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Clarifying concepts: “Well-being
In sport

Lisa Raquel Trainor* and Andrea Bundon

School of Kinesiology, The University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC, Canada

The purpose of this commentary is to critique the application of well-being in the
field of sport and exercise psychology and to provide recommendations for future
research. Over the last decade well-being has been an increasingly popular
concept under investigation. In the field of sport and exercise psychology,
numerous scholars have examined and conducted research on well-being of
athletes. While this research has resulted in an abundance of findings, there is
concern in how the concept of well-being was applied, defined, and measured.
The construct of well-being can be traced back to two distinct perspectives,
hedonic well-being and eudaimonic well-being. These perspectives of
well-being are based on different philosophical assumptions, and while they are
compatible, they are theoretically distinct. In sport and exercise psychology,
well-being has lacked consistent operationalization and measurement (i.e.,
theoretical alignment, single dimensions of hedonic or eudaimonic measured to
make claims about the broader well-being constructs), is vague and loosely
defined, and is often studied in isolation from a well-being perspective (i.e., no
theoretical foundation). We conclude by offering three recommendations to
move the field of well-being in sport research forward.
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Introduction

Well-being has become an increasingly popular area of study in sport and exercise
psychology in recent years (1-12). Over the past decade there has been a shift from
exploring the presence of psychopathy to the existence of wellness, well-being, and
psychological growth (13). Well-being is more than the absence of problems and disease
(14, 15), and within the literature has been described and studied in a multitude of ways.
The purpose of this paper is to critique the current application of well-being in the field of
sport and exercise psychology, and to bring awareness regarding future applications of the
concept of well-being. First, we provide a brief overview of the perspectives of well-being,
connections to mental health, and the importance of athlete well-being, followed by
well-being research in the context of sport and exercise psychology (application and
limitations), and conclude with recommendations to move the field forward.

Well-being

The concept of happiness has long been at the center of many arguments surrounding
“what is well-being”. Well-being is a “complex construct rooted in health, philosophy, and
psychological practices” (16, p. 206). Well-being in general is defined as, “optimal
psychological experience and functioning” (13). While this definition provides a starting
point to study well-being, it is too broad and fails to ascertain what is “optimal”
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experience and function. Historically, well-being has been
separated into two distinct perspectives of well-being, hedonism/
hedonic well-being (HWB) (17) and eudaimonism/eudaimonic
well-being (EWB) (18). Both perspectives address different
features of what it means to be well (19). Tatarkiewicz, a
philosopher, defined hedonism (subjective happiness) as a happy
life that was enjoyable, not due to what one had, but the pleasant
reaction to life circumstances (17). Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle
formulated the idea of eudaimonism, where happiness was
associated with “flourishing”, possessing the greatest goods, and
“the good life” (20, 21). However, the conceptualization of
well-being has been debated in the field of psychology, resulting
in a number of definitions derived from different conceptual
and theoretical frameworks (22-25). The discrepancy in the
operationalization of HWB and EWB has resulted in perspectives
being used inconsistently and interchangeably (22).

Hedonic well-being

Hedonic well-being (synonymous with subjective well-being and
emotional well-being) (26-28) includes one’s affective and cognitive
evaluations of their lives (29, 30). “Subjective” well-being implies that
each individual assesses the degree to which they feel well (29). Thus,
within hedonism people are to decide the degree to which they are
satisfied based on their personal values, goals, and life
circumstances (31). Hedonic well-being is defined as “experience
[ing] a high level of positive affect, a low level of negative affect,
and a high degree of satisfaction with one’s life” (13). The three
main components of HWB are positive affect, negative affect, and
life satisfaction. Positive affect refers to pleasant moods and
emotions, such as joy and excitement. Positive emotions are a
component of HWB because they reflect one’s assessment that life
14, 32). Negative affect refers to

unpleasant moods and emotions, such as anxiety and anger, and

is proceeding favourably (13,

are a component of HWB because they reflect one’s negative
assessment of life, health, and events (13, 14, 32). Life satisfaction
refers to the cognitive aspect of HWB; one’s judgments of
personally significant life domains, such as family, work, leisure,
and mental and physical health (13, 14, 32). One assesses their
current satisfaction with each of their major life areas and
evaluates how close to ideal these are (13, 14, 32). The definition
of HWB is (for the most part) agreed upon by scholars.

Eudaimonic well-being

Eudaimonic well-being (synonymous with psychological well-
being; PWB) (33-36) relates to fulfillment, positive functioning,
and cultivating the greatest good (20). This perspective is
concerned with how one grows from life challenges to live a life
that is aligned with personal goals and values (24, 37, 38).
Broadly speaking, EWB has been defined as “living well or
(13).
researchers believed there was more to happiness than positive
affect and a sense of satisfaction (i.e., HWB) (19, 21, 34, 39), and

actualizing one’s human potentials” A number of

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

10.3389/fspor.2023.1256490

research has indicated that eudaimonia is a necessary factor
contributing to the “good life” (31). Eudaimonia is more than
feeling that one’s life has meaning, it is a matter of cultivating
higher purpose and complexity (20, 40). After exploring the
multiple conceptualizations of EWB in the literature, the most
prevalent contents of EWB include meaning, personal growth/self-
realization, excellence, and authenticity/autonomy/integration. Of
these core concepts of eudaimonia, meaning in life is one of the
most dominant in definitions across research (22, 41, 42).
Eudaimonia is not an outcome, rather it is a way of living, living
in accordance with one’s daimon and fulfilling one’s potential
(20). Huta and Ryan (39) found that EWB activities were more
related to meaning and long-term benefits and HWB activities
were more related to positive affect and short-term benefits. The
existential aspects of EWB (ie., purpose in life and personal
growth) are most distinct from the affective/quality assessments of
HWB satisfaction) (19).
eudaimonic activities are not always pleasurable (i.e., low positive

(ie., pleasure and For example,
affect) and can be challenging, yet purposeful and meaningful to
the individual. Eudaimonism and hedonism are strongly related
and experienced simultaneously (41), but are “distinct conceptions

of well-being” (19).

Multiple conceptualizations of eudaimonic
well-being

Presently, there are at least 45 different ways to operationalize
EWB and at least 63 constructs used to measure EWB (42). There
is also no agreement on the core elements that comprise EWB.
on EWB
incomparable (22, 41-43). There are a number of researchers who

Unfortunately, this makes research essentially
have formulated different (leading) conceptualizations of EWB.
These researchers included: Alan Waterman, Carol Ryff, Corey
Keyes, Richard Ryan and Edward Deci, Veronika Huta, Jack
Bauer, Martin Seligman, Joar Vitterso, Michael Steger, Antonella
Della Fava, Blaine Fowers, Frank Martela and Kennon Sheldon,
Felicia Huppert and Timothy So, and Ed Diener. All of these
researchers have contributed and provided the basis of our
understanding of EWB today and their works formulates the basis
for most EWB studies. While multiple conceptualizations of a
concept are not problematic, it is problematic if the concept is
atheoretical applied. For example, researchers state they are
studying EWB (or fail to identify a well-being perspective), but
measure positive and negative affect and subjective vitality, and
then make claims in regard to EWB. In practice well-being is
more often than not atheoretically applied. We have provided a
table below to summarize the most common conceptualizations of
EWB in the literature, outline the researcher’s definition and core

concepts of EWB (Table 1).

Well-being and mental health

It is agreed that while HWB and EWB are philosophically
distinct, they share substantial overlap (13, 19, 36, 54) and
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TABLE 1 Conceptualizations of eudaimonic well-being.

Founder

Alan Waterman (38),
Waterman et al. (36)

EWB Definition

Quality of life as a result of developing personal potential, fulfillment
of personally expressive self-concordant goals.

10.3389/fspor.2023.1256490

EWB Key Concepts

Self-discovery

Perceived development of one’s true self
Sense of purpose and meaning
Significant effort in pursuit of excellence
Enjoyment of activities (flow)
Personally expressive activities

Carol Ryff (34)

Three principles underlie positive well-being: (1) an articulation of
the good life; (2) mental and physical components; and (3) viewed as
a multidimensional process rather than an end state.

Self-acceptance
Autonomy

Positive relations
Environmental mastery
Purpose in life
Personal growth

Corey Keyes (14)

Eudaimonia as a combination of Ryff's PWB and social well-being.
Keyes’ model of flourishing is a combination of hedonic (emotional),
eudaimonic, and social well-being. This was later developed into dual
continua model of mental health (languishing to flourishing and
floundering to struggling).

Social acceptance
Social actualization
Social contribution
Social coherence
Social integration

Martin Seligman (44)

Working toward self-flourishing. Identifying personal virtues and

Positive emotions

strengths and developing them for social contribution and service. Engagement
Relationships
Meaning
Accomplishment
Richard Ryan and Fulfillment of the basic needs is required for psychological growth Autonomy
Edward Deci (24) and development, and fulfillment of the three basic needs is a process Competence
that represents eudaimonic living. Relatedness

Frank Martela and
Kennon Sheldon (42)

Includes aspects of both “feeling well” and ‘doing well’.

Eudaimonic motives and activities (values, motives, goals, and practices)
Psychological needs satisfaction (autonomy, competence, and relatedness)

Veronika Huta (45)

Utilizing and developing one’s best self (i.e., self-actualization) in
accordance with one’s deeply held values (i.e., universal nature
fulfillment).

Meaning
Elevating experiences
Self-connectedness

Jack Bauer (46)

Personal narrative toward personal growth through ego development
and maturity over time.

Pleasure
Meaningfulness
A deep self-understanding

Joar Vitterso (47, 48)

Main function of EWB (interest and engagement) is to promote
mental and physical growth.

Preference for complexity
Curiosity

Engagement/flow

Personal growth
Competence

Meaning and purpose in life
Self-actualization

Excellence

Antonella Della Fave
(49)

An emphasis on cultural context to determine the ‘good life’ and
optimal experiences (examining individual and social level).

Flow (optimal experience)
Long-term meaning making

Blaine Fowers (50)

EWB is engaging in activities that are personally worthy, meaningful,
aligned with vales and self-identity.

Flourishing

Pursuing excellence
Virtue

Meaningful relationships

Michael Steger (51)

Eudaimonia consist of self-expressions that are consistent with one’s
goals, values, relationships, self-development, and self-improvement.

Eudaimonic behaviours (brings personal meaning; related to values, autonomy,
goals, purpose, social responsiveness, and self-development and improvement)

Felicia Huppert and
Timothy So (52)

Flourishing as a concept to capture positive feeling (hedonic) and
positive functioning (eudaimonia) and positive mental health.

Competence
Emotional stability
Engagement
Meaning

Optimism

Positive emotion
Positive relationships
Resilience
Self-esteem

Vitality

Ed Diener (53)

Proposed the term ‘flourishing’ to account for hedonic and
eudaimonic well-being.

Purpose in life

Positive relationships

Engagement

Competence

Self-esteem

Optimism

Contribution towards others’ well-being
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complement each other as they ask different questions of what it
means to be “well” (i.e., positive feeling vs. positive functioning)
(24). Those who pursue both HWB and EWB have more well-
rounded wellbeing, experience both immediate well-being (e.g.,
through hedonic activities) and delayed benefits of well-being
(e.g., through eudaimonic activities) (45, 55). Further, Keyes (14)
has argued that both HWB and EWB play important role in
contributing to mental health (14).

Hedonic, eudaimonic, and social well-being are all important
dimensions of mental health (14). This means that one has positive
feelings (hedonic), positive functioning (eudaimonic), and is
contributing to society (social) (14, 56). Keyes (14) defines complete
mental health and high well-being as flourishing, which means
being “filled with positive emotion and to be functioning well
psychologically and socially” (p. 210). When individuals have high
and equal levels of both HWB and EWB they may experience a
sense of congruency (19), and have higher levels of mental health
(14). On the other hand, Keyes (14) defines incomplete mental
health as languishing with low well-being, associated with an
emptiness, stagnation, and despair, similar to depression. However,
the absence of mental illness does not mean the presence of mental
health, nor does the presence of well-being mean the absence of
mental illness. This is captured by the dual continua model of
mental health and well-being which postulates that mental health
and mental illness are related but distinct concepts (14). For
example, one can have positive mental health and experience
mental illness, or one could have low mental health without a
mental illness. In contrast to mental health, optimal psychological
functioning is generally understood as “functioning well”
(cognitively) and “doing well” (affectively) (42). Most researchers
agree that both hedonia and eudaimonia are needed for optimal
psychological functioning, flourishing, and the good life (14, 24, 39,
44, 57). Thus, mental health, mental illness, and well-being are
distinct concepts that converge to form different combinations of
struggling, floundering, languishing, and flourishing (14, 15, 56, 58).

Current challenges

Well-being clear

conceptualization within the literature (24, 59). This is largely due

remains an ambiguous term lacking
to the lack of theoretical rationale for conceptualizations of well-
being (34). There is great inconsistency in how EWB is studied; it
lacks consistent operationalization and measurement (i.e., theoretical
alignment, single item dimensions capturing only one component
of the well-being perspective to make claims about the broader
well-being construct), is vague and loosely defined, and is often
studied in isolation from a well-being perspective (i.e., eudaimonia
or hedonia) (22, 42, 60). The lack of understanding of EWB across
studies poses significant challenges when attempting to consolidate
and synthesize research findings. Research on EWB is reaching a
point where the inconsistency in how EWB is studied renders
findings amongst studies somewhat incomparable, stagnating our
understanding of EWB. We are not arguing that there needs to be
one definition of EWB, instead greater articulation and clarity into
how researchers are investigating “well-being”.
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Athlete well-being

It is clear that elite sport has the potential to benefit and disrupt
the EWB of athletes (61). Research has found that athlete well-
being is associated with athlete success; “successful” athletes often
report an ability to cope with anxiety, be mentally resilient, and
have strong support networks (62). While elite sport can support
athlete well-being it can also disrupt athlete well-being, leading to
mental health issues (9, 63-65). Elite sport is physically and
mentally demanding (47), where the increased stress from elite
sport makes athletes more susceptible to poor mental health (64,
66). Research has supported the claim that elite athletes are more
likely to experience poor mental health in comparison to the
general population (64, 67, 68). This is concerning because elite
athletes are also less likely to recognize, acknowledge, and seek
support for their mental health (68). This is likely underpinned
by stigma, lack of understanding, and perceived influence of
weakness and performance implications (67, 69, 70).

Despite the increased interest and prevalence of mental health
concerns among elite athletes, research has yet to identify that
factors that influence athlete well-being and mental health (5),
meaning that there is little insight into how to best support athlete
well-being. Furthermore, while there have been efforts to examine
the prevention, identification, and early treatment of athlete
mental health, sport governing bodies continue to dismiss the
significance of athlete well-being more broadly (70). It is vital to
understand athlete EWB, as disruptions to EWB is a predictor to
future risk of mental illness (71). Currently, there are no models
of care to support athlete well-being and mental health (63).

Discussion

In sport, well-being has been studied in various populations, for
(72-76) and
organizational well-being (77-79). However, for the purpose of

example coach and practitioner well-being
this commentary and critique, we will focus on athlete well-being.
After such a heavy focus on physical health, there has been a
growing interest in athlete well-being (1-12, 61, 64, 67, 68, 80-83).
There has been an increased interest in athlete well-being as a
number of high-profile athletes have announced distress in sport
(i.e, Michael Phelps, Simone Biles, and Naomi Osaka), and
widespread concerns of abuse in sport, which have raised
trepidations over the duty of care toward athletes.

Research has indicated that athlete well-being can contribute to
improving health and development (83). Participation in sport can
foster physical, social, and psychological benefits (85, 86) and
contribute to well-being (87). However due to the extreme
physical and mental demands, negative experiences in sport are
not uncommon (64, 66, 85). The pressures of elite sport can leave
athletes vulnerable to psychological disruptions (9, 63, 88, 89). For
this reason, not all physical activity promotes EWB (90). Elite
sport elicits increased psychological challenges such as internal
and external pressures, transitions, and injuries (10, 91, 92). Elite
athletes may be at greater risk for disruptions to well-being (93)
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and psychological health (67, 68). These results along with the duty
of care toward athletes demonstrate the importance of athlete well-
being, signifying the need for proper application, coherent
measurement, and clear reporting on the concept of well-being.

Limitations of well-being in sport

Despite the conceptual ambiguity of EWB, researchers have still
attempted to study well-being in specific contexts (i.e., sport). This
research has covered a broad range of topics including examining
tenets of self-determination theory, achievement goals, coach
interpersonal styles, cognitive appraisals, passion, high-performance
narratives, and injury (1-12, 61, 67, 68, 81, 82, 94-106). Despite
current research into athlete well-being, and some advances, there
have been a number of limitations. Studies have failed to identify
the perspective of well-being under investigation, operated
atheoretically or “theoretically confused” (i.e., mixing and matching
hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives), used a “random
assortment” of measures, employed deductive methods, and have
failed to distinguish between global well-being (overall well-being)
and sport-specific well-being (contextualized well-being). Very few
studies have explored sport-specific EWB, limiting definitions of
athlete EWB to previously conceptualized general (or global)
frameworks of well-being. Thus, we believe no conclusive claims
can be made in regard to athlete EWB in the sport context.

Some previous research in the area of well-being in sport has
confused well-being perspective (defined EWB as HWB), defined
well-being as solely the absence of psychological distress (i.e.,
measured depression to claim the presence or absence of well-
being), and used single dimensions to measure well-being (i.e.,
positive and negative affect scale) (107, 108), to make claims related
to HWB or EWB. The presence of psychological health should not
be limited to absence of psychological disturbances, but it should
include positive psychological indicators such as positive affect,
purpose in life, growth and development, and social impact (25,
109,

measurement of a

110). Eudaimonic well-being cannot be reduced to a
single theoretical
conceptualizations of EWB outline multiple facets of positive
functioning (24, 34, 38, 44, 45, 111, 112). More recently, researchers
have shifted to use a number of indicators to measure well-being

dimension, as many

such as life satisfaction, affect, subjective vitality, psychological
needs, self-esteem, and psychological distress (85). Subjective vitality
has been the most commonly used indicator of one’s EWB and has
been identified as a characteristic of one experiencing EWB (24),
but only captures one dimension of EWB. Although these
indicators are necessary to understand well-being, individually they
are insufficient to provide a complete representation of well-being
(85), and cannot be used to make claims to the broader EWB
construct. When this happens, it results in a compromised
understanding of athlete EWB. On the other hand, in cases where
researchers are using a number of indicators to measure well-being,
they are not theoretically aligned with one perspective of well-being
(hedonia or eudaimonia), yet claims and inferences about HWB
and EWB are being made. Thus, limited claims can be made about
the eudaimonic well-being of athletes.
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After reviewing the literature, most studies clearly operate from
“blended”
matching” only some concepts from both hedonic and eudaimonic

“confused” or well-being perspectives, “mixing and
perspectives. While it is acceptable to study one dimension of
HWB or EWRB, it is problematic when the single dimension is used
to make claims to the broader HWB or EWB construct. Further,
the overwhelming majority of researchers do not theoretically
position their use of the concept of well-being; instead, they just
study “well-being”. This results in an incoherent exploration of
well-being, using some measure such as the positive and negative
affect scale (113) and the satisfaction with life scale (114) to study
concepts that theoretically align with HWB, and the subjective
vitality scale (115) to study concepts that theoretically align with
EWB. Alone, these measures are not sufficient to gain complete
insight of HWB or EWB. In this case, claims can only be made
about positive and negative affect, satisfaction with life, and vitality.
While claiming to explore “athlete well-being”, they fail to identify
a well-being perspective or study the “complete” well-being concept.
Even though well-being has not been theoretically justified in the
majority of studies, we conclude that HWB has been the primarily
adopted point of view. Positive and negative affect has been the
most employed measure(s) to examine well-being; while this
measurement is successful in capturing the affective dimension of
wellbeing (HWB) it fails to examine the other dimensions of
psychological functioning (EWB) (116). While some researchers
have clearly defined the theoretical construct of well-being under
investigation, the measurements used to assess well-being have not
always aligned with said theoretical perspective. Essentially these
results tell us little about well-being, as well-being is theoretically
fused to hedonia or eudaimonia. Well-being has been “treated as a
substantially unspecific variable, is inconsistently defined, and is
assessed using a variety of theoretically questionable indicators” (117).

The (hedonia
eudaimonia) of well-being lead to different ways of examination

differing philosophical perspectives and
regarding the causes, consequences, and dynamics of well-being
(24), and ultimately inconclusive results when looking across the
well-being in sport literature. Lundqvist (117) argues that
researchers need to explicitly state which perspective they are
operating from and if utilizing quantitative methods need to use
established measurements that theoretically fit with the chosen
well-being perspective. Due to conceptual ambiguity and
inconsistent definitions and measurements between studies, it is
difficult to compare results, generalize findings, or develop a
theoretical base of knowledge (117). With future research clearly
stating their well-being perspective, as well as working within
theoretical alignment (concepts and measures), we can start to
synthesize related well-being research and begin to theoretically
understand athlete EWB and how to better support athlete EWB.

Global vs. sport-specific well-being

In the field of sport psychology efforts to contextualize athlete
well-being into its own theoretical framework have been rare
(117). In addition to failing to define the type of well-being under
examination (eudaimonic or hedonic) and using a variety of
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names to describe the construct (i.e., mental well-being, emotional
well-being, well-being) without clarification, past research has
failed to distinguish between global well-being (overall well-being)
and sport-specific well-being (contextualized well-being) (e.g., (118,
119)). Global well-being refers to “contextual-free subjective
evaluations of a person’s life” (117). Whereas sport-specific well-
being is characterized by attending to context specific domains
(117). Currently, there is no sport-specific measure of EWB (118).
The only way to assess athlete EWB (sport-specific EWB) at this
time is to deductively measure global EWB by separately
measuring each dimension of EWB (118). For example, the six
dimensions of Ryffs (34) model (autonomy, environmental
mastery, self-acceptance, positive relations, purpose in life, and
personal growth) or Seligman’s (44) model (positive emotion,
engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment). For
example, using Ryff’s (34) model in sport research would include
examining self-acceptance as an athlete, positive relations in sport
(ie., etc.), sport,  sport
environmental mastery, purpose in sport, and personal growth as

teammates, coaches, autonomy  in
an athlete. Whereas, using Seligman’s (44) model in sport research
would include examining positive emotions in sport, engagement in
sport (environment, commitment), relationships in sport (i.e.,
teammates, coaches), meaning in sport (attachment, emotions),
accomplishment in sport. The reliance on global measures of well-
being will not result in a complete understanding of an
individual’s well-being (117). These assessments are not ideal, and
results lack clarity in understanding the complex relationship
between athlete EWB and sport (118). It is also unknown if the
previously formulated theories of (global) overall EWB (14, 34, 44)
are even applicable to the sport context (ie., sport-specific EWB).
As these global theories were developed in non-sport contexts,
they do not take into account the unique psychosocial challenges
presented in the sport context (discussed below), there may be
different (and significant) components that comprise athlete EWB
that are overlooked when deductively examining athlete EWB with
previously formulated global theories of EWB.

Very few studies have explored sport-specific EWB from a fully
eudaimonic perspective (i.e., explored all eudaimonic concepts in a
single model) and the handful that have, utilized deductive
methods (96, 120, 121). While this is a very important first step
in developing understanding around athlete EWB it limits
definitions of athlete EWB to previously conceptualized global
EWB frameworks rather than exploring athletes’ perceptions of
EWB in the sport context (contextual; sport-specific EWB).
Future research needs to move away from deductive methods to
inductive (or abductive) methods to understand (contextualized)
athlete EWB. Three qualitative studies have explored EWB in
sport. Both Ferguson et al. (120) and Lundqvist and Sandin (96)
used Ryff’s (34) model of EWB to deductively investigate athlete
EWB, where Mirehie and Gibson (121) applied the PERMA
model (44) to deductively examine well-being in a sample of
recreational snow sport athletes. These studies merely explored
how Ryff’s (34) and Seligman’s (44) model could be applied to
the sport context. While the studies provide some insight on
EWB in the sport context, they failed to explore other
contextually relevant dimensions of EWB due to its deductive

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

10.3389/fspor.2023.1256490

nature. For example, Ryff (34) or Seligman (44) models (or any
other EWB model) could be applicable in sport to an extent, but
how do we know what might be contextually relevant to athletes
EWB in sport if we do not use inductive or abductive methods
to theorize athlete EWB? An issue, or limitation, with this
research is that it does not account for athlete driven context-
specific conceptualization of EWB.

Due to the limitations of sport-specific EWB, other recent
studies which have explored athletes’ well-being from a fully
eudaimonic perspective using global frameworks of EWB to
inform and guide their study design, data analysis, and resultant
claims (1, 2, 7, 10-12, 61, 81). While this is theoretically aligned
and situated work, results from these studies are still constricted
to global frameworks of EWB and limited in the claims that can
be made in regard to sport-specific EWB. In other words, in the
field of sport psychology we are reaching a point where there is a
plethora of research on athlete well-being, yet there is limited
understanding of what is sport-specific EWB.

This also holds true for measurements of global EWB that have
been adapted to sport. In the last five years measures such as the
Sport Mental Health Continuum Short Form (122) adapted from
Keyes (58) and the Eudaimonic Well-Being in Sport Scale (80)
grounded in self-determination theory (24). While these “sport-
specific’ measures tick the box of studying well-being from a
“fully eudaimonic” perspective, they are global measures of EWB
that have been adapted to the sport environment. Even Kouali
et al. (80) comment on their EWB in sport scale and identify, “a
notable limitation of this research is the absence of a sport
specific measure of EWB”. The issue is that the contextual
component of sport-specific well-being is still missing. How do
we know if global measures of well-being can truly capture the
idiosyncrasies in the sport environment? Future research that
explores contextually relevant components of sport-specific EWB
is needed to gain insight, a greater understanding, and a starting
point for research on athlete well-being.

An emphasis on context

The context-specific view of well-being in sport is an important
component in understanding athlete EWB, as a person’s judgment
of their well-being is related to personally significant contextual
domains (123). This general phenomenon is especially resonant
in the context of high-performance sport, as athletes dedicate
vast amounts of time to sport where they have few opportunities
to pursue alternative interests (124). Athletes’ evaluation of their
their sport
experience” (117); emphasis added). Sole reliance on global well-

well-being “are often exclusively grounded in
being risks an incomplete assessment of one’s well-being (125),
and fails to explore what constitutes athlete EWB. Domain
specific well-being assessments are necessary “to capture the
subtleties, complexities, and variations of [peoples] cognitive and
affective experiences” (126). Individual accounts of well-being are
vital as they provide insight into the “picture of well-being that is
grounded in people’s preferences, rather than in a priori
judgements about what should be the most important aspects of
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well-being” (Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (127). Knowledge of the factors that comprise
context specific well-being is needed to understand and better
support athlete EWB. More consistent examinations of context
specific EWB are warranted (94, 96, 117), further supporting the
need for athlete driven conceptualization of sport-specific EWB.
We argue that well-being still remains an ambiguous term
lacking clear conceptualization within the literature. Well-being is
frequently atheoretical and “whatever an investigator has
identified as being the psychological dependent measure in her/
her investigation” (128); emphasis added). Consequently, there is
great inconsistency in the well-being literature, and this includes

the well-being of athletes.

Moving forward

Throughout this commentary we have explored understandings
of EWB from past and present to critically examine the application
of well-being in the sport and exercise psychology literature.
Through engagement with and synthesis of the literature, we have
highlighted the conceptual opacity of EWB within sport and
exercise psychology research. From no agreed upon definition of
EWB, to inconsistent/amalgamated definitions, to incoherent
combinations of the two philosophical traditions of well-being
(hedonic and eudaimonic) through the use of various measures and
elements from different theoretical approaches, EWB still remains
inconspicuous and ambiguous in the sport psychology literature. It
is important to understand how the concept of well-being has been
applied in past literature, as it will assist researchers to critically
evaluate how they define well-being and how they apply well-being.
In order to advance research on well-being in sport psychology we
have provided a few key areas to contemplate as a precursor to
further research on well-being in sport.

#1 operating from a distinct well-being
tradition or a complete combination of
perspectives

In order to move this field forward the first step is identification
of the well-being tradition under investigation. For example, is
there interest in exploring the “feeling” aspect of well-being (e.g.,
hedonia), the (e.g.
eudaimonia), or and

“functioning”
both (e.g,
eudaimonia)? While there does not need to be a singular

aspect of well-being

flourishing;  hedonia
definition of well-being, there needs to be some consistency
between “type” (tradition) of well-being under investigation. For
example, if the eudaimonic tradition of well-being is under
investigation, how will EWB be defined in this study? What are
the key dimensions that will be used to explore EWB? On the
other hand, both HWB and EWB can be studied together as they
One
frameworks that take into account both the

are complimentary perspectives. can use well-being
hedonic and
eudaimonic perspective (14, 53); or utilize independent models of

HWB and EWB. The key takeaway is that the construct
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(hedonic, eudaimonic) needs to be identified and measured in
complete form, that is, taking into account all the concepts and
components identified in the model. Being able to identify the
well-being tradition and a “definition” of well-being will aid in
comparing, synthesising, and theorization of research findings.
This will also likely lead to an increase in research being
theoretically situated (i.e., hedonic, eudaimonic, or both), and
decrease the output of “theoretically confused” and “theoretically
incomplete” research.

#2 theoretically aligning measurements of
well-being to the tradition of well-being

A common trend in the research is for researchers to select a
few scales in order to measure well-being. Because a perspective
of well-being has not been identified it results in a mix and
match approach to study well-being. From the literature on well-
being, an overwhelming majority focuses on short term affective
well-being (i.e., happiness) as the core of positive functioning
(34). Unfortunately, this view neglects the array of concepts that
capture positive functioning (i.e., purpose, ego development,
relationships, self-realization) (34). Thus far, the most common
indicators to measure well-being consist of variations of the
Satisfaction with Life Scale (114), the Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (113), and the Subjective Vitality Scale (115). Some
of the concepts addressed within these scales theoretically line up
to fit with HWB (Positive and negative affect, satisfaction with
life) where others fit with EWB (vitality). Some of these studies
even use depression and burnout scales to identify the presence
or absence of well-being, even though well-being is not merely
the absence of disease and illness, but rather the presence of
elements of positive functioning. It has been found that ill-being
and well-being are distinct concepts, rather than polar opposites
(34, 129). The presence of negative emotions in psychopathology
does not mean the absence of positive emotions (130).

A large portion of existing studies are operating from a “mixed-
bag” approach to well-being, meaning that their well-being
measures combine some hedonic elements and some eudaimonic
elements. The few measurements that are used to study well-
being are only capturing limited components of the different
perspectives of well-being (hedonic and eudaimonic), which
renders findings inconclusive to claims on either hedonic or
eudaimonic well-being. For example, it is agreed upon by
researchers that HWB is composed of three dimensions, positive
affect, negative affect, and life satisfaction (14, 24, 34, 38). Each of
these three dimensions need to be measured, in order to fully
study HWB and make claims about HWB. Whereas there are a
number of conceptualizations of EWB, but according to Ryff (34)
it is composed of six dimensions, autonomy, environmental
mastery, self-acceptance, positive relations, purpose in life, and
personal growth, which all need to be measured to study global
EWB. Researchers need ask, what perspective of well-being is
under investigation? What are the key concepts that need to be
measured or discussed? What claims can I make in regard to
hedonic or eudaimonic well-being? The multiple and incomplete
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implementation of well-being measurements have led to different
conclusions, insights, and recommendations of well-being in
sport. Researchers need to explicitly state which perspective they
are operating from and use established measurements that
theoretically fit with the chosen perspective. The use of global
and aligned measure of well-being will allow for comparisons
between studies that could offer general insights into how
athletes are psychologically functioning and feeling. Further, the
continued use of global measures can be used to identify which
components of global well-being are relevant to the sport context
while also leaving room to consider what may still be missing.

#3 employing qualitative research to
identify context specific dimensions of well-
being

While global frameworks of well-being allow for some insight into
athlete well-being, concurrent attention needs to be placed on the
investigation of context specific EWB. Context specific measures of
EWB can help identify what is missing from global frameworks. It
is very likely that there are sport-specific components of athlete
well-being that are missed when utilizing global frameworks. While
it is expected that global frameworks of EWB will share overlap
with sport-specific frameworks, it is also expected that there will be
contextualized components of sport-specific well-being as sport is
situated in a unique sociocultural environment.

In order to draw attention to context, qualitative research
methodologies can be used to enhance the focus on experience
and meaning made by athletes, mainly due to the emphasis on
participants’ experiences, understandings, and perceptions, and
(i.e., interaction between
researcher and participant). Qualitative approaches can be used

the co-construction of findings

to shed light on the contextual experience (131), to examine
athlete PWB in greater depth and detail (117). Future qualitative
studies can begin to capture the range of sport-well-being
experiences and more meaningful individualized understandings
of well-being (132), while taking into account the unique
psychosocial challenges faced by athletes in sport as they may
play a role in determining important dimensions of athlete EWB.
For example, researchers can employ grounded theory, reflexive
thematic analysis, or interpretive phenomenological analysis to
design studies that focus on understanding athletes’ experiences
with EWB. This is a significant area of research, where athlete
driven understandings and conceptualizations are needed to truly
comprehend “athlete EWB.”

Much of the existing research fails to take an individual
approach to understanding the personal well-being experience
(132). Individual approaches “emphasize the need to understand
the domains in which well-being is experienced...there is a need
for alternative qualitative approaches to study the relationship
between sport and well-being that go beyond that of simply
identifying and measuring relationships between varied concepts
and focus more upon the lived experience of well-being” (132).
In other words, well-being is contextually situated, and in order
to understand athlete EWB research needs to explore “sport” and
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“EWB” together (i.e., sport-specific EWB) from individuals in
that context (i.e., athletes). An examination into one’s well-being
needs to take in account “the individual” and “the context”. We
can think about using qualitative methods to explore athlete
EWB, asking different athletes what EWB in sport means to
them. Within qualitative analysis there is the ability to interpret
participants’ experiences and meaning making within their
psych-social world (133). Drawing attention to the sport context
can help in better understanding what composes athlete EWB, as
peoples’ judgements (123) and understandings of their well-being
are significantly related to the (personally) important contextual
domains in one’s life. For example, what are (potentially)
important contextual components of sport/athlete EWB? In
order to promote an environment that fosters athlete EWB,
attention needs to be drawn to the athlete sport environment
(134), and the contextual factors that could contribute to or
disrupt athlete EWB. Future research into athletes’ personal
experience of EWB in sport is needed to develop athlete driven
descriptions of sport-specific
understanding of athlete EWB.

EWB to capture a complete

Conclusion

There is growing research supporting the notion that well-
being is valuable, not only because it is associated with “feeling
good” but that it is central to increased productivity, improved
overall health, longevity, resilience, personal growth, and quality
of life (14, 30, 37, 52, 135, 136). This is also the case in the sport
context; there is a growing body of literature surrounding athlete
well-being and recognition of the “multilevel significance of well-
being for athletes” health, development and performance as well
as their lives beyond and after sport” (83). However, there are no
actual strategies to enhance athlete well-being (137). Authors
highlighted the inconsistent conceptualization of athlete EWB in
the literature (137), as a potential reason for the lack of strategies
to enhance athlete well-being.

Due to the conceptual opacity, inconsistent application, and
mix and match measures of well-being in sport research, there is
a call for theoretical sound and coherent well-being studies.
Emerging research needs to operate from a distinct well-being
tradition explicitly outlining a definition of well-being for the
study, theoretically aligning measurements of well-being with the
selected well-being perspective, and examining the contextual
realm of sport-specific EWB. This is needed in order to move
forward with supporting athletes’ mental health and well-being,
as there is a lack of consensus, clarity, and understanding of
what comprises athlete EWB. This research can then help inform
health professionals on the best practices to support athlete
EWB, mitigating the potential for poor mental health.
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