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This research aims to investigate the significant experiences of adolescent
athletes in competitive sports activities and their development through the
available literature. This study systematically reviews research on adolescent
athletes participating in competitive sports over the past 10 years. We
evaluated and reported 19 studies in four sections: sample characteristics,
research design, significant experiences, and key findings related to the
development of adolescent athletes. This study includes adolescent athletes
who participate in various sports and pursue careers in organized and
competitive sports using qualitative and mixed methods designs. This study
employs a systematic literature review as its research method. The initial online
search was conducted in April 2023 and updated on January 2025 on
electronic databases: Web of Science (WoS), PubMed, and Scopus. The
process of searching for articles used the PRISMA guidelines proposed by
Moher. We synthesized and interpreted the findings in each article. The main
findings of this study lead to three main themes: meaningful experiences for
adolescents, barriers in the development of adolescent athletes, and that
influencing athlete development. This study concludes that working with
adolescent athletes requires attention to unseen factors to ensure that they
are in a supportive environment that encourages their positive development
into elite athletes in the future.

KEYWORDS

youth athlete, athlete development, competitive life, youth experience, sports
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1 Introduction

There is much dispute and complexity in understanding competitive sports in

adolescents. Literature (1) explains that, on the surface, adolescents appear healthy and

happy, with families reporting higher satisfaction levels when adolescents participate. On

the other hand, competitive sports with pressure to win can damage the psychological

and mental health of adolescents, not to mention the constant threat of injury and the

high costs associated with participation in competitions. Competitive and organized

sports, in many cases, aim to be a step towards Olympic elite sports or professional
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sports through increased competitiveness and professionalization

(2). This trend confirms the increasing professionalization and

specialization in youth sports, aiming to maximize the

identification and development of talent for advancement to elite

sports, a striking trend with potential physical and psychological

consequences (3). The widely adopted trend of professionalization

in youth sports training has generated various speculations (4–6).

A survey estimates that 63.1% of Australian youth participate in

organized sports (7). Thus, organized sports programs hold a

legitimate place in Australian culture and have a significant role in

youth development (8). In addition, millions of children around

the world participate in community, school, and private sports

programs (9).

Organized sports play an important role in the development of

children and adolescents today. It has been proposed that sports can

be an important mechanism for facilitating growth and well-being in

young people (10). This is primarily because sports involve elements

generally proven to positively affect mental health, such as physical

activity and social engagement. In a systematic review in 2013, Eime

and colleagues found many psychological and social health benefits

from sports participation for young people, including increased self-

esteem, social interaction, and reduced symptoms of depression (11).

The physical and psychosocial benefits of involvement in sports are

well recognized (12). This is reinforced by meta-analysis findings

that show adolescents involved in sports report fewer symptoms of

depression and anxiety-based symptoms compared to those who

do not participate in sports. However, the effects are minor (13).

Unfortunately, adolescent athletes face competitive demands

that can increase vulnerability to symptoms and mental health

disorders during a developmental period or puberty, which is

already challenging with emotional, cognitive, and behavioral

changes (14, 15). Based on the mental health survey, also known

as the Young Minds Matter Survey, conducted in Australia in

(2013–14), it was reported that 14% of all children and

adolescents (aged 4–17 years) experienced mental health disorders

in the previous 12 months (8, 15). Common mental health

disorders among adolescents include attention deficit hyperactivity

disorder, depression, and anxiety (15, 16), and half of all mental

health disorders occur during adolescence (16). Demands and

competitive pressures are placed on adolescent athletes to perform

at high standards in organized sports, while adolescent athletes

also experience stressful developmental periods during puberty

(17). Adolescent athletes experience frequent mood swings and

fluctuating training performance (17–19). Adolescent athletes also

experience fatigue from intensive training conducted almost year-

round (20), and stress negatively impacts their physical and

mental conditions (21, 22), which in turn can lead to injuries

(22–24). Young athletes are often less prepared to face challenging

issues in organized or competitive sports (25, 26). As a result,

many young athletes choose to drop out of competitive sports and

opt not to continue their participation.

Research has shown that adolescent athletes have various

positive and negative impacts from their participation, but the

contribution of social support is often overlooked. How do

adolescent athletes interpret their experiences in competitive

sports activities in their development? The research findings
Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 02
indicate that the experiences of adolescent athletes are influenced

by support from their social networks, such as demonstrating

resilience during difficult times (25, 27, 28). Therefore, adolescent

athletes need to receive adequate support in their sports and

from the social networks around them to minimize the negative

impact on their long-term health, well-being, and performance

(29, 30). Participation in sports contributes to self-confidence

through encouragement, self-talk, and successful performance

(31, 32). Thus, successful performance at the elite level inevitably

develops athletes’ self-confidence and their ability to manage

emotions under pressure, influenced by their social environment

(32). However, much of the literature on youth sports highlights

the reasons for discontinuing training in competitive sports

(33–36) from various perspectives of social support.

Thus, although several reviews broadly discuss this area, for

example (37–40), to our knowledge, a review specifically focusing

on adolescent athletes exploring experiences qualitatively and

influencing their development in competitive sports is needed by

synthesizing and uncovering the essence of the existing literature.

This article presents the results of a systematic review that

investigates the significant experiences of adolescent athletes in

competitive sports activities in their development. Then, the

information obtained from the systematic review is used to

develop a conceptual model of adolescent athletes in competitive

sports life. The conclusions of our review will be directly relevant

to those working in competitive sports environments for adolescents.
2 Methods

The research utilized a systematic literature review method, as

outlined in study (41). This approach followed the principles of a

systematic literature review with a descriptive qualitative design,

aligned with the research questions, to explore the body of

publications on a specific topic based on existing literature.

The search strategy was developed through consultation among

co-authors with expertise in youth sports. H.P.R, a seasoned journal

editor with expertise in systematic searches, took the lead in

performing searches across databases and organizing the articles for

review. The initial online search was carried out in April 2023 and

updated on January 2025, using electronic databases such as Web of

Science (WoS), PubMed, and Scopus, which are among the most

comprehensive academic search engines (42). The article search

process followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic

Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (43, 44).

Furthermore, the findings in each article were evaluated and

interpreted (45).

The purpose of this research was to understand how adolescent

athletes interpret their experiences in competitive sports, including

psychological, social, and cultural aspects. Therefore, the search

equation was designed to encompass concepts such as the

meaning of experience, the identity of adolescent athletes, and

the impact of competitive sports. Several key terms relevant to

the research theme include: (a) Adolescent athlete: “youth

athlete,” “adolescent athlete,” “young athlete,” “junior” (b)

Meaning of experience: “meaning,” “perception,” “experience,”
frontiersin.org
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“identity” (c) Competitive sports: “competitive sports,” “elite

sports,” “high-performance sports,” “Sport Achievement”. Search

queries used Boolean operators such as “AND” and “OR” to

ensure the search results were relevant and specific. These search

terms included: (“youth athlete” OR “adolescent athlete” OR

“young athlete” OR “junior”) AND (“meaning” OR “perception”

OR “experience” OR “identity” OR “life”) AND (“competitive

sports” OR “elite sports” OR “high-performance sports” OR

“sports achievement”).

The design followed the PICOS strategy, which defined

participants, intervention, outcome, and study design. We defined

the inclusion and exclusion criteria in the PICOS table, which can

be seen in (Table 1). The research results chapter grouped all

article findings relevant to the research theme, namely adolescent

athletes in competitive sports, into specific field categories.
2.1 Study selection

Studies retrieved from each database were initially exported to

Microsoft Excel. Duplications were carefully checked and flagged

for exclusion on subsequent Excel tab sheets. Two authors (H.P.R.

and A.K.) were tasked with independently selecting studies by

reading the title and abstract, followed by the full text, and

identifying systematic reviews that met the eligibility criteria.

Discrepancies regarding study inclusion were discussed and

resolved by consensus with the author (M.F.D.). A manual search

in the references of the selected articles used the same eligibility

criteria as the studies obtained from the electronic database search.
2.2 Data extraction

The initial search using Boolean operators and relevant

keywords across electronic databases yielded a total of 367 articles.

Two authors, H.P.R. and A.K., extracted data based on key
TABLE 1 PICOS.

Parameter Inclusion Exclusion
Population Athletes Coach, parents, staff, and referee

Intervention Athletes participate in an
organized and competitive
sports environment.

Sports aimed at health, sports as
a hobby, gathering, or recreation,
sports in the form of traditional
games.

Outcomes Experience of being a
adolescent athlete.
Experience as a adolescent
athlete.
Meaningful experiences about
psychological and social
identity.

Experience of being a
professional athlete.
Experience of being an athlete in
adulthood.
Study results on physiological
aspects, fitness, study results on
biomechanics, and focusing on
economic, political, or legal
aspects in sports.

Study design Studies using qualitative
methods or mixed methods
with a qualitative focus.

Quantitative analysis methods or
techniques.

Restrictions The publication period of the
articles is from 2014 to 2024.

Articles published before the
year 2014.

Source: own elaboration.

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 03
characteristics of each study. They organized the information into

columns: author, publication year, article title, journal, database

searched, study purpose, and methodology. The extraction process

was carried out methodically and carefully. In the end, 19 articles

were selected that met the inclusion criteria. A comprehensive

summary of the study characteristics, including sample details,

research methods, and key findings, is provided in (Table 2).

These articles were then subjected to further synthesis in order to

facilitate an investigation of the pivotal findings emanating from the

research. In the subsequent analysis, we identified significant

findings that would guide the researcher in developing the research

theme, as illustrated in the table below: (i) Author, year (ii) Sample

characteristics (iii) Type of sport, (iv) Research objectives (v)

Research design (vi) Important findings (vii) Research themes. Data

was input according to the table columns provided.

The initial step in determining the theme of each article was

based on its main findings. These findings were carefully reviewed

multiple times until the content was fully understood. The

interpretation of these findings was then used to derive a major

theme of the article. At this stage, the themes were not categorized

or grouped but were formed freely based on the author’s in-depth

understanding. Subsequently, the main themes of the articles were

organized into similar categories, leading to three research themes:

obstacles, meaning, and development. These themes were color-

coded (yellow for meaning, red for barriers, green for athlete

development) to aid in the grouping process.

We then synthesized the key research findings from each article

within the same thematic group. At this stage, we simplified the key

findings and provided conclusions for each article. After that, we

grouped each simplified conclusion into a table with intersections

or closeness of meaning. Finally, we pulled the key findings back

into the subordinate themes and gave them meaning and

appropriate descriptions. For a clearer understanding of the data

synthesis process, see an example of the analysis of the theme

The meaning of competitive sports for adolescents (Table 3).
2.3 Risk of bias assessment (ROBIS)

The risk of bias and methodological quality of the included

studies were assessed independently by two authors with an

understanding of adolescent athletes (C.S. and H.S.) using Risk of

Bias Assessments. Disagreements between reviewers were resolved

through discussion with a third reviewer (A.K). We adopted the

risk of bias assessment for the study, a systematic review of talent

assessment in sports (46), and the methodological quality of the

included studies using the critical appraisal for qualitative studies

(containing 21 items) (47). Each qualitative article is evaluated

based on the following 21 items: objectives (item 1), literature

review (item 2), study design (items 3, 4, and 5), sampling (items

6, 7, 8, and 9), data collection (descriptive clarity: items 10, 11,

and 12; procedural rigor: item 13), data analysis (analytical rigor:

items 14 and 15; audibility: items 16 and 17; theoretical

connection: item 18), overall rigor (item 19), and conclusion/

implications (items 20 and 21). The results per item are coded as

1 (meets the criteria), 0 (does not fully meet the criteria), or NA
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TABLE 2 Characteristics of the included studies.

Study
Author,
year (ID)

Research
design

Sample
characteristics

Type of sport Research objectives Important findings

Lisinskiene
et al., 2018 (1)
(50)

Mixed-
methods

15 adolescent athletes (age
between 15 and 16 years)

Team sport and
individual sport

The purpose of this study was to
examine the relationship between
participation in youth sports and
youth-parent attachment.

Discovering adolescent athletes’ expressions
in competitive sports, their relationships
with coaches and parents in competitive
sports, and the consequences they face.

Pérez et al.,
2022 (2) (55)

Qualitative
method

45 former female athletes
(experiences during
adolescence 13–20 years)

Futsal
Handball
Volleyball
Track and field
Swimming Fencing

The purpose of the study was to
analyses women’s perceived
barriers to continued
participation in competitive sport.

Her findings on the various factors that act
as barriers to women in competitive sports.

Thomas et al.,
2019 (3) (39)

Qualitative
method

16 former world-class track
and field athletes
(experiences during
adolescence 13–20 years)

Track and field The purpose of the study was to
explore through a socio-cultural
lens the perceived early training
and competition environment,
and support network and
progression during early
childhood and adolescence.

The findings are about the sport
environment influencing the development of
athletes at a young age: Conducive sports
environment, functional social support
network, contribution from key
organizations.

Thomas et al.,
2021 (4) (38)

Qualitative
method

11 former junior-elite
(experiences during junior
athletes under 17 years)

Track and field The purpose of the study was to
explore the underlying motives
that may have contributed to the
unsuccessful transition and
subsequent dropout.

Key factors identified as barriers to
transition: (1) ‘not enough support’; (2)
‘feeling pressurized to make sure I commit’;
(3) ‘it’s always competitive here’; and (4)
‘battling injuries.’

Neely et al.,
2017 (5) (49)

Qualitative
method

14 female adolescent athletes
(average age of athletes 15
years)

Soccer, Basketball
Volleyball
Ice Hockey

The purpose of the study was to
look at how female adolescent
athletes and their parents cope
with being excluded from
competitive sporting events.

The participants viewed the deselection
experience from the same perspective (i.e.,
athletes and parents viewed deselection as
‘our problem’), and the responsibility for
coping with deselection changed over time.
Athletes and parents then engaged in
cooperative actions to manage their
reactions to the stressor (the ‘our problem,
our responsibility’ orientation).

White and
Bennie 2015
(6) (40)

Qualitative
method

22 adolescent athletes (age
between 10 and 16 years old)

Gymnastic The purpose of this study was to
investigate gymnast and coach
perceptions about the
development of resilience through
gymnastics participation.

The findings of this study reveal aspects of
the gymnastics environment created stress
and exposed gymnasts to many challenges in
training and competition. Features of the
sport environment, such as interpersonal
relationships and positive coach behaviors,
supported gymnasts through these
challenges and encouraged them to
overcome failure. Gymnastics participation
was perceived to develop resilience, as well
as life skills, self-efficacy, and self-esteem.

Elliott et al.,
2017 (7) (53)

Qualitative
method

50 male athletes
(average age 15 years)

Football The aim of this study was to
understand the experiences of
being a TI youth athlete and
present the findings as “lessons”
for parents seeking to enhance
their involvement in TI (talent-
identified) youth sport settings.

The thematic analysis identified three major
themes from the focus groups with TI youth
athletes: (a) Difficulties with talent, (b)
Navigating the future, and (c) Playing for
improvement. The findings offer a number
of lessons for parents and youth sport
organizations to facilitate the transfer of
knowledge to an applied setting.

Parent et al.,
2014 (8) (61)

Mixed-
methods

55 adolescent athletes (age
between 14 and 18 years old)

Nordic Ski Snow-Board
Freestyle Skiing
Curling
Ice Hockey Speed
Skating

The purpose of this article was to
understand young athletes’
experiences at a youth sport
festival, specifically the Youth
Olympic Games (YOG).

The research findings describe YOG athletes,
including feeling positive and negative
things during the implementation.

Strachan and
Davies et al.,
2014 (9) (52)

Qualitative
method

26 adolescent athletes (age
between 13 and 18 years old)

Swimming Gymnastics
and variety of sport.

The purpose of the study was to
use photo elicitation to explore
youth experiences and positive
development in sport.

The youth sport experiences varied between
the two contexts. Features related to
supportive relationships were more
prominent in the sports camp context, while
the high-performance context reported more
features related to skill development
opportunities.

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 Continued

Study
Author,
year (ID)

Research
design

Sample
characteristics

Type of sport Research objectives Important findings

Jacobsson
et al., 2018
(10) (54)

Qualitative
method

74 participant (24 adolescent
athletes)

Track and field The aim of this study was to
establish what is perceived to
contribute and cause injuries in
youth track and field by
compiling the best available
experiential knowledge about the
underlying factors and use this
knowledge to identify appropriate
areas to handle these in practical
ways.

Injuries in young athletes are not considered
to be the result of individual factors alone
but rather the result of an interaction
between multiple factors at various levels.
Three main factors emerged as follows:
There is a deficiency of understanding about
athletic development in daily training, a lack
of inclusivity in training communities and
sport policies, and a lack of public health
practices.

McCalpin
et al., 2016
(11) (48)

Qualitative
method

17 adolescent athletes (age
between 13 and 18 years old)

Football The purpose of this study was to
explore young female athletes’
experiences in their modified
soccer environment.

The athletes perceived their competitively
engineered soccer experience as a distinct
environment that emphasized personal
development, positive relationships, and the
underlying enjoyment of sport, according to
the results. These findings shed light on how
youth sport structure modifications
influence the athletes’ experiences, providing
practical implications to further promote
positive youth sport experiences.

Larson et al.,
2018 (12) (59)

Qualitative
method

20 former swimming athletes
(experiences during junior
athletes under 17 years)

Swimming The purpose of this study was to
explore how youth swimming
experiences shape subsequent
participation in masters
swimming.

Analyses revealed disruptive, attractive, and
enabling forces stemming from youth
swimming. For recreational swimmers, high
training volume in youth swimming led to
negative physical and emotional
consequences and scheduling conflicts
between swimming and other activities.
When they felt their performance was no
longer improving, these costs led them to
drop out of youth swimming. In contrast,
the continuers’ focus on enjoyment, social
aspects, and other non-performance-related
reasons for swimming led to a smooth
transition from youth swimming into
masters swimming. As adults, rekindles had
confidence in their swimming abilities
because of their youth training, but they
required a shift away from performance-
related motives in order to return to
swimming.

Mallinson-
Howard et al.,
2018 (13) (51)

Mixed-
methods

19 female athlete (age
between 13 and 18 years old)

The various types of
sports available in the
school’s extracurricular
program and club
sports

The purpose of the study was to
demonstrates that four subtypes
of perfectionism from the 2 × 2
model are associated with
different youth sport experiences.
This study provided the first
exploration of the experiences of
youth sport participants
exhibiting different subtypes of
perfectionism using mixed-
methods.

The meanings that youth sport participants
gave to their involvement in sport (i.e., goals,
values, and intentions) and the features of
the social environment that they considered
important differed across the four
perfectionism subtypes. Participants from all
four subtypes described the importance of
coaches and peers, with some groups
identifying different roles for coaches in
terms of type and amount of involvement.

Timpka et al.,
2021 (14) (2)

Qualitative
method

14 adolescent athletes (under
17 years old)

Athletics This study aimed to investigate
experiences of medical service
provision among high-level
adolescent athletics (track and
field) athletes from three
continents.

The young athletes experienced health
problems in various places, from their
homes and local sports facilities in rural
areas to competition venues and boarding
schools. The athletes recounted a wide range
of health problems. Many of the athletes
reported gradually developing injury pain
during training, hamstring muscle strain,
and ankle distortion. Regarding illnesses,
athletes mostly reported acute illnesses, such
as influenza, chickenpox, and appendicitis.
Some athletes suffered from long-term
illnesses such as eating disorders, malaria,
asthma, and mood disorders. The athletes
received varying levels of medical support.

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 Continued

Study
Author,
year (ID)

Research
design

Sample
characteristics

Type of sport Research objectives Important findings

Ronkainen
et al., 2022
(15) (3)

Qualitative
method

16 national athletes (age
between 19 and 20 years old)

Team sport and
individual sport

The purpose of this study was to
expanded traditional
understandings of sport-based
youth development by exploring
existential learning in sport
through encounters with
discontinuity.

Themes His findings on progress and
setbacks include facing possibilities and
limitations, being yourself and others, and
living the life of an elite athlete.

Bean et al.,
2020 (16) (60)

Mixed-
methods

47 adolescent athletes
(average age 14 years)

Hockey
Volleyball

The purpose of this study was to
explore the processes of life skills
development and transfer in
youth hockey and volleyball.

His findings about life skills Learning
psychosocial skills Sport aids in the
development of certain skills, such as respect
and communication. Sport aids in the
development of confidence, life skills, and
knowledge. Improving leadership qualities
through sport participation Sport
participation fosters the development of
both structured and unstructured leadership
roles.

Battaglia et al.
2019 (17) (80)

Qualitative
method

32 participants (15
adolescent athletes)
(age between 11 and 19 years
old)

Team sport and
individual sport

The purpose of this study
therefore was to examine athletes’,
parents’, and coaches’
interpretations of the term
dropout from youth sport
through qualitative inquiry.

Participants associated dropout with failure:
a lack of commitment, unrealized athletic
potential, and inappropriate reasons for
leaving. Participants suggested the term
dropout lacked relevance in sport, citing the
voluntary nature of sport and leaving as
developmentally appropriate transitions.

Littlefair and
Nichol 2019
(18) (58)

Qualitative
method

18 participants (10
adolescent athletes)

Cricket The aim of this study is to gain an
insight into the experiences of
children and stakeholder adults in
such a setting.

This research highlights the excellent
development and learning environment
within youth cricket clubs and alludes to
gaps within the wider field of youth sport.
The three selected groups, the players,
parents, and coaches, have successfully
aligned themselves to create a supportive
and non-threatening environment to enable
children to learn and develop their
confidence, self-esteem, and skills.

Koulanova
et al. 2021 (19)
(56)

Qualitative
method

71 participants (20 girl
athletes, ages 13–18 years
old)

Team sport (water polo,
hockey, rugby,
volleyball, basketball,
soccer, and softball)

The aim of this qualitative study
is to identify feasible and realistic
strategies to reduce and address
body image concerns among
adolescent girls involved in team
sports at recreational or
competitive levels.

Actionable strategies were identified that
encompass four main themes: eliminating
body image stigma, rethinking uniforms and
sportswear, top-down—everyone has a role,
and modeling positive body roles. These
strategies encompass various systemic,
environmental, social, and individual levels
operationalized within an ecological model.

Source: own elaboration.

Dongoran et al. 10.3389/fspor.2025.1515200
(not applicable). The final score expressed in relative value is

reported for each study following the assessment guidelines (46).

The final score is the total of all scores for specific items divided

by the total number of items assessed for that specific research

project (i.e., 21 items). Classification of articles as (1) low

methodological quality - with a score <50%; (2) good

methodological quality—score between 51% and 75%; and (3) very

good methodological quality—with a score > 75%.
3 Results

3.1 Study selection

The research team examined an initial set of 367 articles

generated by the search engine: Web of Science (WoS) = 158,
Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 06
Scopus = 182, PubMed = 27. The initial screening identified 55

disqualified articles consisting of duplicate files, resulting in 312

articles to be re-selected. From the 312 articles, our team

conducted a re-screening by examining the relevance of the title

to the research topic, the article’s completeness, the year of

publication, and the article’s eligibility. The result was that 222

were excluded, leaving 90 articles included. The report was

assessed for eligibility, and 90 articles met the criteria for full-

text analysis. All important information from the articles in

Microsoft Excel includes the author, publication year, title,

journal, objective, method, participants, research objective,

and results.

The result was that 71 articles were excluded for the following

reasons; twelve (12) articles have participants who have reached

adulthood, as many as twelve (12) articles use quantitative

methods or questionnaires and the like that do not capture the
frontiersin.org
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TABLE 3 Theme synthesis process the meaning of competitive sports for adolescent.

Simplified results research
findings ID 1, 4, 5, 9, 11, 13

Simplification group Thema superordinate important findings

• The heavy burden of being a gifted athlete
• Building Identity
• Exciting, yet constantly on the Rise
• Importance of physical and

psychological safety
• Supportive relationships
• Building confidence and persistence,

motivation, and gaining recognition
• Positive social norms
• Developing skills
• Opportunity to belong
• Emphasizing Joy
• Strong Friendships
• Constantly Evolving Challenges
• Unique and potentially positive (including

relationships with family).
• Sport A fun hobby for friendship

and learning.
• Collaborative to achieve team success
• A sense of belonging, togetherness and

hiding in the crowd.
• Time to shine and assert self-worth.

Fun participation
Life Coach
Losing a Friend

Fun that features Progressive
• Fun participation
• `Fun, yet constantly in Improvement
• Sports A fun hobby for friendship and learning
• Emphasizes Fun
• Positive social norms
• These themes relate to pride, fun, responsibility, positive values, and

commitment/dedication.
• Importance of physical and psychological safety

Importance of physical and psychological safety
Supportive relationships
Building confidence and persistence, motivation,
and gaining recognition
Positive social norms (pride, fun, responsibility,
positive values, and commitment/dedication).
Developing skills
Opportunity to belong
Emphasis on Fun
Strong Friendships
Constantly Evolving Challenges
Unique and potentially positive (including
relationships with family).

A sense of community that supports each other
• Opportunity to have
• A sense of belonging, togetherness, and hiding in the crowd.
• Strong Friendships
• Life Coach (second parent)
• collaborative to achieve team success
• Supportive relationships
• Build confidence and persistence, motivation, and gain recognition
• Unique and potentially positive (including relationships with family).

Sport a fun hobby for friendship and learning.
Collaborative to achieve team success
A sense of belonging, togetherness and hiding in
the crowd.
A time to shine and assert self-esteem.

Consequences and challenges continue to evolve
• Evolving Challenges
• Athletes to feel that they are being broadly challenged, especially

increasing the importance of challenges that go beyond just
scoring goals.

• Developing skills
• Skills, including knowing the rules, physical skill development,

knowledge relating to new strategies and skills, and goal setting
• The heavy burden of being a gifted athlete
• Building Identity
• Time to shine and assert self-esteem.
• Losing Friends

Source: own elaboration.
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meaning and experience of participants, as many as twelve (12)

articles discuss health sports, recreation, and traditional games,

fifteen (15) of his research articles focus on health, biomechanics,

and physical, twenty (20) articles do not focus on exploring

teenagers’ experiences or being adolescent athletes.

From a rigorous selection process, 19 articles were included. All

included articles were eligible for analysis and synthesis as they met

the criteria of: having adolescent participants, using qualitative

methods with an emphasis on meaning and immersive

experiences, including competitive and organized sports, research

findings on the psychological and social environment of being an

adolescent athlete, and lastly focusing on the experience of being

an adolescent athlete or during being an adolescent athlete. The

PRISMA flowchart summarizes the details of all study

options (Figure 1).
3.2 Descriptive results

The results risk of bias assessment of the research methodology

quality of the 19 included qualitative studies is as follows: (1) the

average score for the 19 included qualitative studies is 96.0%; (2)
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9 articles achieved a maximum score of 100%; (3) no publication

received a score below 75%. The results of the bias risk

assessment of the included review are presented in (Table 4).

Figure 2 illustrates the publication year profile of the studies. Of

the included studies, 13 (68.4%) were published within the 5

years between 2018 and 2023. The remaining publications on the

experiences of adolescent athletes in competitive sports

consistently only range from 1 study (2015, 2016) to 2 studies

(2014, 2007).

As shown in the data description results (Table 5), this study is

specifically aimed at examining the experiences of adolescent

athletes in competitive sports life, with participants generally

under 18 years old, totaling 14 (74%). In contrast, 5 (26%) adult

participants are former athletes reflecting on their experiences as

adolescent athletes. Because the emphasis is on the experiences

and meanings encountered, this study predominantly used

qualitative methods, with 15 (79%) employing qualitative

research and 4 (21%) using a mixed-method approach. All the

sports included are organized competitive sports with a wide

variety of types; there are 6 (31.6%) team or group types, 6

(31.6%) individual types, and 7 (36.8%) a mix of individual and

group types. This research yields significant experiences of
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FIGURE 1

Flowchart illustrating the screening process. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram showing number of reports collected and number of eligible studies after the
screening process.
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adolescent athletes in competitive sports activities in their

development through literature that includes (19 studies), divided

into three themes. First, a depiction of the most meaningful

experiences provided by adolescent athletes at every moment of

their journey in competitive sports was presented in a study of 6

(31.5%). Second, a review of negative experiences that hindered

adolescent athletes in competitive sports was examined by several

6 studies (31.5%). Third, positive experiences that influence

athlete development were reviewed with a total of 8 studies (37%).

Table 6 summarizes the synthesis of the research theme

findings. The theme of meaningful experiences, in terms of

enjoyment, shows progression (48–51) 67% (4/6) studies show

that participation in competitive sports is considered enjoyable,

exciting, pride-inducing, skill-enhancing, and continuously

improving. Regarding the sense of community that supports each

other (48–52) 83% (5/6) studies discuss that adolescent athletes

experience a sense of togetherness (parents, coaches, friends),

which in turn forms a community that creates mutually

supportive relationships for the athletes’ progress. In terms of

consequences (48, 50, 53) 50% (3/6) studies report that loss of

friends, frequency of play, and high social expectations become

the consequences and challenges that adolescent athletes bear to

continue developing. On the theme of barriers for adolescent

athletes: in terms of prolonged injuries (2, 54, 55) 50% (3/6)

studies report injuries as a highly negative experience that

significantly affects their participation in competitive sports.
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Regarding weak commitment (38, 55–57) 67% (4/6) studies

report pressure from various sources affecting the commitment

of adolescent athletes to participate in competitive sports. In

terms of an unsupportive sports environment (38, 54, 56) 50%

(3/6) studies report various inadequate support such as funding,

transparency, and psychological support for adolescent athletes.

On the theme of the influence of athlete development: in terms

of a constructive training atmosphere (39, 40, 58, 59) 57% (4/7)

studies describe how athletes feel that a well-established training

atmosphere makes them feel enjoyable, relaxed, and easy to

socialize, enjoying the social aspect as members of the sports

community. In terms of Connectedness 43% (3, 39, 58) (3/7),

studies report that the connections formed (family, friends,

coaches) create stability for adolescent athletes, which in turn

positively influences their development. In terms of personality

development (3, 39, 60, 61) 57% (4/7), studies report that

positive experiences in competitive sports have a transformative

impact on the personal development of adolescent athletes, such

as discipline, confidence, leadership, and socio-cultural skills

valuable for their future.

Based on the findings from the synthesis of each theme of the

included research results, the concept of the social environment

influencing the significant experiences of adolescent athletes in

competitive sports has been developed and presented visually in

(Figure 3). This concept explains that in competitive sports

activities, adolescent athletes gain meaningful experiences,
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TABLE 4 Risk of bias in included studies of the systematic reviews .

Authors, year, ID Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18 Q19 Q20 Q21 Score
Lisinskiene et al., 2018 (1) (50) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Pérez et al., 2022 (2) (55) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 85%

Thomas et al., 2019 (3) (39) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 95%

Thomas et al., 2019 (4) (38) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 90%

Neely et al., 2017 (5) (49) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 95%

White and Bennie 2015 (6) (40) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Elliott et al., 2017 (7) (53) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Paren et al., 2014 (8) (61) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 95%

Strachan and Davies et al., 2014 (9) (52) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Jacobsson et al., 2018 (10) (54) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

McCalpin et al., 2016 (11) (48) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 95%

Larson et al., 2018 (12) (59) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Mallinson-Howard et al., 2018 (13) (51) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Timpka et al., 2021 (14) (2) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Ronkainen et al., 2022 (15) (3) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 85%

Bean et al., 2020 (16) (60) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 95%

Battaglia et al. 2019 (17) (80) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 100%

Littlefair and Nichol 2019 (18) (58) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 95%

Koulanova et al 2021 (19) (56) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 90%

Authors, Year, ID: Author’s name, year of publication, and Article ID. Q1–Q21: Research quality evaluation questions (see the list below). 1 for studies that meet the criteria or answer “Yes,” 0 for studies that do not meet the criteria or answer “No.” Score: The total

percentage of “1” (positive) answers against the total number of questions.
Question List (Q1–Q21).

1. Are the research objectives and/or research questions clearly stated?

2. Has a relevant literature review been conducted?

3. Is the research design aligned with the research objectives?
4. How is the data collection method explained in this research?

5. Were the participants explained in sufficient detail?

6. How is the participant recruitment process carried out?

7. Is there any information regarding research ethics, including participant consent?
8. Is the research environment clearly explained?

9. How is the data collected (for example, interviews, observations, documents)?

10. Is the data analysis method explained in detail?

11. How did the authors ensure the trustworthiness of the data?
12. Are the research results presented in sufficient depth?

13. Are there direct quotes from participants in the research results?

14. How is the relationship between the findings and the literature review used?

15. Is there a critical reflection on the potential bias in the research?
16. Are the implications of the research for practice or policy discussed?

17. How are the limitations of this research identified and explained?

18. Is the conclusion supported by the presented findings?

19. How clear is the reporting of this research (structure and language)?
20. Are there any recommendations for further research?

21. Does this research have a significant contribution in its field?
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FIGURE 2

The number of studies on significant experiences of adolescent athletes based on the year of publication.

TABLE 5 Descriptive statistics.

Age N (%)
Youth (6–11) 0

Adolescent (12–17) 14 (74%)

Adult (18+) 5 (26%)

Study design
Qualitative method 15 (79%)

Mixed-methods 4 (21%)

Type of sport
Team sport 6 (31.6%)

Individual sport 6 (31.6%)

Mixed 7 (36.8%)

Findings theme
Meaningful experiences 6 (31.5%)

Barriers to athlete development 6 (31.5%)

That influence athlete development 7 (37%)

Source: own elaboration.
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experiences that become obstacles, and experiences that influence

their development. The capture of meaningful experiences refers

to adolescent athletes who attribute deep significance to every

moment of their journey in organized sports. Experiences that

become obstacles lead to the challenges or hurdles athletes face

when participating in competitive sports. Developmental

experiences occur through a reciprocal process of competitive

sports activities for adolescent athletes, influenced by various

factors that affect the progressive changes in adolescent athletes.

This conceptual model then views the significant experiences of
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these adolescent athletes as a process of their activities in

competitive sports, with the surrounding social support

interactions being highly influential. Adolescent athletes

consistently mention coaches, parents/family, friends, and

organizations influencing their journey in competitive sports,

ultimately creating significant experiences for them. Coaches,

for example, are almost involved in all significant experiences

for adolescent athletes; meaningful experiences can be created

through enjoyable training patterns (50), the sense of

togetherness among coaches like family (52), and the coaches’

art of continuously challenging athletes (48). Even though it

can have negative meanings that become obstacles, such as the

wrong training patterns (54), the coach’s anticipation affecting

commitment (56), and the lack of attention from the coach

(57). The coach is someone who influences the development

of athletes by creating a training atmosphere (39), the

positive behavior of the coach (40), and providing a strong

personality (60).
4 Discussion

This systematic review investigates the scientific evidence regarding

the significant experiences of adolescent athletes’ participation in

competitive sports life. This is the first systematic review highlighting

key aspects of adolescent life in the complex realm of competitive

sports, based on evidence from 19 studies representing the lives of
frontiersin.org
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TABLE 6 The synthesis results of the research theme on the experiences of adolescent athletes in competitive sports.

Synthesis N Percentage
(%)

Study

Meaningful experiences
Fun featuring progressive (4/6) 67% McCalpin, Evans, and Côté 2017; Neely et al. 2017; Lisinskiene, Guetterman, and Sukys 2018; Mallinson-Howard

et al. 2018)

A sense of community that
supports

(5/6) 83% McCalpin, Evans, and Côté 2017; Neely et al. 2017; Mallinson-Howard et al. 2018; Strachan and Davies 2015;
Lisinskiene, Guetterman, and Sukys 2018

Consequences and challenges (3/6) 50% McCalpin, Evans, and Côté 2017; Elliott, Drummond, and Knight 2018; Lisinskiene, Guetterman, and Sukys 2018

Barriers to athlete development
Prolonged injury (3/6) 50% Jacobsson et al. 2018; Pérez, Giménez, and Posadillo 2022; Timpka et al. 2021

Weak commitment (4/6) 67% Koulanova et al. 2021; Thomas et al. 2021; Battaglia and Kerr 2022; Pérez, Giménez, and Posadillo 2022

Unsupportive sports
environment

(3/6) 50% Thomas et al. 2021; Jacobsson et al. 2018; Koulanova et al. 2021

That influence athlete development
Constructive training
atmosphere

(4/7) 57% Littlefair and Nichol 2019; White and Bennie 2015; Thomas et al. 2019; Larson et al. 2019

Interconnectedness (3/7) 43% Ronkainen et al. 2023; Thomas et al. 2019; Littlefair and Nichol 2019

Personality development (4/7) 57% Thomas et al. 2019; Bean, Kramers, and Harlow 2022; Ronkainen et al. 2023; Parent, Kristiansen, and Macintosh
2014

FIGURE 3

The pattern of research findings on the essence of adolescent athletes’ participation with social support.

Dongoran et al. 10.3389/fspor.2025.1515200
adolescent athletes with a qualitative approach. Based on the analysis

and synthesis of the literature included in this review, the experiences

of adolescent athletes participating in competitive sports life are

depicted (Figure 4). The following section will discuss some of the

most interesting findings from this review.
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4.1 Meaningful experiences in the
competitive sports life of adolescent athletes

Adolescent athletes in competitive sports must create much

excitement in the early stages of participation. Pleasure is an
frontiersin.org
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FIGURE 4

Flowchart illustrating important experiences of adolescent athletes in competitive sports.

Dongoran et al. 10.3389/fspor.2025.1515200
important predictor of athletes’ intrinsic motivation in the conclusion

of his research (62). There is a sense of fulfillment within them

because the competitive element of sports is closely tied to

competition, pride, showcasing developing skills, and winning

medals, but enjoying it in an atmosphere of excitement and fun

will make it more meaningful in their research findings (48, 49).

The role of the coach is very dominant here; coaches are perceived

as life coaches for adolescents by adopting a more supportive

approach, paying attention to the players’ needs, providing

instructional feedback in a non-threatening manner, and praising

the athletes; they seem to be able to reinforce the desire of

adolescent athletes to develop (49). Coaches’ transformational

leadership behavior and coach-athlete relationship quality are the

best predictors of athlete development experiences (63).

In excitement, adolescent athletes also givemeaning to new friends

in the sports community by forming strong friendships that become a

part of an adolescent’s sports journey. Friends can provide feedback

and motivate each other for improvement, and their skills create a

drive to work harder and collaborate for team victories and success

(49). Friendship and adult support in sports environments are

woven over long periods, providing a sense of care that transcends

organized relationships into enjoyable experiences for athletes’ well-

being (48, 49). In its findings, sports become an opportunity to feel a

sense of belonging and togetherness and blend into the crowd (51).

Reflecting on the uniqueness of the sports experiences of adolescent
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athletes, the importance and strength of the friendships they create

and maintain (48). Close friendships and the support and

encouragement received from friends present in their sports

experiences (52).

Thus, attention to field practice is significant to ensure that young

athletes can develop through meaningful experiences participating in

competitive sports. Practitioners and the adult environment of

adolescent athletes must understand that the primary foundation

for athletes starting in the world of sports is the enjoyment of

adolescent athletes and meaningful friendships in competitive

sports. Although they must be aware of the consequences of their

participation, it becomes increasingly difficult to spend quality time

with friends due to training commitments, and the nature of these

relationships developing into potential sources of stress for

adolescent athletes is a finding of the study (50, 53). Moreover,

athletes learn from almost selective experiences of failure in

competitive sports life, which significantly contributes to their

growth; instead of giving up, they train harder to prove to their

coaches that they are worthy (49). They see this pressure as an

‘opportunity’ for future challenges while understanding themselves

as adolescent athletes. Of course, preventing and anticipating the

negative consequences and meanings that can arise in the

competitive sports lives of adolescent athletes and providing

meaningful experiences in their activities to become elite athletes in

the future will undoubtedly become a necessity.
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4.2 Negative experiences as obstacles to
athlete development of adolescent athletes

Prolong injuries in adolescent athletes are a negative experience

for their long-term participation in competitive sports. Adolescent

athletes experience an increase in training volume and intensity

alongside the rising demands of training and competition, but

this is also when they suffer the most injuries, leading to

frustration and withdrawal from competitive sports (2, 55). Many

athletes experience injury pain that develops gradually during

training, such as from hamstring strains and ankle sprains (2,

54). In the findings (2), adolescent athletes recruited from the

World Athletics Championships narrated that continuous

training activities caused their injuries despite feeling pain to

meet the competition and national team requirements (2).

Adolescent athletes, consisting of national teams from six

countries representing three continents (Africa, Europe, and

Asia), also recounted that their parents wanted them to continue

training despite injuries to avoid jeopardizing their future athletic

careers. The athletes’ experiences also consistently mention

broken or inadequate equipment, lack of warm-up, and improper

technique during matches, which in turn lead to injuries.

Supporting similar findings in many cases, poor facilities became

the leading cause of their injuries and failure to reach high levels

of competition (54, 55). Then, Poor handling, as concluded from

a study that asked adolescent athletes to summarize their

experiences with medical support, often leads young athletes to

repeatedly state that they must manage their health issues (2, 64).

The main points of the findings indicate that the risk of injury

and the severity of injuries are significant concerns among elite

adolescent athletes.

The understanding and caution of stakeholders, such as the

social environment, play an important role in managing athlete

injuries and athlete commitment in competitive sports. Social

support from organizations that are transparent in fund

allocation can help the commitment of young athletes (54, 64).

However, the lack of professionalism within organizations (e.g.,

sports federations, sports managers/administrators) can hinder

young athletes in developing and maintaining sports operations.

The negative experiences of young athletes reporting insufficient

funding from organizations to continue their sports, potentially

burdening their parents or themselves, are the main reasons why

most of them choose to leave sports early (38, 55).

The negative experiences of the elitist nature of high-

performance sports impact their academic performance and

disrupt their other life commitments, leading to conflicts of

interest and attempts at other activities (38, 57). In some cases,

negative experiences such as concerns about negative body

image are common among the adolescent female athletes,

ranging from mild dissatisfaction (e.g., body dissatisfaction) to

more serious issues (e.g., eating disorders), and that the sports

environment can either support or hinder the development of a

positive body image (56). Not to mention the excessive pressure

often exerted by parents to excel in their sports and win

competitions, which sometimes leads to frustration instead of

supporting the athletic performance of young athletes (38, 54).
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In line with previous literature, this study provides additional

support showing that the social psychological climate affects the

perception of commitment (65). High levels of social support

and external regulation in the long term can influence their

goals, enhance satisfaction, and help their commitment to

sports activities (62). By explicitly highlighting the important

role of social support in sports development practices, athlete

well-being (e.g., physical, mental, social) is not independent but

interconnected and must be deliberately pursued by social

support stakeholders (66). The lack of relationships with adults

and an unsupportive organizational environment for adolescent

athletes create negative experiences that hinder them from

continuing to commit to and participate in competitive sports

in the long term.
4.3 The positive experience of competitive
sports in the development of adolescent
athletes

Changes in athlete development are often related to positive

experiences in the sports activity environment. Coaches are

responsible for creating a constructive training atmosphere where

the coach-athlete relationship influences positive experiences that

encompass trust, mutual understanding through discussion, and

goal-oriented communication as key elements of positive

experiences during childhood and adolescence (39, 40, 59).

Coaches emphasize their desire to create an environment that

facilitates player development through their experience and

enthusiasm for the club and the sport (58). Such as validating

findings that show the enjoyment of sports among adolescent

athletes begins to fade due to excessive training with longer

training distances and doing the same “work,” negative

experiences with coaches or teammates (59). It is an art for a

coach to continuously enhance an athlete’s competence without

diminishing their enjoyment and happiness in the atmosphere of

competitive sports training.

When everything goes well, without interruptions, many young

athletes focus their energy on athletic development and, to varying

degrees, on their studies. In achieving those connections (parents,

peers, coaches), they create stability for adolescent athletes in

competitive sports (3). The family emerges as an introduction to

sports for adolescent athletes and continues to motivate them to

remain engaged in sports throughout childhood and adolescence

(39, 58). The role of the family in several studies also ensures

emotional support and self-esteem, attending training sessions,

providing transportation to and from training, as well as tangible

support and information through financial provision of

equipment, supplies, and work-life balance (38, 39, 67–70).

Equally important are relationships with friends who have

similar experiences, which can foster a sense of belonging, need,

understanding, and drive to continue improving (40, 58). In

turn, connections with family, coaches, and friends significantly

influence the maintenance of motivation and the consistent

enjoyment of competitive sports, creating positive experiences in

the development of young athletes.
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Positive experiences in competitive sports have a

transformative impact on the personal development of athletes.

Scheduled activities such as eating, sleeping, and training take up

a lot of time, so athletes rarely have the freedom to choose their

activities, which becomes a valuable positive experience for future

adolescent athletes (60). Adolescent athletes also explain how

their self-confidence increases through participation in their

respective sports teams, which influences the development of

other skills, such as leadership, self-confidence, dedication,

commitment, enjoyment, pride, and perseverance (3, 39, 60).

Experience at the Youth Olympic Games (YOG) young athletes

recounting the positive aspects of their participation such as:

village environment, sports facilities, travel, ceremonies, medical

services, and international experiences, sociocultural (especially

informal) international, socio-cultural (especially informal) from

the participation of young athletes in competitive sports (61).

The participation of young athletes in competitive sports creates

many positive experiences and, in turn, provides good personal

development for young athletes for their future.
4.4 The social environment of adolescent
athletes in competitive sports life

Understanding the significant experiences of adolescent athletes

from the concept (Figure 3) may be beneficial in helping more

adolescents engage in competitive sports while enhancing their

positive developmental experiences. Confirming the theory that the

characteristics of competitive sports training activities for

adolescents reveal that consistent social support from coaches,

parents, peers, and sports organization officials significantly

contributes to relationships at the psychosocial development level

during adolescence (50, 71, 72). At the same time, it supports the

research model by Taryn K. Morgan, which describes how social

support affects young people (73). For example, specific support

system behaviors from coaches, parents, and peers influence the

motivational atmosphere of adolescent athletes (74), creating a

motivational climate that sustains athletes’ perseverance in sports

(75, 76). In turn, it provides positive experiences by demonstrating

trust and attachment to the sport and love for the sport they

choose (77). Adolescent athletes speak very enthusiastically about

how sports support autonomy and how meaningful and enjoyable

they are for them (30, 78). The relationship with this social support

fosters mutual understanding, trust, and friendship, culminating in

the formation of harmonious connections that provide positive

experiences in the sustainability of their competitive sports.

These findings align with the socio-ecological model (56, 79),

where social support can address negative body image in adolescent

girls’ sports. With a focus on negative experiences, improvements in

all areas of the sports system may be valuable to help keep more

adolescent female athletes engaged in sports while enhancing their

positive sports experiences where misunderstandings in coaching

adolescent athletes can transform the role of social support from

coaches, parents, organizations, and peers into negative experiences

in the competitive sports life of adolescents. As the theoretical

findings from the Grounded Theory study of the influences
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affecting the sports experiences and withdrawal patterns of young

athletes show, adolescents’ sports experiences and withdrawal

patterns are influenced by their interpretations of personal, social,

and organizational influences (80). Qualitative studies reveal that

college, professional, and semi-professional athletes describe the

theme of mental skill inhibition as consisting of athletes’

descriptions of poor coaches as distractions, causing self-doubt,

demotivation, and team division (81). Similar to qualitative studies

revealing that coaches are overly critical, negatively impacting their

confidence during the transition period in elite sports (82). Athletes

report that one of the main reasons they quit competitive sports is

because they ‘do not like the pressure’ and ‘do not like their coach’

(83–85). Consistent studies on the withdrawal of adolescent athletes

indicate that their negative experiences are influenced by their

social environment, such as negative parental behaviors, which

include placing too much emphasis on winning, having unrealistic

expectations, and criticizing their children (76), deep sadness due to

injuries, which can be caused by inadequate training programs (86,

87), poor coping techniques, and inadequate facilities (55, 88–90),

conflicts with friends during training (84, 91).

Therefore, this becomes a concern in field practice to ensure

that young athletes have positive experiences participating in

competitive sports, which is undoubtedly greatly influenced by

their social environment that works with their hearts for the

development of young athletes—not just performing their duties

and obligations without touching their hearts, for example, only

focusing on teaching techniques, strategies, or physical aspects

without considering the athletes’ emotions (63, 92–95). This is

similar to parents who only accompany their child to the gym

without asking, “How was your workout today?”. Give them

space to grow and develop in competitive sports by experiencing

positive experiences and reducing negative ones. If this process

goes well, their transition to elite athletes will indeed be achieved

and will benefit the personal development of young athletes.
4.5 Limitations of the review

A general consideration of this systematic review is the lack

of literature comprehensively discussing adolescents

experiencing organized competitive sports. The initial goal of

this study is to synthesize various research projects that reveal

important insights about adolescent athletes in their journey

through organized competitive sports. The results of this

synthesis are expected to enhance understanding and provide

valuable insights into the significant experiences of adolescent

athletes participating in competitive sports. This review is

based on electronic databases, which apply secondary search

strategies. This may have resulted in the identification and

exclusion of several studies from the review. Finally, a total of

19 articles that met the inclusion criteria qualified, which is a

modest evidence base, to examine the experiences of

adolescent athletes. However, it is important to note several

significant limitations. First of all, it is important to consider

the heterogeneity of the participants, which can be seen from

their ages. Secondly, competitive sports pursued by athletes
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have different characteristics, depending on whether individual-

or team-oriented. Moreover, a deep understanding of the culture

in which athletes are raised can make a significant difference,

facilitating positive adaptation and development. The findings

of this study will provide a broader understanding of

adolescent athletes in competitive sports while also

highlighting the importance of their socio-cultural development.
4.6 Implications for practice and future
research

The findings suggest that working with young athletes

requires attention to both visible and invisible factors. It is

not just about tracking time, training loads, and medal

targets. Young athletes need to be in the right environment,

and the environment must be right for them to support

positive development. Ensuring that sport provides meaning

in their lives, fostering happiness, togetherness, and growth,

is essential. They must connect with social elements such as

family, coaches, and peers to support their journey towards

becoming elite athletes. Future research should: (i)

incorporate a wider range of methods to explore adolescent

athletes in professional sports; (ii) investigate the long-term

outcomes of both successful and unsuccessful adolescent

athletes in professional sports; (iii) delve into the stories of

adolescents being prepared to become elite athletes; and

(iv) consider gender perspectives in competitive sport.
5 Conclusion

Three important characteristics of the experiences of

adolescent athletes in competitive sports activities in their

development through the available literature. First, it highlights

how young athletes perceive their sport, experiencing deep

happiness, friendships, and their challenges. Second, it

emphasizes the negative experiences that become obstacles faced

by young athletes in their development, such as injuries, weak

commitment, and lack of social support, which adults often

overlook. Third, it emphasizes the important positive experiences

in life skills that athletes must develop through harmonious

relationships with social elements that support their growth.

From the significant experiences of adolescent athletes

participating in competitive sports, the social environment

contributes to each of those experiences. The practical

implications of these findings indicate that working with young

athletes is not only about training loads and medal goals but also

about ensuring that they are in a supportive environment that

fosters their development. To help adolescent athletes become

elite, we must connect all the social elements within their sports

environment. Future research should focus on developing a

framework that highlights the social roles of young athletes and

explores their personal experiences in a highly competitive sports

environment, ultimately offering a comprehensive understanding

of athlete development.
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