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INTRODUCTION

Adolescents who wish to pursue a career as a high-performance athlete are expected to be engaged
in a sport specialization process. In this way, they have to adopt an intense and specific focus on
one sport and exclude others. Although youth sports participation has been linked to numerous
physical, psychological and social benefits, it has also been associated with negative outcomes
such as low self-esteem, aggressive behaviors or eating disorders (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005). The
modern integrated approach underlines that the youth athletes system is organized around three
main subsystems (i.e., family, team and environmental subsystems), which are interrelated and
impact athletes’ development and practice (Dorsch et al., 2022).

Then, in addition to the constraints and goals of the sport, the life and career of modern
adolescent athletes are characterized, inmany countries, by the requirement to undertake education
alongside their sports training. Studies that have investigated dual career (DC) in student-athletes
have shown that this population experiences high demands across athletic and non-athletic levels
of development (Brown et al., 2015). These studies also highlighted that student-athletes have to
balance their time and energy to fulfill their commitments in different life areas, bringing out the
time management challenge between time constraints and leisure time, organizational capacity and
long-term development (Stambulova et al., 2021).

Sport and educational commitments are typically associated with entrance into academies or
clubs with high prestige. In order to facilitate athletes’ participation and achievement in education
and sports programs, many countries set up Sports and Academic Training Centers (SATCs).
SATCs aim to offer athletes all the resources they need from an academic and sports point of view.
However, despite the SATCs support, it has been recently highlighted that the sports specialization
process still predisposes adolescent athletes to social isolation, poor academic performance,
emotional disturbances, intense and chronic stress states, lack of proactive recovery strategies,
decreased family time, and burnout (Brenner et al., 2019). In response to these health concerns and
behaviors, several health organizations have proposed guidelines and position statements to guide
parents and practitioners toward best practices for managing young athletes. A recent literature
review (Herman et al., 2022) highlighted that the most common recommendations endorsed the
following concepts: “monitor athlete wellbeing,” “youth athletes need access to well trained, quality
coaches,” “multi-sport participation,” “limit early organized participation and/or training,” and
“parents require awareness of training, coaching, and best practices.” However, Herman et al.’s
study (Herman et al., 2022) highlighted that: (a) the level of evidence provided to support a given
recommendation varied significantly; (b) the level of detail and the consistency of terms used
throughout the results were typically low, and (c) recommendations were frequently made without
reference to potential outcome measures or specific strategies that could be used for practical
implementation in the community.
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According to the recent literature, there is a lack of applied
strategies that may help student-athletes to cope with the various
stressors and constraints related to the sport specialization
period of their careers, that could lead to dysfunctional
states. Beyond the positive and negative aspects of early sport
specialization for long term development, performance, health
and sport participation (LaPrade et al., 2016), we argued that
it would be a fundamental perspective in sports science to
validate interventional protocols in this way. Considering the
specificity of adolescent student-athletes that are engaged in sport
specialization, it appears that these athletes are exposed to the
increased sport and educational constraints in their lifestyle,
leading to time pressure. This time pressure is expressed as a
lack of time for physical, psychological and own needs recovery,
which is a psychological condition and burnout significant risk
factor (Sorkkila et al., 2020). In this line, we assume that
adolescence is a pivotal period for athletes’ development because
most mental health disorders occur in late adolescence and
early adulthood, as well as identity formation and individuation
(Sutcliffe and Greenberger, 2020). Especially, adolescent athletes
that have to commit in sport specialization are an at-risk
population in the way that they may develop a unique identity
(i.e., athlete identity), which is risky when things go wrong as an
athlete (injuries, setbacks, etc.), leading adolescents’ foundation
to be shaken (Champ et al., 2020). Therefore, investigating
new strategies that consider the problem of time pressure and
the need for leisure activities to ensure adolescents’ functional
development and maturation is of crucial interest for a long-term
performance perspective and a sustainable sports practice.

LEISURE ACTIVITIES APPROACH

While physical and mental recovery in sport have received
increasing attention in research and practice the past
decades (Kellmann, 2010), we notice that leisure activities
is underexamined in sports science, perhaps because of the
culture of effort, work and surpassing oneself attached to
sport performance.

Leisure is defined as how one’s spends their free time, and
is considered as being the “principal driving force underpinning
the human desire to render life meaningful. . . or to give it
the sense of passion, pleasure and purpose” (Blackshaw, 2017).
These voluntary non-work activities (Hills and Argyle, 1998) are
engaged in for enjoyment and encompass actions such as: taking
part in hobbies; participating in arts; taking educational classes;
reading; socializing; shopping; listening to music; engaging in
libraries or culture; cooperating in community, neighborhood,
or tenants’ groups; and participating in social clubs (Fancourt
et al., 2021). Accordingly, thousands of studies have shown a
relationship between leisure engagement and both physical and
mental health (e.g., mental health: prevention and management
of mental illnesses such as depression, anxiety, stress; physical
health: chronic pain, frailty, coronary heart disease and disability)
(see Hills and Argyle, 1998 for a review).

According to the Multi-level Leisure Mechanisms Framework
(Fancourt et al., 2021), leisure activities are complex

interventions in that they contain individual and group
level components and outcomes (Craig et al., 2013). To date,
over 600 potential mechanisms of action by which leisure
activities might affect health have been identified and categorized
into psychological, biological, social and behavioral processes
(Fancourt et al., 2021). Some of these mechanisms operate
at the micro-level (i.e., affect individuals or tiny groups). In
contrast, others operate at the meso-level (i.e., affect larger
groups, communities, and institutions) or at the macro-level
(i.e., affect societies and cultures at large). To quickly summarize
the literature, some of these mechanisms can be directly
activated by leisure management and engagement (and will
have an immediate effect on health), while others are part of
more complex indirect pathways and will affect health from a
long-term perspective (Fancourt et al., 2021). Then, considering
leisure activities requests to keep in mind that (a) no leisure
activity will activate just one causal mechanism (Rogers, 2008);
(b) leisure activities effects are the result of the interaction of
multiple different mechanisms (Preiser et al., 2018); leisure
activities interventions mechanisms are non-linear and involve
feedback loops and recursive causality (Rogers, 2008; Preiser
et al., 2018). Finally, leisure mechanisms only make sense
when they are considered from a dynamic systems perspective
(Kernick, 2006), rather than on static states and protocols
(Fancourt et al., 2021).

DISCUSSION

Despite the central role of leisure activities for individual
development and health, we failed to find studies in sports science
that investigates applied protocols in athletes. In the general
population, organized leisure-time activities (OLTA) have been
identified as allowing the individual strengths of adolescents
to be aligned with developmental assets (Bowers et al., 2014).
OLTA represents a wide range of activities taking place during
leisure time outside the regular school curriculum (Bohnert
et al., 2010). These activities can be characterized as having
a structure with defined rules and goals, being supervised by
adults, having a regular schedule and putting emphasis on skill-
building (Larson, 2000; Mahoney et al., 2005). Literature has
shown associations between OLTA and relevant healthy youth
development factors in adolescents (Bohnert et al., 2010; Farb
and Matjasko, 2012). OLTA recognized benefits in the general
population cover protections against risk behaviors, reduction
in substance abuse consumption, delinquency, or bullying of
others (Farb and Matjasko, 2012). It has also been shown that
OLTA may be a way to channel some stress-reduction efforts
(Darling, 2005) and negate the need for stabilization of one’s
social position through risk behaviors (Viau and Poulin, 2015;
Viau et al., 2015), giving social support for identity-related
exploration. Finally, studies have shown that one’s participation
in OLTA leads to an increase in his/her experience to higher levels
of intrinsic motivation and challenge at the same time (Hansen
et al., 2010), promoting the development of initiative, identity
formation, and the building of teamwork skills and social capital
(Hansen et al., 2003).
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All of this seems to link OLTA to healthy developmental
outcomes (Farb and Matjasko, 2012), which may be of key
interest for adolescent student-athletes. This suggests that
specific leisure mechanisms and applied protocols should be
investigated in student-athletes, mainly based on longitudinal
protocols and ecological conditions. For example, it would
be interesting to investigate how applied protocols based on
OLTA recommendations could help adolescent athletes preserve
their recovery-stress states around real training seasons. An
important challenge for these protocols will be to carefully
manage how “adolescents” activities will be organized. Indeed,
it has been shown that adolescents’ participation in organized
activities has protective effects while overscheduling induces
major concerns in this population (Badura et al., 2015). In

this line, a quantitative and qualitative approach should be
relevant in order to individualize interventions and to take into
account the key ’athletes’ biopsychosocial aspects in a systemic
approach. This research field may benefit from the extensive
literature that exists on the general and disease population. It may
help develop specific models and applied strategies to ensure a
long-term sustainable practice and psychological/physical/social
development of adolescent athletes.
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