a comprehensive overview of peer-
reviewed research on high-performance sport staff across 
disciplines such as coaching, medical, and performance. It 
describes the quantity and characteristics of studies con-
ducted to date, including study designs, methodologies, and 
participant demographics that shape this area of work. Key 
theoretical frameworks are identified to support the interpre-
tation of staff’s experiences. Building on these foundational 
elements, the review outlines the demands encountered by 
staff, the responses exhibited, and the coping strategies and 
resources used to navigate these environments. By synthe-
sizing these findings, the review offers a broad understand-
ing of the current literature and highlights areas that may 
support future research and model development to enhance 
staff health and well-being.

4.1 � Overall Quantity of Peer‑Reviewed Literature 
Available

Research in this area has increased since 2007, with a 
notable increase in the last decade. Of the studies included 
in this review, 71% (n = 88) were published between 2015 
and 2025, and almost half (40%, n = 50) were published 
from 2020 onward. This growth highlights the timeliness 
of the current review and its role in providing a broad Ta
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overview of a developing area of research. Despite this 
recent progress, there remains a clear disparity between 
practitioner-focused and athlete-focused research. For 
example, reviews examining the physical demands of ath-
letes often include over 100 studies, such as in basketball 

(122 studies) [4], American Football (112 studies) [3], 
Australian Rules Football (164 studies) [2], and other 
multidirectional team sports (81 studies) [5], while the 
present review includes a similar number of studies 
(n = 124) despite covering a much broader range of con-
structs. This imbalance underscores the need for greater 

Table 6   Summary of the region 
and country characteristics 
of the studies included in this 
review (n = 124)

N % of sample

Region(s)
North America 59 48
Europe 43 35
Australia and Oceania 8 6
Africa 2 2
Asia 2 2
South America 1 1
Not specified 5 4
Mixed regions
USA, UK, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand 1 1
UK, Czech Republic, Canada, Greece, Sweden, Norway, Australia 1 1
UK, other (not specified) 1 1
Netherlands, Australia 1 1
Country
USA 55 44
UK 14 11
Australia 7 6
Norway 5 4
Sweden 5 4
Canada 4 3
Greece 3 2
Norway, Sweden 3 2
England 2 2
France 2 2
Lithuania 2 2
Qatar 2 2
Brazil 1 1
Denmark, Norway 1 1
England, France, Portugal, Belgium 1 1
England, Spain 1 1
Germany 1 1
Ghana 1 1
Ireland 1 1
Luxembourg 1 1
New Zealand 1 1
Poland 1 1
South Africa 1 1
Netherlands, Australia 1 1
UK, Czech Republic, Canada, Greece, Sweden, Norway, Australia 1 1
USA, UK, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand 1 1
UK, other (not specified) 1 1
Not specified 5 4
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research attention on non-athlete personnel and staff in 
high-performance sport.

4.2 � Study Design and Methodologies

This review found more qualitative (n = 72, 58%) versus 
quantitative (n = 44, 36%) studies, with few using mixed-
method approaches (n = 8, 6%). Mixed-method research is 
increasingly being used in health sciences [43, 44] to gain 
a more comprehensive understanding of research questions 
while integrating input from key stakeholders [45]. This 
approach capitalizes on the strengths of both quantitative 
and qualitative methodologies to address complex chal-
lenges faced in modern health services [46]. Future research 
in high-performance sport could benefit from adopting 
mixed-methods designs, for example, independent, concur-
rent designs with exploratory (quantitative) and explanatory 
(qualitative) components, as used by Baldock et al. [47] to 
examine stress and mental health in elite football coaches.

The reviewed studies were mostly cross-sectional (n = 96, 
77%), with fewer longitudinal designs conducted in high-
performance sport (n = 25, 20%). This focus on cross-
sectional research may limit our understanding of more 
dynamic constructs in this area. For example, previous work 
has emphasized the dynamic relationship between environ-
mental demands (i.e., stressors) and an individual’s psycho-
logical resources for dealing with them (i.e., coping ability) 
[22]. Moreover, coping involves “constantly changing cogni-
tive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or 
internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding 
the resources of the person” [19]. As such, stress responses 

can result from a perceived imbalance between demands 
and resources that can fluctuate over time [22]. Longitudinal 
studies are warranted to understand how work demands and 
responses evolve over time, as existing research has revealed 
additional stressors during prolonged periods of pressure 
(e.g., Olympics) [48], fluctuations in stress experiences and 
mental well-being [47], and changes in exhaustion through-
out a competitive season [49].

The reviewed studies often had small sample sizes, 
with a median of 18 participants, likely owing to limited 
accessibility of larger groups of staff, particularly in single-
organization case studies. This trend is especially evident in 
the qualitative and/or longitudinal studies, often using more 
time-intensive methods such as semistructured interviews or 
prolonged/repeat data collection. Larger samples were more 
common in the quantitative, cross-sectional studies, often 
achieved through large-scale electronic surveys distributed 
to organizations (e.g., the National Athletic Training Asso-
ciation). This reflects a reliance on convenience sampling 
in larger studies, while smaller studies (e.g., observational/
longitudinal) often used purposive or snowball sampling.

4.3 � Participant Characteristics

4.3.1 � Roles and Disciplines

Almost two-thirds (64%) of the research in this review 
focused on coaches in high-performance sport (n = 79), with 
less attention given to medical and performance practition-
ers (n = 41) and a small number of studies examining mixed 
groups of staff (i.e., coaches and medical/performance prac-
titioners; n = 4). Research on coaching has examined both 
head and assistant coaches, while studies on medical and 
performance practitioners have included head and assistant 
athletic trainers, physical therapists, performance directors, 
strength and conditioning coaches, sports scientists, and 
sport psychologists. To date, research has largely overlooked 
other roles within high-performance sport, such as manage-
ment, logistics, and public relations staff. While dual-role 
practitioners (e.g., graduate assistants, teacher-practitioners) 
have been studied in the literature, the demands, responses, 
and coping strategies for these individuals were excluded 
from this review to control for the potentially confounding 
results of responsibilities that are not sport-related.

4.3.2 � Sex and Gender Representation

A recurring theme across the reviewed literature was the 
differentiated experiences of practitioners on the basis of sex 
and/or gender, underscoring its relevance as a critical dimen-
sion shaping how individuals navigate, contribute to, and 
are perceived within high-performance sport environments. 
In the reviewed literature, there was a strong bias toward 

Table 7   Summary of the level of sport and practitioner characteristics 
of the studies included in this review (n = 124)

n % of sample

Level of sport
Collegiate 53 43
Professional 24 19
National/International 13 10
Olympic/Paralympic 10 8
Mixed levels of sport
 Professional, National/International 7 6
 Olympic/Paralympic, National/International 6 5
 Collegiate, National/International 1 1

Level of sport not specified
 “Elite sport” 6 5
 “High-performance” 4 3

Practitioners
Coach 79 64
Medical and performance 41 33
Mixed practitioners 4 3
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male representation. Specifically, 28 studies included only 
male/men participants [9, 12, 24, 47, 50–73], while just 10 
studies focused exclusively on females/women participants 
[74–83]. Of the 62 studies that included cohorts of both 
males/men and females/women [10, 11, 13, 48, 49, 84–140], 
nearly 65% of participants were male/men, approximately 
35% were female/women, and fewer than 1% identified as 
another gender. Eleven studies did not report the sex or gen-
der of participants [53, 141–150]. As previous work suggests 
that females may face different challenges compared with 
their male counterparts [101, 111], it is important for future 
research to continue exploring the experiences of female 
staff. Indeed, women coaches in high-performance sport 
have reported that challenges within their work environ-
ments include “stereotypical, male-dominated culture” and 
“gender inequality” [151]. Similarly, none of the literature 
reviewed discussed broader social constructs that may be 
relevant to individuals with diverse gender and/or sexual 
identities.

4.3.3 � Level of Sport

In terms of level of sport and location, most research has 
focused on staff in North America (n = 60), Europe (n = 46), 
and Australia and Oceania (n = 10), with an emphasis on 
individuals working in collegiate (n = 53) and professional 
sports (n = 24). Notably, 89% of the research in the USA 
involved practitioners in collegiate sports (n = 49), reflecting 
the prominence of this industry governed by the National 
Collegiate Athletics Association (NCAA). In contrast, only 
six studies focused on practitioners in professional sports 
within the USA.

Defining the level of sport can be challenging when stud-
ies involve diverse cohorts across cultures and use varying 
terminology. This difficulty is often compounded by lim-
ited detail in published research. For example, 10 studies 
in this review used the terms “high-performance” or “elite” 
to describe their populations but did not clarify the specific 
level of sport or competition involved. Studies examined in 
the current review included many high-level settings such as 
Olympic, professional, and national collegiate sports, illus-
trating how inconsistent definitions of “elite” complicate 
comparisons. Similarly, while some studies have compared 
work demands and stress responses between different levels 
of sport (e.g., NCAA Divisions [111, 117, 152], high-perfor-
mance versus community level [23]), and employment types 
(e.g., full-time versus part-time [102, 153]), there is limited 
research that explores these differences, therefore restricting 
our understanding of the unique demands of various set-
tings and roles. Encouragingly, most studies (n = 114) in this 
review clearly defined the level of sport, and many (n = 103) 
specified the competitions analyzed. However, nearly half of 

the studies excluded during full-text screening were removed 
owing to unclear levels of sport (n = 20) or grouping staff 
across levels or employment types (n = 43).

4.4 � Theoretical Frameworks

Theoretical frameworks integrate evidence and founda-
tional knowledge to build a consolidated understanding of 
phenomena, guiding future research and informing practi-
cal applications [154]. By conceptualizing and articulating 
casual phenomena, they strengthen methodological choices 
in research, ensuring conceptual clarity and a solid founda-
tion for robust empirical studies [155].

Frameworks offer a valuable lens for interpreting find-
ings and guiding decision-making in applied settings. This 
approach is well established in sport; for instance, prior 
studies have developed [156] and implemented [157] con-
ceptual frameworks to better understand physical training 
of athletes. These frameworks conceptualize aspects such 
as training load, individual and contextual factors, training 
effects, and their effects on performance. Approximately 
half of the reviewed literature (n = 59) incorporated theo-
retical frameworks to study practitioners, emphasizing their 
potential to enhance understanding of staff demands and 
experiences while advancing best practices. Greater con-
sistency in applying and reporting theoretical frameworks 
in this field would also strengthen comparisons and insights 
from research findings. The following sections summarize 
the most frequently reported theoretical frameworks from 
the reviewed literature for future research.

4.4.1 � Stress and Coping Frameworks

The reviewed literature featured various theoretical frame-
works, with 24 studies focusing on constructs related to 
“stress and coping,” and how individuals experience and 
manage work demands. These include the Transactional 
Theory of Stress (n = 12) [19], Meta-Model of Stress, Emo-
tion, and Performance (n = 6) [158], Cognitive–Motiva-
tional–Relational Theory of Stress and Emotions (n = 5) 
[159], Cognitive–Affective Model of Stress and Burnout 
(n = 4) [160], and Cognitive Activation Theory of Stress 
(n = 1) [161].

The Transactional Theory of Stress [19], the most 
reported framework in the literature [10–13, 24, 47, 51, 
52, 70, 113, 123, 145], defines stress as the interaction 
between the person and the environment (i.e., stressor) that 
is appraised as personally significant (i.e., threat, harm, or 
challenge) and as taxing or exceeding one’s coping resources 
[22]. The Meta-Model of Stress, Emotion, and Perfor-
mance [158], the second most referenced framework [67, 
71, 85, 100, 102, 162], builds on this by highlighting how 
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appraisal-driven emotional responses affect stress manage-
ment and performance outcomes [158]. Both frameworks 
provide a dynamic and individualized perspective on stress, 
making them highly relevant for assessing individual experi-
ences, and how this may impact responses and performance 
outcomes [19, 158].

4.4.2 � Work Demands and Organizational Frameworks

Thirteen studies explored “work demands and organizational 
theories,” providing frameworks that explain how work pres-
sures and individual resources influence employee well-
being, commitment, and performance. The work demands 
and organizational frameworks identified in this review 
include the Multilevel Model of Work–Family Conflict in 
Sport (n = 4) [163], Job Demands–Resources Model (n = 4) 
[17], Organizational Role Theory (n = 3) [164], Three-
Component Model of Organizational Commitment (n = 1) 
[164], Demands-Induced Strain Compensation Recovery 
Model (n = 1) [164], and Person–Environment Fit Theory 
(n = 1) [165].

The JD–R model, widely used in organizational psy-
chology, broadly categorizes job stress factors into job 
demands and job resources [17]. Consequently, the inter-
action between job demands and resources determines the 
level of strain, with strain arising when there is an imbalance 
between demands and available coping resources [17, 18]. 
Another commonly referenced framework was the Multi-
level Model of Work–Family Conflict in Sport [163], which 
integrates multiple theoretical levels (individual, organiza-
tional/structural, and sociocultural) regarding the processes 
and outcomes of work–family conflict, as well as the larger 
structural and social meanings behind work, family, and 
their interface.

4.4.3 � Motivation and Behavior Frameworks

Frameworks related to “motivation and behavior” were less 
commonly reported across the reviewed literature. However, 
the Self-Determination Theory, cited in eight studies [49, 
50, 53, 88, 89, 134, 137, 140], provides a framework for 
understanding how psychological processes promote opti-
mal functioning and health in high-performance environ-
ments [166]. This theory suggests that work environments 
that support basic psychological needs, such as competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness, boost intrinsic motivation (i.e., 
engaging in activities out of genuine interest and personal 
value). Competence refers to feeling effective and capable 
in one’s activities, autonomy reflects a sense of choice and 
control over one’s actions, and relatedness refers to feeling 
connected and a sense of belonging with others [166]. These 
environments also promote the internalization of extrinsic 
motivation, promote self-driven and internally motivated 

attitudes, and encourage aspirations that satisfy these psy-
chological needs, leading to positive emotions, high-quality 
performance, sustained healthy behaviors, and improved 
mental health [166].

4.5 � Demands and Stressors in High‑Performance 
Sport

Job demands encompass the physical, psychological, 
social, and organizational elements of a role that requires 
sustained physical and/or psychological effort [17]. Under-
standing the resulting physiological or psychological costs 
[17] is essential to examining experiences of staff in high-
performance sport, as these factors have direct impacts on
well-being, job satisfaction, and performance [19, 158].
Individual perceptions and appraisals of demands play a
crucial role in shaping their stress responses and deter-
mining the coping strategies employed to manage both
the demands and their potential impacts [19]. This review
included 72 studies that explored the demands faced by
staff in high-performance sport, with 60 (83%) investigat-
ing corresponding responses and/or coping strategies. The
findings from these studies provide insight into a range
of demands encountered by staff working in high-perfor-
mance sport, including workload, organizational stress-
ors and structural constraints, athlete- and performance-
related stressors, and sociocultural factors, all of which are
explored in more detail below.

4.5.1 � Workload and Travel

Workload is the most reported stressor in high-performance 
sport settings. It was characterized by long work hours, 
extensive travel, infrequent days off, and an increasing num-
ber of responsibilities, such as administrative duties [9, 76, 
93, 96, 100, 121]. Notable examples illustrating the work-
load stress in sport include staff reporting working “seven 
days a week,” characterizing their workload as “heavy,” 
“unpredictable” [100], and “never stopping” [99]. There is 
often a perceived expectation to be “on-call 24/7” [100]. 
The expectation of extensive “face time” in the office was 
another factor contributing to long workdays [76], requir-
ing staff to adopt strategies to meet these demands, which 
also impacted overall well-being. Many staff reported that 
the combined demands of work, travel, and associated time 
commitments necessitate personal sacrifices [10, 121, 143], 
such as prolonged time away from home, family, and friends 
[62, 167, 168]. Coaches in collegiate sports indicated that 
job demands, including extensive work and travel obliga-
tions, limit their time and resources for rest, recovery, and 
personal responsibilities, impacting other areas of their lives, 
such as the home environment [62, 119]. Another common 
theme related to workload was the additional burden of 
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administrative duties at work, which extended beyond the 
staff’s primary responsibilities, such as coaching or athlete 
care, and were largely driven by directives from professional 
organizations, sports leagues, or governing bodies [9, 13, 60, 
96, 112, 147, 169].

While the evidence discussed above indicates that high-
performance sport staff can experience very high workloads, 
some research suggests that staff may come to accept these 
demands as “normal” for the job [170]. In professional sport, 
workloads are often acknowledged as “considerable” but 
“expected and manageable” [97]. These findings underscore 
the importance of understanding how individuals appraise 
stressors, as discussed in the Cognitive Activation Theory of 
Stress [161] and Transactional Stress Theory [19], and how 
this appraisal influences their potential psychobiological 
responses. Understanding individual motivations and psy-
chological needs is also essential [166], as passion for one’s 
work has been identified as a factor in professional commit-
ment [99]. However, when this passion turns into obsession 
[54] or is coupled with a sense of obligation to perform [99],
it can lead staff to become consumed by their role and cause
physical and psychological absence at home [54, 99].

In-season workloads for athletic trainers have been 
reported to average 51–75 h per week in professional sports 
[55, 62] and 58–65 h in NCAA Division I collegiate sports 
[80, 107, 109]. Furthermore, while travel is highlighted by 
much of the qualitative work in this review [9, 13, 62, 71, 
96, 100, 121, 151] and frequently described as “extensive” 
[76, 170], only one study provided an estimate for travel 
demands, with athletic trainers reporting approximately 
10 days of travel per month in collegiate sports [80]. Pre-
vious quantitative work studying athletes in basketball 
employed methods to quantify travel demands, including 
hours traveled and days spent away from the team’s home 
city throughout the competitive season [157]. However, 
there are no comparable methods and limited data quantify-
ing work and travel hours across the reviewed literature for 
staff. While self-reported data are valuable, developing con-
sistent methods to better quantify work and travel hours is 
essential to gain a clearer understanding of the hours worked 
and traveled by staff in these environments, informing strate-
gies for coping and organizational support.

4.5.2 � Organizational Factors and Structure of Work

The reviewed literature indicates that work structure and 
organizational factors can intensify work demands and 
stressors beyond the pressures of a high workload. An 
inflexible work schedule emerged as a prominent structural 
concern, where the stress of long hours and frequent travel 
is frequently amplified by restricted autonomy and lack of 
scheduling flexibility [96, 106, 109, 167, 168]. Other organi-
zational factors said to exacerbate work stress included 

inadequate resources, poor facilities and equipment, and 
governance issues [9, 13, 52, 53, 62, 71, 90, 109, 113, 169]. 
Organizational governance issues included insufficient sup-
port or interference from leadership, organizational instabil-
ity, job insecurity, autocratic decision-making, prescriptive 
management, inadequate infrastructure, financial constraints, 
and staffing issues (e.g., lack of or low-quality staff). Staff 
have also highlighted individual-level stressors, such as low 
salaries and inadequate financial compensation [71, 113, 
167, 168], the increasing need for qualifications and profes-
sional development [71], and limited promotion opportuni-
ties, with long timeframes required to achieve career pro-
gression [121]. While these factors are not direct stressors 
from the work itself, they are closely linked to organizational 
dynamics, illustrating how external structural issues can 
shape individual experiences.

4.5.3 � Interpersonal and Performance‑Related Stressors

Many staff reported stress arising from interpersonal dynam-
ics and performance-related pressures [10, 13, 52, 71, 90, 
100, 111–113, 143, 147, 169], primarily related to coach-
ing duties, athlete management, and performance demands. 
Interpersonal dynamics with athletes emerged as a key 
source of stress, including managing athlete dissatisfaction, 
poor communication, negative attitudes, strong egos, lack 
of respect, behavioral problems, commitment issues, and 
underperformance [10, 71, 113]. Some practitioners also 
reported feeling stressed by athletes’ increasing expecta-
tions for high-quality care and personalized training support 
[143, 147]. However, pressure and expectations were not 
only from athletes, as governing bodies, supporters, media, 
other staff, and self-imposed expectations add to the strain 
[10, 95, 113, 116, 143, 171]. As a result, many practitioners 
reported working excessive hours and sacrificing personal 
and family time to meet these growing demands [143, 147]. 
External scrutiny from the public and media was frequently 
reported [143, 171], with negative media coverage increas-
ing coaches’ sensitivity to external pressures and height-
ening stress levels [171]. From an intrapersonal perspec-
tive, coaches reported internal stressors such as a desire to 
win, fear of failure, and a sense of responsibility for the 
program and team [113]. It is essential for staff to consider 
these pressures, as it has been suggested that self-imposed 
expectations and emphasizing the importance of outcomes 
can negatively influence coaches’ in-game decision-making, 
especially at higher competition levels [152]. Some studies 
also noted interpersonal challenges among staff, such as high 
turnover, role ambiguity, and rivalry within the group [100].
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4.5.4 � Sociocultural Factors

Sociocultural factors, such as the culture in high-perfor-
mance sport and traditional gender roles, also play a role in 
shaping perceived stressors and may be especially influen-
tial in contributing to work–family conflict. The culture of 
the sporting industry itself was among the most frequently 
cited sociocultural factors impacting staff, often described 
as a culture prioritizing success over athlete well-being and 
staff satisfaction and fostering an expectation that work 
takes precedence over other areas of life, such as family, 
friends, and hobbies [100, 119]. Staff described a culture 
emphasizing relentless improvement and strong work ethic 
[93], contributing to the heavy workloads and long hours. 
Current evidence suggests that many coaches, particularly 
in the early stages of their careers, adopt harmful cultural 
norms such as the idealization of coaching as a “dream 
job” and the expectation of constant availability, which can 
contribute to burnout, alienation, and misalignment with 
personal values [135]. Traditional definitions positioned 
coaching as a role demanding significant time, energy, and 
commitment [76]. These expectations were closely tied to 
traditional family and gender roles [76, 151], encompassing 
responsibilities of motherhood and fatherhood [76, 80], with 
an implicit assumption that a spouse would handle house-
hold responsibilities, contributing to feelings of conflict for 
many participants. Women navigating leadership in sport 
environments also often experience an intensified pressure 
to exceed expectations to gain equal recognition, frequently 
reporting the need to outperform male counterparts to estab-
lish credibility [79, 83]. Although some women actively 
aspire to leadership, others report an initial hesitancy due 
to anticipated stress, extensive time demands, and a per-
ceived incompatibility with motherhood [81]. These factors 
can lead some to delay or forgo having children altogether 
in order to meet perceived professional expectations [81]. 
These challenges appear further compounded by the lack 
of mentors and female role models in athletic leadership 
positions. Many women report a lack of guidance, inspi-
ration, or visible examples of success [81]. In particular, 
the absence of other women thriving in head athletic trainer 
roles, especially those managing both professional and fam-
ily responsibilities, was described as both discouraging and 
deeply isolating [81].

Furthermore, the male-dominated nature reported in 
coaching and athletic training professions [75, 79, 83], cou-
pled with prevailing male-centric definitions of success, has 
shaped narrow standards of success and expectations of on-
field performance. These systemic barriers reinforce perfor-
mance expectations that marginalize alternative measures of 
achievement [76]. Reports also highlighted that this stereo-
typical male-dominated culture also perpetuated inappropri-
ate behaviors and language, and a subculture that normalized 

and accepted such behaviors [121, 151]. These dynamics 
create challenging work environments, particularly for 
women practitioners, who often feel pressured to conform to 
the stereotypical male culture rather than challenging it. This 
process of assimilation necessitates additional coping strate-
gies to manage these stressors [151]. Female coaches also 
reported encountering more daily hassles (e.g., too many 
responsibilities, not enough time for family, and not get-
ting enough sleep) than their male counterparts, perceived 
these stressors as more severe [101], and experienced higher 
stress levels related to balancing coaching responsibilities, 
personal time, program success, and pressure to win [111]. 
Other sociocultural factors influencing the work environ-
ment and affecting stress levels included the level of compe-
tition, program success, position (e.g., head versus assistant 
coach), and the coach’s age or experience [95, 112].

While much of the literature focused on gendered stress-
ors, minority status also emerged as a salient sociocultural 
factor influencing perceived stress and professional expe-
riences in high-performance sport [51]. Assistant coaches 
in the National Basketball Association described ongoing 
uncertainty regarding career advancement, perceived racial 
inequities in hiring and promotion, and additional pressures 
associated with navigating predominantly white leadership 
structures [51]. Minority coaches also expressed hesitation 
about engaging with team psychologists, citing a disconnect 
between their lived experiences and those of organizational 
psychologists [51]. While some evidence suggests that indi-
viduals from minority backgrounds face distinct stressors in 
high-performance sport environments, the existing litera-
ture provides only limited examination of these experiences. 
Future research should aim to explore these perspectives 
more comprehensively across a range of sport settings and 
professional roles.

4.6 � Responses of Staff Working 
in High‑Performance Sport

While the previous section highlights numerous challeng-
ing demands and stressors in high-performance sport, the 
ultimate impact of these stressors depends on how they are 
appraised and responded to by staff. In line with the Trans-
actional Theory of Stress, stress is conceptualized not as a 
direct response to an external stimulus but as an internal 
process involving the individual’s appraisal of a situation 
as personally significant and as taxing or exceeding their 
coping resources [19, 22]. If this appraisal persists over 
time without sufficient coping, it may result in strain [19]. 
Conversely, when individuals perceive adequate resources 
to manage stressors, adaptive outcomes may emerge, such as 
increased motivation and preparedness, high work engage-
ment, and personal development opportunities [17, 160]. 
A total of 79 studies explored a range of these responses, 
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including emotional and psychological distress, physiologi-
cal reactivity, burnout, and work–life balance challenges. 
These findings underscore the importance of tailored sup-
port strategies to foster sustainable functioning in these 
demanding roles.

4.6.1 � Emotional and Psychological Responses

This review shows that staff in sport frequently experi-
ence heightened emotional and psychological distress, with 
research largely studying the responses of coaches. Negative 
appraisals of demanding situations often evoke emotional 
responses such as fear, frustration, anxiety, disappointment, 
anger, and self-doubt, which can ultimately lead to reduced 
well-being [52, 94].

Preparing for major competitions emerged as a common 
high-stress environment that presents challenges to mental, 
physical, and social well-being, with coaches commonly 
reporting negative affective experiences and increased anxi-
eties, particularly when athletes’ performances do not meet 
expectations [78]. After major events, coaches described 
feeling emotional unrest, marked by uncertainty, anxiety, 
exhaustion, and low self-esteem and self-efficacy [78].

Many coaches experience high levels of chronic stress 
[169], leading to various emotional, physical, behavioral, 
and psychological symptoms. These symptoms included 
mood swings, insomnia, fatigue, cardiovascular issues, ill-
ness, trouble sleeping, depression, decreased motivation, 
strained relationships, and withdrawal [11, 143, 169]. The 
research indicates that full-time coaches (i.e., working more 
than 40 h per week) report higher perceived stress scores 
compared with coaches working part-time or on a casual 
basis (i.e., irregular hours) in Canada [102], highlighting 
the unique nature of stress for full-time staff in sport. How-
ever, one study found that high-performance sport coaches 
working in Australia report high levels of mental well-being 
compared with the general population, teachers, and general 
practitioners (i.e., medical doctors) [23]. This suggests that, 
despite experiencing significant demands, coaches in high-
performance environments may experience high levels of 
mental well-being, likely mediated by available internal and/
or external resources or intrinsic motivation.

Staff working in sport also frequently experience loneli-
ness and isolation, which can contribute to emotional and 
psychological distress [54, 78, 97, 114, 141, 143, 171]. 
These feelings stem from various internal and external fac-
tors, such as lack of support and solitary decision-making 
[10], self-imposed demands and performance pressures 
[143], consistent pressure and expectations from media and 
fans [54], and generally demanding commitments during 
seasons or in preparation for major events [78], which often 
required individuals to sacrifice personal time [143]. For 
some participants, isolation was also intensified by fears 

of vulnerability and the stigma associated with engaging 
psychological support services [171]. A study investigat-
ing coaches with psychiatric diagnoses found anxiety and 
depressive disorders in nearly 93% of cases [84]. Substance 
abuse disorders were also reported in one out of six indi-
viduals in this cohort [84]. When examining coaches and 
athletes with a psychiatric diagnosis, it is also interesting to 
note that coaches experience a higher incidence of affective 
disorders (e.g., depressive or bipolar disorder) compared 
with athletes [84], despite working in the same environment.

Despite the prevalence of negative responses, staff in 
sport can also experience positive adaptations following 
work-related stressors, which can enhance their perceptions 
of mental well-being. This is in line with Frey et al.’s [160] 
application of the Cognitive Affective Model of Stress, 
which suggests that, when sufficient resources are availa-
ble, eustress can boost motivation and preparedness, thereby 
reducing the risk of burnout [95]. Findings from a study by 
Baldock et al. [52] of professional football coaches support 
this suggestion, highlighting that positive adaptations result-
ing from effective coping can contribute to better mental 
health outcomes, underscoring the importance of a sup-
portive environment in fostering resilience and well-being 
among practitioners in high-performance settings.

4.6.2 � Physiological Reactivity

Research examining physiological stress markers in high-
performance staff indicate heightened reactivity to the pres-
sures and acute psychological stress of competition [56, 142, 
144]. Elevated salivary cortisol and alpha-amylase levels 
[56, 142, 144], and increased heart rates [142] have been 
observed before, during, and after competition. Notably, cor-
tisol and alpha-amylase stress responses were heightened 
following games compared with training or non-competi-
tion days [142, 144]. Higher average cortisol levels were 
also observed on tournament days compared with control 
days, such as routine club activities or training camps, while 
testosterone levels exhibited a less pronounced response 
[144]. Research into slow-paced breathing interventions 
reveals their effectiveness in helping coaches manage physi-
ological stress during matches, with reductions observed in 
alpha-amylase levels and heart rate, although cortisol levels 
remained unchanged [66]. This suggests that self-regulation 
and self-management techniques can play a critical role in 
moderating the stress response. Furthermore, competition 
was shown to impact cardiovascular stress markers, with 
Loupos et al. [58] reporting increased fibrinogen levels dur-
ing swimming events, alongside significant increases in 
tissue-type plasminogen activator concentrations, indicat-
ing heightened blood clotting activity during competition. 
However, not all studies observed significant changes in 
stress responses to intense competition periods. For instance, 
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Loupos et al. [59] found that, while salivary cortisol levels 
showed a general upward trend over a swimming champion-
ship, the changes were not statistically significant and cog-
nitive anxiety levels remained stable throughout the event.

Several studies also examined staff’s physiological 
responses to extensive travel, which was identified as a sig-
nificant stressor in earlier sections. An investigation into the 
effects of long-haul transmeridian travel on Olympic team 
support staff revealed that morning cortisol levels dropped 
below baseline on the first day post-travel and remained 
suppressed for up to six days, while evening cortisol lev-
els stayed consistent with baseline throughout the training 
camp [114]. This was accompanied by other symptoms of 
perceived jet lag, including disturbances in mental perfor-
mance and irregular appetite and bowel functions, indicating 
prolonged hormonal disruption due to travel-related stress 
[114]. Negative mood changes were also observed in the 
evenings post travel, along with elevated confusion, fatigue, 
symptoms of depression, and reduced vigor [114].

Immune function was also studied, with research exam-
ining the physiological responses of sport staff highlight-
ing the nuanced impact of acute versus chronic stress on 
immune function. Research indicates that stress in sport elic-
its varied immunological responses; soccer coaches showed 
temporary increases in salivary immunoglobulin A during 
matches [56], while staff experienced decreases in immu-
nological markers during a 17-day training period prepar-
ing for an important championship, potentially heightening 
illness susceptibility despite minimal observed respiratory 
infections [65]. Together, these findings suggest that, while 
acute psychological stress may lead to temporary activation 
of nonspecific humoral immune functions, chronic stress 
may suppress them, potentially impacting an individual’s 
overall health and resilience.

4.6.3 � Burnout

Burnout is defined as symptoms of work-related exhaustion 
(emotional and physical) combined with increased cyni-
cism (i.e., negative changes in work-related attitude) and 
decreased sense of efficacy [172]. Coaches often reported 
increased exhaustion and cynicism as the season progressed, 
experiencing a range of symptoms such as fatigue, lethargy, 
sleep disturbances, and irritability, and were less self-deter-
mined in their motivation throughout the season [88]. The 
reviewed literature highlighted the critical role of rest in 
coaches’ performance, noting that being poorly rested led 
to decreased concentration, effectiveness, mood, motivation, 
and engagement [93]. In a case study of two “elite” coaches, 
Olusoga and Kenttä [171] observed that burnout not only 
manifested physically and emotionally but also hindered the 
coaches’ decision-making abilities. Moreover, the symptoms 
of burnout led to both coaches experiencing a “downward 

spiral” into depression, with stress triggering anxiety, nega-
tive thinking, and a sense of worthlessness [171]. This 
resulted in coaches withdrawing from social interactions 
and experiencing a diminished sense of personal accom-
plishment, with the impact of burnout extending beyond the 
workplace and into home life (e.g., irritability and reduced 
engagement at home) [171]. Higher levels of perceived 
stress and anxiety have also been shown to be associated 
with greater emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, 
as well as reduced feelings of personal accomplishment [98, 
173, 174]. As discussed above, cognitive appraisals play 
a crucial role in mediating an individual’s response. This 
is evident in the development of exhaustion, where threat 
appraisals are associated with greater exhaustion, whereas 
“controllable-by-self” appraisals (i.e., a sense of personal 
control) are linked to lower levels of exhaustion [145].

Research also indicates that coaches experience increas-
ing stress and burnout symptoms over a competitive sea-
son, with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization often 
peaking at season’s end, likely due to accumulated workload 
and performance pressures [47, 49]. While well-being gen-
erally declines, burnout symptoms show small to moderate 
increases throughout the season [89]. Interestingly, some 
coaches experienced high exhaustion during preseason that 
subsides later, while others remain consistently high [49], 
highlighting concerns about insufficient off-season recov-
ery. While emotional exhaustion is a key component among 
individuals experiencing burnout, it is also worth noting 
that individuals with low burnout still experienced episodic 
exhaustion, which tended to dissipate after the competitive 
season [110]. Overall, increased workload, work–home 
interference, and severe stressors were linked to higher 
exhaustion, increased cynicism, and decreased personal 
accomplishment [47, 49, 89]. Conversely, better recovery, 
characterized by psychological detachment and relaxation, 
as well as higher intrinsic motivation, were associated with 
lower exhaustion [49]. In-season breaks temporarily improve 
coaches’ recovery scores, but these gains return to pre-break 
levels within a month of resuming work [24], suggesting 
limited long-term benefits from short breaks. The temporary 
recovery is likely driven by psychological detachment and 
relaxation during the break. Strategies to sustain recovery 
throughout the season should be further explored, includ-
ing incorporating intermittent psychological detachment and 
relaxation.

Research has shown mixed findings regarding differences 
in burnout experiences among male and female coaches. 
Several studies reported that female coaches experienced 
higher levels of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 
lower personal accomplishment, and greater frustration with 
their jobs, leading to more intense burnout compared with 
male coaches [104, 175]. Cacesse et al. [175] offered one 
potential explanation for these findings, noting that female 
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coaches in their sample were younger, less experienced, and 
had fewer coping resources compared with the male coaches 
[175]. In contrast, Malinauskas et al. [105] found no signifi-
cant difference in burnout between male and female colle-
giate coaches, although male coaches in this sample tended 
to experience burnout more frequently [105].

When considering coaching position/role, evidence 
relating to stress levels also appears mixed. Ruddock et al. 
[73] reported that senior coaches experienced higher stress 
than assistants, while Kellman et al. [24] found that head 
coaches had lower stress and minimal fluctuation compared 
with assistants. Team performance in recent seasons also 
does not appear to influence the development of burnout, 
with consistent levels of burnout reported for professional 
coaches in Australia, regardless of their team’s success in the 
previous year [73]. Notably, mental fatigue was associated 
with physical fatigue [115], underscoring the interconnected 
nature of exhaustion, which can compound burnout in sport. 
These findings emphasize the importance of providing tar-
geted support tailored to the unique challenges coaches face 
based on sex and coaching role, aiming to foster improved 
mental health within the profession.

Stress and adversity in professional sport have been 
shown to increase sleep difficulties among coaches [143], 
particularly those with concomitant high burnout levels who 
report consistent sleep disturbances [88, 171]. This pattern 
perpetuates a cycle of physical and emotional exhaustion. 
Many staff cited a lack of sleep caused by professional 
responsibilities [62, 101, 118], such as competition sched-
ules, player care, and additional administrative responsi-
bilities, along with significantly shorter sleep duration and 
lower sleep efficiency after travel [114]. Sleep quality, par-
ticularly lower sleep efficiency, has been shown to decline 
before tournaments and important games, while sleep dura-
tion also shortens compared with routine activities in clubs 
or training camps [57, 144]. High-quality sleep is essential 
for coaches’ well-being, as it serves to both decrease physi-
cal fatigue and enhance positive affect [86]. Interestingly, 
very long sleep durations led to a decline in positive affect, 
suggesting a potential curvilinear relationship between sleep 
duration and well-being. Given that emotional and physical 
exhaustion are key components of burnout [118], recovery- 
and sleep-related factors appear to be critical considerations 
when assessing burnout in sport.

4.6.4 � Work–Life Balance and Role Strain

Given the previously discussed long work hours, travel 
demands, and expectations to be on call at all hours of the 
day, work–life balance is a significant challenge for staff in 
high-performance sports. Being physically and/or psycho-
logically absent at home is disruptive to the well-being of 
both staff and their families [54, 143], particularly when 

work-related ruminations, such as worries and self-doubt, 
spill over into home life [54]. Coaches are often described 
as deeply passionate and highly dedicated but may also 
become consumed by their professional roles [54, 99]. Such 
obsessive tendencies can reduce their awareness of how they 
engage with others beyond the sporting environment [54, 
99]. Demanding work commitments often lead to distancing 
and isolation from partners [78, 143], and stress has been 
reported to negatively affect not only staff themselves but 
also their partners, families, children, and friends [143]. 
This stress is evident in professional sports, with 96% of the 
athletic trainers studied by Mazerolle et al. [63] reporting 
high to extremely high levels of work–family/personal life 
conflict. Work–family conflict and guilt were also particu-
larly common among athletic trainers in collegiate sports, 
especially those in high-stress settings such as NCAA Divi-
sion I or among older, more experienced practitioners [117].

Role strain was another issue faced by athletic trainers 
working across professional sport leagues in the USA [146, 
147]. Role strain occurs when individuals strive to meet 
expectations across multiple roles but experience stress or 
conflict when those expectations are competing or difficult 
to fulfill [176]. A study by Romero et al. [146] showed that 
over 83% of the athletic trainers studied in professional sport 
experienced some degree of role strain, with more than half 
reporting moderate to high levels. Athletic trainers in the 
National Hockey League (NHL) previously reported the 
highest levels of role strain compared with those in the 
other four major leagues (i.e., American Football, basketball, 
baseball, and soccer), with higher scores across role-strain 
subscales of role overload, role ambiguity, role incompe-
tence, role conflict, intersender conflict, and interrole con-
flict [146]. These subscales reflect different dimensions 
of strain, such as uncertainty in expectations (ambiguity), 
conflicting demands (conflict and intersender conflict), or 
having too many responsibilities (overload), among others 
[177]. Similar findings were observed for athletic trainers 
working in NCAA Division I settings, as life balance issues, 
role conflict, and role overload contributed to decisions by 
these practitioners to leave the athletic training profession 
[77].

4.7 � Resources and Coping Strategies 
in High‑Performance Sport

Given the extensive demands that staff face in high-per-
formance sport, and the associated responses they experi-
ence, it is essential to explore effective coping strategies and 
job resources that support their well-being. Job resources 
encompass physical, psychological, social, or organiza-
tional aspects of a job “that help achieve work goals, reduce 
job demands and the associated physiological and psycho-
logical costs, or stimulate personal growth, learning, and 
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development” [17]. As defined above, strain results from 
prolonged stress exposure coupled with insufficient coping 
over time, where coping refers to changing behavioral efforts 
to manage external and/or internal demands appraised as tax-
ing or exceeding one’s resources [19]. Drawing on theoreti-
cal frameworks discussed above [17, 19], coping strategies 
and job resources may function as either mediators or mod-
erators, shaping how stress is processed and experienced, 
and influencing the strength of its impact on outcomes such 
as strain. A total of 72 studies examined the resources and 
coping strategies used by staff in high-performance sport, 
such as emotional regulation, psychological resilience, 
work–life balance resources, and support networks.

4.7.1 � Coping Strategies

Within the Transactional Theory of Stress, Lazarus and 
Folkman [19] suggest that coping takes the form of either 
emotion-focused strategies, involving efforts to regulate 
emotional states, or problem-focused strategies, aimed 
at addressing or managing the stressor [19]. More recent 
classifications expand on coping strategies to also include 
avoidance coping (e.g., removal from situation), approach 
coping (e.g., actively increasing effort), and appraisal cop-
ing (e.g., reevaluating the situation) [12]. Building upon this 
framework, Didymus et al. [90] identified seven families 
of coping used by Olympic and international-level coaches: 
dyadic coping (i.e., pooling available resources), escape 
(i.e., distancing from the environment), information seek-
ing (i.e., finding additional contingencies), negotiation (i.e., 
exploring new options), problem-solving (i.e., adjusting 
actions to be effective), self-reliance (i.e., protecting avail-
able social resources), and support seeking (i.e., utilizing 
social resources). These seven families of coping reported 
by coaches provide a framework that aligns with the Cog-
nitive–Motivational–Relational Theory [159], highlighting 
coping as a process supporting individual adaptation to 
environmental demands [90]. Each categorization of coping 
strategies serves a distinct function in adaptive processes, 
offering valuable insight into how coaches adjust to high-
performance environments [90]. This approach advances 
understanding by shifting away from lists of strategies tied 
to the intention and function of coping [9, 11, 67], instead 
framing coping as an interpersonal phenomenon moderating 
adaptational processes [90].

In a longitudinal case study of one elite coach, Levy et al. 
[9] highlighted five commonly used strategies to alleviate 
stress: communication, preparation, planning, social sup-
port, and self-talk. While these strategies were reported 
to be effective initially in managing the response to stress, 
their effectiveness was suggested to diminish over time [9]. 

Staff frequently emphasize the importance of preparation 
in coping with stressful environments, with organization, 
time management, and structured planning (e.g., contin-
gency planning) identified as key strategies to manage the 
demands of high-performance sport [11, 67, 74, 141]. Other 
problem- and approach-focused strategies included behav-
ioral changes, personal sacrifice (e.g., work–life balance), 
increased effort, and information seeking [9]. Some indi-
viduals also employed avoidance techniques, such as avoid-
ing stress-inducing situations [11], mentally suppressing 
feelings of fatigue, or not using any coping strategies at all 
[9]. Many coaches suggested that there is value in drawing 
on their previous personal experience as both athletes and 
coaches to better navigate challenges and more effectively 
inform their team and athlete preparation [11, 67].

Research also indicates that physical and emotional 
detachment from work is a critical coping strategy to sup-
port recovery. Indeed, emotional detachment has been linked 
to improved positive affect, while physical detachment is 
associated with reduced fatigue the following day, offer-
ing benefits beyond the effects of sleep alone [86]. Both 
sleep and wakeful rest are crucial in the context of recov-
ery. Wakeful resting is characterized by taking breaks from 
thinking about work or engaging in effortful thinking, and 
actively engaging in life outside of coaching [93]. Olym-
pic coaches, for example, would take time away from the 
competition environment during the Games themselves as a 
strategy to cope with event-specific stressors [67]. As high-
lighted above, while vacations can reduce stress and improve 
recovery, their effects are typically short-lived. Stress levels 
tend to rise again in the week following coaches’ return to 
work after vacation, with recovery scores often declining 
within a month [24]. Off-task hobbies, exercise, and relaxa-
tion are key strategies that coaches use to mitigate stress and 
support recovery during periods of work [11]. These find-
ings underscore that intentional disengagement from work 
benefits staff’s health and well-being.

4.7.2 � Emotional Regulation and Psychological Coping

Many coaches have come to accept the intense demands 
working in sport and view them as a “normal” part of the job 
[170]. This appraisal stems from evaluating stressors through 
two main filters: stimulus expectancy and positive response 
outcome expectancy [170]. Stimulus expectancy involves 
using past experiences to assess stress, with three defense 
mechanisms identified: reframing workload demands, 
expecting positive outcomes from stress, and adapting to 
a supportive work environment. Positive response out-
come expectancy is shaped by past experiences and helps 
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individuals appraise stress as positive (coping), negative 
(hopeless), or uncertain (helpless). Coaches emphasized the 
importance of preparation, anticipating challenges, remain-
ing flexible, and focusing on the work quality and processes 
as key factors in maintaining a positive response outcome 
expectancy [170]. Additionally, work examining Olympic 
coaches suggests that psychological attributes are vital for 
effective coaching performance at the Games. These coaches 
felt that attributes including emotional control, perception, 
confidence, focus, passion, commitment, communication, 
consistency and maintaining a sense of fun were influential 
for successful performance [67].

Various studies highlight two distinct types of coping 
strategies: emotion-focused coping strategies, such as con-
trolling self-doubt, self-talk, mindfulness, and gratitude; and 
appraisal-focused coping strategies, including rationaliza-
tion, self-awareness, and faith [9, 11, 12, 48, 68, 74, 112]. 
The Self-Determination Theory [166] emphasizes that work 
environments supporting basic psychological needs (i.e., 
autonomy, relatedness, and competence) enhance intrinsic 
motivation, which is linked to positive emotional experi-
ences, high performance, healthy behaviors, and improved 
mental health [166]. Research demonstrates that greater per-
ceived autonomy support correlates with increased vitality, 
satisfaction, and fulfillment of autonomy and relatedness 
needs. Similarly, improvements in autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness are associated with reduced exhaustion 
and cynicism, and increased job satisfaction [89]. Coaches 
also emphasize the importance of durable motivation, with 
intrinsic motivation and self-reflection playing crucial roles 
in long-term development and performance under pres-
sure [48]. Recent research further distinguishes between 
strengths-based and deficits-based reflective inquiry, with 
the former helping coaches build resilience and motivation 
through gratitude, self-awareness, and positive reinforce-
ment [126]. However, when reflection becomes overly self-
critical, it can lead to rumination, emotional distress, and 
diminished well-being, highlighting that not all reflective 
practices are inherently beneficial [126]. Immersion in the 
competitive nature of sport further facilitates professional 
commitment, strengthened by factors such as winning, team-
work, and the success of athletes and teams [62, 68]. A posi-
tive work environment, characterized by strong relationships 
with coworkers, appreciation from athletes, and recognition 
from management, also played a crucial role in maintaining 
commitment [62]. Opportunities for professional and per-
sonal growth during the off-season support this dedication 
[62, 68, 121].

In addition to motivation, other individual traits [97, 103, 
120, 173, 174] such as hardiness, characterized by com-
mitment, control, and willingness to accept challenge, are 
crucial in coping with stress in sport, serving as protective 
factors against stress and burnout. Research indicates that 

hardiness, along with support satisfaction, plays a mediating 
role in stress perceptions and burnout, with higher hardi-
ness levels linked to reduced stress and burnout [173, 174]. 
Conversely, competitive trait anxiety, which refers to an 
individual’s tendency to experience anxiety in competitive 
situations, amplifies stress and elevates burnout risk, high-
lighting the importance of anxiety management for reducing 
stress [173].

Emotional regulation strategies also play a vital role in 
managing stress. Surface acting, which involves hiding true 
emotions, is linked to increased emotional exhaustion, while 
deep acting (i.e., modifying actual feelings) and genuine 
emotional expression are associated with lower exhaustion 
[103]. Recent research also highlights that surface acting 
may lead to emotional dissonance and long-term psycho-
logical costs, with practitioners engaging in surface acting 
reporting identity conflict, moral distress, and burnout, espe-
cially when emotional expression was suppressed to align 
with cultural norms or organizational expectations [128, 
129]. The interaction between surface acting and emotional 
intelligence is also noteworthy, as coaches who engage in 
surface acting but possess high emotional intelligence report 
decreased emotional exhaustion [103]. Emotional intelli-
gence encompasses perceiving, understanding, and manag-
ing emotions, and collectively these skills serve as a buffer 
against burnout [120]. Leadership style further influences 
this relationship, as passive-avoidant leadership weakens the 
protective effect of emotional intelligence [120]. Conversely, 
transformational leadership, characterized by flexibility and 
appreciation of staff, is associated with lower burnout and 
emotional exhaustion [97, 120].

4.7.3 � Managing Work–Life Balance

Managing work–life balance is a critical challenge for 
staff in high-performance sport, given that extensive work 
demands often have adverse effects on personal life [60, 63, 
99, 147]. Poor work–life balance was often seen as inevi-
table, particularly in the collegiate setting; however, staff 
regarded it as manageable and employed various strategies 
to better navigate these challenges [96]. Strategies recom-
mended by individuals interviewed in the literature included 
setting strategic boundaries with athletes and staff, prior-
itizing commitments (e.g., putting family first), scheduling 
personal and family time, and integrating work with family 
life [68, 96, 106, 109]. Integrating work and family life was 
a common approach to increasing family contact, with exam-
ples such as bringing children to work or involving family in 
travel opportunities [68, 96, 109]. Family-friendly policies 
and supportive organizational culture were also highlighted 
as ways to enhance work–life balance for staff [74]. How-
ever, it was noted in the literature that, despite the presence 
of policies supporting family life, many work–life balance 
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practices were driven more by individual workplace phi-
losophies than by administration initiatives [109]. Overall, 
an organizational culture and a secure, stable working envi-
ronment are key protective factors for maintaining work–life 
balance and promoting well-being and mental health among 
staff [48, 97].

Leaders in high-performance environments, for example, 
head coaches and head athletic trainers, play a crucial role 
in promoting work–life balance. Interviews with head ath-
letic trainers in collegiate sports revealed key strategies for 
promoting this balance, such as modeling work–life balance 
themselves, encouraging their staff to disengage from work 
(e.g., take time off or pursue outside interests), fostering 
cooperation between coworkers, and ensuring administra-
tive support [109]. Further qualitative findings emphasized 
the importance of head athletic trainers being role models 
by prioritizing family and self-care and demonstrating that 
achieving work–life balance is both possible and necessary 
[108]. Leaders also stress the importance of granting staff 
the autonomy to decide when to take time off, emphasizing 
that time for rejuvenation is vital but should be controlled by 
the individual [108]. Flexibility in work hours was another 
common theme in promoting work–life balance and well-
being [68, 74], along with fostering a cooperative, team-ori-
ented environment where staff supported each other in man-
aging workloads, which was vital for promoting work–life 
balance [108, 109]. Delegating and trusting other staff, such 
as assistants, were also noted by leaders as important factors 
in maintaining their own work–life balance [68].

4.7.4 � Support Networks and Cohesion

Spending time with family and friends, and maintaining a 
strong personal [48, 106] and professional [11, 106, 110] 
support network, has been shown to significantly contrib-
ute to healthy work–life balance in sport by alleviating 
work–family strain and enhancing overall well-being [11, 
48, 106, 110]. This was particularly relevant for staff experi-
encing high burnout, who relied more heavily on this exter-
nal support [110]. Numerous studies have also highlighted 
social support and cohesion as protective factors for coping 
with stress in high-performance environments [11, 48, 76, 
91, 97, 106, 109, 110], and social support can be categorized 
into work-based and non-work-based sources [110], as well 
as informal versus formal support [97]. Many individuals 
reported receiving support from coworkers and supervisors 
[11, 106, 110], with informal peer support being particularly 
valuable [110].

The quality of support was also discussed by professional 
soccer coaches, where having the “right” people in one’s 
circle was suggested as being important [54]. These profes-
sional soccer coaches reported that simply having people 
around was not enough to alleviate feelings of isolation and 

obsession [54]. Rather, those people needed to understand 
the unique demands of the coaching profession to provide 
meaningful support [54]. Indeed, coaches who success-
fully balanced work and family often discussed how hav-
ing a spouse who also worked in high-performance sport 
increased their understanding of the profession’s demands 
[99]. However, sex differences in managing domestic 
responsibilities were noted, as female coaches felt that male 
coaches found it easier to manage these duties owing to their 
spouses typically being at home [151]. Overall, while social 
support was crucial, it was often informal and unstructured, 
providing more short-term relief than more structured, long-
term coping strategies (e.g., professional support groups or 
lifestyle changes such as regular physical activity) [110]. 
When formal or accessible support is lacking, staff may 
turn to other coping mechanisms that can lead to damaging 
long-term consequences [72]. For example, Roberts et al. 
[72] illustrated how one coach, overwhelmed by pressure 
and isolation in a high-performance environment, internal-
ized his distress and relied on alcohol as a coping mecha-
nism, eventually leading to emotional withdrawal, a mental 
health crisis, and a near-suicidal episode. In contrast, shared 
challenges in sport can also strengthen work-based support 
and cohesion among colleagues. For instance, athletic train-
ers reported that the uncertainty and rapidly changing condi-
tions of the COVID-19 pandemic fostered greater cohesion 
among staff, institutional stakeholders, and professional 
networks [91].

5 � Conclusions

This review provides a comprehensive overview of the liter-
ature on staff in high-performance sport, offering a detailed 
summary of the demands, responses, and coping strategies 
observed in these environments. Although studies spanned 
a range of competitive settings, most were conducted in col-
legiate sport, with fewer focusing on professional, national/
international, and Olympic/Paralympic environments. 
Across the literature, research predominantly focused on 
coaches, used cross-sectional study designs, and often relied 
on small sample sizes. Future research should prioritize lon-
gitudinal and mixed-method approaches to better capture 
the dynamic nature of stress in these settings and leverage 
the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative methods. 
The integration of theoretical frameworks should also be 
considered to strengthen future research and support more 
nuanced interpretation of findings.

Staff in high-performance sport face a diverse range of 
demands, including workload challenges, organizational 
and structural factors, athlete- and performance-related 
pressures, and sociocultural factors. These stressors often 
trigger emotional, psychological, physical, and physiological 
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responses, contributing to burnout and work–life balance 
difficulties. To manage these challenges, individuals employ 
various coping strategies and draw on both personal and 
organizational resources, highlighting the complexity of 
their experiences. Although some high-performance envi-
ronments remain underrepresented in the literature, this 
review provides a thorough synthesis of research examin-
ing staff in these settings.

To support the health and well-being of individuals work-
ing in high-performance sport, it is important to build on this 
foundation of knowledge by identifying directions for future 
research and informing the development of more targeted, 
evidence-informed strategies. By describing key demands, 
responses, and coping strategies, this review may help guide 
organizational policies, staff development initiatives, and 
workplace practices aimed at improving the sustainability, 
well-being, and performance of high-performance support 
staff.
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