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Despite research having examined athletic identity (AI) and psychological outcomes, few studies 
have fully considered how the effects of AI may be moderated by race/ethnicity, gender, social 
support, and self-compassion. College athletes (N = 4,116; Mage = 19.84; women = 66.9%; 
White = 78.2%) participated from mid-April to mid-May 2020 in the immediate aftermath of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the cancellation of collegiate sports. Through a three-way ANOVA, we 
found a significant gender by race interaction; Black men reporting stronger AIs compared to 
White male and female athletes. Through a series of regression analyses, we found that when 
self-compassion and social support were low, AI was related to more psychological distress for 
the White women. There were also significant compassion by support interactions for the Black 
women and White men; psychological distress was highest when SS and SC were low. During 
times of transition, when AI may be disrupted, athletes’ self-compassion and social support may 
help ameliorate the otherwise negative effects on psychological well-being that would be 
expected. Thus, sports medicine professionals might focus on helping their athletes develop these 
psychological resources.    
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   n March 2020, with the declaration of a global pandemic (i.e., COVID-19) and the 
cancellation of all collegiate sports, the sport careers and lives of all collegiate athletes were 
disrupted. Similar to what happens in response to serious sport injuries (e.g., torn ACL), 
collegiate athletes had to suddenly, and immediately, stop participating in the activities that 
defined who they were and in which they spent most of their time (Lopes Dos Santos et al., 
2020). This abrupt, and instant, shut-down of collegiate sports caused a disruption to their 
athletic role and, for those with strong, exclusive athletic identities, increased the risk factor of 
experiencing psychological distress (e.g., depression, anxiety; Brewer, 1993; Graupensperger et 
al., 2020). Whether, and to what extent, this risk was realized, however, would depend on the 
athletes’ psychosocial resources (e.g., social support), as well as their race/ethnicity and gender 
(Graupensperger et al., 2020; Malinauskas, 2010). 

Athletic identity is defined by how strongly and exclusively athletes identify with this 
role (Brewer et al., 1993), and may be influenced by the competition level at which they play 
their sport, their gender, and their race/ethnicity (Eastman & Billings, 2000; Steinfeldt et al., 
2010). Within United States collegiate sports, competition level is often conceptualized broadly 
across the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s (NCAA) Divisional levels. Athletes who 
compete at the Division I (DI) and Division II (DII) levels generally receive sport scholarships 
(Division III athletes do not; NCAA, 2020a), and are expected to spend considerably more time 
within their sport and athlete roles. Thus, DI and DII athletes may be viewed, by their families, 
friends, coaches, and teammates, through the lens of sport and primarily respected (and accepted) 
for their sport-related abilities and status. In support, Huml (2018) found that NCAA DI and DII 
athletes’ athletic identities were similarly strong, and both higher than their DIII peers. Further, 
among DIII athletes, Stokowski et al. (2022) found that the athletic identity levels were only 
moderate, falling at the mid-point of the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale range of scores 
(AIMS; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001).  

Historically, society in general, and individuals specifically (e.g., fans, media), have 
viewed and responded to men’s and women’s sport involvement differently. Men’s involvement 
has long been viewed as consistent with male gender roles and norms and an acceptable (even 
valued) pursuit for them (Chalabaev et al., 2013). Female athletes, on the other hand, have not 
had such historical support for their involvement and have long fought to be fully accepted. 
Thus, within this historical context, male athletes would be expected to endorse a stronger 
identity than female athletes and initial research has supported this expectation (e.g., Brewer & 
Cornelius, 2001; Melendez, 2009; Mignano et al., 2006). Recently, however, as female athletes 
have continued to challenge gender stereotypes and social norms and roles, and fight for their 
place in sport (Haines et al., 2016), societal expectations about their involvement have changed 
and so has the strength of their athletic identities, becoming comparable to that of male athletes 
(Anthony & Swank, 2018; Chen et al., 2010; Huml et al., 2019).  

Similar to gender, the relationship between race/ethnicity and athletic identity is strongly 
influenced by societal, familial, and individual expectations. Black/African-American 
individuals, particularly men, are socialized into sport through the media, friends, family, and the 
larger society (Beamon, 2012). Through the media, Black athletes often are praised for their 
physical abilities (e.g., athletic, powerful, physically “gifted”), whereas White athletes are 
celebrated more for their intellect and related characteristics (e.g., hard-work, mental skills, 
leadership, determination, being a team player; Eastman & Billings, 2001; Spaaij et al., 2015). 
Given these differences in societal expectations and perceptions, Black, more so than White, 
athletes may begin to view themselves primarily through the sport prism, which may be 
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intensified when they attend Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs, defined as institutions of 
higher learning that are historically White or White students account for 50% or more of the 
student population; Lomotey, 2010; Steinfeldt et al., 2010). Being a Black student-athlete, 
particularly at a PWI, is a “double-edge sword” in that they may be respected and valued for 
their athleticism but overlooked and disregarded in their other roles on campus (e.g., student; 
Huml et al., 2019; Melendez, 2009; Steinfeldt et al., 2010).  

Although gender, race/ethnicity, and competition level are expected to influence the 
strength of athletes’ identification with that role, research on these relationships has been limited 
and findings equivocal (e.g., Anthony & Swank, 2018; Chen et al., 2010; Harrison et al., 2011; 
Huml et al., 2019). For example, race/ethnicity has traditionally been conceptualized solely as 
White athletes versus Black athletes (e.g., Harrison et al., 2011; Steinfeldt et al., 2010). Further, 
the gender-athletic identity relationship has evolved, and few studies have examined the 
interplay of gender, race/ethnicity, and/or competition level (e.g., Brewer & Cornelius, 2001; 
Huml et al., 2019; Melendez, 2009). Thus, additional research is needed to provide a 
contemporary, and more nuanced, understanding of athletic identity in collegiate sport.  

Athletic identity’s salience lies in its potential to lead to positive and negative outcomes 
in athletes’ lives (Brewer et al., 1993; Chen et al., 2010; Heird & Steinfeldt, 2013; Horton & 
Mack, 2000). On the positive side, athletes who identify strongly with their role may feel more 
confident and motivated, engage in performance-focused behaviors (e.g., extra practice sessions, 
improve physical health, leadership), and develop transferable skills (e.g., work-ethic, creativity, 
resiliency; Brewer et al., 1993; Chen et al., 2010; Horton & Mack, 2000). Additionally, those 
with a strong athletic identity will have a supportive network of other athletes, and have access to 
academic resources and opportunities (e.g., tutoring, career preparation; Chen et al., 2010). All of 
these may help athletes perform better in their sports (Harrison et al., 2011; Horton & Mack, 
2000; Melendez, 2009). However, on the negative side, when athletes are highly engaged in 
sport-focused activities and behaviors (Heird & Steinfeldt, 2013), they may be less likely to 
explore other areas of interest or commit to other important identities (e.g., student), and may 
under perform in other important life areas (e.g., academics) and/or feel isolated and alone in 
relation to their non-sport social networks (Horton & Mack, 2000). Further, when athletes 
primarily engage in activities that continuously reinforce this identity, they are at-risk of identity 
foreclosure (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017) and the challenges that may arise from that. For example, 
when this identity is disrupted, such as when injured, retiring, or living through a global 
pandemic, foreclosed athletes are expected to be at increased risk for experiencing psychological 
distress (e.g., depression, anxiety; Brewer et al., 1993; Giannone et al., 2017). Yet, not all 
athletes will experience distress in such situations, which suggests that certain psychosocial 
resources may buffer the potentially adverse effects of a disrupted athletic identity. 

Social support and self-compassion are empirically-validated psychosocial resources 
(e.g., MacBeth & Gumley, 2012; Marsh et al., 2018) that may assist athletes in effectively 
managing life stressors, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and disruption of their athletic identity. 
Social support is “the social resources that persons perceive to be available or that are actually 
provided to them by nonprofessionals in the context of both formal support groups and informal 
helping relationships” (Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010, p. 512). In the sport retirement and sport injury 
literature, where the effects of a disrupted athletic identity have been studied, social support has 
been found to lessen the psychological distress that athletes might otherwise experience (Brown 
et al., 2018; Lu & Hsu, 2013). Specific to the COVID-19 pandemic, Graupensperger et al. (2020) 
found that college athletes who felt more supported by, and connected to, their teammates prior 
to the pandemic experienced less dissolution of their athletic identity and better mental health, 
particularly fewer depressive symptoms, after its start.  



                                   Social Support, Self-Compassion, Athletic Identity 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2023 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.  
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

111 111 
Self-compassionate individuals are mindfully present, kind to themselves, and aware that 

they are connected to others and not alone in their suffering (Neff, 2003). During times of stress, 
failures, and disruptions, self-compassionate individuals are understanding and accepting of 
themselves, and connecting to others, whereas individuals with lower levels of self-compassion 
are more likely to engage in self-criticism and feel isolated from others (Neff, 2003). Research 
examining retired and injured athletes suggests that self-compassion helps them respond to their 
situations from a place of understanding and acceptance rather than from a place of criticism, 
lessening the experience of psychological distress (e.g., stress, depressive, and anxious 
symptoms) and increasing their well-being (e.g., Huysmans & Clement, 2017; Mosewich et al., 
2011). Further, Mosewich et al. (2019) has argued for the broad adoption of self-compassion in 
sport, to help not only performances, but also improve athletes’ psychological well-being. 
Although not yet examined in relation to athletic identity, like social support, self-compassion 
would be expected to buffer the relationship between this identity and psychological distress, 
particularly during times when the identity has been disrupted.  

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the lives of every collegiate athlete at the same point 
in time. Regardless of gender, race/ethnicity, or NCAA Divisional level, all athletes’ 
competitions and practices were suspended with no immediate information on when they could 
return to their campuses, to training and competing in their sports, and, ultimately, to their roles 
as athletes. With this abrupt cessation in collegiate sports, athletic identity became a salient 
factor through which to understand athletes’ psychological reactions to the pandemic 
(Graupensperger et al., 2020; Hagiwara et al., 2021). Although athletic injury and sport 
retirement research has suggested that disruptions to athletic identity are associated with 
psychological distress (Brewer et al., 1993), most studies have been based on small, limited 
samples and few have considered the role that psychosocial resources may play (e.g., Lu & Hsu, 
2013; Malinauskas, 2010).  

Thus, the purpose of our study was two-fold. First, we examined the relationship between 
gender (women and men), race/ethnicity (White, Black, Latino/a), and competition level (NCAA 
Division I, Division II, Division III) to college athletes’ athletic identity. Based on previous 
research (e.g., Anthony & Swank, 2018; Harrison et al., 2011; Melendez, 2009), we 
hypothesized that Black, compared to White, athletes, and DI/DII compared to DIII, would 
report a higher athletic identity. We did not have any apriori predictions regarding the more 
complex interactions of these variables and viewed this part as exploratory. Second, we 
examined, in the immediate aftermath of a uniform and large-scale disruption to collegiate sports 
(i.e., COVID-19 pandemic), how athletic identity related to athletes’ psychological distress and 
the role that psychosocial resources (e.g., social support) played in moderating the relationship. 
We hypothesized that there would be a small, positive relationship between athletic identity and 
psychological distress; social support and self-compassion would buffer this relationship.   
 

Methods 
 
Participants 
 
 Athletes (N = 4,116; Mage = 19.84, SD = 1.14; women = 66.9%; White = 78.2%) drawn 
from NCAA athletic departments across the United States participated. Athletes participated in a 
variety of sports (i.e., soccer, track and field, lacrosse, bowling), and competed primarily at the 
Division I level (72.7%, n = 2,993). See Supplemental Table 1.  
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Supplemental Table 1  
Frequencies, means, and standard deviations of demographic variables (N = 4116) 

Variable N Percentage Mean SD Range 
Age 4116 - 19.84 1.14 18-27 
NCAA Division      

Division I 2993 72.7% - - - 
Division II 552 13.4% - - - 
Division III 571 13.9% - - - 

Race/Ethnicity      
White, Non-Hispanic 3218 78.2% - - - 
Black/African-American 492 12.0% - - - 
Latino/a/x 406 9.9% - - - 

Gender      
Woman 2755 66.9% - - - 
Man 1355 32.9% - - - 
Missing 6 0.1%    

Academic Status      
First Year 1364 33.1% - - - 
Second Year 1355 32.9% - - - 
Third Year 1046 25.4% - - - 
Fourth Year 297 7.2% - - - 
Fifth Year and Above 54 1.3% - - - 

Sport      
Soccer 541 13.2% - - - 
Track and Field 419 10.2% - - - 
Football 367 8.9% - - - 
Swimming and Diving 329 8.0% - - - 
Softball 318 7.7% - - - 
Basketball 288 7.1% - - - 
Volleyball 280 6.8% - - - 
Cross Country 239 5.8% - - - 
Baseball 210 5.1% - - - 
Rowing 174 4.2% - - - 
Lacrosse 162 3.9% - - - 
Tennis 150 3.6% - - - 
Golf 129 2.9% - - - 
Gymnastics 89 2.2% - - - 
Field Hockey 82 2.0% - - - 
Cheer 76 1.8% - - - 
Wrestling 50 1.2% - - - 
Water Polo 42 1.0% - - - 
Beach Volleyball 33 0.8% - - - 
Equestrian 30 0.7% - - - 
Ice Hockey 27 0.7% - - - 
Other 22 0.5% - - - 
Bowling 18 0.4% - - - 
Fencing 15 0.4% - - - 
Skiing 13 0.3% - - - 
Rifle 12 0.3% - - - 
Missing 8 0.2% - - - 
Triathlon 1 0.0% - - - 
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Measures 
 

Demographics. Athletes provided information regarding their age, race/ethnicity (e.g., 
White, Black/African American), gender (e.g., woman, man, nonbinary), year in school, NCAA 
Division level (I, II, or III), and sport played. 

 
Athletic Identity. Due to the extensiveness of the data being collected in the parent study 

(see procedure), three items were used from the 7-item Athletic Identity Measurement Scale 
(AIMS; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) to assess how strongly the athletes’ identified with this role. 
The three items represented the exclusivity (“I consider myself an athlete”; “Most of my friends 
are athletes”) and social identity (“Sport is the most important part of my life”) dimensions of 
athletic identity; items from the negative affectivity dimension were not included. These three 
items were chosen due to their strong face validity and high and significant loadings within each 
dimension. For each of the three items, athletes responded from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). The total score is represented by the mean of the three items; higher scores 
indicate a stronger identification with the athlete role. In the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha of 
the three-item scale was .624, 95% CI [.605, .643], which is consistent with alphas that have 
been based on the seven-item scale (Proios, 2012). 

 
Psychological Distress. The 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10; Cohen et al., 

1983) was used to assess participants’ perceptions of their current lives as stressful. For each 
item, such as “How often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not 
overcome them?,” athletes responded from 1 (never) to 5 (very often) based on their experiences 
during the prior two weeks. The total score is represented by the sum of the 10 items; higher 
scores indicate more psychological distress. Extensive validity data exist for the PSS, including 
through cross-cultural studies (Cohen & Williamson, 1991; Mitchell et al., 2008; Ramirez & 
Hernandez, 2007; Siqueira et al., 2010). In the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .856, 95% 
CI [.850, .862]. 

 
Depressive Symptomatology. The two-item Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-2; 

Kroenke et al., 2003), which is derived from the original PHQ-9 (Spitzer et al., 1999), was used 
to assess depressive symptomatology. For each item, such as “little interest or pleasure in doing 
things,” athletes responded from 0 (not at all) to 3 (nearly every day) based on how they had 
been feeling during the prior two weeks. The total score is represented by the sum of the 2 items 
and can range from 0 (no symptoms) to 6 (high level of symptoms). Kroenke et al. (2003) 
provided extensive data on the scale’s validity. In the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was 
.790, 95% CI [.777, .802]. 

 
Social Support. The family and friend dimensions from the Multidimensional Scale of 

Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet et al., 1988) was used to assess support. For each item, 
such as “I get the emotional help and support I need from my family,” athletes responded from 1 
(very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree) based on the support they had been receiving 
over the prior two weeks. The total score is represented by the mean of the 8 items; higher scores 
indicate more support. Extensive data on the validity of these dimensions as representations of 
social support have been published (e.g., Pushkarev et al., 2020; Zimet et al., 1988). In the 
current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .907, 95% CI [.902, .911]. 
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Self-Compassion. The 12-item Self-Compassion Scale – Short Form (SCS-SF; Raes et 
al., 2011) was used to assess self-compassion across the dimensions of self-kindness, common 
humanity, and mindfulness. Athletes rated each item, such as, “When I fail at something 
important to me, I become consumed by feelings of inadequacy,” from 1 (almost never) to 5 
(almost always). The total score is represented by the sum of the 12 items; higher scores indicate 
higher levels of self-compassion. Neff and colleagues (Neff et al., 2018; Neff, 2020; Raes et al., 
2011) have provided extensive data confirming the scale’s validity. In the current sample, 
Cronbach’s alpha was .830, 95% CI [.823, .838].  
 
Procedures 
 

Data for this study were part of a larger, parent investigation of college athletes’ 
psychological well-being and coping during the COVID-19 pandemic; data collection occurred 
from April 12, 2020 to May 22, 2020. Following IRB approval from the researchers’ university, 
more than 80 NCAA Division I, II, and III athletic departments messaged their athletes to invite 
them to participate. Each message described the study, its voluntary nature, and time 
commitment, and provided the survey link, which was hosted on Qualtrics. Athletes provided 
consent and then completed the larger survey measures, which were randomized in their 
presentation. Further, at the time of data collection, all athletes in the current sample indicated 
that they would be continuing to play their college sport in fall 2020.  

 
Data Analysis  
 

Data passed normality based upon skew, kurtosis, and outliers. Regarding data 
missingness, Little’s MCAR test was nonsignificant (p > .10) after accounting for gender and 
race/ethnicity. Thus, a multiple imputation (m = 100) with PcAux (Lang et al., 2017) was 
conducted using the MCMC method and including all variables to inform the imputation process, 
as well as linear and nonlinear components as auxiliary variables (Howard et al., 2015). Analyses 
were conducted using SPSS (v. 26). For the first research question, an ANOVA was run with 
athletic identity as the dependent variable and race/ethnicity (White, Black/African American, 
and Latino/a), gender (men and women), and competition level (Division I, Division II, and 
Division III) as the independent variables. The three- and two-way interactions were tested as 
well as the main effects of the independent variables. For the second research question, the 
PROCESS macro Model 3 (version 4.0; Hayes, 2021) was used to test the direct and moderating 
relationships of athletic identity, social support, and self-compassion to the athletes’ depressive 
symptoms and their psychological distress. The PROCESS macro was run separately for each 
psychological outcome. Within the PROCESS analyses, 95% confidence intervals (CI), based on 
bootstrap estimates from 5,000 resamples, was used to determine significant effects.  
 

Results and Discussion 
 
Relationships to Athletic Identity 
 
 The race/ethnicity by gender by competition level interaction, F (4, 4109) = .472 , p = 
.757, as well as the race/ethnicity by competition level, F (4, 4109) = .459, p = .766, gender by 
competition level, F (2, 4092) = .574, p = .563, and main effects for race/ethnicity, F (2, 4109) = 
2.141, p = .118, gender, F (1, 4109) = 3.493, p = .062, and competition level, F (2, 4109) = .412, 
p = .662, were not significant.  However, there was a significant gender by race/ethnicity 
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interaction, F (2, 4109) = 2.932, p = .05. Specifically, Black male athletes (M = 6.01, SD = 1.14) 
reported significantly stronger athletic identities than did White male (M = 5.71, SD = .98; 
Cohen’s d = -0.28) and White female (M = 5.73, SD = .99; Cohen’s d = -0.26) athletes; there 
were no other significant mean differences among the other race by gender groups. See Table 1.   
 
 
Table 1 
Means, and SDs for Athletic Identity by Athlete Gender and Race 

   
Race Gender M SD n 

White Woman 5.73ab .99 2251 
Man 5.71ab .98 964 

Black Woman 5.77bc 1.03 240 
Man 6.01cd 1.14 251 

Latinx Woman 5.81bc .99 264 
Man 5.89bc 1.10 140 

Note. Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (range = 1, low athletic identity to 7, high athletic 
identity). Race by gender interaction, F (2, 4109) = 2.932, p = .05. Mean scores that do not share 
common superscripts are significantly different at p < .05.  
 
 
 
Athletic Identity and Psychological Distress 
 
 Due to the significant race by gender interaction, the regression models within each 
race/ethnicity by gender subsample (e.g., White female, Black female) were tested. 
 

Depressive Symptomatology. For the White female athletes, the full regression model 
was significant, F (7, 2243) = 110.61, p = .000, R2 = .26. Although the main effect for athletic 
identity was not significant (b = .01, 95% CI [-.049, .067]), there were significant main effects 
for self-compassion (b = -.076, 95% CI [-.082, -.069]) and social support (b = -.252, 95% CI [-
.312, -.192]). Additionally, the three-way interaction of athletic identity by social support by self-
compassion was significant (b = .006, 95% CI [.001, .012]). When social support and self-
compassion were low, a stronger athletic identity was related to more reported depressive 
symptoms (b = .117, 95% CI [.032, .203]); no other interaction slope was significant. See Figure 
1 and Supplemental Table 2.  

For the Black female athletes, the overall model was significant, F (7, 232) = 13.29, p = 
.000, R2 = .29. Although the main effect for athletic identity was not significant (b = .070, 95% 
CI [-.124, .264]), there were significant main effects for self-compassion (b = -.089, 95% CI [-
.112, -.066]) and social support (b = -.246, 95% CI [-.412, -.079]); no interactions reached 
significance (all p’s > .200). Thus, independent of athletic identity, having higher self-
compassion and more social support were associated with the Black female athletes experiencing 
less depressive symptomatology. See Supplemental Table 3.  

For the Latina athletes, the overall model was significant, F (7, 256) = 12.62, p = .000, R2 
= .26. Again, the main effect for athletic identity was not significant (b = -.088, 95% CI [-.286, 
.110]), but self-compassion (b = -.082, 95% CI [-.106, -.059]) and social support (b = -.278, 95% 
CI [-.467, -.090]) were; no interaction effects reached significance (all p’s > .241). Regardless of  
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Figure 1.  
Relationship between Athletic Identity and Depressive Symptoms Based on Levels of Self-
Compassion and Social Support White Female Athletes (n = 2251) 
 
Note. PHQ = Patient Health Questionnaire (range = 0, no symptoms to 6, high level of 
symptoms); AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (range = 1, low athletic identity to 7, 
high athletic identity); SCS = Self-Compassion Scale (range = 12 to 60, with higher scores 
indicating higher self-compassion); MSPSS = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support (range = 1, low support to 7, high support). Low SCS, MSPSS (1 SD below the mean), 
Medium SCS, MSPSS (at the mean), High SCS, MSPSS (1 SD above the mean). When social 
support and self-compassion are low, b = .118, 95% CI .032: .203; the slope for the other 8 
regression lines are nonsignificant (all p’s > .348).  
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Supplemental Table 3 
Moderation analysis predicting Psychological Distress among Black Female Athletes (n = 240)  
Model/Predictor R2 MSE F b SE b t 
Model 3: PHQ 0.29 2.11 13.29**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    0.070 0.098 0.711 
SCS (B)    -0.089 0.012 -7.567** 
A x B Interaction    -0.016 0.013 -1.284 
MSPSS (C)    -0.246 0.085 -2.909** 
A x C Interaction    0.043 0.097 0.449 
B x C Interaction    -0.001 0.009 -0.098 
A x B x C 
Interaction    0.001 0.011 0.134 

Model 3: PSS 0.37 23.64 19.22**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    0.214 0.329 0.649 
SCS (B)    -0.325 0.039 -8.277** 
A x B Interaction    -0.071 0.043 -1.667 
MSPSS (C)    -1.239 0.283 -4.380** 
A x C Interaction     0.562 0.323 1.739 
B x C Interaction    0.083 0.033 2.509** 
A x B x C 
Interaction    -0.067 0.038 -1.761 

Note. ** indicates significance at .01 level. PHQ = Patient Health Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress 
Scale; AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale; SCS = Self-Compassion Scale; MSPSS = 
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support. 
 

Supplemental Table 2 
Moderation analysis predicting Psychological Distress among White Female Athletes (n = 2251)  
Model/Predictor R2 MSE F b SE b t 
Model 3: PHQ 0.26 1.78 110.61**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    0.008 0.029 0.299 
SCS (B)    -0.075 0.004 -21.360** 
A x B Interaction    -0.004 0.003 -1.061 
MSPSS (C)    -0.252 0.031 -8.275** 
A x C Interaction    -0.025 0.031 -0.800 
B x C Interaction    0.009 0.003 3.007** 
A x B x C 
Interaction    0.006 0.003 2.189* 

Model 3: PSS 0.39 23.92 205.56**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    0.114 0.109 1.050 
SCS (B)    -0.401 0.013 -30.981** 
A x B Interaction    -0.012 0.012 -1.016 
MSPSS (C)    -1.004 0.112 -9.000** 
A x C Interaction     0.193 0.112 1.722 
B x C Interaction    -0.003 0.011 -0.260 
A x B x C 
Interaction    0.015 0.010 1.419 

Note. *indicates significance at .05 level, ** indicates significance at .01 level. PHQ = Patient Health 
Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale; AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale; SCS = Self-
Compassion Scale; MSPSS = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support. 
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athletic identity levels, more self-compassion and more social support were related to lower 
levels of depressive symptoms. See Supplemental Table 4.  

For the White male athletes, the full model was significant, F (7, 956) = 33.11, p = .000, 
R2 = .19. Although the main effect for athletic identity was not significant (b = -.047, 95% CI [-
.139, .044]), there were significant main effects for self-compassion (b = -.068, 95% CI -.079: -
.057) and social support (b = -.191, 95% CI [-.273, -.109]) and a significant interaction between 
the two (b = .013, 95% CI [.003, .023]); no other interactions were significant (all p’s > .574). 
Analysis of the simple slopes for the self-compassion by social support interaction revealed that, 
at all levels of social support, the slope of the regression line between self-compassion and 
depressive symptomatology significantly differed from zero (high social support: b = -0.054, SEb 
= .008, t = -7.159, p < .00001; low social support: b = -.082, SEb = .008, t = -10.338, p < .00001). 
Further, when self-compassion was low, the athletes who were low in social support reported 
more depressive symptoms than those who had strong support systems (t = -13.290, p < .0001, 
SDpooled = 1.454; Cohen’s d = .43). Additionally, when self-compassion was high, the athletes 
who were low in social support reported more depressive symptomatology than those who had 
strong support systems (t = -4.023, p = .001, SDpooled = 1.454; Cohen’s d = .13). See Figure 2 and 
Supplemental Table 5.  

 For the Black male athletes, the full model was significant, F (7, 243) = 9.18, p = .000, 
R2 = .21. Although athletic identity was unrelated to symptoms of depression (b = -.030, 95% CI 
[-.186, .126]), there was a significant main effect for self-compassion (b = -.09, 95% CI [-.118, -
.066]); no other main or interaction effects were significant (all p’s > .145). Thus, regardless of 
the Black male athletes’ levels of athletic identity or social support, the men with higher levels of 
self-compassion reported less depressive symptomatology. See Supplemental Table 6.  

For the Latino athletes, the full model was significant, F (7, 132) = 5.93, p = .000, R2 = 
.24. Although athletic identity was unrelated, (b = .136, 95% CI [-.075, .347]), there was a 
significant main effect for self-compassion (b = -.064, 95% CI [-.099, -.029]) and social support 
(b = -.375, 95% CI [-.588, -.163]); no interaction effects were significant (all p’s > .069). 
Independent of athletic identity, higher levels of self-compassion and social support were 
associated with less depressive symptomatology. See Supplemental Table 7.  

 
Summary. For the White female athletes, social support and self-compassion buffered 

the relationship between athletic identity and depressive symptomatology. Athletes who reported 
a stronger athletic identity experienced less depressive symptomatology when social support and 
self-compassion both were high. For the Black female, Latina athletes, and Latino athletes, 
regardless of the athletes’ strength of identity, higher reported levels of social support or self-
compassion were related to less depressive symptomatology. For the White male athletes, 
regardless of athletic identity level, self-compassion and social support interacted significantly; 
athletes who were high in social support and high in self-compassion reported the least 
depressive symptomatology. For Black male athletes, only self-compassion was significant, 
being related to lower levels of depression.  

 
 Psychological Distress. For the White female athletes, the full model was significant, F 
(7, 2243) = 205.56, p = .000, R2 = .39. Although the main effect for athletic identity was not 
significant (b = .115, 95% CI [-.099, .329]), there were significant main effects for self-
compassion (b = -.401, 95% CI [-.427, -.376]) and social support (b = -1.00, 95% CI [-1.223, -
.785]); no interactions were significant (all p’s > .085). More support and more self-compassion, 
independent of athletic identity, were related to less psychological distress. See Supplemental 
Table 2.  
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Figure 2.  
Relationship between Athletic Identity and Depressive Symptoms Based on Levels of Self-
Compassion and Social Support for White Male Athletes (n = 964) 
 
Note. PHQ = Patient Health Questionnaire (range from 0, no symptoms to 6, high level of 
symptoms); AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (range =1, low athletic identity to 7, 
high athletic identity); SCS = Self-Compassion Scale (range = 12, low self-compassion to 60, 
high self-compassion); MSPSS = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (range = 
1, low support to 7, high support). High Social Support: b = -0.054, SEb = .008, t = -7.159, p < 
.00001; Low Social Support: b = -.082, SEb = .008, t = -10.338, p < .00001. 

 
 
 
 
For Black female athletes, the full regression model was significant, F (7, 232) = 19.22, p 

= .000, R2 = .37. Although the main effect for athletic identity was not significant (b = .214, 95% 
CI [-.436, .864]), there were significant main effects for social support (b = -1.239, 95% CI [-
1.796, -.682]) and self-compassion (b = -.326, 95% CI [-.403, -.248]) as well as a significant 
interaction between the two (b = .083, 95% CI [.018, .148]). Analysis of the simple slopes 
revealed that, at all levels of social support, the lines between self-compassion and psychological 
distress significantly differed from zero (high social support: b = -0.225, SEb = .059, t = -3.792, p 
= .0000; low social support: b = -.427, SEb = .059, t = -7.294, p = .0011). Further, when self-
compassion was low, the athletes who were low in social support reported more psychological 
distress than those who had strong support systems (t = -12.197, p < .0001, SDpooled = 6.021; 
Cohen’s d = .78). Additionally, when self-compassion was high, the athletes who were low in 
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social support reported more psychological distress than those who had strong support systems (t 
= -3.292, p = .001, SDpooled = 6.021; Cohen’s d = .21). See Figure 3 and Supplemental Table 3.  

For Latina athletes, the full regression model was significant, F (7, 256) = 30.89, p = 
.000, R2 = .46. Although athletic identity was unrelated (b = -.213, 95% CI [-.817, .390]), there 
was a significant main effect for self-compassion (b = -.389, 95% CI [-.461, -.318]) and social 
support (b = -1.134, 95% CI [-1.708, -.560]); no interaction effects were significant (all p’s > 
.106). Regardless of athletic identity, more self-compassion and higher levels of support were 
associated with less psychological distress. See Supplemental Table 4.  

For the White male athletes, the full regression model was significant, F (7, 956) = 78.16, 
p = .000, R2 = .36. Although athletic identity was unrelated (b = -.038, 95% CI [-.374, .298]), 
there was a significant main effect for self-compassion (b = -.432, 95% CI [-.473, -.391]) and 
social support (b = -.627, 95% CI [-.931, -.323]); no interaction effects were significant (all p’s > 
.606). Independent of athletic identity, higher levels of self-compassion and social support were 
related to less psychological distress. See Supplemental Table 5.  

For the Black male athletes, the full model was significant, F (7, 243) = 10.58, p = .000, 
R2 = .23. Although athletic identity was unrelated (b = -.074, 95% CI [-.681, .532]), there was a 
significant main effect for self-compassion (b = -.346, 95% CI [-.448, -.245]); no other main or 
interaction effects were significant (all p’s > .088). Regardless of athletic identity or social 
support, the more compassionate they were, the less distress they experienced. See Supplemental 
Table 6.  

For the Latino athletes, the full model was significant, F (7, 132) = 7.56, p = .000, R2 = 
.29. Although athletic identity was unrelated (b = .039, 95% CI [-.738, .818]), there was a 
significant main effect for self-compassion (b = -.369, 95% CI [-.499, -.240]) and social support 
(b = -.872, 95% CI [-1.657, -.087]); no interaction effects were significant (all p’s > .664). 
Independent of athletic identity levels, higher levels of self-compassion and social support 
reported were associated with less psychological distress. See Supplemental Table 7.  

 
Summary. For the White female, White male, Latina, and Latino athletes, regardless of 

athletes’ identity levels, either more social support or more self-compassion was related to lower 
levels of psychological distress. Regardless of Black female athletes’ identity levels, self-
compassion and social support significantly interacted; athletes who reported high social support 
and high self-compassion reported the least psychological distress. For Black male athletes, only 
self-compassion was found to be significantly related to experiencing less distress. 
 

Discussion 
 
 The COVID-19 global pandemic halted college athletes’ sport participation indefinitely 
and this threatened their athletic identities (Graupensperger et al., 2020). Despite this threat, the 
athletes scored moderately high on the AIMS (mean score of 5.75 out of 7). This higher score 
suggests that their identification with the athlete role remained relatively intact, which makes 
sense in that (a) the athletes were still within the first two months of the pandemic and still 
relatively close to having been actively immersed in the collegiate sport environment, and (b) 
there was still hope among athletes that sport seasons would soon be reinstated, allowing them to 
return to their athlete roles. However, between group differences were found, specifically within 
the interaction of gender and race/ethnicity. Consistent with past research (Harrison et al., 2011; 
Steinfeldt et al., 2010), the Black male athletes reported stronger athletic identities compared to 
their White male and White female counterparts; no other between group differences emerged. 
Compared to White athletes (Eastman & Billings, 2001; Spaaij et al., 2015), Black male athletes  
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Figure 3.  
Relationship between Athletic Identity and Perceived Stress Based on Levels of Self-
Compassion and Social Support for Black Female Athletes (n = 240)  

 
Note. PSS = Perceived Stress Scale (range = 10, low psychological distress to 50, high 
psychological distress); AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (range =1, low athletic 
identity to 7, high athletic identity); SCS = Self-Compassion Scale (range = 12, low self-
compassion to 60, high self-compassion); MSPSS = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support (range = 1, low support to 7, high support). High Social Support: b = -0.225, SEb = .059, 
t = -3.792, p = .0000; Low Social Support: b = -.427, SEb = .059, t = -7.294, p = .0011. 
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Supplemental Table 5 
Moderation analysis predicting Psychological Distress among White Male Athletes (n = 964)  
Model/Predictor R2 MSE F b SE b t 
Model 3: PHQ 0.19 1.71 33.11**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    -0.047 0.046 -1.025 
SCS (B)    -0.068 0.056 -12.122** 
A x B Interaction    0.003 0.006 0.562 
MSPSS (C)    -0.191 0.042 -4.552** 
A x C Interaction    -0.019 0.047 -0.427 
B x C Interaction    0.013 0.005 2.582** 
A x B x C 
Interaction    -0.001 0.005 -0.317 

Model 3: PSS 0.36 23.35 78.16**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    -0.038 0.171 -0.219 
SCS (B)    -0.432 0.021 -20.735** 
A x B Interaction    0.011 0.021 0.516 
MSPSS (C)    -0.627 0.155 -4.051** 
A x C Interaction     -0.042 0.172 -0.242 
B x C Interaction    0.001 0.018 0.071 
A x B x C 
Interaction    0.007 0.019 0.381 

Note. ** indicates significance at .01 level. PHQ = Patient Health Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress 
Scale; AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale; SCS = Self-Compassion Scale; MSPSS = 
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support. 
 

Supplemental Table 4 
Moderation analysis predicting Psychological Distress among Latina Athletes (n = 264)  
Model/Predictor R2 MSE F b SE b t 
Model 3: PHQ 0.26 2.07 12.62**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    -0.088 0.101 -0.871 
SCS (B)    -0.082 0.012 -6.904** 
A x B Interaction    -0.001 0.013 -0.063 
MSPSS (C)    -0.278 0.095 -2.915** 
A x C Interaction    0.101 0.086 1.175 
B x C Interaction    0.008 0.010 0.761 
A x B x C 
Interaction    0.007 0.009 0.768 

Model 3: PSS 0.46 19.29 30.89**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    -0.213 0.307 -0.696 
SCS (B)    -0.389 0.036 -10.729** 
A x B Interaction    0.039 0.040 0.968 
MSPSS (C)    -1.134 0.291 -3.891** 
A x C Interaction     -0.235 0.262 -0.897 
B x C Interaction    -0.018 0.032 -0.568 
A x B x C 
Interaction    -0.048 0.029 -1.623 

Note. *indicates significance at .05 level, ** indicates significance at .01 level. PHQ = Patient Health 
Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale; AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale; SCS = Self-
Compassion Scale; MSPSS = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support. 
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Supplemental Table 6 
Moderation analysis predicting Psychological Distress among Black Male Athletes (n = 251)  
Model/Predictor R2 MSE F b SE b t 
Model 3: PHQ 0.21 1.62 9.18**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    -0.030 0.079 -0.379 
SCS (B)    -0.092 0.013 -6.961** 
A x B Interaction    0.012 0.014 0.862 
MSPSS (C)    -0.050 0.070 -0.719 
A x C Interaction    -0.021 0.068 -0.305 
B x C Interaction    0.014 0.009 1.463 
A x B x C 
Interaction    -0.002 0.011 -0.138 

Model 3: PSS 0.23 24.56 10.57**    
Predictors:       
AIMS (A)    -0.074 0.308 -0.241 
SCS (B)    -0.346 0.051 -6.735** 
A x B Interaction    0.004 0.053 0.079 
MSPSS (C)    -0.468 0.273 -1.713 
A x C Interaction     0.075 0.266 0.283 
B x C Interaction    0.041 0.036 1.119 
A x B x C 
Interaction    -0.058 0.044 -1.322 

Note. ** indicates significance at .01 level. PHQ = Patient Health Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress 
Scale; AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale; SCS = Self-Compassion Scale; MSPSS = 
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Supplemental Table 7 

Moderation analysis predicting Psychological Distress among Latino Athletes (n = 140)  
Model/Predictor R2 MSE F b SE b t 
Model 3: PHQ 0.24 1.77 5.93**    

Predictors:       

AIMS (A)    0.136 0.107 1.276 

SCS (B)    -0.064 0.018 -3.622** 

A x B Interaction    0.018 0.014 1.234 

MSPSS (C)    -0.375 0.107 -3.490** 

A x C Interaction    0.229 0.125 1.834 

B x C Interaction    0.007 0.015 0.446 

A x B x C 

Interaction 
   0.008 0.016 0.493 

Model 3: PSS 0.29 24.00 7.56**    

Predictors:       

AIMS (A)    0.039 0.339 0.101 

SCS (B)    -0.369 0.065 -5.641** 

A x B Interaction    -0.007 0.053 -0.136 

MSPSS (C)    -0.872 0.397 -2.197* 

A x C Interaction     -0.199 0.461 -0.433 

B x C Interaction    0.017 0.057 0.290 

A x B x C 

Interaction 
   -0.026 0.059 -0.436 

Note. * indicates significant at .05 level, ** indicates significance at .01 level. PHQ = Patient Health 

Questionnaire; PSS = Perceived Stress Scale; AIMS = Athletic Identity Measurement Scale; SCS = Self-

Compassion Scale; MSPSS = Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support. 
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tend to be valued more for their athleticism (e.g., physically gifted) than for other abilities (e.g., 
hard-work, determination) and personal characteristics (e.g., intelligence, leadership skills; 
Eastman & Billings, 2001; Spaaij et al., 2015). Thus, this focus on sport involvement, and the 
respect and acceptance received because of it, may serve to reinforce, and strengthen, Black male 
athletes’ athletic identities and push them to disregard their other roles or interests (e.g., student, 
artist; Huml et al., 2019; Melendez, 2009; Steinfeldt et al., 2010).  
 Although being seen and accepted primarily through the lens of an athlete can be 
limiting, a stronger athletic identity may have unintended benefits. Black male athletes 
experience racism, bias, and discrimination generally in society, and specifically on their 
campuses, that undermine their well-being (Anthony & Swank, 2018; Harrison et al., 2011; 
Steinfeldt et al., 2010). Such experiences may be exacerbated at Predominantly White 
Institutions (PWIs; Anthony & Swank, 2018; Steinfeldt et al., 2010), and some of the Black 
athletes in our sample attended such institutions. However, when Black male athletes are 
strongly identified with their athletic role, and are receiving the social acceptance, respect, 
support, and value from media, family, and friends that comes from playing collegiate sports 
(Anthony & Swank, 2018; Harrison et al., 2011; Steinfeldt et al., 2010), they may be protected to 
some degree against the marginalizing attitudes and behaviors that otherwise surround them. In 
the current sample, Black women, Latinas, and Latinos reported AI scores similar to the Black 
men; thus, their athletic identity also may serve this potential protective factor (Anthony & 
Swank, 2018; Ortega, 2021). We make this assertion cautiously recognizing that college sports 
are an extension of an oppressive and marginalizing academic system. For example, Cooper et 
al. (2017) used critical race theory to analyze NCAA’s policies and practices. They found that, 
similar to inequalities generally observed in the United States, racial disparities existed in 
relation to the concept of amateurism, eligibility standards, academic progress rate and 
graduation success rate, underrepresentation of racial diversity in leadership positions, and lack 
of training in cultural competency for athletic department staff (Cooper et al., 2017). 

Although male and female athletes have reported experiencing high levels of 
psychological distress after COVID-19 (NCAA, 2020b), such distress appears to have been 
minimally exacerbated by disruptions to their athletic identities but lessened considerably 
through their self-compassion and social support (Graupensperger et al., 2020; Hagiwara et al., 
2021). With the exception of the White female athletes, for all athletes in our sample, athletic 
identity was unrelated to either measure of psychological distress. For the White female athletes, 
a stronger identification with the athlete role was associated with higher levels of depressive 
symptoms, but only when both self-compassion and social support were low. Graupensperger et 
al. (2020) also found that when the college athletes in their sample (63% women; racial identities 
not provided) felt less supported by their teammates, they experienced more disruption in their 
athletic identities and reported higher levels of depressive symptoms.  

Inconsistent with findings from past research (Houle et al., 2010; Huml, 2018; Lamont-
Mills & Christensen, 2006), the divisional level at which the athletes competed was unrelated to 
their athletic identity, both directly and in conjunction with their gender and race/ethnicity. In 
past studies, Division I and II athletes have reported equally strong athletic identities, both of 
which being higher than Division III athletes’ reported scores (Huml, 2018). Similarly, 
Stokowski et al. (2022) found that Division III athletes (N = 332) scored only at the midpoint of 
the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale, suggesting only a moderate identification with this role. 
Given the consistency of past research findings regarding athletic identity and NCAA divisional 
levels, there are no definitive reasons to explain the nonsignificant findings in this study, though 
an explanation may exist within the uniqueness of the pandemic and its fallout. The COVID-19 
global pandemic uniformly and equally disrupted the identities of all athletes, regardless of 
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division. In response, athletic departments engaged in extensive outreach to their athletes and 
athletes themselves often banded together to form support networks, particularly early in the 
pandemic when our data were collected (Ashland's Sports Information Department, 2020; 
Doster, n.d.). These responses, in essence, increased the salience of the athlete identity; they 
were different from other college students, experiencing the unprecedented shutdown of 
collegiate sports and receiving consistent support and outreach because of their athlete status. 
Thus, in the immediate aftermath of COVID, identity may have remained relatively strong.  

Although the expected effects of athletic identity were minimally realized, social support 
and self-compassion were related significantly, either singly or in combination, to fewer 
depressive symptoms and lower levels of general psychological distress across all of the athletes. 
For example, for the Black female athletes and White male athletes, social support and self-
compassion interacted in relation to their experiences of distress. When self-compassion was 
low, or high, the amount of support the athletes’ perceived as available to them made a 
difference. In these conditions, psychological distress was significantly higher when social 
support also was low, though the effects were strongest in the low support by low self-
compassion condition. For the other athlete subgroups (e.g., Latinas, Latinos), social support and 
self-compassion were independent predictors and, as expected, related to lower levels of distress. 
In general, social support provides emotional and tangible resources that allow individuals to 
successfully navigate stressful situations without becoming overwhelmed or psychologically 
distressed (Brown et al., 2018; Graupensperger et al., 2020; Hagiwara et al., 2021). Self-
compassion, which is rooted in mindfulness, self-kindness, and common humanity, cultivates 
understanding and acceptance rather than self-criticism during times of setbacks, failures, and 
stress, which helps individuals maintain a sense of psychological equilibrium and well-being 
(Huysmans & Clement, 2017; Neff, 2003). Given the consistency of our findings, which are in 
line with other recent studies on the positive effects of social support and self-compassion (e.g., 
Brown et al., 2018; Graupensperger et al., 2020; Hagiwara, 2021; Huysmans & Clement, 2017; 
Lu & Hsu, 2013; Mosewich et al., 2011), athletic departments should consider how they can 
assist athletes in developing supportive networks (e.g., family, teammates, friends) and in being 
more compassionate with themselves.   

 
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 
 Despite our study’s strengths, such as examining the interplay of race/ethnicity and 
gender and collecting data in the immediate aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic through a 
large, nationally-based sample, there were limitations that warrant discussion. First, although all 
measures were psychometrically sound, all were quantitative and based on self-report. Thus, 
results are limited by the biases that are inherent in self-report (e.g., social desirability), which 
may be associated with underreporting of mental health concerns. In future studies, if possible, 
researchers may conduct structured clinical interviews with subsets of their samples to verify 
rates of diagnoses. Second, although our focus was on what occurred in relation to the disruption 
of athletes’ identities during this unprecedented event, our data is cross-sectional, and we cannot 
comment on what may have occurred to athletes as they returned to sport in the fall and were 
able to realize their athletic identities again. Research that addresses these temporal questions 
also is needed to understand how athletic identities evolve over time as potentially disruptive 
events ebb and flow. Further, given the initially positive role that social support and self-
compassion played in ameliorating athletes’ distress in the immediate aftermath of the pandemic, 
research is needed to determine how such resources might affect athletes over time as they 
returned to sport, continued to navigate COVID-19 restrictions, and managed an ongoing virtual 
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educational system. Third, our sample included athletes only from PWIs and who identified as 
White, Black, and Latino/a; due to the very small number of athletes who identified with 
different race/ethnicities in our sample, we were unable to examine their experiences. Thus, 
future research might try to oversample Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, and Biracial or 
Multiracial student-athletes, targeting various institutions (e.g., Minority Serving Institutions, 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities) to ensure representativeness. Lastly, although we 
were able to examine the interplay of race/ethnicity, gender, and athletic identity, we did not 
directly do so in the context of the systems of oppression that exist within collegiate sport 
environments (Cooper et al., 2017). For this reason, future studies might examine athletic 
identity with consideration of the effects of racism, sexism, and other forms of systemic 
oppression.  
 
Clinical Implications 
 

The present study has implications for how sports medicine professionals and athletic 
departments may support their athletes as they cope with the stress and disruption related not 
only to the COVID-19 pandemic, but to being a collegiate student-athlete generally and during 
the significant life transitions they will face (e.g., retiring from sport). Given the consistent and 
strong relationships between the two psychosocial resources and experiencing much lower levels 
of distress during this crisis, and other research that has documented their general benefits in 
terms of psychological well-being (Huysmans & Clement, 2017; Neff, 2003), a compelling case 
exists for a holistic care model that focuses on not just the athlete-performer, but also the athlete-
person. Within such holistic approaches, athletes can be helped to (a) develop and maintain 
supportive networks (e.g., family, friends) and (b) adopt practices and perspectives consistent 
with being mindful and kind to oneself; for example, the approaches can be taught individually 
(e.g., counseling sessions) and through workshops (Gabana et al., 2019; Reis et al., 2015). As 
found in our study, these two psychosocial resources had ameliorative effects for every gender 
by racial subgroup, further supporting their application across for all athletes.  

 
Conclusion  
 
 The COVID-19 global pandemic, and cancellation of collegiate sports, were an 
unprecedented set of events that disrupted the lives of every collegiate athlete and provided a 
unique opportunity to study the interplay of athletic identity, psychosocial resources, and 
psychological distress (NCAA, 2020b). The strength of the athletes’ identities in the immediate 
aftermath of the pandemic varied based on their gender and race, but not their divisional level, 
providing a more nuanced understanding of this variable within the collegiate sport environment. 
Further, the relationship of this identity to psychological distress existed, but only among the 
White female athletes; and then, specifically, when they were low in social support and self-
compassion. For the remaining subgroups of athletes, social support and self-compassion were 
related to less psychological distress and fewer depressive symptoms, both of which were 
otherwise quite elevated during April/May 2020 (NCAA, 2020b). Self-compassion and social 
support offer powerful benefits that athletic department and sports medicine personnel can 
leverage by creating programming that helps their athletes develop these resources.   
 
 
 



                                   Social Support, Self-Compassion, Athletic Identity 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2023 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.  
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

127 127 

References 
 

Anthony, E. C., Jr. & Swank, M. J. (2018). Black college student-athletes: Examining the 
intersection of gender, and racial identity and athletic identity, Journal for the Study of 
Sports and Athletes in Education, 12(3), 179-199.  

Ashland's Sports Information Department. (2020). Ashland Women’s Basketball Continues 
Outreach Efforts During Pandemic. Great Lakes Intercollegiate Athletic Conference. 
Retrieved April 4, 2023, from https://www.gliac.org/sports/wbkb/2019-
20/releases/AU_WBB_Outreach. 

Beamon, K. (2012). “I’ma Baller”: Athletic identity foreclosure among African-American 
former student-athletes. Journal of African American Studies, 16(2), 195-208. 

Brewer, B. W., & Cornelius, A. E. (2001). Norms and factorial invariance of the Athletic 
Identity Measurement Scale. Academic Athletic Journal, 15, 103–113.  

Brewer, B. W., & Petitpas, A. J. (2017). Athletic identity foreclosure. Current Opinion in 
Psychology, 16, 118-122. 

Brewer, B. W., Van Raalte, J. L., & Linder, D. E. (1993). Athletic identity: Hercules’ muscles or 
Achilles heel? International Journal of Sport Psychology, 24, 237-254. 

Brown, C. J., Webb, T. L., Robinson, M. A., & Cotgreave, R. (2018). Athletes' experiences of 
social support during their transition out of elite sport: An interpretive phenomenological 
analysis. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 36, 71-80. 

Chalabaev, A., Sarrazin, P., Fontayne, P., Boiché, J., & Clément-Guillotin, C. (2013). The 
influence of sex stereotypes and gender roles on participation and performance in sport and 
exercise: Review and future directions. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 14(2), 136-144.  

Chen, S., Snyder, S., & Magner, M. (2010). The effects of sport participation on student 
athletes' and non-athlete students' social life and identity. Journal of Issues in 
Intercollegiate Athletics, 3, 176-193. 

Cohen, S., Kamarck, T., & Mermelstein, R. (1983). A global measure of perceived stress. 
Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 385-396. 

Cooper, J. N., Nwadike, A., & Macaulay, C. (2017). A critical race theory analysis of big- 
time college sports: Implications for culturally responsive and race-conscious sport 
leadership. Journal of Issues in Intercollegiate Athletics, 10, 204-233. 

Doster, A. (n.d.). Covid-19 response creative traning: An unexpected offseason.  
Loyola University Chicago. https://www.luc.edu/features/stories/covidresponse/athletics/ 

Eastman, S. T., & Billings, A. C. (2001). Biased voices of sports: Racial and gender 
stereotyping in college basketball announcing, Howard Journal of Communications, 

 12(4), 183-201. 
Enders, C. K., & Baraldi, A. N. (2018). Missing data handling methods. In P. Irwing, T. Booth, 

& D. J. Hughes (Eds.), Wiley handbook of psychometric testing: A multidisciplinary 
reference on survey, scale and test development (pp. 139–185). John Wiley & Sons. 

Evans, M. G. (1985). A Monte Carlo study of the effects of correlated method variance in 
moderated multiple regression analysis. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes, 36, 305–323. 

Gabana, N. T., Steinfeldt, J., Wong, Y. J., Chung, Y. B., & Svetina, D. (2019). Attitude of 
gratitude: Exploring the implementation of a gratitude intervention with college 
athletes. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 31(3), 273-284.  

Gottlieb, B. H., & Bergen, A. E. (2010). Social support concepts and measures. Journal of 
Psychosomatic Research, 69(5), 511-520. 



Hayes, Petrie & Moore 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2023 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.  
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

128 

Graupensperger, S., Benson, A., Kilmer, J., & Evans, M. (2020). Social (un)distancing: 
Teammate interactions, athletic identity, and mental health of student-athletes during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Journal of Adolescent Health, 67(5), 662-670. 

Hagiwara, G., Tsunokawa, T., Iwatsuki, T., Shimozono, H., & Kawazura, T. (2021). 
Relationships among student-athletes’ identity, mental health, and social support in 
Japanese student-athletes during the Covid-19 pandemic. International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health, 18(13), 7032. 

Haines, E. L., Deaux, K., & Lofaro, N. (2016). The times they are a-changing… or are they not? 
A comparison of gender stereotypes, 1983–2014. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 40(3), 

 353-363. 
Harrison, L., Jr., Sailes, G., Rotich, W. K., & Bimper, A. Y., Jr. (2011). Living the dream or 

awakening from the nightmare: Race and athletic identity. In The Education of Black 
Males in a 'Post-Racial' World (pp. 99-112). Routledge. 

Hayes, A. F. (2012). Process: A versatile computational tool for observed variable mediation, 
moderation, and conditional process modeling. Retrieved from 
http://www.processmacro.org/papers.html 

Heird, E. B., & Steinfeldt, J. A. (2013). An interpersonal psychotherapy approach to counseling 
student athletes: clinical implications of athletic identity. Journal of College Counseling, 
16, 143-157.  

Horton, R. S., & Mack, D. E. (2000). Athletic identity in marathon runners: Functional focus or 
dysfunctional commitment?. Journal of Sport Behavior, 23(2), 101-119. 

Howard, W., Rhemtulla, M., & Little, T. (2015). Using principal components as auxiliary 
variables in missing data estimation. Multivariate Behavioral Research, 50(3), 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00273171.2014.999267 

Huml, M. R. (2018). A factor structure examination of athletic identity related to NCAA divisional  
differences. Journal of College Student Development, 59(3), 376-381. 

Huml, M. R., Hancock, M. G., & Hums, M. A. (2019). Athletics and academics: The relationship  
between athletic identity sub-constructs and educational outcomes. Journal of Issues in 
Intercollegiate Athletics, 12, 46-62. 

Huysmans, Z., & Clement, D. (2017). A preliminary exploration of the application of self- 
compassion within the context of sport injury. Journal of Sport and Exercise  
Psychology, 39(1), 56-66.  

Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R. L., & Williams, J. B. (2003). The Patient Health Questionnaire-2: 
Validity of a two-item depression screener. Medical Care, 1284-1292. 

Lang, K. M., Little, T. D., & PcAux Development Team. (2017). PcAux: Automatic 
extraction of auxiliary variables from large datasets [R package].  
http://www.github.com/PcAux-package/PcAux/ 

Lopes Dos Santos, M., Uftring, M., Stahl, C. A., Lockie, R. G., Alvar, B., Mann, J. B., & Dawes, 
J. J. (2020). Stress in academic and athletic performance in collegiate athletes: A 
narrative review of sources and monitoring strategies. Frontiers in Sports and Active 
Living, 2, 42. 

Lomotey, K. (2010). Encyclopedia of African American education. SAGE Publications, Inc., 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412971966 

Lu, F. J., & Hsu, Y. (2013). Injured athletes' rehabilitation beliefs and subjective well-being: The 
contribution of hope and social support. Journal of Athletic Training, 48(1), 92-98.  

MacBeth, A., & Gumley, A. (2012). Exploring compassion: A metaanalysis of the association 
between self-compassion and psychopathology. Clinical Psychology Review, 32(6), 545– 
552. 



                                   Social Support, Self-Compassion, Athletic Identity 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2023 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.  
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

129 129 
Malinauskas, R. (2010). The associations among social support, stress, and life satisfaction as 

perceived by injured college athletes. Social Behavior and Personality: An International  
Journal, 38(6), 741-752. 

Marsh, I. C., Chan, S. W., & MacBeth, A. (2018). Self-compassion and psychological distress in 
adolescents—a meta-analysis. Mindfulness, 9(4), 1011-1027. 

Melendez, M. C. (2009). Psychosocial influences on college adjustment in division I student 
athletes: The role of athletic identity. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, 
Theory & Practice, 11(3), 345-361. 

Mignano, A. C., Brewer, B., Winter, C., & Van Raalte, J. L. (2006). Athletic identity and student 
 involvement of female athletes at NCAA Division III women’s and coeducational 

colleges. Journal of College Student Development, 47(4), 457-464. 
Mitchell, A. M., Crane, P. A., & Kim, Y. (2008). Perceived stress in survivors of suicide: 

Psychometric properties of the Perceived Stress Scale. Research in Nursing & 
Health, 31(6), 576-585. 

Moore, E. W. G., Lang, K. M., & Grandfield, E. M. (2020). Maximizing data quality and 
shortening survey time: Three-form planned missing data survey design. Psychology of 
Sport & Exercise, 51, Article 101701. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101701 

Mosewich, A. D., Kowalski, K. C., Sabiston, C. M., Sedgwick, W. A., & Tracy, J. L. (2011). 
Self- compassion: A potential resource for young women athletes. Journal of Sport & 
Exercise Psychology, 33, 103-123. 

Mosewich, A. D., Ferguson, L. J., McHugh, T. L. F., & Kowalski, K. C. (2019). Enhancing 
capacity: Integrating self-compassion in sport. Journal of Sport Psychology in 
Action, 10(4), 235-243. doi.org/10.1080/21520704.2018.1557774 

NCAA. (2020a). Our Three Divisions.  
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/2016/1/7/about-resources-media-center-ncaa-101-our-three-
divisions.aspx 

NCAA. (2020b). NCAA Student-Athlete COVID-19 Well-being Survey. 
https://ncaaorg.s3.amazonaws.com/research/other/2020/2020RES_NCAASACOVID-
19SurveyPPT.pdf 

Neff, K. (2003). Self-compassion: An alternative conceptualization of a healthy attitude toward 
oneself. Self and Identity, 2(2), 85-101. 

Neff, K. D., Kirkpatrick, K. L., & Rude, S. S. (2007). Self-compassion and adaptive 
psychological functioning. Journal of Research in Personality, 41(1), 139-154. 

Neff, K. D., Long, P., Knox, M. C., Davidson, O., Kuchar, A., Costigan, A., Williamson, Z., 
Rohleder, N., Tóth-Király, I., & Breines, J. G. (2018). The forest and the trees: 
Examining the association of self-compassion and its positive and negative components 
with psychological functioning. Self and identity, 17(6), 627-645. 

Neff, K. D. (2020). Commentary on Muris and Otgaar (2020): Let the empirical evidence speak 
on the self-compassion scale. Mindfulness, 11, 1900-1909. 

Ortega, G. (2021). Examining the intersection of race and athletics for Latino male student 
athletes. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 20(2), 179-192. 

Proios, M. (2012). Athletic identity and achievement goals of gymnastics athletes. Science of 
Gymnastics Journal, 4(3). 

Pushkarev, G. S., Zimet, G. D., Kuznetsov, V. A., & Yaroslavskaya, E. I. (2020). The 
multidimensional scale of perceived social support (MSPSS): Reliability and validity of 
Russian version. Clinical gerontologist, 43(3), 331-339. 



Hayes, Petrie & Moore 

Downloaded from http://csri-jiia.org ©2023 College Sport Research Institute. All rights reserved.  
Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution. 

130 

Raes, F., Pommier, E., Neff, K. D., & Van Gucht, D. (2011). Construction and factorial validation 
of a short form of the self‐compassion scale. Clinical Psychology & Psychotherapy, 18(3), 
250-255. 

Ramírez, M. T., & Hernández, R. L. (2007). Factor structure of the perceived stress scale (PSS) in 
a sample from Mexico. The Spanish Journal of Psychology, 10,199-206. 

Reis, N. A., Kowalski, K. C., Ferguson, L. J., Sabiston, C. M., Sedgwick, W. A., & Crocker, P.  
R. (2015). Self-compassion and women athletes' responses to emotionally difficult sport 
situations: An evaluation of a brief induction. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 16, 18-
25. 

Siqueira Reis, R., Ferreira Hino, A. A., & Romélio Rodriguez Añez, C. (2010). Perceived stress 
scale: Reliability and validity study in Brazil. Journal of health psychology, 15(1), 107- 
114. 

Spaaij, R., Farquharson, K., & Marjoribanks, T. (2015). Sport and social inequalities. Sociology 
Compass, 9(5), 400-411. 

Spitzer, R. L., Kroenke, K., Williams, J. B., Patient Health Questionnaire Primary Care Study 
Group, & Patient Health Questionnaire Primary Care Study Group. (1999). Validation 
and utility of a self-report version of PRIME-MD: The PHQ primary care study. JAMA, 
282(18), 1737-1744. 

Steinfeldt, J. A., Reed, C., & Clint Steinfeldt, M. (2010). Racial and athletic identity of African 
American football players at historically Black colleges and universities and 
predominantly White institutions. Journal of Black Psychology, 36(1), 3–24. 

Stokowski, S., Fridley, A., Croft, C., Stensland, P., & Arthur-Browning, S. (2022). Athlete 
identity and mental health among NCAA Division III student-athletes. Journal of 
Athlete Development and Experience, 4(1), 71-82.  

Zimet, G. D., Dahlem, N. W., Zimet, S. G., & Farley, G. K. (1988). The multidimensional scale 
of perceived social support. Journal of Personality Assessment, 52(1), 30-41. 

 



Copyright of Journal of Issues in Intercollegiate Athletics is the property of College Sport
Research Institute and its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a
listserv without the copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print,
download, or email articles for individual use.


