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Injury to student-athletes at a competitive level is often unavoidable. Although student-athletes
receive the necessary care to help rehabilitate the physical injury, many studies have found the
importance of social support to the student-athlete’s overall well-being following an injury. The
purpose of this study is to better understand injured student-athletes’ perceptions of social
support and whether additional resources during their recovery process would enhance their
overall well-being. Data were collected from semi-structured interviews with collegiate studentathletes that have suffered a severe injury. Findings indicate that student-athletes, due to their
injury, are forced into a new role on their team. Many of the participants struggled with their
new role, which led to a difficult injury recovery process requiring more social support. Social
support from those around them seemed to diminish as the recovery process continued.
Participants had an expectation that coaches, trainers, administration and teammates should be
more aware of the need for support. Finally, student-athletes had several recommendations to
improve the social support provided during the recovery process. Higher education
administrators, staff, and coaches can use the results and specific recommendations to improve
the formal and informal support provided to severely injured student-athletes.
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R

ecently the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), a governing body for
college athletics in the United States, highlighted the importance of providing the necessary
resources available to help support the mental recovery of an injured student-athlete (Putukian,
2014). Approximately 40% to 50% of college student-athletes will sustain at least one athletic
injury in their time as an athlete, forcing them to be sidelined for a period of time (Yang, PeekAsa, Corlette, Cheng, Foster & Albright, 2007). Typically, an athlete's recovery process
emphasizes the physical rehabilitation (Kraemer, Denegar & Flanagan, 2009; Lam, Snyder &
Valovich-McLeod, 2015; Quinn & Fallon 2010). Yet, experts have stressed that the mental
health is just as important for an athlete’s recovery and performance (Jordan, 2016; Putukian,
2015; Thompson & Sherman, 2007). One way to improve student-athletes’ mental health is
through the provision of social support (Gould, Bridges, Udry & Beck, 1997; Hardy & Grace,
1993; Hardy, Richman, & Rosenfeld, 1991; Judge, Beller, Blom, Lee, Harris, Turk, McAtee, &
Johnson, 2012; Richman, Rosenfeld and Hardy, 1993; Wiese-Bjornstal, Smith, Shaeffer, &
Morrey, 1998).
Social support was defined by Shumaker & Brownell (1984) as “an exchange of
resources between two individuals perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to
enhance the well-being of the recipient” (p. 21). According to Richman, Rosenfeld and Hardy
(1993), there are eight types of social support that could be provided to an individual: listening
support, emotional support, emotional challenge support, reality confirmation support, task
appreciation support, task challenge support, tangible support, and personal assistance. In a study
examining athletes’ social support, Yang, Peek-Asa, Lowe, Heiden & Foster (2010) provided a
more precise definition which states that social support is “an athlete’s appraisal of the support
that might be available to them from their social network and how satisfied they were with that
support” (p. 374).
Within the literature that exists on social support, many of the studies’ participants
include professional, semi-professional, recreational and/or high school athletes (Evans, Wadey,
Hanton & Mitchell, 2012; Macchi & Crossman, 1996; Mitchell, Evans, Rees & Hardy, 2014),
yet minimal studies have exclusively examined the student-athlete across gender, injury type,
length of recovery from injury, division and sport (Clement & Shannon, 2011). Understanding
that injury to a collegiate student-athlete can be a devastating experience, continued research
needs to examine the injury recovery process and pay specific attention to the emotional side of
an injury (Appaneal, Levine, Perna, & Roh, 2009; Evans, et al., 2012). Specifically, how studentathletes are supported by their institution, coaches, and peers needs further evaluation. Thus, the
research question being addressed in this paper is: What are injured collegiate student-athletes’
perceptions of social support during their recovery process?

Literature review
A commonly used model to investigate emotional and behavioral responses to sport
injury is the integrated model of response to injury proposed by Wiese-Bjornstal, et al., (1998).
In this model, numerous personal and situational factors are believed to influence cognitive
appraisal, which in turn plays a role in emotional and behavioral responses and recovery
outcomes. Social support is one important situational factor that may modify the injured studentDownloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2018 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved. Not for
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athlete’s cognitive appraisal and subsequent behavioral and emotional responses. Additionally,
the identity of the student-athlete is a personal factor that impacts recovery outcomes. Thus,
taking into consideration the student-athlete’s identity is integral to understanding how they
respond to the recovery process, particularly their perception of social support within the group.
Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory explains that part of a person’s concept
of self comes from the groups to which that person belongs. For an individual that participates in
college athletics, their athletic identity can outweigh all of their other identities (Adler & Adler,
1991; Horton & Mack, 2000; Tasiemski, Kennedy, Gardner & Blaikley, 2004). Athletic identity
has been defined as the extent to which an individual relates to the role of an athlete and looks to
others for acknowledgment of that role (Brewer, 1993). Student-athletes who have gained
recognition for their success in athletics focus their self-identity on the role of an athlete (Rotella
& Heyman, 1993). For an individual whose prominent identity is athletic centric, an injury may
disrupt that identity and lead to negative emotional and psychological reactions, (Brewer,
Cornelius, Stephan, & Van Raalte, 2010; Green & Weinberg, 2001). Thus, aspects of the
integrated model of response to injury and social identity theory serve as an appropriate
foundation for further exploration of how perceived social support plays a role in an injured
student-athlete’s process of recovery.
Importance of Social Support for the Athlete
Several studies have found the importance of social support to the athlete’s overall wellbeing (Gould, Bridges, Udry & Beck, 1997; Hardy & Grace, 1993; Hardy, Richman &
Rosenfeld, 1991; Judge, Beller, Blom, Lee, Harris, Turk, McAtee, & Johnson, 2012; Lentz,
Kerins, & Smith, 2018; Rees, Mitchell, Evans, & Hardy, 2010; Udry, 1997; Yang, et al., 2010).
Social support can be measured by the number or quality of people an individual can rely on
during times of stress (Sarason, Levine, Basham & Sarason, 1983). The effect of injury to an
athlete can cause a great deal of stress (Evans et al., 2012; Podlog & Eklund, 2010; Tracey,
2003). Smith, Smoll, & Ptacek (1990) found that athletes with a more serious injury experienced
higher levels of stressors including increased tension, depression, anger and decreased vigor.
Injured athletes tend to experience some lack of progress in rehabilitation, performing at preinjury levels, incapacitation, loss of confidence, loneliness, and risk of re-injury (Evans, et al.,
2012; Wadey, Evans, Hanton & Neil, 2011). Identifying the stressors of the student-athlete,
considering the type of sport an injured student-athlete plays, and determining the severity of the
injury, can help determine effective strategies that could be used by coaches and athletic trainers
during a student-athlete’s recovery (Brewer, 1993; Evans et al., 2012). For example, Podlog and
Dionigi (2010) found coaches must be more in touch with the stressors associated with the
athlete to provide the appropriate support the athlete needs. In addition to the stress the studentathletes’ experience, many tend to feel isolated from their sport and teammates, which can
contribute to a loss in athletic identity (Brewer, Cornelius, Stephan, & Van Raalte, 2010; Green
& Weinberg, 2001; Mainwaring, 1999).
Gould et al. (1997) found that 70% of female athletes looked for and used social support
after suffering from an injury. In addition, participants tended to engage with others who had
experienced a similar injury (Johnston & Carroll, 1998). Udry (1997) and Bianco (2001)
identified social support as an essential factor in recovering physically from an injury. These
findings show that adequate social support may help to decrease stress levels after injury and
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increase motivation during rehabilitation (Wiese-Bjornstal, et al., 1998). Social support has also
been recognized to decrease the stress related impact of injury (Yang et al., 2010).
Social Support Provided to an Injured Athlete
Throughout the recovery process, injured athletes will receive support from a variety of
athletic personnel, including team coaches, strength and conditioning coaches, teammates and
athletic trainers. Bianco (2001) found there is an expectation from an injured athlete’s
perspective to have an adequate level of social support from their coaches in regard to setting
realistic performance goals, rebuilding competitive confidence, overcoming fears of re-injury
and providing reassurance in one’s performance. Corbillon, Crossman & Jamieson (2008)
examined 72 Canadian injured athletes, assessing their perceptions with regard to satisfaction,
availability, and contribution provided by their coaches and teammates. The study found that
injured athletes felt their coaches provided them with the most social support through task
challenge support, a form of support that challenges, “the way the recipient thinks about his or
her activity to motivate him or her and increase his or her involvement” (p. 94). Within this
study, participants who were starters received more task appreciation support by their coaches in
comparison to non-starters. This can be attributed to starters having more of an impact on the
team’s overall success. Not only did the athletes receive different levels of support based on
status of the team, but also the athletes who had more severe injuries reported, “less listening,
emotional support, reality confirmation and tangible assistance support from the coach”
(Corbillon, Crossman & Jamieson, 2008, p. 104). Other studies have shown athletes who
reported their coaches’ social support as inappropriate and not helpful to their rehabilitation
process (Bianco 2001; Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001; Macchi & Crossman, 1996; Udry, Gould,
Bridges, Tuffey, 1997).
Robbins and Rosenfeld (2001) examined the perception of social support from 35
student-athletes’ at one Division I institution and found participants were most satisfied with the
social support provided from their athletic trainers rather than their coaches and assistant
coaches. Udry et al. (1997) interviewed 21 skiers and found 67% of participants stated their
coaches had a negative influence on their recovery process and described their coaches as
“distant, insensitive to the injury, and lacking in the belief of the athlete” (p. 383).
The role of a strength and conditioning coach is to train and discipline the studentathletes, but in recent years the need for strength and conditioning coaches to broaden their scope
of practice to provide more of a psychological role in order to support an injured athlete (Judge
et al., 2012). For both sport coaches and strength and conditioning coaches, task challenge
support seems to appear as the highest level of support provided to injured athletes. 91.5% of
injured athletes (participants) reported receiving task challenge as the number one type of social
support from strength and conditioning coaches (Judge et al., 2012).
Another important member of an injured student-athlete’s social network is his or her
teammates. Since teammates are similar in age to the injured student-athlete and may have
experienced injury themselves, they are typically very open to sharing their rehabilitation process
(Clement & Shannon, 2011). Corbillon, Crossman, and Jamison (2008) found participants
reporting their teammates as being more available with emotional support than their coaches. In
another study, Gould et al. (1997) found 66.6% of participants identified feelings of isolation
after their injury, with participants deeming it more acceptable for teammates to display a lack of
support and attention and a higher expectation for support from their coaches.
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An athletic trainer is also thought to be one of the most important support systems for the
injured athlete due to their continual interactions during the rehabilitation process. WashingtonLofgren and Westerman (2004) found athletic trainers provided social support to injured studentathletes through goal setting and verbal motivation. Although athletic trainers felt they provided
their injured athletes with this type of support, the expectations of the athletes did not match
what the athletic trainer believed they were providing. In order to ensure an athlete’s expectation
and coping score matches the actual support provided by an athletic trainer, numerous studies
have recommended workshops for athletic trainers which focus on helping athletes cope (Larson,
Starkey, & Zaichkowsky, 1996; Washington-Lofgren & Westerman, 2004; Robbins &
Rosenfeld, 2001). With that being said, a number of studies which examined injured studentathletes’ perception in regard to the eight levels of social support found athletic trainers to
provide the highest amount of satisfaction, availability, and contribution (Clement & Shannon,
2011; Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001).
Although there is a considerable amount of research on the perception of social support
provided to injured intercollegiate student-athletes, past research has recommended the need to
study student-athletes from a variety of sports and examine the experience of injured studentathletes from both large and small athletic departments (Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001), at varying
divisions of the NCAA (Clement & Shannon, 2011; Malinauskas, 2010; Evans et al., 2012 &
Judge et al., 2012) and to explore the types of social support needed for a student-athlete based
on if he or she plays on an individual or team sport (Judge et. al., 2012). Furthermore, because
social support is a complex process, Clement & Shannon (2011) suggested the use of a
“qualitative methodology to gain a better understanding of the way social support throughout
injury influences recovery, rehabilitation, and reintegration into sport” (p 467).
Thus, the goal of the present study was to better understand injured collegiate studentathletes’ perception of social support and whether additional resources during their recovery
process would enhance the student-athlete’s overall well-being. In order to address some of the
gaps, including lack of in-depth research on a diverse sample of severely injured college studentathletes, participants were recruited from a variety of sports, type of injury, NCAA division
level, and gender. More specifically, this research question for this project is: What are injured
collegiate student-athletes’ perceptions of social support during their recovery process?

Methods
Participants
A qualitative study approach was used to collect in-depth information on the perception
of social support provided to injured student-athletes. Because of the exploratory nature of this
study, a qualitative approach is most appropriate as it allows for open-ended responses (Yin,
2003). Creswell (1998) points out that qualitative studies allow the researcher to delve deep into
the field to describe what is happening. Qualitative research contributes to an understanding of
the human condition in different contexts and of a perceived situation (Patton, 2002).
The criteria for inclusion in the study included (a) current or former student-athlete and
(b) suffered an injury that classified as severe. The National Athletic Training Association
(NATA) defines a severe injury as lasting “beyond the 21-day injury period” (Robbins &
Rosenfeld, 2001, p. 281). This length of time allowed for greater opportunity for the studentathlete to receive social support throughout the recovery process. All participants in the current
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study were forced to miss at least four months of playing or practice time, much longer than the
NATA definition of severe.
Data Collection
To find student-athletes for participation in this study, purposive sampling was used
initially to identify subjects that were severely injured. As data collection continued, it became
evident that the best recruitment strategy was through the connections between severely injured
student-athletes. Therefore, snowball sampling was used to gather suitable participants by asking
if they knew other student-athletes that had experienced a severe injury (Patton, 2002). Data
were collected using semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 45-60 minutes. Prior to
the start of the interview, participants were given a consent form to sign. A modified interview
guide of the Social Support Survey by Richman et al. (1993) was used to develop questions for
the semi-structured interview. The semi-structured interview approach created a natural
conversation to occur based on tailored questions for each participant (Creswell, 1998; Yin,
2003). This provided an opportunity for the participant to bring up relevant information about
their unique recovery experience.
Student-athletes were also asked demographic information such as the institution they
attend, year in school, the sport they play, number of previous major injuries and status on the
team (starter or non-starter), as well as, questions related to their experience. Sample questions
included1:
Prior to your injury, what was your perception of the social support within the athletic
department?
Did you have a “go to” person to talk to about your injury?
What type of support did you receive from (insert coaches, teammates, administrators,
athletic staff members, others)?
Would you have any recommendations about the social support you received after you
were injured?
Do you believe more resources are needed in order to improve the overall well-being of
an injured student-athlete?
Data Analysis
After interviews were completed, they were transcribed verbatim and analyzed
simultaneously while other interviews were being conducted in order to help reshape questions
for future interviews and ensure that relevant questions were asked to each participant. Once all

1

For these questions, interviewers were trained to probe for more detailed responses. Respondents further explained
their answers.
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the initial data were collected and transcriptions were completed they were sent back to the
interview subjects as a form of member checking. Subjects had the opportunity to review the
transcription and clarify or edit their answers. Once member checks were completed, content
analysis was used to organize data into categories in an effort to uncover themes or ideas
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Bauer (2000), defines content analysis as the “systematic classification
and counting of text units [to] distill a large amount of material into a short description of some
of its features” (p.132–33). In a qualitative content analysis, data are presented in words and
themes, which makes it possible to draw some interpretation of the results (Patton, 2002).
In the first phase of data analysis, open coding, codes were collected under potential
subcategories/subthemes. The initial codes from the open coding process were organized and
condensed into broader thematic categories, also known as axial coding. Finally, selective
coding, in which concepts were organized into what the research is all about (in this case injured
student-athletes’ perceptions of social support), was implemented following the completion of all
data collection (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
A form of investigative triangulation was used throughout all phases of data analysis
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). A research team of four coded the data independently and then agreed
upon the most prominent categories or themes during each phase. After multiple rounds of
analysis, the research team identified five prominent themes. Specific interview quotations are
used in the results section to help support the themes presented. All steps were completed to
reduce known limitations when conducting content analysis (Gratton & Jones, 2004).
Limitations
There were limitations to this study. First, there was a large range in injury occurrence
among our participants (still injured at the time of the interview to three years past recovery).
While some participants interviewed were still in the rehabilitation process, several had suffered
their injury a few years ago. Although major injuries are very memorable to student-athletes, it is
possible the athletes forgot about the exact type of social support provided to them by their
coaches, athletic trainers and teammates. Using the semi-structured interview guide and
reviewing the different types of social support provided in the scale, allowed the researchers to
help create conversation about each student-athlete’s individual experiences. This helped each
participant reflect back on their recovery period and discuss relevant issues. Second, the number
of sports examined was limited. Although we had nine different sports represented (including
three multi-sport athletes), there were sports that were not represented. However, the sports
chosen provide a wide variety of collegiate student-athlete experiences.
Results
Participants (n=31) in this study were current or former student-athletes (15 Females, 16
Males) who played intercollegiate athletics at the NCAA Division I, Division II or Division III
schools across the United States. The athletes played a variety of sports including soccer (men’s
& women’s), volleyball, field hockey, football, baseball, wrestling, basketball (men’s &
women’s), tennis (men’s) (Table 1). Injury type varied greatly among our participants including
torn anterior cruciate ligaments (ACL), concussions, broken bones and herniated disks. The
minimum length of recovery was four months and the maximum length of recovery was career
ending and ongoing.
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Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants
Variables

Categories

N

%

Male

16

52

Female

15

48

Division I

18

58

Division II

10

32

Division III

3

10

Soccer

8

26

Baseball

5

16

Football

5

16

Basketball

3

10

Multi-Sport Athlete

3

10

Lacrosse

2

6

Wrestling

2

6

Field Hockey

1

3

Tennis

1

3

Volleyball

1

3

Gender

NCAA Division

Sport Played

Analyzing the perceptions of injured student-athletes reveals major themes that suggest
the impact of the injury goes beyond just the physical rehabilitation (Table 2). These topics
emerged as the five major themes from our study: 1. A “new” role, 2. They should know, 3. The
longer it gets the worse it gets, 4. Connection to others, and 5. Recommendations to do more.
Table 2: Identified Themes
Theme
A “new” role

% (N) of respondents that supported each theme
77% (24)

They should know

55% (17)

The longer it gets the worse it gets

51% (16)

Connection to others

71% (22)

Recommendations to do more

93% (29)

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2018 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved. Not for
commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

DeGroot, Weaver, Brown & Hall

176

A “New” Role
Results from the study indicated that when a student-athlete has a severe injury they
would take on a different role on the team. In many cases, the new role is filled with taking on
tasks often assigned to younger teammates, managers, coaches, volunteers, or interns. Some of
the tasks student-athletes were asked to do included, but are not limited to: collecting cones, “go
grab a bucket of balls or go catch for somebody” (Participant #18), assistant coaching, stats,
filming games and “documenting passes and assists” (Participant #24), “man our scoreboard and
our shot clock” (Participant #30). The type of task support given to each student-athlete varied
based on the type of sport the student-athlete played.
For a few of the student-athletes interviewed, adjusting to this new role was easier
because of their acceptance of the tasks they were provided in order to stay a part of the team.
Although participants acknowledged that their role on the team was different, the majority of
student-athletes understood that due to their injury it was expected that their role would change.
A small number of participants saw completing tasks and being at practices and games as a way
to remain part of the team. “I was fine with it, because I knew what my role was on the team, and
I knew I wasn’t coming back and they have a job to do.” (Participant #15). Other student-athletes
discussed the conversation with coaches about their new role as beneficial to their adjustment.
I had a meeting with my head coach and he was like, ‘hey, no one ever teaches you how
to act when you are hurt. This is what you need to do to stay in the mix with your
teammates and everything just because you can’t help them on the field by winning. ‘So
he helped me in that sense - Participant #18
For others, it was more difficult for them to come to terms with their new role, especially
when the activities they were asked to complete had little to do with their athletic identity.
“Sometimes I have moments when I’m not [feeling part of the team] because on the sidelines at
games, I don’t wear a jersey because I am not cleared to play and I can only do 50% of the
practice so even at practices I have to sit aside” (Participant #29). Participant #9 added, “It’s kind
of a self-doubt...it’s just the realization of it is what it is and you are in a weird space where you
are not a player and you’re not a coach or anything and you’re just kind of observing.”
Participants that were once thought of as a valuable member of the team were now being
forced to play a reduced role. Many participants saw this as a form of adding insult to injury.
They were like okay (student-athlete’s name) is walking we are going to make her do all
the bitch work, basically. I knew I had to do it because I was still a part of the team…but
it was a very tough, tough time. I feel like they knew I was hurt but didn’t really care. –
Participant #1
I actually filmed some of the games, which kind of sucked...I mean it kind of made me
feel like outside of the team like the fact that they were making me film games...I just
didn’t think it was fair treatment to give me, cause it’s like I want to be down on the
field. I like couldn’t even talk. You can’t say anything when you are filming and you
have to sit up in the stands so I just kind of felt very disconnected from the team. –
Participant #19
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Finally, one participant, whose athletic career was in jeopardy, summarized the difficulty of
coming to grips with a new identity:
Maybe just like understanding how hard it is for a player to not be able to do what they
love ever again. That is who we are, that is our identity and then once you realize you
can’t do that anymore you have to redefine yourself almost completely and it’s really
hard. – Participant #12
They Should Know
There are certain emotions and feelings an injured student-athlete faces, which may
include but are not limited to depression, anxiety, and isolation. Participants interviewed felt that
coaches, athletic trainers, teammates and other staff should be aware of how hard recovery can
be for the student-athlete. For those participants that felt that the level of social support was
appropriate, conversations with their social network (coaches, athletic trainers, and teammates)
was important. (Participant #12) described it as the ability to “let loose” with trainers. However,
for the majority of participants, the perception of social support provided from their social
network was lacking due to others’ inability to understand or provide appropriate support.
Most participants tended to speak about the lack of social support provided by the
coaches. “[My head coach] is not really super supportive. I guess he is just more focused on
soccer and the people who are actually playing other than the injured players.” – Participant
#19. Participant #1 stated, “I felt like out of everyone, as a head coach, she should have been the
most supportive but I thought that lacked a lot from her.” Participant #31 stated,
“I am not playing anymore and at that point they [the coaches] kind of out casted me. I
mean obviously cause I was so involved, and I was really close with the head coach and I
would always stop by his office and help him out with stuff or I would help out our
defensive coordinator with scout team or whatever they needed I would kind of be their
go to guy. But as for like how they treated me before the injured compared to after, it was
100% different.” – Participant #31
Other student-athletes discussed the social support received by the athletic trainer. “I
mean I didn’t think of it, but a lot of people that do have ACLs and stuff, they should have gotten
more attention; even mentally, not even just the physical aspect. Like people that were getting
depressed over their injuries and stuff. The athletic trainers didn’t really know how to handle that
part” – Participant #27. “When me and the other girl both got injured at the same time we were
viewed [by the trainers] as the exact same. I guess it would have been nice to be your own person
because it was how are you both doing? – Participant #30
Finally, participants also discussed the lack of support they received from teammates.
“At that point, I didn’t feel a part of the team because I wasn’t practicing. I wasn’t going to
practice, I wasn’t going to the workouts and I just felt excluded a little bit.” – Participant #12
It would have been nice to have someone to talk to and just invite you out with the guys. I
mean when I was in the hospital no one came and saw me when I first got out of surgery
no one came and saw me when I first got back to campus no one came and saw me, I was
kind of on my own. So it would have been nice to have some people help out in that way
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come out and hang out with me in my room because I couldn’t move after surgery. It
would have been nice - Participant #31
You’re gonna get some type of shit [from your teammates] for being injured all the time,
so you know it’s to be expected. When I was given a hard time, I would kind of joke
along with it, and at times it was just like I would get so down on it...it kind of weighed
on me -Participant #16
Many participants did not single out one group of people, but rather spoke in general terms about
getting support from their network.
Participant #31:
I did not, actually I was kind of alone through the whole thing and it kind of sucked liked
really sucked...Oh I definitely needed someone but I would never reach out to anyone and
nobody ever reached out to me. I mean I always had those people on Facebook, ‘if you
need anything let me know.’ But I am not going to tell someone that messages me on
Facebook that. So it was a really lonely time and I really found out who my friends were.
The Longer it Gets the Worse it Gets
The perception of others begins to change as the injured student-athlete no longer needs
the physical components that bring attention to the injury such as a brace or crutches. As time
goes on, people tend to forget that the injured student-athlete may still need social support from
their social network even though it has been months since their injury. Student-athletes talked
about the hardships of losing much of their support as the rehabilitation took longer and the
injury prevented them from going back to their regular student-athlete routine. Student-athletes
discussed how their social support “died down...” (Participant #7) or “dwindled.” Participant #1,
who was out for 18 months, discussed when her support started declining, “But once you are
walking and you seem to be living as a normal person they don’t really see it as much of an
injury anymore. And that’s where it got tough for me.”
Participant #6 added, “I feel like after those two or three weeks I was trying to be a part
of the team but I sometimes felt like I was fooling myself ‘cause it didn’t really matter if I was
there or not because I ended up missing a game and nobody ever said anything.” Participant #12
described the change in social support:
They all understand, they were like ‘[student-athlete name] you’re gonna get back at it!
You can do it!’ After a couple of months, they were like, “Okay, [student-athlete name],
you should be getting better. What is going on? Are you faking it? Why aren’t you
better?’ So there was a point where my symptoms were so prolonged that they started
questioning me a little and then it got to point where I was almost embarrassed cause I
can't do anything about it.
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Connections to Others
When a student-athlete gets injured, he or she may have a certain person that they feel
most comfortable to talk to about their injury. For many of our participants, they relied on
family, and/or significant others. Participant #5 stated, “If I was having a bad day, if I wasn’t
pleased how rehab was going or just bad in general it would typically be my parents. They were
typically my go to.” Participant #20 added,
One support system I would say is my family. My brother had torn his ACL in the past. I
think he tore his in college so it was like ironic that it happened around the same time
period that it happened to me so I would definitely go and get a lot of advice when I
would be down I would talk to him about it as well.
For many injured student-athletes speaking to other student-athletes who had previously
been injured proved to be most helpful. A majority of the student-athletes stated that speaking to
another previously or simultaneously injured athlete provided them with the greatest amount of
social support. Participant #26 said:
Yeah I think that really helped me because my one teammate did that as well a few years
prior. I think it made me realize that I would be able to get through it and I would be able
to play just as well as I did at one point because my teammate - she was playing.
Student-athletes that talked about the support they received discussed their experience as
if they were now part of another identity group or team. Participants, in some cases, found
support from being associated with just one other injured student-athlete:
There was a girl a grade older than I am but she also got hurt two weeks before me
freshman year and then she got hurt two months before I did my second one so we were,
everyone called us the twins! - Participant #30
During my first injury we did physical therapy together because it would be like we
would do it during our training times so I went to her a lot because she knew what I was
going through. She had three ACL tears, so she really helped me because she knew what
was going on. – Participant #19

Other participants talked about the informal group that formed during their rehabilitation
and how helpful that was to receive the necessary social support.
We would always come in the same time to do our therapy so that, but this was like later
on into my recovery, at this point there were two kids, me and the other kid on the
football team who were three months ahead of everybody else with their recovery so we
were kind of like the mentors. Like hey you are going to get through this hey you may be
in more pain next week then you are now but that is normal don’t freak out. So it was
kind of like a mentor program like we would get together and talk. But we would get
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together outside of the training room a lot like how is your knee doing today and here is
your next step, here is what you can expect – Participant #31
Recommendations to do More
There are several recommendations the participants offered to improve the overall wellbeing of an injured student-athlete. Out of the 31 participants interviewed, 29 had suggestions to
provide outlets for injured student-athletes. Some of the recommendations included: working
with a sport psychologist, open dialogue, developing a system that routinely checks on the
injured student-athletes’ well-being, and educational programs for athletic trainers and coaches.
Student-athletes had certain recommendations based on their own experiences, such as the
NCAA Division level they played at, the sport they played, and a number of individuals that
were on their team. For example, participants believed that Division I schools are going to have
more resources to devote to developing these recommendations compared to Division II or III
schools. However, participants provided suggestions for schools that do not have the necessary
resources, including relying on informal, less costly approaches to “bringing injured studentathletes together” (Participant #9) to provide better social support.
There can be groups of student-athletes that can meet up that have been injured before.
Where there’s a lack of support system then you have other athletes that go to the school
that are going through the same thing. You can all just meet up, talk about stuff, and just
get everything out and everyone can relate in some way knowing other people are going
through the same thing as you. – Participant #19
Other participants discuss a formal and “consistent” (Participant #7) approach established
by the school to provide better social support to injured student-athletes. Participants that
discussed a formal approach encouraged the school’s Student-Athlete Advisory Committee or
Leadership programs to establish peer social support networks. “I believe there should be a
check system where the athlete goes and sits down and talks about what is going through their
mind...to see where they are mentally” (Participant #6).
In addition to a structured program built around dialogue with student-athletes, other
suggestions included structured conversations with a “sport psychologist, for their mental health”
(Participant #31); “an outsider...someone that I don’t deal with on a daily basis to get their
perspective” (Participant #5); “more one-on-one time with the trainers...to connect on a personal
level” (Participant #27); “having a meeting with the whole coaching staff. Asking what the
future is” (Participant #18); “talk to the team [about the injured student-athlete] to help approach
them [the injured student-athlete] and to ask him if he needs anything. Just having a tight knit
team can help you there” (Participant #23).

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to better understand injured student-athletes’ perception of
social support and whether additional resources during their recovery process would enhance the
student-athlete’s overall well-being. Participants in the study expressed the need for more social
support throughout the recovery process. A unique aspect of this study is that our participants
were not all part of one team or from one school or suffered the same injury. Rather our
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participants were identified based on the severity of the injury and the length of time away from
their sport, which allowed for a variety of participant experiences. Themes identified related
primarily to role changes and inadequate social support. The research question for this study
asked what are injured collegiate student-athletes’ perceptions of social support during their
recovery process. Results revealed the following five themes: that participants had to adjust to a
new role, had expectations that those around them would be more supportive, experienced less
social support as their recovery time lengthened, found other injured student-athletes to be a
source for social support, and offered recommendations to improve social support.
When a student-athlete gets injured, many endure feelings of loss in their athletic
identity. This loss is critical to the athlete as previous research has found that student-athletes’
social identity has been centered on their team membership (Brewer, Cornelius, Stephan, & Van
Raalte, 2010; Green & Weinberg, 2001). Losing this athletic identity and being forced to adjust
to a new role on the team can be devastating to student-athletes that place an emphasis on their
athletic identity (Morrey, Stuart, Smith & Wiese-Bjornstal, 1999).
The majority of the participants in the current study felt that not only was the change in
identity hard, but many injured student-athletes were disappointed in the alternative team role
given by their support group, in particular, their coaches. For instance, many student-athletes
were required to complete tasks. This type of task challenge support can be successful depending
on the individual, circumstances of the injury, and the timing of task assigned (Richman et al.,
1993). A few of the participants found this type of support sufficient to fulfill their new
responsibilities as a team member. Others, however, reported actually feeling further isolated
which may have a detrimental impact on their social identity as a student-athlete (Brewer,
Cornelius, Stephan, & Van Raalte, 2010; Green & Weinberg, 2001).
Although a significant number of studies found task challenge support satisfying to
injured athletes (Corbillon, Crossman & Jamieson, 2008; Judge et al., 2012; Robbins &
Rosenfeld, 2001), there is a need for additional forms of support through the recovery process,
including informational, practical, and emotional (Johnston & Carroll, 1998; Robbins &
Rosenfeld, 2001; Udry, 2001). Relying solely on repetitive and unproductive tasks as a way to
support an injured student-athlete was not enough for participants in this study. As noted in the
integrated model of response to sport injury, provision of social support or lack thereof, results in
cognitive appraisal by the injured student-athlete (Wiese-Bjornstal, et al., 1998). As we found in
our research, this could lead to positive or negative responses to the injury.
In addition to dissatisfaction with their new role, many student-athletes felt sport
administrators, and teammates should be more in tune to their social support needs. Participants
particularly focused on coaches as they felt their coaches should be more aware of the feelings
and emotions they were going through and how difficult the recovery process can be. Many of
the participants felt they would have liked more support directly from their coaches instead of a
coach speaking through their athletic trainer or teammate. Although most participants understood
that the coach had a job to do, many felt they were distant from their team and treated differently
by their coaches compared to when they were a healthy player. Participants understood the heavy
demands placed on coaches at all levels, but still felt that a coach should be able to provide some
level of basic social support such as a sign of acknowledgement, a pat on the back or a quick
conversation.
Findings from this study support previous research that found a lack of social support
from coaches (Bianco, 2001; Judge et al, 2012; Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001; Udry 1997). In
Udry’s (1997) study, coaches were described as distant, insensitive to the injury and lacking in
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the belief of the athlete. Robbins and Rosenfeld (2001) found the participants would have
appreciated more social support from their head and assistant coaches. Podlog and Dionigi
(2010) discovered a mismatch of the perception of support needed by an injured athlete from the
coach and the support received. The integrated model specifies coaches’ influences as a
situational factor that affects cognitive appraisals. In this research, it was found that studentathletes did not feel that the support from the coaches was sufficient, which may have accounted
for negative feelings.
Our study shows that as time goes on, people tend to forget a student-athlete is injured
and needs continued support; this becomes more pronounced when they remove the physical
signs such as a brace or boot. Because our participants suffered a severe injury and were out for a
least four months, this finding is particularly relevant. Unlike previous studies, (Hardy et al.,
1991; Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001) our participants were able to discuss their experiences of
dealing with a longer recovery period and provide insight to the changes in the support provided
during a lengthy period. This type of injury can require support that most coaches and teammates
are not prepared to give. While the integrated model addresses injury severity as a personal
factor that influences cognitive appraisal, the model does not address the perception that social
support diminishes as injury recovery lengthens (Wiese-Bjornstal, et al., 1998).
Many injured athletes tend to face problematic responses to injury, which need to be
monitored throughout the entire recovery process (Andrew et al., 2012; Putukian, 2016).
McGuine, Winterstein, and Carr (2012) state after a significant amount of time lost due to injury,
athletes continue to suffer both physically and mentally, leading to a decrease in quality of life.
Similar to our participants’ responses, research has shown that for severe injury, social support
declines in availability over time, particularly those with less visible injuries (Johnston &
Carroll, 1998).
This study supported the integrated model, in that participants reported the importance of
social support from others as an important factor to help positive coping (Wiese-Bjornstal, et al.,
(1998). Most injured student-athletes tend to have a “go to person” to speak with about the
emotions they are going through because of their injury. Although some participants stated their
parents or girlfriend/boyfriend acted as their support system, there was a consistent theme
regarding injured student-athletes receiving support from previously injured student-athletes. The
connection from one student-athlete to another seemed to play the largest role in an injured
student-athlete’s feeling of comfort in their current state. Not only did this type of support allow
for the student-athlete to have someone to speak to, but they could speak to someone who knows
the process and give them advice based on their experience when they were injured. These
findings are consistent with Gould et al. (1997) that found injured student-athletes engage with
others who had previously experienced an injury. Johnston and Carroll (1998) called this a
“shared social reality” and felt that injured athletes relied on other athletes to provide different
types of support throughout the recovery process.
A final theme was that student-athletes felt more could be done when injuries arise and
offered specific recommendations to coaches, athletic departments, and institutions to help
increase the overall well-being of student-athletes. In an effort to ensure the injured studentathlete receives necessary social support, participants suggested the need for open dialogue
during the rehabilitation process between the coaches, athletic trainers, teammates and the
injured player. Creating a level of respect and understanding between the needs of the player and
the type of support coaches, staff, administrators and teammates can provide are essential. Aside
from the importance of open dialogue, the recommendation to have a sport psychologist, or at
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the very least an outsider with experience on dealing with social support, on all campus sites was
a consistent point of emphasis. Although past research has suggested coaches and athletic
trainers do more (Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001; Richman, Hardy, Rosenfeld, & Callanan 1989;
Weiss & Troxel, 1986) participants in this study expected more support from the athletic
department and the institution rather than just relying on the coaching staff or trainers. Injured
student-athletes appear to have expectations of support beyond the coaching staff and in many
cases, beyond members of the athletic department.
A combination of social identity theory and integrated sport injury model provide insights
into a better understanding of how social support changes both the identity and injury recovery
outcomes (Tajfel &Turner, 1979; Wiese-Bjornstal, et al., 1998). While these models do not
account for all aspects of injury recovery, they highlight key aspects for the need for positive
social support. This research has also identified the need to account for length of time and injury
visibility as key factors in perceived need for social support.

Practical Implications & Conclusions
This study presents several implications for athletic administrators, coaches, trainers,
teammates and other student-athletes. While resources at NCAA institutions have been provided
to improve student-athlete well-being, athletic administrators should continue to allocate more
aid for injured student-athletes; in particular, paying special attention to those that are severely
injured requiring a long recovery process. Coaches should be more aware of the support needed
by injured student-athletes. Extending beyond the head coach, it is important for assistant
coaches to play a role in supporting a student-athlete. Teammates can also provide social support
to those that are injured. It is recommended that schools avoid placing the burden of social
support solely on coaches, trainers, and teammates, although these still seem to be the groups
where injured student-athletes go for social support. Those that do provide social support to an
injured student-athlete should consider the various types of social support and not overly depend
on task challenge support. Programs should be created that educate coaches, trainers, teammates,
and administrators on effective means of social support for severely injured student-athletes
throughout their recovery.
Another strategy could be the implementation of informal programming, such as creating
opportunities for injured student-athletes to meet on a regular basis with each other to provide
both emotional and physical support. These groups would provide an avenue for injured studentathletes to speak about their recovery with others who are dealing with similar issues.
Finally, schools, conferences, and the NCAA should continue the dialogue around the
inclusion of professionals who are trained to work with injured student-athletes. A sport
psychologist can provide an outlet for a student-athlete who is seeking help outside of their
immediate sport environment. In addition, they can provide them with useful tools to ensure the
stress from their injury does not carry over to other aspects in their life. Although not many
schools have full time sport psychologists, it may be necessary for athletic administrators to
examine ways to make this a priority. For schools with limited funds, examining creative ways at
the university or perhaps even the conference or NCAA levels to share the financial burdens
might be an alternative approach.
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Future Research
This project adds to the growing literature regarding social support for the injured
student-athlete. Past research acknowledges the importance of social support; however, there is
little research on student-athletes’ perception of such support. Due to the qualitative design, this
study allowed for thick, rich data to emerge in order to understand injured student-athletes’
perception of social support. As more programs develop that help student-athletes with their
overall well-being, additional research should be conducted to see if the implementation of these
programs are successful. Finally, future research should investigate the administrators’ and
coaches’ perspectives of the injury recovery process and the impact of the injury on the studentathlete. There is a need to understand various perspectives of this phenomenon as ongoing
misunderstandings of what an injured student-athlete needs during recovery and who is
responsible for meeting those needs can reduce a successful rehabilitation.
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