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Editorial on the Research Topic

Mental Health and Positive Youth Development in Sport and Physical Activity Contexts

Participation in sport and physical activity has been associated with a variety of positive
consequences to young people’s physical, psychological, social, and spiritual health (Bouchard et al.,
2012). Broadly defined, physical activity is thought to contribute to the development of internal
and external health assets (Morgan and Ziglio, 2007), which allows participants to transfer skills
to other contexts of life. For example, sports may help young people building a set of beliefs,
skills, attributes, and knowledge leading to a healthy and productive life. Competence, confidence,
character, compassion, and a sense of connection in young people are dimensions of healthy
development that can be nurtured through sport and physical activity environments and applied to
other domains (Lerner et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2011).

However, as a more specific form of physical activity, sport can also provide an environment
where athletes experience pressure to reach elite level or win at all costs. This can lead to
maladaptive patterns of cognitions, emotions, and behaviours that negatively impact mental health
(Hughes and Leavey, 2012). For example, the prevalence of depression and anxiety in elite athletes
has been shown to be at least as high as in the general population (Wolanin et al., 2015).

The purpose of this Research Topic is to gather a body of evidence that explores the topic
of the positive and negative impact of sport and physical activity participation in young people’s
development and the protective role it may have in their well-being. We have gathered the
contributions of 32 authors divided in two opinion papers and four original research contributions.

Bateman et al. present a reflection on how sport can foster positive development of young
people and the fundamental role coaches have in that process. The authors have identified some
of the problems of youth development through sport, emphasising that negative experiences
may result from the overly competitive-driven culture that predominates in youth sport, and the
coaches’ lack of knowledge concerning how to intervene to promote positive youth development
actively and purposefully. Therefore, the authors argue for the need for mandatory integration
of positive youth development in coaching education in Australian sport. The authors also note
the lack of large-scale research on positive youth development in Australian sport and suggest a
research agenda to support claims concerning the benefits of increasing coach education on positive
youth development.

Martins et al. provide a thought-provoking insight into the role of sport in positive youth
development and mental health within the prison systems. This setting is widely understudied
which is unfortunate. Indeed, sport programmes in this context may help young people develop
a range of transferable skills that can be useful in other domains of life, contributing to a
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more efficient reintegration in society. Hence, from applied
and research perspectives they suggest adopting an assets-based
approach to design sport interventions and a Realist Evaluation
Framework to assess the mechanisms through which outcomes
are achieved within the specificity of the prison system context.

Concerning the research papers, two focused on physical
activity and exercise, and two focused on competitive sport.
Bandeira et al. evaluate the effects of a school-based lifestyle
intervention on health-related quality of life using a cluster-
randomised controlled trial. The intervention included (a)
teacher training on physical activity, sedentary behaviour, and
nutrition, (b) environmental improvements, and (c) educational
strategies. The authors did not find significant differences
between intervention and control groups, but they have provided
a few recommendations to inform researchers when designing
school-based interventions. Specifically, the authors emphasise
the need for multi-arm interventions and the development and
application of strategies that are compatible to each dimension of
health-related quality of life.

Wu et al. studied (a) the mediation role of exercise value
cognition and (b) the moderation role of only-child status on
the relationship between family function and exercise behaviour
of college students. The authors found that exercise behaviour
was positively associated with family function and exercise value
cognition. Moreover, family function significantly predicted
exercise behaviour directly and indirectly through exercise value
cognition. Finally, this mediating effect was moderated by only-
child status so that exercise value cognition plays a greater
mediating role between family function and exercise behaviour
in the only-child group. This study suggests that strategies aiming
at improving family function (e.g., quality of interactions) where
the value of exercise is more efficiently communicated are likely
to be efficient. Such communication seems to be facilitated in
only-child families.

Liang et al. applied a progressive muscle relaxation
intervention, twice a week for 1 month, to a group of track
and field college student-athletes. Compared to a control group,
the authors observed significant differences in pre-competitive

state self-confidence in the 2 weeks following the beginning of
the intervention and in sport performance after the intervention.
Self-confidence differences disappeared and somatic and
cognitive anxiety trends differed as the competition approached
illustrating the dynamic nature of these psychological processes.

Finally, Carreres-Ponsoda et al. report the results of an
intervention conducted in competitive football that aimed
at improving personal and social responsibility, prosocial
behaviours, and self-efficacy of young footballers. This
intervention used the personal and social responsibility
(TPSR) model as a guiding framework and consisted of an
initial 3-month period of training of coaches on TPSR, followed
by a 6-month implementation period. This implementation
consisted of three sessions per week, alongside a series of
expert-led seminars for athletes. Using a pre- and post-test
design and self-report methods the authors observed an increase
of personal and social responsibility, prosocial behaviours,
and self-efficacy in the experimental group compared to
the control group. This intervention demonstrates TPSR
constitutes a pedagogical model that relies on a nurturing
coach-athlete relationship to develop essential personal and
relational values.

Taken together these articles pinpoint the diverse range
of sport and physical activity contexts within which mental
health and positive youth development can be targeted to
improve young people’s quality of life. By emphasising current
different international perspectives, these articles demonstrate
the maturation and advances in the area in recent years and
identify some current gaps. It is our wish that this topic of
research enhances the exploration of new paths in research and
intervention in the relationship between Mental Health, Positive
Youth Development and Sport/Physical Activity.
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