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Collegiate Athlete Experiences with COVID-19 and Attitudes about 
Returning to Sport

Abstract

When COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic, collegiate athletic departments faced the difficult decision to postpone or cancel 
sport activities. Aside from concerns of transmission, disruptions in sport impacted college athletes broadly. This study was de-
signed to investigate athletes’ experiences during the pandemic toward developing a better understanding of athletes’ attitudes about 
COVID-19 and returning to sport. Participants included 245 varsity collegiate athletes across NCAA sports and divisions who volun-
tarily completed an online survey between August and October 2020. Collegiate athletes reported significant impacts of COVID-19 on 
areas including mental health, physical fitness, and academic progress. Approximately one in four participants reported testing positive 
for COVID-19 at some point between the onset of the pandemic and completing the survey. Less than half of the respondents, howev-
er, endorsed worry about exposure to COVID-19 while participating in their sport. Most collegiate athletes reported satisfaction with 
their athletic department’s response to COVID-19 and adherence to guidelines and recommendations. Temperature checks, sanitation 
of equipment, and regular COVID-19 testing were among the top recommended procedures endorsed by participants. Some athletes, 
however, reported concerns about the feasibility of safety procedures for their particular sport. Overall, respondents demonstrated an 
eagerness to return to sport despite COVID-19-related risks.

Keywords: athlete mental health, college athlete, COVID-19, pandemic, return to sport

When the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) was declared a global pandemic on 
March 11, 2020, university and college varsity athletic 
departments were confronted with the difficult decision 
to postpone or cancel sport seasons and activities (e.g., 
practice, conditioning). Decision-making particularly 
was challenging for the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) since its 1,098 active member 
institutions span all regions of the United States, across 
multiple sports, and with seasons at different periods 
of the year (Marabito et al., 2020). While the NCAA is 
the overseeing organization, the 142 individual confer-
ences (e.g., Big Ten, Sunbelt, Pac-12) are autonomous 
and have the right to enact conference-specific policies 
(Marabito et al., 2020). As such, response to the pan-
demic has varied across conferences and institutions. 
For example, the Pacific-12 (Pac-12) and Southeastern 
Conference (SEC) announced cancellation of their 
spring sports on March 14 (Pac-12 Conference, 2020; 

SEC, 2020). It was not until March 29, however, that 
the Big 12 conference officially announced its can-
celation of athletic events (Big 12 Conference, 2020). 
Decisions made by the NCAA, individual conferences, 
and active institution members ultimately impacted 
the nearly 500,000 college athletes who participate in 
NCAA-sponsored sports. 

	 The collegiate athlete population is especially 
important to consider during the global COVID-19 
pandemic for several reasons. As athletes, they are 
at high risk for sport-related COVID-19 contraction. 
Since COVID-19 is transmitted by close contact 
through respiratory droplets (WHO, 2020), varsity 
sport practices and competitions are potential hotbeds 
for contraction and spread of COVID-19 (Andreato 
et al., 2020). As college students, they also are at high 
risk for COVID-19 contraction related to the modified 
learning environment. With educational institutions 
swiftly shifting to remote learning in response to the 
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pandemic, many college students, including college 
athletes, relocated to live with family, friends, or part-
ners. Of the 37,658 NCAA college athletes included in 
a 2020 study, 84% reported living away from campus 
and with parents, family, or a significant other once 
learning became remote and campuses closed (NCAA, 
2020a). For some, this relocation involved air travel 
out of state, which posed an increased risk for con-
tracting COVID-19 (Daon et al., 2020). When return-
ing to sport activities, athletes traveling back to their 
institution may therefore pose an even greater risk of 
spreading COVID-19. Further, since even asymptomat-
ic carriers of COVID-19 are infectious (He et al., 2020; 
Sayampanathan, 2021), athletes who are infected but 
experience minimal or no symptoms unknowingly may 
spread COVID-19 to teammates, competition oppo-
nents, and athletic staff.

	 The purpose of the current study was to get a 
better understanding of the college athlete experience 
during the COVID-19 pandemic to help inform institu-
tional decision-making. Specifically, this study aimed 
to investigate the ways in which college athletes have 
been affected by disruptions in sport and by the pan-
demic in general. It also sought to assess which as-
pects have caused most concern for college athletes, to 
determine whether college athletes have been satisfied 
with their institution’s/athletic department’s response to 
COVID-19, to explore factors motivating comfort re-
turning to sport, to explore college athletes’ perceptions 
about the risks of COVID-19 contraction and spread, 
and to discover their attitudes toward various safety 
measures when returning to play.

	 In addition to gathering information about 
current experiences and the state of college athletics we 
can look to history to inform decision-making. While 
a global pandemic has not been encountered since 
the Spanish flu pandemic in 1918, the response may 
provide some guidance. For instance, in response to the 
Spanish flu, Major League Baseball (MLB) mandated 
that players, coaches, umpires, and fans in attendance 
wear masks and the regular season was shortened, 

ending in September and with 24 fewer games (Bach-
man, 2020). The National Hockey League (NHL) 
proceeded with the Stanley Cup Finals; however, as 
a result of several players contracting the Spanish flu, 
the Finals were canceled after Game 5 (Alper, 2020). 
Among NCAA institutions, 18 colleges canceled their 
football seasons and others played only several games 
(Veras, 2020). That said, not all college sports were 
canceled, and many players and spectators became ill 
(Ching, 2020). Masks and social distancing, just like 
today, were the primary methods of self-protection 
and transmission reduction for spectators at college 
sporting events (Barnhart, 2020). Initial cancellation 
and suspension of college and professional sports in 
2020 contrasts the continuation of many sports in 1918, 
which may have prevented exacerbation of the first 
wave of COVID-19 (Nauright et al., 2020). 

	 Guidelines and best practices for safety in col-
lege athletics were released by the American College 
Health Association (ACHA) in May 2020 (ACHA, 
2020a). The NCAA released guidelines for resocializa-
tion of collegiate sports in November 2020. Guidelines 
by both associations included physical distancing, 
use of personal face coverings, testing athletes before 
returning to sport even if asymptomatic, non-touch 
temperature checks prior to participation, limited trav-
el, spectators/fans not in attendance, and sanitization of 
equipment. In anticipation of upcoming seasons or lift-
ed suspensions, most college athletes returned to prac-
tice and training in the fall (ACHA, 2020b). Updated 
guidelines from the ACHA in December 2020 recom-
mended the use of outdoor practice and training spaces. 
It also emphasized the need for spreading awareness 
and education about COVID-19 and including students 
in the planning of safer campuses to increase adherence 
to public health recommendations (ACHA, 2020b). 	

	 Aside from sport-related safety guidelines, 
the ACHA made recommendations for protecting the 
mental health of college students (ACHA, 2020a; 
ACHA, 2020b). For college athletes, this especially is 
important since, aside from the obvious concerns of 
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COVID-19 transmission, disruptions in sport impact 
collegiate athletes’ mental health. For instance, since 
the onset of the pandemic, one in three NCAA athletes 
reported sleep difficulties, one in four experienced feel-
ings of sadness and loss, and 49% had negative feel-
ings about their ability to maintain academic progress 
(NCAA, 2020a). 

	 Mental and physical health both are included 
in the broad reach of COVID-19’s impact on college 
athletes (NCAA, 2020a). The NCAA Student-Athlete 
COVID-19 Well-Being Survey was an online survey 
conducted between April 10 and May 1, 2020, that 
examined the pandemic’s impact on collegiate athletes’ 
mental and physical well-being (NCAA, 2020a). The 
main finding from the study was that a majority of col-
lege athletes reported significant mental health issues 
since the beginning of the pandemic. Particularly, more 
than 25% reported feeling sadness and a sense of loss, 
and more than one-third reported sleep difficulties. 
Participation in team sports has been associated with 
improved social and psychological health with nu-
merous positive outcomes, including emotional social 
support, higher self-esteem, a sense of belonging, 
social networking, and social interaction (Anderson et 
al., 2019). With canceled and suspended competition 
seasons and limited or no sport activities, collegiate 
athletes were left with a void. According to a study by 
Graupensperger and colleagues (2020), college athletes 
who received less social support and reported less con-
nectedness with teammates because of the pandemic 
demonstrated poorer mental health and well-being and 
experienced more dissolution of their athletic identity. 

	 The interruption of sport competition and 
training routines also affects an athlete’s physical fit-
ness (Andreato et al., 2020). Without the guidance and 
supervision of coaches and athletic trainers, athletes are 
forced to train on their own. Considering the emotional 
impact of the pandemic on college athletes along with 
the uncertainty of when sport would resume, finding 
the motivation to maintain a training routine was diffi-
cult for many (NCAA, 2020a). The NCAA (2020a) re-
ported 40% of athletes surveyed indicated they lacked 

the motivation to train. According to another study 
investigating changes to training habits among high 
school and collegiate-level athletes since the outset of 
the pandemic, Jagim et al. (2020) found a decrease in 
motivation to continue training was reported by 68% of 
participants. The study also revealed a 33% reduction 
in training frequency. Local regulations and a lack of 
access to appropriate training facilities also presented 
barriers to college athletes’ training routines (NCAA, 
2020a). Changes in weight and physical fitness due to 
COVID-19 limitations became a possibility for college 
athletes.

	 In culmination with COVID-19-related mental 
and physical health concerns, college athletes demon-
strated significant concern about academic progress as 
the landscape of learning changed drastically (NCAA, 
2020a). In their Student-Athlete COVID-19 Well-Be-
ing Survey, the NCAA (2020a) inquired about academ-
ics. Of the 37,658 college athletes who responded, 99% 
reported that their courses had shifted to remote, online 
instruction and nearly half of those participants indi-
cated they lacked confidence in their ability to keep up 
with classes. Some athletes also cited increased work-
loads once the shift to online learning was made. It also 
should be noted that remote learning interfered with 
academic progress during the pandemic since not all 
students had access to reliable internet and technology 
(Lederer et al., 2021). Prior to the pandemic, students 
who did not have adequate internet access or technol-
ogy at home could use on-campus libraries or business 
centers. Relatedly, COVID-19 also has emphasized so-
cioeconomic disparity and financial concerns for many 
college students.     

	 Some college athletes have significant 
COVID-19-related financial concerns (Wanberg et 
al., 2020). With the risk of enduring medical expenses 
due to the contraction of COVID-19, some college 
athletes may not have the resources to pay for insur-
ance deductibles and medical fees. Particularly, the 
financial strain may be even more concerning to Black, 
Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) college ath-
letes, since these groups have been disproportionately 
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affected by COVID-19 (Harper, 2020; Poteat et al., 
2020). This was demonstrated by the NCAA’s (2020a) 
Student-Athlete COVID-19 Well-Being Survey, which 
found racial disparities in housing and food stabili-
ty. Specifically, 25% of Black male college athletes 
disclosed that they did not have access to enough food, 
compared with 8% of White males. Of the overall sam-
ple, 7% of college athletes reported negative feelings 
about their current financial situation (NCAA, 2020a). 

	 In addition to general COVID-19-related 
financial concerns faced by college students, many 
college athletes have uncertainty surrounding poten-
tial reductions of sport scholarship funding (Pilgram, 
2020), institutional budget cuts to funding for their 
sport, and even the elimination of their team/program 
altogether (Giambalvo, 2020). Since March 2020, 352 
NCAA sports teams across divisions have been cut 
(Kumar, 2020). At the recommendation of the NCAA 
(2020b), colleges and universities should honor current 
athletic scholarships; however, whether a scholarship 
is reduced is at the discretion of the institution, and 
with many colleges and universities making significant 
budget cuts to athletics, college athletes’ scholarships 
are at risk (Pilgram, 2020). Further, athletes who hoped 
to have their athletic scholarships renewed in future 
academic years but whose sports were eliminated now 
will miss out on receiving athletic scholarships while 
they finish their academic program. This affects the 
180,000 NCAA college athletes who are on athletic 
scholarships from their institutions (NCAA, n.d.). 

 	 It is critical to gather knowledge about response 
to the pandemic at the institutional level to ensure that 
effective measures are being taken to protect the safety 
of athletes. It also is important to understand pandem-
ic-related attitudes and perceptions held by college 
athletes so that we can better understand how likely 
they are to change their health-related behaviors. While 
there have been several studies that have investigat-
ed the mental health and wellness of college athletes 
in the wake of the pandemic (Andreato et al., 2020; 
Graupensperger et al., 2020; Jagim et al., 2020; NCAA, 
2020a), there have been few studies examining athlete 

perceptions about the pandemic and motivation of ath-
letes to return to sport. Additionally, research reporting 
the satisfaction of college athletes with their athletic 
departments’ response to the pandemic has not been 
published.  

Specific Goals and Hypotheses

	 Goal 1: To explore general impacts of the pan-
demic (e.g., mental health, financial impact, changes in 
physical fitness) on collegiate athletes. 

	 Hypothesis 1: Collegiate athletes will report 
significant impacts in a range of areas including mental 
health, academic progress, and financial stability. 

	 Goal 2: To investigate collegiate athlete percep-
tions of COVID-19 regarding the risk of contraction 
and spread, areas of highest concern, and procedures 
needed to ensure athlete safety and comfort when re-
turning to sport. 

	 Hypothesis 2: The majority of collegiate ath-
letes will express concern regarding contraction and 
spread of COVID-19 through participation in sports, 
given that participation requires close proximity or 
contact with others.

	 Goal 3: To assess the level of satisfaction with 
the athletic department’s response to the pandemic and 
level of satisfaction with the department’s adherence 
to guidelines and recommendations by the ACHA and 
NCAA. 

	 Hypothesis 3: Most collegiate athletes will be 
satisfied with their athletic department’s response to the 
pandemic.

	 Goal 4: To evaluate motivation to return to 
sport and the factors that influence college athletes’ 
comfort returning to sport.

	 Hypothesis 4: Collegiate athletes will be mo-
tivated and eager to return to sport despite COVID-19 
related risks.

Davies | LoGalboEXPERIENCES WITH COVID-19 AND RETURN TO SPORT
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Method

Participants and procedures

	 Participants included 245 varsity college athletes involved in various sports across NCAA Divisions I (n 
= 51, 21%), II (n = 189, 77%), and III (n = 5, 2%). Both domestic and international college athletes were invited 
to participate. International students included those from countries outside the United States currently studying 
and participating in a varsity sport at an American institution. Table 1 shows the demographic information of the 
sample.

Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample

Characteristics n %

Race
Caucasian 184 75
Black/African American 39 16
Bi-racial 17 7
Asian 2 0.8
American Indian or Alaska Native 1 0.4
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 1 0.4
Did not disclose 1 0.4
Ethnicity
Hispanic or Latinx 21 8.5
Gender
Female (including transgender women) 171 70
Male (including transgender men) 72 29
Non-binary 1 0.4
Did not disclose 1 0.4
Year
Freshman 81 33
Sophomore 49 20
Junior 59 24
Senior 46 19
Graduate 10 4
College Geographic Region n %
South 135 55
Midwest 83 34
Northeastern 17 7
West 10 4
Student Status
Domestic 218 89
International 27 11
Sport
Soccer 28 11
Swimming 27 11
Volleyball 27 11
Softball 25 10
Basketball 22 9
Track and Field 19 8
Football 16 6
Rowing 16 6
Baseball 11 5
Cross-Country 11 5
Lacrosse 10 4
Cheerleading 7 3
Golf 6 2
Field Hockey 6 2
Wrestling 5 2
Tennis 4 2
Gymnastics 3 1
Dance 2 1

Note. n = 245. Percentages may not add up to 100 exactly due to rounding of calculations. 
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	 First, the study methods, procedures, informed 
consent, and survey materials received IRB approval 
from the Florida Institute of Technology’s Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB). Participants then were 
recruited via IRB-approved email correspondence 
with athletic department staff (e.g., athletic directors, 
coaches) of NCAA institution members across the 
United States. A relatively equal sampling of divisions 
(I, II, and III) and geographic regions were contacted. 
The recruitment email included the survey question-
naire and a brief description of the study, along with 
a request that the study description and survey be 
distributed via email to the college’s NCAA-partici-
pating athletes. The authors contacted 168 institutions 
and yielded a 5% response rate. Eight athletic depart-
ments agreed to have their athletes participate and had 
an athletic staff member forward the survey and study 
description to athletes. To prevent the risk of athletes 
feeling influenced to respond in a certain way, they 
were ensured in the survey’s informed consent section 
and the forwarded email that their responses would 
not be shared with their institution and that the survey 
did not collect any personal, identifying information. 

	 Surveys were completed using Qualtrics, an 
online survey software. College athletes were directed 
to complete the survey voluntarily on their own time. 
As per NCAA guidelines that prohibit college athletes 
from accepting monetary incentives, compensation 
for participation was not offered. Informed consent 
was required prior to proceeding to the survey items. 
The survey included 25 questions with a combina-
tion of multiple response questions and Likert scale 
responses. It was approximated that the survey would 
take 15 minutes to complete. All survey questions 
and scales were generated by the authors and used the 
study goals and research questions as a framework. 
It was conceptualized with the NCAA Student-Ath-
lete Well-Being Study (2020) as a guide for question 
structure. The goals of the present study were to 
contribute additional data to some of the questions 
posed on the NCAA’s survey and to fill some of the 
research gaps (e.g., perceived risk and readiness to 

return to sport). Several revisions were made before 
distribution based on feedback provided by Florida 
Institute of Technology faculty and current graduate 
students on the research team. Due to the rapidly 
changing nature of our understanding of COVID-19 
and to ensure timely data collection, the survey was 
not pilot tested. Likert scaled questions were rated by 
athletes as “Strongly agree,” “Agree,” “Neither agree 
nor disagree,” “Disagree,” or “Strongly disagree.” 
Examples include: “I worry that I will be exposed to 
COVID-19 while participating in my sport,” “I am 
afraid I will spread COVID-19 if I get it and don’t 
know I have it,” “Participating in my sport would 
be worth the risk of getting COVID-19,” and “My 
athletic department is taking COVID-19 seriously 
and cares about my health.” Other questions were not 
rated on a Likert scale, but rather prompted specific 
responses. For instance, in response to “Compared to 
before COVID-19 my weight has,” respondents were 
asked to select “Increased,” “Stayed the same,” or 
“Decreased.” The survey was active online from the 
beginning of August until the end of October 2020. 
Of the 245 respondents, 222 fully completed the 
survey and the remaining 23 respondents completed 
at least half of the survey questions. The mean time 
spent completing the survey was 5.2 minutes. Data 
were analyzed using Qualtrics XM Survey Software 
and IBM SPSS Version 27.0.

Results 

Goal 1

	 To explore the general impacts of the pan-
demic, athletes were asked to select their top three 
COVID-19-related concerns from a list of options 
provided based on findings from the NCAA (2020a) 
Student-Athlete COVID-19 Well-Being Study: (1) 
mental health, (2) academic progress, (3) physical 
health, (4) financial stability, (5) a shortened sport 
season, and (6) a canceled sport season. Additionally, 
the authors included: (7) maintaining physical fit-
ness, based on research indicating declines in training 
habits and reduced motivation to train (Andreato et 
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al., 2020; Jagim et al., 2020); as well as (8) cuts to funding for your sport, which was included based on funding 
reductions and elimination of some sports altogether at various NCAA institutions (Giambalvo, 2020). Figure 2 
shows the top three COVID-19-related concerns selected by participants, which include both mental health and 
academic progress, partially supporting the first hypothesis. 

Figure 2

Top Three COVID-19-Related Concerns

Maintaining physical fitness was the next most pressing concern endorsed, with half (n = 109) of the respon-
dents reporting declines in physical fitness since the pandemic began. Meanwhile, 31% (n = 68) of the respon-
dents reported no changes in physical fitness and 19% (n = 42) reported improved physical fitness since the 
beginning of the pandemic. While 52% (n = 119) of participants did not experience weight changes, one in four 
experienced weight gain and approximately one in five experienced weight loss. 

	 Somewhat contrary to this study’s first hypothesis, financial stability was a relatively lesser concern. Of 
the 183 college athletes who received athletic scholarships, 132 reported that their funding was not impacted 
(72%); however, roughly 15% (n = 26) of the sample reported reduced funding because of COVID-19, and 25 
students still were awaiting decisions regarding reductions or temporary suspensions of their scholarship fund-
ing. Meanwhile, nearly half of the participants endorsed a lack of confidence that they would be able to afford 
COVID-19-related medical expenses if they became ill. 
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Goal 2

	 In terms of collegiate athletes’ perceptions 
of COVID-19 regarding the risk of contraction and 
spread, the majority of participants (88%) agreed they 
have a social responsibility to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19; however, just under half (44%) of re-
spondents endorsed either “strongly agree” or “agree” 
when asked if they worry about being exposed to 
COVID-19 while participating in sport/practice, 
while 65% of participants endorsed fear of spreading 
COVID-19 to others if unknowingly carrying it (pos-
itive but asymptomatic). While this partially supports 
the second hypothesis, it is curious that less than half 
of the participants specifically expressed concern 
about being exposed to and contracting COVID-19. 
Additionally, slightly more than half of the respon-
dents reported they had been tested for COVID-19 at 
least once since the beginning of the pandemic, with 
one in four receiving a positive result. Of the 100 
participants who stated they left their college/univer-
sity to live with family, friends, or a significant other 
due to the pandemic, slightly more than half traveled 
to another state. One in five participants reported that 
since the pandemic began, someone with whom they 
lived had tested positive for COVID-19. Just more 
than half of respondents said they would get vacci-
nated should the vaccine become available, while a 
quarter of participants responded they were undecid-
ed. Online news sources and social media were shown 
to be the most used mediums for gaining information 
about COVID-19.

Goal 3

	 Collegiate athletes’ satisfaction with their 
institution athletic department’s response to the pan-
demic and adherence to safety guidelines also was as-
sessed. Seventy-eight percent of athletes agreed their 
athletic department was taking COVID-19 seriously 
and showed concern for student health, and 89% of 
participants reported they had been made aware of 
new hygiene/safety action plans for returning to play 
and practice, supporting the third hypothesis. How-
ever, when asked how feasible those hygiene and 

safety procedures would be to enact and enforce, 26% 
of participants admitted that the procedures did not 
seem feasible for their sport. Fear about voicing their 
discomfort to teammates and athletic staff should 
the hygiene/safety procedures not be enforced and 
practiced was reported by 79% of athletes. The most 
selected reason for being fearful about voicing con-
cerns was, “I would be embarrassed if the rest of the 
team feels comfortable and I don’t.” Second to the 
embarrassment was “fear of retaliation from coaching 
staff” (e.g., less playing time). The next most select-
ed response was “fear of losing my position on the 
team.” Meanwhile, 83% of respondents either strong-
ly agreed or agreed that athletes should be included 
in COVID-19-related decision-making, although 
75% endorsed satisfaction with the maintenance of 
communication from their department throughout the 
pandemic. 

Goal 4

	 Motivation and readiness to return to sport 
also were assessed, and despite some of the previous-
ly mentioned concerns, 70% of participants endorsed 
feeling either “very comfortable” or “extremely 
comfortable” immediately returning to their sport, 
supporting the fourth hypothesis. The remaining 
participants endorsed “neutral,” “uncomfortable,” or 
“extremely uncomfortable.” Interestingly, nearly half 
either strongly agreed or agreed that participating 
in their sport would be worth the risk of contracting 
COVID-19. Ranking highest among measures that 
significantly would increase college athletes’ comfort 
returning to sport was strict adherence and enforce-
ment of sanitation and safety procedures by athletics 
departments. Figure 3 shows the ranking of impor-
tance for each item.
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Figure 3

Measures Endorsed by Athletes to Increase Comfort when Participating in Sport 

	 To further understand the factors that influence college athletes’ comfort in returning to sport, we an-
alyzed bivariate correlations of variables that were rated on a 5-point Likert scale as: (1) Strongly Agree, (2) 
Agree, (3) Neutral, (4) Disagree, or (5) Strongly Disagree. Comfort returning to sport immediately also was rat-
ed on a 5-point Likert scale as: (1) Extremely Comfortable, (2) Comfortable, (3) Neutral, (4) Uncomfortable, or 
(5) Extremely Uncomfortable. Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations between variables 
and their relationships with comfort returning to sport.
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Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations between Variables and Comfort Returning to Sport

	 A strong negative correlation (r = -.63, p < .001) was found between comfort returning to sport and 
worry about exposure to COVID-19 during sport. Similarly, worry about spreading COVID-19 to others was 
negatively correlated (r = -.44, p < .001) with comfort returning to sport. Further, comfort returning to sport was 
moderately and positively correlated (r = .56, p < .001) with the belief that participating in sport would be worth 
the risk of contracting COVID-19. In contrast, worry about exposure to COVID-19 during sport was negatively 
correlated (r = -.59, p < .001) with the belief that participating in sport would be worth the risk. Additionally, a 
moderate and positive correlation (r = .52, p < .001) was found between comfort returning to sport and the sense 
that the athletic department was taking COVID-19 seriously. Notably, feeling that the athletic department was 
taking COVID-19 seriously also was moderately and positively correlated (r = .55, p < .001) with satisfaction 
with the department’s response to the pandemic.   

Discussion

	 When COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic, collegiate athletes experienced disruptions in sport 
and physical training. The purpose of this study was to investigate collegiate athletes’ experiences during the 
pandemic toward developing a better understanding of their attitudes about COVID-19 and returning to sport. 
Relatedly, when asked to select their top three concerns from a list of options, most selected a canceled season. 
Despite potential risks involved, this widespread concern about being unable to participate in athletics due to 
canceled seasons may be influenced by fear surrounding the impact of other factors, such as mental health. 
Indeed, second to a canceled sport season, many respondents selected mental health as a primary concern. It 
is of note that mental health issues, including depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and substance abuse, are 
not uncommon in the collegiate athlete population (Mast & Gentile, 2019). Prevalence rates of mental health 
conditions in male and female collegiate athletes have been found to range from 5% to 35% (Reardon et al., 
2019). Markedly, the incidence of suicide among college athletes has been found to be lower when compared 
with non-athlete college students; however, it has been posited that this lower incidence is related to the mental 
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health benefits of sport, including social connectivity 
with teammates, improved sense of accomplishment, 
and the antidepressant effects of physical activity 
(Mast & Gentile, 2019; Rao et al., 2015). In the event 
of canceled athletic activities resulting in the absence 
of these protective factors, collegiate athletes may 
be at higher risk for suicide or serious mental health 
disorders, suggesting that assessing mental health 
needs and provision of mental health services is of the 
utmost importance in this population. 

	 Academic progress was the third most com-
mon concern, serving as a reminder that collegiate 
athletes are not just athletes, but students as well. 
Given that the pandemic potentially can have a neg-
ative impact on all collegiate students whether they 
are athletes or not, universities are faced with devel-
oping strategies to academically assist their students 
while adapting to virtual or online classrooms and 
possible delays in course completions. Meanwhile, 
physical concerns such as fitness and weight changes 
were somewhat less prominent than mental health 
and academic concerns, but still were reported by 
approximately half of the respondents. Fortunately, 
most collegiate athletes who participated in this study 
reported that their scholarship funding was not nega-
tively impacted.

	 Current findings revealing that collegiate 
athletes perceive themselves to have a lower relative 
risk of contracting COVID-19 compared to others 
suggests the presence of optimism bias. Specifically, 
optimism bias is the false belief that our likelihood of 
experiencing negative events is lesser than predicted, 
or lesser than our peers’ likelihood of experiencing 
negative events (Sharot, 2011). Psychologically, op-
timism bias can help reduce anxiety and stress about 
potential negative circumstances. On the other hand, 
when related to the pandemic, it increases threat not 
only to the person optimistically underestimating 
their danger but also to everyone around them. Since 
eliminating spread and reducing the risk of contrac-
tion requires behavioral change, optimism bias makes 
it less likely that someone will adhere to precautions 

and take appropriate safety measures. Considering 
optimism bias in this fashion, it is of note that the cur-
rent study found that 44% of collegiate athletes were 
worried they would contract COVID-19 from others 
during sport participation, while 65% worried about 
others contracting COVID-19 from them, a discrep-
ancy of 21%. This finding aligns with data released 
in 2020 by YouGov, an international research and 
analytics group, showing that people in the United 
States are approximately 15% more worried about 
COVID-19’s possible health impact on others than on 
themselves. 

	 Relatedly, the present study also revealed a 
significant, moderate-to-strong, negative relationship 
between comfort returning to sport immediately and 
worry about being exposed to COVID-19 during 
sport. In other words, athletes who perceived less risk 
of exposure were more comfortable returning to sport 
immediately. A similar but weaker significant nega-
tive relationship was found between comfort return-
ing to sport immediately and worry about spreading 
COVID-19 to others. This suggests that athletes are 
slightly less willing to return to sport immediate-
ly when they worry about spreading COVID-19 to 
others as opposed to fearing their own risk of contrac-
tion. This finding further supports research demon-
strating that people in the United States are more 
worried about COVID-19’s possible health impact on 
others than on themselves. 

	 The current study also found that almost all 
participants felt they had a social responsibility to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19. Additionally, those 
who felt a higher sense of social responsibility were 
less comfortable returning to sport. Just more than 
half of the participants, however, said they would get 
vaccinated if the vaccine became available to them. 
This suggests that many were not accepting vacci-
nation as a method of prevention despite this sense 
of responsibility. As athletes return to participating 
in sports, teams will be made up of a combination of 
vaccinated and unvaccinated athletes. Potentially, the 
spread of COVID-19 will proliferate as a result. 
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	 Meanwhile, collegiate athletes’ perceptions of 
their institution’s response to the pandemic confirmed 
that most believed their athletic department was tak-
ing COVID-19 seriously. Further, results showed that 
students who believed their athletic department was 
taking COVID-19 seriously felt more comfortable 
returning to sport. Nearly a quarter, however, believed 
the proposed safety procedures lacked feasibility, 
which appears to be a major concern. Additionally, 
collegiate athletes expressed significant concern about 
the negative consequences of speaking up if safety 
procedures were not followed properly, suggesting a 
widespread perceived disincentive to do so. If colle-
giate athletes do not feel comfortable voicing their 
concerns, athletic departments may lack accountabili-
ty regarding the implementation of safety procedures. 
An anonymous method of raising concerns may be 
considered by some programs, while external over-
sight to ensure compliance could be necessary for 
others. 

	 Finally, and as expected, a majority of par-
ticipants in this study reported they would return to 
sport immediately even with the ongoing COVID-19 
presence and risk. This immediacy to resume partic-
ipation regardless of hazard may indicate that col-
legiate athletes view themselves as less susceptible 
to contracting COVID-19 than others or that they 
minimize their own risk. As previously discussed, as 
college athletes’ worry about exposure to COVID-19 
during sport decreases, their comfort returning to 
sport increases. Bakshi et al. (2021) found a similar 
“casual” or low-risk attitude about COVID-19 among 
university students in general. This seemingly casual 
or low-risk attitude also may be influenced by the 
athlete’s dedication to sport and “athletic identity,” 
defined as the degree to which an individual identi-
fies with and embraces the athlete role (Brewer et al., 
1993). Abrupt cancelation of college sport activities 
may threaten an athlete’s identity (Graupensperger 
et al., 2020). Without participation in sport, athletes 
may lose a sense of who they are. A sense of loss or 
identity confusion may explain why nearly half of the 

college athletes in this study agreed that participating 
in their sport would be worth the risk of contracting 
COVID-19. 

	 On the other hand, athletes who were less 
comfortable or motivated to immediately return to 
sport may have an identity that is not so strongly 
dependent on their athletic involvement. Regardless 
of the strength of their athletic identity, some athletes 
may perceive the benefits of participating in sport as 
outweighing the risk of contracting COVID-19. This 
appears to be true based on the significant, negative 
correlation found in this study between worry about 
exposure during sport and participation being worth the 
risk. Moreover, athletes who believed participation in 
their sport was worth the risk also were more likely to 
report comfort returning to sport immediately.

Practical Implications

	 Overall, results suggest that mental health 
and academic concerns should be explored among 
collegiate athletes who experienced a canceled or 
truncated sports season. Institution athletic depart-
ments should actively assess and monitor the mental 
well-being of their athletes. This could be achieved 
through regularly scheduled one-on-one check-ins or 
the establishment of online support groups for athletes 
to meet regularly via Zoom or another teleconfer-
encing platform. All college athletes should be given 
contact information for on-campus counseling and 
psychological services and/or affordable community 
resources to help cope with the general challenges of 
COVID-19 and the unique challenges of being a col-
legiate athlete during a global pandemic. Further, to 
address concerns about academic progress, academic 
support through student academic services should be 
encouraged and resources for academic assistance 
should be provided. For college athletes and college 
students in general, communication and flexibility by 
faculty are needed to navigate through this challeng-
ing and unprecedented time. 

	 Because they perceive themselves to be at a 
relatively lower risk, collegiate athletes may be more 
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likely to engage in activities during which they could 
be exposed, suggesting that specific policies regard-
ing engagement in certain high-risk activities may 
be needed as opposed to assuming that “good judg-
ment” will be used. Given the concern about negative 
consequences of speaking up if safety procedures are 
not followed properly, programs may benefit from 
developing a method of receiving concerns anony-
mously, and possibly incorporating a compliance unit 
to provide oversight. The results of the current study 
highlight that for college athletes, the benefits of par-
ticipating in their sport may outweigh their perceived 
risk of exposure. Awareness campaigns about the 
risks and dangers of COVID-19 may, therefore, not 
be enough to prevent college athletes from continu-
ing to engage in sport. Acceptance of the resistance 
to discontinue athletic activities may move athletic 
departments in a more realistic direction. In that case, 
assuming college athletes are motivated to immedi-
ately return to sport, it is up to athletic departments 
and institutions to maintain and strictly enforce safety 
policies and procedures. 

	 The top recommendation for increasing com-
fort returning to sport endorsed by participants in this 
study was that sanitation and safety procedures are 
strictly followed. This suggests that college athletes 
not only expect their institutions to have procedures 
in place, but they also expect adherence and account-
ability. College athletes appear then to be willing to 
follow policies if it means they get to participate in 
their sport. Further, college athletes in the present 
study gave insight into the types of procedures that 
would increase comfort, including regular tempera-
ture checks of players and sanitation of equipment. 
These recommendations are practical and can be im-
plemented feasibly by athletic departments across all 
sports. In contrast, there may be some procedures that 
are not feasible dependent on sport, accounting for 
the one in four participants who stated the procedures 
proposed by their institution did not seem possible for 
their sport. For instance, athletes in contact sports are 
not reasonably able to physically distance themselves 
from other players. Thus, procedures should be made 

individually dependent on sport and should not be 
generalized to all sports. Moreover, since just more 
than half of the participants stated they would get vac-
cinated should a vaccine become available, education 
about messenger RNA vaccines in general and the 
COVID-19 vaccine specifically may be warranted.  

Limitations

	 A limitation of the study was the small sam-
ple size, which limits generalizability to the general 
NCAA college athlete population of 460,000 athletes 
across all three divisions. The goal of the study was to 
survey a large sample with relatively equal numbers 
of participants across the three divisions. Since the 
study yielded a small sample, with most participants 
from Division II, the data presented in this study may 
be most representative of Division II athletes. Regard-
less, the sample is relatively small even when con-
sidering generalizing only to Division II athletes who 
make up 100,000 of the NCAA’s college athletes. The 
results presented can be considered preliminary and 
serve as a basis for extended research, calling for in-
creased representation of Divisions I and III in future 
studies. Although a very small percentage of partic-
ipants came from Division III schools, it is of note 
that they do not receive scholarship funding and often 
lack resources, which may have influenced responses 
to some questions included in this survey. Another 
potential limitation is the 1:3 ratio of male (including 
transgender men) to female (including transgender 
women) participants, which may not be representative 
of collegiate athletes in general. Additionally, 75% of 
participants were Caucasian, which similarly may not 
be representative of the general collegiate varsity ath-
lete population. Finally, knowledge about COVID-19 
and related sequela has changed rapidly throughout 
the pandemic thus far, raising the possibility that the 
results of this study may be influenced by the timing 
of data collection. Data collection between August 
and October 2020 also may be limiting since the time 
frame was within the first semester of the academic 
year, although some sports are not yet in season early 
in the academic year.
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Future Research

	 Future research should be conducted to inves-
tigate how the attitudes and perceptions of college 
athletes might change throughout the pandemic. The 
pandemic has persisted for more than one year and 
institutions gradually have been returning varsity 
athletes to sport activities in some states. Continued 
research into the short- and long-term effects on atti-
tudes, perceptions, and protective behaviors should, 
therefore, be conducted. Additional research into 
BIPOC college athletes should be conducted to in-
vestigate the differences in experiences since BIPOC 
populations disproportionately have been affected by 
the pandemic. Continued research on the impact of 
COVID-19 on college athletes would be beneficial 
since knowledge about COVID-19, availability of the 
vaccine, and guidelines for best practices change con-
tinually. Moreover, as the pandemic has not yet been 
resolved, replicating similar surveys and conducting 
follow-up research to gauge outcomes over time 
would be highly beneficial since the magnitude of the 
pandemic’s impact on college athletes may not yet be 
fully understood.  

Conclusions

	 Collegiate athletes are worried about the pan-
demic’s impact on their ability to participate in sports 
as well as their health and well-being, yet are eager to 
return to sport as soon as possible. Since participation 
in sport provides mental health benefits such as social 
connection, self-efficacy, and depression reduction, 
institutions should pay particular attention to this 
unique population that is lacking a significant protec-
tive element. For instance, collegiate athletes should 
be provided with on-campus and community resourc-
es for seeking mental health services. Institutions that 
have Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) 
may consider offering virtual support groups for col-
lege athletes to promote social connection and support 
during this difficult time. In addition, coaches and 
athletics staff can offer online events and opportuni-
ties for athletes to connect. Additionally, with appro-
priate safety procedures in place, a return to practices, 

conditioning, and drills may be a viable option while 
competitions remain on hold. At the same time, 
colleges and universities must consider what is best 
for their athletes given their particular situation and 
resources.    	

	 Collegiate athletes appear to be largely sat-
isfied with the response to the pandemic by their 
institutions; however, there is doubt surrounding the 
viability of some of the proposed safety precautions. 
Athletic departments should consider how to imple-
ment safety protocols for each sport as opposed to 
creating general and broad guidelines assumed to 
apply to all sports. Additionally, since many collegiate 
athletes are not comfortable holding their athletic 
departments accountable, there may be a need for an 
anonymous outlet where students can raise concerns 
about adherence to COVID-19 safety procedures. 
This may be at the institution or conference level. 
For instance, the institution’s Faculty Athletics Rep-
resentative could act as an ombudsperson to field 
COVID-19-related concerns. Alternatively, each con-
ference could appoint a contact person to deal with 
complaints made by athletes. Ultimately, collegiate 
athletes rely on their athletic departments to follow 
guidelines and safety procedures.  

	 Finally, since the most common mediums 
among collegiate athletes for gaining information 
about the pandemic are social media and online news 
sources, the provision of unbiased and up-to-date 
information by the NCAA or by their conference or 
institution may be helpful. Additionally, collegiate 
athletes should be encouraged to refer to credible, 
unbiased sources, including the World Health Orga-
nization (WHO) and Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC). 
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