
1 
 

The Impact of Athletic Stress on Mental Health: A Cross-Cultural Comparison 

Yanbing Li¹，Yuhuan Feng¹，QingxiaWang² ,Yule Yang* 

1Shaibak District, Youhao North Road Street, Xinjiang Vocational University, Urumqi, Xinjiang, 

830099, China 

2Lijiang Cultural Tourism College, Lijiang, Yunnan Province, 674100, China 

Email: 

Yanbing Li-lyb19820620@163.com 

Yule Yang-17684292798@163.com 

Abstract 

Athletes often experience significant mental health challenges due to various stressors 

encountered in their professional lives, which can range from performance anxiety and the 

pressure to meet external expectations, to the fear of failure and dealing with injuries. These 

stressors are intensified by the demanding nature of their careers, where both physical and mental 

resilience are essential for sustained success. Consequently, mental health issues such as anxiety, 

depression, burnout, and stress-related disorders are common among athletes, affecting their 

ability to perform and their overall well-being (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019; Gerber 

et al., 2022). 

This paper explores the impact of athletic stress on mental health through a cross-cultural 

comparison, focusing on the psychological experiences of athletes from different cultural contexts. 

By reviewing existing literature and utilizing sociological frameworks, this study investigates how 

cultural factors shape athletes' responses to stress, including their perceptions of performance 

pressure and their coping mechanisms (Rice et al., 2016; Reardon, 2023). The research highlights 

the differences in the sources of stress, mental health challenges, and coping strategies between 

athletes in Western and Eastern cultures. It also explores how athletes in other global contexts, 

such as African and Latin American countries, experience and manage stress, often shaped by 

unique socio-economic and cultural factors (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). The findings 

suggest that cultural backgrounds significantly influence how athletes perceive stress and manage 

psychological pressure, including the resources they turn to for mental health support. This 

underscores the importance of developing culturally tailored interventions and support systems to 
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better address athletes' mental health needs, ensuring they receive appropriate care based on their 

cultural contexts and unique stressors (Andersson et al., 2025; Walton et al., 2024). Such an 

approach can enhance athlete well-being and improve performance outcomes across diverse 

cultural settings. 

 

Keywords: Athletic stress, mental health, cross-cultural comparison, performance anxiety, 

coping strategies, sociological analysis, athlete well-being 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Athletes are often under immense pressure, both on and off the field, which can lead to significant 

psychological stress. The mental health of athletes has become a growing concern in recent years, 

as the effects of stress can detrimentally affect not only their performance but also their overall 

well-being (Rice et al., 2016; Reardon, 2023). The sources of stress that athletes face are 

numerous and varied, ranging from the intense pressure of meeting performance expectations, 

public scrutiny, and the physical toll of injuries, to the psychological demands of competing at 

elite levels (Gouttebarge et al., 2019; Magnett, 2024). These stressors can accumulate over time, 

leading to mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, burnout, and other stress-related 

disorders (Gerber et al., 2022). It is important to recognize that these stressors are not isolated but 

are often interconnected, creating a compounded effect that can negatively impact an athlete’s 

psychological and emotional state. 

 

While stress is an inevitable part of an athlete's life, the way athletes perceive and cope with these 

stressors can differ significantly depending on their cultural backgrounds. Cultural factors, such as 

societal expectations, family dynamics, and individual versus collective values, play a crucial role 

in shaping how athletes respond to stress (Berry, 1997). In individualistic cultures, where personal 

achievement and autonomy are highly valued, athletes may feel a heightened sense of 

responsibility to succeed on their own. This can result in greater pressure to perform, which in turn 

increases vulnerability to stress-related mental health challenges (Rice et al., 2016). In contrast, 
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athletes from collectivist cultures, where the emphasis is on group success and family or national 

pride, may experience stress due to the expectations placed upon them by their families, 

communities, or countries (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). These athletes may face a sense 

of duty to perform well for the collective benefit, which could influence their coping strategies and 

emotional responses. 

 

Given these cultural differences, it is essential to explore how athletes from various cultural 

contexts experience and manage stress, and how this in turn impacts their mental health. This 

paper aims to examine the relationship between athletic stress and mental health, with a particular 

focus on cross-cultural differences. By reviewing existing literature and utilizing sociological 

frameworks, this study will provide insights into how cultural norms and values shape athletes' 

responses to stress (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). Specifically, the paper will analyze 

how athletes from different cultural backgrounds experience psychological pressure, how they 

manage stress, and how cultural influences affect their coping strategies. 

 

The literature review will first identify the primary sources of stress athletes face across cultures. 

In many Western cultures, for instance, athletes experience a high level of individual 

responsibility, often leading to stress due to the pressure of meeting personal performance goals, 

media scrutiny, and the fear of failure (Rice et al., 2016; Strauss, 2021). In contrast, athletes from 

Eastern cultures may face additional layers of stress due to familial expectations, national pride, 

and the collectivist nature of their societies (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). These 

differences in stress sources are vital to understanding the unique challenges athletes from 

different cultural backgrounds face. 

 

Next, this paper will explore the mental health challenges faced by athletes in different cultural 

contexts. While depression, anxiety, and burnout are commonly experienced by athletes globally, 

the manifestation and prevalence of these mental health issues can vary based on cultural 

perceptions of success and failure, as well as societal attitudes towards mental health (Gouttebarge 

et al., 2019; Rice et al., 2016). The stigma surrounding mental health may differ across cultures, 
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affecting whether athletes seek help or rely on coping mechanisms such as isolation, substance 

use, or overtraining (Andersson et al., 2025; McLean Hospital, 2025). These variations underscore 

the importance of understanding cultural differences in order to create effective mental health 

interventions for athletes. 

 

Through a sociological analysis, the paper will also investigate how coping strategies differ across 

cultures. In Western cultures, athletes may be more likely to turn to professional help, such as 

counseling or therapy, as well as individualistic coping mechanisms like mindfulness, journaling, 

or self-reflection (Ma et al., 2025; Rice et al., 2016). On the other hand, athletes from collectivist 

cultures may rely more heavily on social support systems, such as family, teammates, or spiritual 

practices, to cope with stress (Gao & Wang, 2024; Berry, 1997). The importance of social 

cohesion and group identity may lead athletes in these cultures to emphasize collective coping 

mechanisms, which may either strengthen or diminish their ability to manage psychological 

pressure, depending on the context. 

 

The significance of this research lies in its potential to inform the development of culturally 

sensitive psychological support strategies and mental health interventions for athletes. By 

understanding how athletes from diverse cultural backgrounds experience stress and mental health 

challenges differently, sports psychologists, coaches, and athletic organizations can develop more 

effective and tailored support programs that meet the unique needs of athletes from various 

cultural contexts (Andersson et al., 2025; Walton et al., 2024). Culturally tailored interventions 

can improve the effectiveness of mental health initiatives by ensuring that athletes are provided 

with the appropriate resources and coping strategies based on their cultural backgrounds. This 

research could also foster a more inclusive and supportive approach to mental health in sports, 

breaking down cultural barriers and reducing the stigma surrounding mental health discussions 

within athletic communities (Reardon, 2023; McLean Hospital, 2025). 

 

In conclusion, this study aims to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the ways in 

which cultural factors influence athletic stress and mental health. By exploring the different 
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stressors, mental health challenges, and coping strategies experienced by athletes in Western, 

Eastern, and other cultural contexts, the paper will provide valuable insights for the development 

of more effective mental health support systems tailored to the needs of athletes from diverse 

cultural backgrounds. Ultimately, understanding and addressing these cultural differences will 

enhance athlete well-being, improve performance, and promote a healthier, more sustainable 

approach to sports participation globally (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Psychological Health of Athletes 

 

Athletes often experience high levels of psychological stress due to the demands of their sport. 

These stressors, both internal and external, can severely impact an athlete's mental health. 

Common mental health challenges among athletes include anxiety, depression, burnout, and 

stress-related disorders (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). The psychological strain 

athletes face can be triggered by a variety of factors, such as the pressure to perform well, the fear 

of failure, injuries, and the constant scrutiny from the public and media (Gerber et al., 2022; 

Strauss, 2021). The intense focus on their performance and the expectation to meet high standards 

can weigh heavily on an athlete's emotional well-being, often leading to feelings of inadequacy or 

self-doubt (Magnett, 2024). 

 

Studies have consistently shown that athletes in competitive sports are at an increased risk for 

mental health issues. These risks are exacerbated when there is an imbalance between 

performance expectations and the athlete's ability to manage stress (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge 

et al., 2019). For example, athletes who struggle with self-regulation or do not have adequate 

coping mechanisms may be more susceptible to experiencing heightened levels of anxiety or 

depression, especially when faced with poor performance or public criticism (Gerber et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, the pressure to continually excel can lead to burnout, characterized by emotional 

exhaustion, reduced performance, and a lack of motivation (Ma et al., 2025; Glandorf et al., 2023). 
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In many cases, the mental health challenges faced by athletes are compounded by physical 

injuries. Injuries not only hinder performance but can also create a sense of uncertainty about the 

future of an athlete’s career, leading to feelings of frustration and isolation (Brenner & Council on 

Sports Medicine and Fitness, 2016; Magnett, 2024). The psychological toll of these injuries can be 

particularly pronounced when athletes are unable to engage in their sport, a critical aspect of their 

identity and sense of purpose. 

 

Moreover, the public scrutiny and media attention that accompany athletic performance can 

intensify stress. Athletes are often judged not only by their performance on the field but also by 

their behavior, personal life, and appearance. This constant pressure to maintain a certain image 

can be overwhelming, particularly when athletes are held to unrealistic standards set by the media 

or the public (Strauss, 2021; McLean Hospital, 2025). In some cases, this external pressure can 

create an environment where athletes are reluctant to seek help or talk about their mental health 

struggles, for fear of judgment or perceived weakness (Andersson et al., 2025; Reardon, 2023). 

 

While it is clear that athletes face unique mental health challenges, it is important to recognize that 

the psychological strain they experience is not solely a result of their personal shortcomings. 

Many of these issues are directly linked to the intense, often harmful demands placed on them by 

the sporting culture, societal expectations, and the structural pressures of their respective sports 

(Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). Addressing these challenges requires a 

comprehensive approach, which includes providing athletes with appropriate mental health 

resources, promoting a culture that encourages open discussions about mental well-being, and 

implementing strategies that help athletes manage stress in healthy, sustainable ways (Reardon, 

2023; Andersson et al., 2025). 

 

2.2. The Role of Culture in Athletic Stress 

 

Cultural factors play a pivotal role in shaping how athletes experience and respond to stress. In 

Western cultures, which tend to emphasize individualism and personal achievement, the pressure 
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to perform at a high level is often tied to personal success and the pursuit of individual goals 

(Berry, 1997). This cultural emphasis on individualism can create a heightened sense of 

responsibility in athletes, where the stakes of their performance are seen as a direct reflection of 

their personal worth. As a result, athletes in these cultures may experience significant anxiety and 

stress, particularly when they fail to meet their own expectations or the expectations set by 

coaches, sponsors, or the media (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). The individualistic 

nature of these societies places immense value on self-reliance and individual performance, which 

can lead athletes to internalize their failures and perceive them as personal shortcomings, 

increasing the risk of developing mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and burnout 

(Gerber et al., 2022). 

 

In contrast, Eastern cultures, which often prioritize collectivism and the success of the group, exert 

different forms of pressure on athletes. In these societies, success is often viewed through the lens 

of family, community, or national pride rather than individual achievement (Berry, 1997; Gao & 

Wang, 2024). Athletes in Eastern cultures may experience stress not only due to personal 

performance but also because of the expectations placed upon them by their families, coaches, and 

even the nation. The collective success of the team or country becomes a central source of 

motivation and pressure. Athletes may feel a deep sense of duty to represent their family’s honor 

or to contribute to national pride, which can lead to stress when they perceive their performance as 

impacting the greater group (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). This form of pressure can 

create a unique emotional burden, where failure is not seen solely as an individual setback but as a 

failure to meet the expectations of others, further compounding the psychological stress 

experienced. These dynamics are particularly evident in specific East Asian contexts. For instance, 

in Japan, athletes may feel immense pressure to uphold the honor of their family or school, while 

in China, athletes often face intense scrutiny from the state and the expectation to contribute to 

national success (Gao & Wang, 2024). These nuances of cultural collectivism can deepen the 

stress athletes experience, as failure is often viewed not only as a personal setback but also as an 

inability to meet communal or national expectations. 
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The experience of stress in these cultural contexts also influences how athletes manage and cope 

with pressure. In Western cultures, athletes may be more likely to turn to individual coping 

mechanisms, such as therapy, self-reflection, or mindfulness practices, in an attempt to manage 

stress and maintain their mental health (Rice et al., 2016; Ma et al., 2025). The individualistic 

focus allows athletes to address their own emotional needs and personal development. On the 

other hand, athletes in Eastern cultures may rely more heavily on collective support systems, such 

as family, teammates, or spiritual practices, to cope with stress (Gao & Wang, 2024; Berry, 1997). 

These athletes may find solace in group cohesion and shared responsibility, where stress is 

alleviated through social and familial connections. However, the stigma surrounding mental health 

in some Eastern cultures can make it more difficult for athletes to seek professional help, leading 

them to turn to informal networks for support (Andersson et al., 2025; McLean Hospital, 2025). 

 

In both cultural contexts, the ways in which athletes perceive and manage stress are deeply 

influenced by cultural values and societal expectations. Understanding these cultural differences is 

crucial for developing effective mental health interventions tailored to the specific needs of 

athletes from diverse cultural backgrounds (Rice et al., 2016; Berry, 1997). While the pressures 

they face may differ, both Western and Eastern athletes require mental health support systems that 

recognize and accommodate the unique stressors shaped by their cultural contexts. By 

acknowledging these cultural differences, sports psychologists, coaches, and organizations can 

better support the mental well-being of athletes and foster a more inclusive and empathetic 

approach to managing stress in the athletic world (Andersson et al., 2025; Reardon, 2023). 

 

2.3. Coping Strategies Across Cultures 

 

Athletes from different cultural backgrounds employ varying coping strategies when faced with 

stress, influenced by their cultural values, social structures, and perceptions of mental health 

(Berry, 1997; Rice et al., 2016). In Western cultures, where individualism and personal 

achievement are emphasized, athletes are often more likely to seek professional psychological 

help to manage stress. This includes therapy, counseling, and consultation with sports 
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psychologists, as well as relying on individual coping mechanisms such as self-reflection, 

mindfulness practices, and mental conditioning techniques (Rice et al., 2016; Ma et al., 2025). The 

emphasis on personal responsibility and self-reliance in these cultures encourages athletes to 

address their mental health challenges independently, seeking strategies that allow them to control 

their emotional responses and performance pressures. Additionally, Western societies generally 

have more developed mental health infrastructures, which provide athletes with access to 

professional services that can support their psychological well-being (Andersson et al., 2025; 

Reardon, 2023). 

 

Self-reflection, mindfulness practices, and cognitive-behavioral techniques are commonly used by 

athletes in these cultures to regulate stress. These strategies focus on improving self-awareness, 

cultivating mental resilience, and developing an understanding of how stress affects their emotions 

and behavior (Ma et al., 2025; Rice et al., 2016). For example, athletes may engage in mindfulness 

meditation to enhance focus and emotional regulation, or they may use self-talk techniques to 

reframe negative thoughts and reduce anxiety before competitions (McLean Hospital, 2025). The 

effectiveness of these strategies is often tied to the availability of resources, such as qualified 

mental health professionals, and the general acceptance of mental health care within the broader 

society (Andersson et al., 2025). 

 

In contrast, athletes from Eastern cultures, which often prioritize collectivism and group harmony, 

may prefer to cope with stress through social support networks, such as family, teammates, and 

close community ties (Berry, 1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). The concept of interconnectedness and 

the importance of group cohesion in many Eastern cultures mean that athletes are more likely to 

seek solace from those around them rather than turning inward. In these cultures, family and 

teammates play a critical role in an athlete's mental health journey, providing emotional support 

and encouragement (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). The collective approach to stress 

management encourages athletes to rely on others for guidance and strength, reinforcing the idea 

that success and well-being are achieved through group effort rather than individual pursuit. 
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Religious and spiritual practices also hold significant value in many Eastern cultures and often 

serve as important coping mechanisms for athletes. These practices can offer a sense of purpose, 

tranquility, and resilience in the face of adversity. Athletes may engage in prayer, meditation, or 

rituals that provide emotional solace and foster a sense of spiritual connectedness (McLean 

Hospital, 2025). Such practices may help athletes to relinquish personal control over outcomes 

and instead focus on broader values such as humility, acceptance, and the interconnectedness of 

their journey with a higher purpose or the greater good of the community (Berry, 1997). 

 

However, despite the availability of these coping mechanisms, cultural beliefs about mental health 

can affect the willingness of athletes to seek formal psychological help in both Western and 

Eastern cultures. In Western societies, while mental health awareness is more widespread, there 

can still be resistance to seeking help due to concerns about stigma or a perceived weakness 

associated with mental health struggles (Reardon, 2023; Andersson et al., 2025). For athletes, the 

pressure to maintain an image of physical and emotional strength may make them reluctant to 

open up about their mental health issues, even in individualistic settings. 

 

In Eastern cultures, the stigma surrounding mental health is often more pronounced, and seeking 

professional psychological help may be viewed as a sign of personal failure or weakness (Gao & 

Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). In these cultures, there is a strong emphasis on maintaining face and 

preserving the dignity of the family or group, which can prevent athletes from seeking 

professional assistance. As a result, athletes may turn to informal support systems such as family 

members, friends, or religious leaders, who may offer guidance and emotional support in a way 

that aligns with cultural expectations (Berry, 1997; McLean Hospital, 2025). However, the lack of 

professional mental health resources or the reluctance to seek formal help can sometimes lead to 

ineffective coping, as athletes may not receive the appropriate care needed to address deeper 

psychological issues. 

 

In Western cultures, athletes commonly use mindfulness and self-reflection not just for emotional 

regulation but as tools for improving focus and overcoming performance anxiety (Rice et al., 
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2016; Ma et al., 2025). These strategies, often facilitated by sports psychologists, help athletes 

remain mentally present during competitions and maintain a healthy balance between personal 

achievement and external pressures. These methods are especially useful in managing 

performance anxiety, a common challenge among athletes facing intense media scrutiny and 

competition (Strauss, 2021; Reardon, 2023). 

 

The effectiveness of these coping strategies is ultimately influenced by the cultural beliefs 

surrounding mental health, the availability of professional support, and the level of stigma 

associated with mental health issues. In both Western and Eastern contexts, the ability of athletes 

to cope with stress is significantly shaped by the cultural frameworks that dictate how mental 

health is understood, addressed, and discussed within their societies (Rice et al., 2016; Berry, 

1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). Acknowledging these cultural differences is crucial for developing 

effective support systems that cater to athletes' unique psychological needs and ensure that they 

are able to cope with stress in healthy, sustainable ways (Andersson et al., 2025; Walton et al., 

2024). 

 

2.4. Theoretical Framework 

 

This study draws on sociocultural theories to explain how culture influences the psychological 

experiences of athletes. Culture shapes not only the way stress is experienced but also how it is 

perceived and managed (Berry, 1997). Sociocultural theories emphasize that individuals are 

deeply influenced by the norms, values, and expectations of their cultural environments, which in 

turn shape their psychological experiences and coping strategies. These cultural frameworks help 

explain the varying stress responses among athletes from different cultural backgrounds and the 

strategies they employ to manage stress (Rice et al., 2016; Gao & Wang, 2024). 

 

Theories of social adaptation are particularly relevant to understanding how athletes adjust to the 

pressures of their sporting and cultural environments. Social adaptation theory posits that 

individuals adjust their behaviors, attitudes, and coping mechanisms based on the demands of their 
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social context (Berry, 1997). In the case of athletes, their adaptation to the high-pressure world of 

sports is influenced by the cultural values surrounding achievement, success, and failure. For 

example, athletes from individualistic cultures may adapt by developing a strong sense of personal 

responsibility for their performance, seeking autonomy, and using individual coping strategies like 

self-reflection or professional psychological support (Rice et al., 2016; Andersson et al., 2025). On 

the other hand, athletes from collectivist cultures may adapt by relying more on group cohesion 

and support from family and teammates, with less emphasis on seeking external professional help 

(Berry, 1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). The concept of adaptation thus helps explain the different 

approaches athletes take when navigating cultural pressures and managing stress. 

 

For instance, athletes from individualistic cultures, such as in the United States, may adapt by 

developing a strong sense of personal responsibility for their performance, relying on individual 

coping strategies like mental conditioning or seeking professional therapy (Rice et al., 2016; Ma et 

al., 2025). In contrast, athletes from collectivist cultures, such as those in South Korea, may focus 

on maintaining group harmony and seek support from their families or coaches (Berry, 1997; Gao 

& Wang, 2024). These adaptations reflect the unique pressures shaped by their cultural 

environments, and understanding this context can inform tailored support systems for athletes 

facing stress (Walton et al., 2024). 

 

Stress and coping theory, developed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), offers another important lens 

for understanding how athletes manage stress in different cultural settings. This theory suggests 

that individuals respond to stress based on their cognitive appraisal of a situation. According to 

this model, an individual first evaluates a stressful event to determine whether it is a threat or 

challenge and then assesses whether they have the resources to cope with the stress (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). In the context of athletes, this theory helps explain how athletes perceive 

stressors—such as competition pressures, media scrutiny, or injury—based on their cultural norms 

and expectations (Rice et al., 2016; Reardon, 2023). For instance, athletes from cultures that 

prioritize individual success may perceive stress as a challenge that requires self-reliance and 

mastery of personal mental strategies. In contrast, athletes from collectivist cultures might view 
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stress in terms of how their performance impacts the group or family, leading them to employ 

coping strategies that focus on maintaining social harmony and fulfilling group expectations 

(Berry, 1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). 

 

Cognitive appraisal, as described in stress and coping theory, influences how athletes from 

different cultures manage stress. Western athletes, who are often encouraged to emphasize 

individual performance and self-efficacy, may see stressors as challenges to be overcome through 

personal effort and mental toughness (Rice et al., 2016; Ma et al., 2025). As such, they might be 

more inclined to engage in active coping strategies like seeking therapy or utilizing mindfulness 

techniques to build mental resilience. On the other hand, athletes from collectivist cultures may 

view stressors through a relational lens, where the focus is on collective success or failure. In these 

cases, the athletes might rely on passive or relational coping strategies such as seeking support 

from family or teammates, avoiding confrontation, or engaging in spiritual practices that promote 

group solidarity (Berry, 1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). 

 

Both sociocultural theories of social adaptation and stress and coping theory help to contextualize 

how cultural differences shape the ways athletes perceive and manage stress. These theories 

underscore the importance of understanding the cultural context in which stress occurs and how 

athletes, depending on their cultural background, adapt their coping strategies (Berry, 1997; 

Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The integration of these theories provides a framework for exploring 

the complexities of athletic stress in a cross-cultural context, highlighting the need for culturally 

tailored support systems that address the unique stressors and coping mechanisms relevant to 

athletes from diverse backgrounds (Rice et al., 2016; Andersson et al., 2025). 

 

By applying these theories, the study can better explore how athletes from different cultures 

perceive their stress, evaluate their ability to cope, and employ strategies to manage the mental 

and emotional pressures they face in their careers. Ultimately, this approach enriches our 

understanding of the intersection between culture and psychological well-being in the context of 

elite sports, offering practical insights for improving athlete mental health support across cultural 
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boundaries (Reardon, 2023; Walton et al., 2024). 

 

3. Methodology 

 

This paper adopts a qualitative approach, primarily based on a comprehensive review of existing 

literature, to explore the relationship between athletic stress and mental health across different 

cultural contexts. Given the complex nature of the subject, the review focuses on studies that 

investigate the psychological experiences of athletes from diverse cultural backgrounds, 

highlighting how cultural factors influence their perception of stress and the coping mechanisms 

they employ (Rice et al., 2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). 

 

Data was collected from peer-reviewed journals, books, and academic articles examining the 

intersection of cultural influences and mental health in athletes. These sources cover a broad range 

of sports, including individual and team sports, and span different regions of the world, including 

Western, Eastern, and other global contexts (Gao & Wang, 2024; Walton et al., 2024). Studies 

were selected for their focus on stress sources, coping strategies, and mental health outcomes 

specific to athletes, ensuring a broad representation of the different ways in which culture shapes 

their psychological experiences. 

 

The review process involved conducting comparative analyses of the sources of stress athletes 

face in various cultural settings. Key stressors such as performance pressure, societal expectations, 

family demands, media scrutiny, and physical injuries were examined across cultures to identify 

similarities and differences (Rice et al., 2016; Gerber et al., 2022). This comparative approach also 

explored the ways in which athletes in different cultural contexts respond to these stressors. For 

example, the paper contrasts the individualistic coping strategies often found in Western cultures, 

such as seeking professional psychological help or using mindfulness techniques, with the 

collectivist strategies more common in Eastern cultures, such as relying on family support or 

group cohesion (Ma et al., 2025; Gao & Wang, 2024). 
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In addition to coping strategies, this study also analyzed the mental health outcomes experienced 

by athletes in different cultural contexts. Mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, 

burnout, and performance-related stress were examined, considering how cultural norms and 

values influence the manifestation and prevalence of these conditions (Gouttebarge et al., 2019; 

Gerber et al., 2022). The review considered how athletes in collectivist cultures may experience 

stress differently, viewing it through the lens of group success or failure, whereas athletes in 

individualistic cultures might experience stress in relation to personal achievement and autonomy 

(Berry, 1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). The findings of these studies were used to understand the role 

of cultural stigma, support systems, and access to mental health resources in shaping the mental 

health of athletes (Andersson et al., 2025; Reardon, 2023). 

 

Through this sociological analysis, a framework is developed to better understand the cultural 

factors that influence the mental health of athletes. The framework underscores the importance of 

cultural context in shaping how athletes cope with stress and the types of mental health challenges 

they experience. It highlights that athletes' responses to stress are not universal, and cultural 

values—such as individualism versus collectivism—play a significant role in how stress is 

perceived and managed (Berry, 1997; Rice et al., 2016). 

 

By examining a wide range of studies from different cultural settings, this paper provides a more 

nuanced understanding of the psychological experiences of athletes and the role that culture plays 

in shaping their mental health. This qualitative approach allows for an in-depth exploration of the 

complexities of athletic stress and mental health, offering insights that are crucial for developing 

culturally sensitive support systems for athletes (Andersson et al., 2025; Walton et al., 2024). The 

findings of this analysis can inform the design of mental health interventions that are tailored to 

the unique needs of athletes from diverse cultural backgrounds, promoting better psychological 

well-being and performance outcomes (Reardon, 2023; Rice et al., 2016). 

 

4. Cross-Cultural Differences in Athletic Stress and Mental Health 

4.1. Athletic Stress in Western Cultures 
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In Western cultures, athletes often face intense pressure to achieve personal success and meet 

external expectations, driven by the emphasis on individualism and personal accomplishment 

(Berry, 1997; Rice et al., 2016). The cultural value placed on self-reliance and personal 

achievement means that athletes are frequently expected to perform at the highest level, both to 

fulfill their own ambitions and to meet the expectations of their coaches, sponsors, and the media. 

This intense pressure can create significant psychological stress, with athletes experiencing 

heightened levels of performance anxiety, self-doubt, and fear of failure (Gouttebarge et al., 2019; 

Gerber et al., 2022). 

 

The media plays a pivotal role in shaping the stress that athletes experience in Western cultures. 

Athletes are frequently glorified when they succeed but are just as quickly scrutinized when they 

fail. This public scrutiny adds an additional layer of pressure, as athletes are often held to 

unrealistic standards. Their personal lives, struggles, and even minor failures can be exposed to 

the public, making them feel as though their worth is intrinsically tied to their performance 

(Strauss, 2021). The constant spotlight and expectation to succeed can lead to mental health 

challenges such as anxiety, depression, and burnout (Rice et al., 2016; Reardon, 2023). 

 

These pressures can have long-term psychological effects, as athletes in Western cultures may 

internalize the notion that their value is dependent on their performance. This can lead to feelings 

of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and a lack of fulfillment when success is not achieved (Magnett, 

2024; McLean Hospital, 2025). Fortunately, many athletes in these cultures are more likely to seek 

professional psychological help, such as therapy, counseling, or sports psychology, to manage the 

stress and mental health challenges they face (Andersson et al., 2025; Rice et al., 2016). The 

increased awareness of mental health issues in Western societies has led to greater acceptance of 

seeking help and an understanding that mental well-being is just as important as physical 

performance (Reardon, 2023; McLean Hospital, 2025). 

 

4.2. Athletic Stress in Eastern Cultures 
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In Eastern cultures, athletes are often under stress related to family expectations, societal pressure, 

and the collective success of the team or nation (Berry, 1997; Gao & Wang, 2024). While 

individual performance remains important, there is a stronger emphasis on group achievement, 

and athletes may feel a deep sense of responsibility to represent their family, community, or 

country. This collective mindset can create a different kind of pressure, where failure is not seen 

solely as a personal shortcoming but as a reflection on the group or family’s reputation. As a 

result, athletes may experience heightened stress levels due to the weight of fulfilling these 

collective expectations (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). 

 

The importance of family and national pride in many Eastern cultures can make athletes feel as 

though their success or failure directly impacts the well-being of those around them. This sense of 

duty to family or country can amplify the psychological strain, particularly in high-stakes events 

such as international competitions. The pressure to not only perform well but also to uphold 

cultural and familial values can result in significant mental health challenges, such as anxiety, 

guilt, and stress-related disorders (Gao & Wang, 2024). Moreover, the stigma surrounding mental 

health in some Eastern cultures may deter athletes from seeking professional psychological help. 

Mental health issues are often seen as a sign of weakness or failure, leading many athletes to avoid 

reaching out for formal support (Ma et al., 2025; Andersson et al., 2025). Instead, they may turn to 

informal support systems, such as family, close friends, or religious leaders. While these social 

support networks can provide comfort and emotional relief, they may not always offer the 

professional assistance needed to address deeper psychological issues (McLean Hospital, 2025). 

 

4.3. Mental Health Challenges in Other Global Contexts 

 

Athletes in other cultural contexts, such as African and Latin American countries, face unique 

stressors shaped by social, economic, and political factors. These athletes often encounter financial 

instability, lack of access to proper training facilities, and limited resources for competition 

(Reardon, 2023). In many cases, the pursuit of athletic success is seen as a way to escape poverty 
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or improve their socio-economic status, adding another layer of pressure. The desire to perform 

well and secure sponsorships, professional contracts, or opportunities to represent their country 

can lead to significant psychological stress (Rice et al., 2016; Glandorf et al., 2023). 

 

The pressure to perform is often compounded by the lack of mental health resources and support 

systems in many of these regions. The focus on physical achievement may overshadow the 

importance of mental well-being, and athletes may not have access to the same psychological 

resources or support systems available in more developed nations (Reardon, 2023). This lack of 

mental health infrastructure can leave athletes vulnerable to stress-related disorders, with few 

avenues for seeking help or addressing their psychological challenges. 

 

In these contexts, the economic pressures placed on athletes can lead to an overwhelming sense of 

responsibility. Athletes may feel they must perform well to provide for their families, secure future 

opportunities, and make a name for themselves. This can exacerbate feelings of anxiety, 

depression, and burnout (Glandorf et al., 2023). Additionally, societal attitudes towards mental 

health in some African and Latin American cultures may discourage athletes from discussing their 

emotional struggles, further preventing them from seeking the support they need (Reardon, 2023). 

 

In conclusion, athletes in different global contexts experience a range of stressors that are shaped 

by their cultural backgrounds. In Western cultures, the pressure to achieve personal success and 

meet external expectations is central to the stress athletes face, while in Eastern cultures, the 

collective expectations of family and nation contribute to different forms of stress (Berry, 1997; 

Gao & Wang, 2024). Athletes in other parts of the world, such as Africa and Latin America, often 

face additional challenges related to financial instability and limited resources, further 

complicating their mental health (Reardon, 2023; Glandorf et al., 2023). Understanding the 

cultural dimensions of athletic stress is essential for developing effective mental health 

interventions that address the unique challenges faced by athletes across the globe (Rice et al., 

2016; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). 
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5. Coping Strategies Across Cultures 

5.1. Coping in Western Cultures 

 

In Western cultures, athletes often turn to individualistic coping strategies to manage stress, 

reflecting the broader cultural value of autonomy and personal achievement (Berry, 1997; Rice et 

al., 2016). Common strategies include mindfulness practices, self-reflection, and psychological 

therapy. These approaches empower athletes to manage their stress by focusing on their own 

mental and emotional well-being. Mindfulness techniques, for example, are widely used by 

athletes to enhance emotional regulation, increase focus, and reduce anxiety (Ma et al., 2025). 

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and other therapeutic interventions are commonly employed 

by athletes who face challenges such as performance anxiety, depression, or burnout. These 

strategies help athletes reframe negative thoughts, improve self-esteem, and develop healthy 

coping mechanisms for managing pressure (Rice et al., 2016; McLean Hospital, 2025). 

 

In addition to individual coping mechanisms, professional psychological support plays an essential 

role in helping athletes manage stress. In Western cultures, mental health is increasingly viewed as 

an integral component of overall athlete well-being, and many athletes are open to seeking 

professional help when needed (Reardon, 2023; Andersson et al., 2025). Sports psychologists and 

mental health professionals provide tailored interventions, such as mental conditioning, relaxation 

techniques, and stress management skills, to help athletes cope with the psychological demands of 

their sport (Rice et al., 2016; Walton et al., 2024). Coaches also play a critical role by recognizing 

signs of stress and supporting athletes in utilizing these coping strategies. 

 

The emphasis on individual coping strategies is reinforced by the widespread acceptance of 

mental health care in Western societies. Athletes are encouraged to view psychological support as 

a necessary tool for optimal performance, leading to an environment where seeking help is often 

seen as a proactive step toward mental health and well-being (Reardon, 2023; McLean Hospital, 

2025). This openness allows athletes to develop better psychological resilience and perform at 

their best while maintaining emotional stability (Andersson et al., 2025). 
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5.2. Coping in Eastern Cultures 

 

In Eastern cultures, coping strategies often involve religious and spiritual practices. In Japan, 

athletes may engage in Zen meditation or Shingon Buddhist rituals to foster mindfulness and inner 

peace, while in India, athletes may practice yoga or meditative prayer to maintain mental clarity 

and emotional balance under stress (Berry, 1997; McLean Hospital, 2025). These practices are 

integral to coping with the pressures of competition, as they help athletes detach from personal 

anxieties and focus on a larger sense of purpose. 

 

For example, athletes in Eastern cultures may turn to their families for emotional support, 

discussing their challenges and seeking advice or encouragement (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 

2025). Teammates also play a vital role in managing stress, as the bonds formed through shared 

experiences and collective goals foster a sense of camaraderie and mutual support. This collective 

approach can help athletes feel that they are not facing their challenges alone, reinforcing a sense 

of belonging and shared responsibility (Berry, 1997). 

 

Religion and spirituality also play a significant role in stress management for athletes in many 

Eastern cultures. Religious practices, meditation, and spiritual rituals can provide a sense of peace, 

grounding, and emotional strength (McLean Hospital, 2025). These practices often emphasize 

mindfulness, acceptance, and the importance of balance, which can help athletes manage the 

psychological pressures of their sport. In some cultures, spiritual leaders or community elders may 

also provide guidance and support to athletes, helping them navigate the emotional challenges 

they face (Berry, 1997). 

 

However, despite the collective nature of these coping strategies, the stigma surrounding mental 

health in some Eastern cultures may deter athletes from seeking formal psychological help. In 

these cultures, mental health challenges are often seen as a personal weakness or a family 

disgrace, leading athletes to avoid professional intervention (Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). 
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Instead, they may rely on informal support systems, such as seeking advice from family members, 

religious figures, or close friends. While these informal systems can provide emotional relief, they 

may not offer the same level of specialized care or evidence-based interventions that professional 

mental health services provide (Andersson et al., 2025; Reardon, 2023). 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This paper explores the significant role that culture plays in shaping the psychological experiences 

of athletes. It highlights how different cultural backgrounds influence the sources of stress, mental 

health challenges, and coping strategies that athletes face (Rice et al., 2016; Berry, 1997). Athletes 

in Western cultures tend to experience stress primarily due to individual performance expectations 

and external pressures related to personal achievement, while athletes in Eastern cultures are often 

under pressure from familial and societal expectations, with a strong emphasis on group success 

(Gao & Wang, 2024; Ma et al., 2025). 

 

The study reveals that coping strategies also differ across cultures. Athletes in Western cultures are 

more likely to engage in individualistic coping strategies, such as therapy, mindfulness, and self-

reflection, which are often supported by a well-established mental health infrastructure (Rice et 

al., 2016; Andersson et al., 2025). In contrast, athletes in Eastern cultures tend to rely more on 

social support networks, including family, teammates, and religious or cultural practices, which 

provide emotional strength and resilience (Gao & Wang, 2024; McLean Hospital, 2025). 

However, the stigma surrounding mental health in some Eastern cultures may prevent athletes 

from seeking formal psychological help, leading them to rely more heavily on informal support 

systems (Ma et al., 2025; Reardon, 2023). 

 

Understanding these cross-cultural differences is crucial for developing effective mental health 

interventions tailored to the unique needs of athletes. As the global sports community continues to 

evolve and become more diverse, future research should further explore the intersection of culture 

and athletic stress, focusing on the development of culturally sensitive support systems that 
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address the mental health challenges faced by athletes from various cultural backgrounds (Walton 

et al., 2024; Rice et al., 2016). The integration of these cultural perspectives can ensure that 

athletes receive the appropriate support and resources to maintain both their psychological well-

being and peak performance, ultimately contributing to healthier, more resilient athletes across the 

world (Reardon, 2023; Gouttebarge et al., 2019). 
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