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Abstract
The objective of this study was to analyse the scientific publications on the influence 
of social agents in sport, to identify the types (emotional, informative, tangible) and 
levels (positive, indifferent, negative) of social support provided to athletes by fam-
ily members, coaches and teammates. This systematic research was completed by 
means of a search on the PsycInfo, ProQuest, SportDiscus, Scopus and Web of Sci-
ence databases and reference lists of systematic reviews on social support in sport. 
The PRISMA checklist was used to conduct the study, and the study quality analysis 
was implemented using the STROBE Statement. The PECOS criteria were used in 
the eligibility of studies found based on the terms applied in the search strategy. The 
31 studies selected examined the perception of the three stages of sports training 
(diversification, specialization, investment) of team and individual sport athletes. The 
main conclusion is that advances in research into social support have generated a 
diverse body of evidence, revealing a focus on the analysis of family social support. 
Family members were identified as the most prevalent social support providers, 
offering athletes unique forms of emotional, informative and tangible support from 
positive and negative. Coaches played a significant role in emotional and informative 
support and teammates in emotional support. It is concluded that positive levels of 
emotional, informative and tangible support from social agents are key in solidifying 
athletes’ desire to stay in and prolong their involvement with the sport.

Keywords: interpersonal relationships; knowledge; social support; systematic review.
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Interpersonal relationships are one of the main factors 
that determine the quality of athletes’ experiences in sport 
(Coutinho et al., 2018). Accordingly, understanding social 
influences has been considered one of the most relevant 
topics in predicting sports performance (Goldsmith, 2004), 
which is influenced by the result of interaction with social 
agents in addition to experiences and quality training, as 
well as by the athlete’s innate talent.

In terms of social support in sport, athletes have 
three main sources of influence as their athletic career 
progresses: family members; coaches and teammates. 
These social agents form a complex and multifaceted social 
network that may not influence or may have positive and/
or negative effects on athletes’ sports experiences (Côté 
et al., 2003; Côté et al., 2016; Sheridan et al., 2014), as 
they contribute to the creation of a motivational climate, 
defined through their behaviours, values, attitudes and 
support (Camerino et al., 2019; Puigarnau et al., 2016) 
that affects the way athletes interact and perceive their 
involvement with sport (Atkins et al., 2013). For this 
reason, the sequence explains the three main social agents 
and how they contribute to the involvement of athletes 
in sport.

Social support
“Social support” is a term commonly used in the literature 
to describe a group of distinct, albeit interrelated, 
phenomena (Goldsmith, 2004). In the context of sports, 
it is a multidimensional construct that has been employed 
to describe the overall quality of relationships through 
perceived, available or received support and the individual’s 
social network (Rees & Hardy, 2000). 

There are several types of social support (Goldsmith, 
2004), although three specific types have been suggested 
as being particularly relevant in sport: emotional; 
informative and tangible (Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Holt 
& Dunn, 2004;). Emotional support refers to forms of 
care and encouragement, leading a person to feel loved 
and protected by others (e.g., motivation and affection). 
Information support includes receiving information and 
advice about different situations (e.g., feedback and 
tips), while tangible support includes concrete assistance 
received (e.g., logistical and financial support) (Holt & 
Dunn, 2004; Cutrona & Russel, 1990). Thus, the positive 
development of athletes through sport will depend on their 
relationships with social agents, the type of support and 
how it is perceived by the athlete.

Social agents
The family is regarded as a primary socializing agent 
through which children develop their own identities and 

learn the norms and values of the society in which they 
live (Kubayi et al., 2014). Most of the time, it is the 
family that provides the child with the first opportunity 
to play a sport and also has a significant impact on the 
child’s decision to pursue or give up a sport (Nunomura 
& Oliveira, 2013). Therefore, from the moment the child 
takes up a sport, through to their initial accomplishments, 
parents bring a significant influence to bear upon their 
sporting career (Dunn et al., 2016; Sheridan et al., 2014).

In addition to the family, the sports coach occupies a 
position of power and leadership that is seen as central to 
determining athletes’ experiences (Kassing et al., 2004; 
Mora et al., 2014; Nascimento Junior et al., 2020). As 
young athletes engage more systematically in sport, 
coaches become a substantial source of influence, while 
parents gradually move more into the background, playing 
a less directive role in their children’s sports (Pérez-
González et al., 2019; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Thus, 
the support and the quality of the coach-athlete relationship 
have been regarded as core elements in developing a career 
in athletics (Jowett & Cockerill, 2003) and consequently 
a key aspect in achieving success in sports (Riera et al., 
2017).

Despite the significant influence exercised by the family 
and the coach, there comes a time when youth athletes 
start to spend more time with their peers in the sporting 
environment. During this period, usually in adolescence, 
peer influence becomes increasingly important to athletes 
(Côté et al., 2016; Mora et al., 2014) in sport and in other 
areas of their life (Holt & Sehn, 2008; Sanz-Martín, 
2020; Scott et al., 2019). Teammates constitute a social 
network that enables the sharing of goals, lifestyles, 
difficulties and building a sense of relationship among 
members, besides the potential for providing positive 
and/or negative psychosocial experiences throughout 
involvement in sport (Fraser-Thomas & Côté, 2009; Scott 
et al., 2019), influencing the athlete’s engagement and 
their decision to continue to do or give up sport (Fraser-
Thomas et al., 2008a).

Based on the perspective of social support in sport, 
scientific production about social influences has been seen 
to grow considerably over the years (Cranmer & Sollitto, 
2015; Folle et al., 2018; Keegan et al., 2010). In general, 
studies have emphasized that athletes are more likely to 
achieve positive results (high performance, a successful 
sports career) when they are encouraged and supported by 
positive feedback and are supported by family members 
and coaches that encourage autonomy (Dunn et al., 2016) 
and by teammates who assist in their personal and moral 
development (Valero-Valenzuela et al., 2020).

In addition to social influences, sports development 
models have been put forward in order to glean a better 
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understanding and determination of the involvement of 
young people in sport, including the Sports Participation 
Development Model - DMSP (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003). 
The DMSP proposes that young people develop through 
stages with specific characteristics and sequential age groups. 
These stages are related to initial diversification into sports 
activities (up to 12 years), specialization in one sport (13 
to 15 years) and investment in a specific sport focusing on 
performance (over 16 years) (Côté et al., 2003).

Although important research has been conducted into 
social influences, there is a scarcity of systematic review 
studies that offer an integrative view of existing empirical 
knowledge, focusing on support from the three main social 
agents (family members, coaches and teammates) and the 
type (emotional, informative and tangible) and the level 
(positive, indifferent and negative) of the support provided 
to athletes. Thus, as already noted by systematic reviews 
on the topic (Bremer, 2012; Sheridan et al., 2014), such 
studies broaden our understanding of the topic and provide 
an opportunity for researchers to share available evidence by 
identifying appropriate theories to develop future research 
directions and intervention strategies, as well as to raise 
awareness of the range of research methods employed in 
the area of study and detect what research is still needed.

In this scenario, this review sets out to analyse scientific 
publications on the influence of social agents on sport to 
identify the types and levels of support provided to athletes 
by family members, coaches and teammates. In accordance 
with this purpose and with the literature on the subject, 
four hypotheses were formulated for this study: a) family 
members provide mostly emotional and tangible support; 
b) coaches provide predominantly informative support; 
c) teammates provide greater emotional support; and d) 
support from social agents is perceived predominantly by 
athletes as positive.

Methodology

Research protocol
For the preparation of this systematic review, the criteria 
recommended by the Declaration Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA; 
Moher et al., 2009) were followed, which provide a 
guideline for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Moher 
et al., 2015). To increase transparency in the review process 
and to disseminate and reduce the unintended duplication 
of systematic reviews, the protocol of this research was 
registered in the International Prospective Register of 
Systematic Reviews (PROSPERO - CRD42019114096) 
database. Registration gives entitlement to the permanent 
documentation of 22 mandatory (plus 18 optional) items on 

the preparation and conduct of a systematic a priori review, 
assisting in the accuracy, completeness and accessibility 
of the studies (Moher et al., 2015).

Information sources and search strategy
A rigorous search of the literature was conducted in the 
following electronic databases: PsycInfo (APA); ProQuest 
(Physical Education Index); SportDiscus via EBSCO; 
Scopus (Elsevier); and Web of Science - Core Collection 
(Clarivate Analytics). The choice of these databases was 
based on their use of systematic reviews related to social 
support in the area of Sport Sciences (Bremer, 2012; 
Sheridan et al., 2014), in which a manual secondary search 
was performed in reference lists to source additional studies.

In each search engine, terms related to the study topic 
were input (“Influence” OR “Support” OR “Involvement”) 
and were combined with population-related terms (“Athlete” 
OR “Parents” OR “Family” OR “Coach” OR “Peers” 
OR “Teammate”) and research context (Sport), using the 
Boolean operator AND to combine terms related to topic, 
population and context (“Influence” OR “Support” OR 
“Involvement” AND “Athlete” OR “Parents” OR “Family” 
OR “Parent Coach” OR “Teammate” AND “Sport”). 

Eligibility criteria
The criteria governing the eligibility of the articles sourced 
followed the literature recommendations for such studies 
(Meline, 2006). We considered, for the purpose of analysis, 
original articles in English and from the period between 
2001 and 2018 (21st century) that presented an abstract 
and a full text available online.

The eligibility assessment was carried out in a 
standardized and independent fashion by two researchers 
who were graduates in Physical Education, were attending 
the Human Movement Sciences Graduate Program and had 
with experience in the production of scientific research 
and systematic reviews. Disagreements were solved by 
consensus, with the assistance of a third investigator when 
a consensus could not be reached (Prat et al., 2019). Studies 
were included and excluded following the PRISMA PECOS 
criteria (Figure 1). After the searches had been performed 
in the databases, duplicate studies were eliminated. Finally, 
three steps were followed for selecting studies, based on the 
following eligibility criteria: reading of the title; reading 
of abstracts; and reading of the full texts. Eligibility for 
inclusion in the final studies was verified by calculating 
the degree of agreement or reproducibility between two 
data sets using Cohen’s Kappa index (Cohen, 1960). A 
value greater than 0.87 was obtained, indicating a level 
of perfect agreement between evaluators (Anguera & 
Hernández-Mendo, 2014; Landis & Koch, 1977). 
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Inclusion Exclusion

P Participant Athletes (family, coaches and teammates) Non-athletes

E Exposure Sports training and competition School physical education: physical 
activity and physical exercise.

C Comparison Social Agents: family, coaches and teammates  
Support level: positive, indifferent and negative --

O Outcome Athletes’ perception of social support (influence, 
involvement) in sport

Perception of family, coaches and 
teammates

S Study Empirical Investigation (field studies – 
descriptive, transversal)

Experimental, theoretical and 
instrumental

Figure 1
Inclusion and exclusion criteria of the studies selected for the review.

Figure 2
Modified PRISMA flow chart outlining records collected and final records eligible after screening process.
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The search in the (primary and secondary) databases 
was performed in the first fortnight of November 2018 and 
yielded 1,020 records. 179 articles were excluded in the 
screening stage through the reading of the titles, because 
they failed to fulfil the following PECOS criteria: participant 
(9); exposure (4); outcome (132); study (3); exposure/
outcome (8); participant/outcome (19); participant/study 
(2); outcome/study (2).

Following the reading of the abstracts 30 articles 
were ruled out on the strength of the following criteria: 
participant (8); outcome (7); study (4); participant/outcome 
(6); participant/exposure (5). Finally, in the eligibility stage, 
28 articles that did not meet the outcome (27) and language 
(1) criteria were ruled out. A flow chart summarizing the 
study selection process is presented in Figure 2.

Evaluation of the methodological quality of 
the studies
Each one of the studies under review was independently 
appraised for quality by two researchers using the adapted 
checklist of the items included in the cross-sectional studies 
(STROBE - Elm et al., 2008). The checklist was originally 
comprised of 22 items, 17 of which were used in this study 
and are related to the title and abstract of the article (item 
1), the introduction (items 2 and 3), the methods (items 
4-8 and 10-12), the results (items 13-14 and 16) and the 
discussion sections (items 18-20).

The studies were classified according to the following 
cutoff points: A (>80% high); B (50% to 80% moderate); 
and C (<50% low). The cutoff points were obtained from 
the sum of the score applied to each item: 0 (does not 
answer); 1 (answers) (Olmos et al., 2008). Disagreements 
between the investigators were resolved by consensus. The 
methodological quality scores for all the studies included 
are presented in Table 1. 

Data extraction and analysis
The studies extracted were organized and archived using 
Endnote (X7) software, while categorization and analysis 
were performed with the aid of the QSR NVivo PRO software 
(version 12). According to the information presented in the 
studies, the characteristics (year, study location, gender, 
stage of sport development - based on age - kind of sport; 
social agents investigated; type of research, instrument 
and software used) and study quality were quantitatively 
analysed using descriptive statistics (absolute frequency).

Results
The study findings were qualitatively analysed through 
the creation of analysis categories and subcategories, 

defined a priori, based on the conceptual framework, and 
a posteriori, based on the empirical data of the studies: 
social agents (family members, coaches and teammates); 
type of social support (emotional, informative, tangible); 
and level of social support (positive, indifferent, negative).

Characteristics of the studies
The characteristics of the 31 studies selected for this systematic 
review are presented in Table 1. Most of these research was 
published as of 2010 (21). In terms of study site, four were 
conducted in the United States of America and four in the UK.

The bulk of the research was conducted with athletes of 
both sexes (24), while only one was conducted with male 
athletes. With regard to the athletes’ long-term  development 
stage (Côté et al., 2003), 10 studies were conducted with 
athletes in the three stages (diversification, specialization, 
investment), and 14 studies included individual and team 
sport athletes.

The studies using a quantitative approach (16) collected 
data through questionnaires (16), while qualitative approach-
based studies (14) employed semi-structured interviews 
(10), and only one research piece was conducted with both 
approaches. The SPSS (n = 4) and NVivo (n = 4) software 
applications were used most to assist in data analysis. There 
was also a predominance of studies that took into account the 
athletes’ perception of the support provided by their families 
(13) (Table 1).

Risk of bias
Based on the guidelines used (Elm et al., 2008; Olmos et 
al., 2008), most studies (23) were classified as having a high 
methodological quality, and eight studies were classified 
as being moderate-quality. Overall, the risk of bias in the 
studies included was deemed relatively low.

Social agents, type and level of social 
support
The study results were organized around the influence 
of the main social agents investigated (family members, 
coaches, teammates), focusing on the type (emotional, 
informative, tangible) and the level of support (positive, 
indifferent, negative) perceived by the athletes.

Family support
The information included about the influence of family 
members was taken from 24 studies (Figure 3). Our analysis 
showed that according to the perception of the athletes 
investigated in the studies selected family member support 
was predominantly emotional.
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Table 1 
Summary of study characteristics.

Author (s) Year
Study 
location

Gender
Stages of 
development

Modality
Type of 
research

Instruments Software
Social 
influences

Study 
quality

Wyllerman et al. 2002 NS M/F I Individual Quantitative Questionnaires NS F/C B

Wuerth, Lee & Alfermann 2004 Germany M/F S/SP/I
Individual
Collective

Quantitative Questionnaires NS F A

Wolfenden & Holt 2005 England M/F SP Individual Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F/C A

Jowett & Timson-Katchis 2005
Republic of 
Cyprus

F I Individual Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F/C A

Ullrich-French & Smith 2006 USA M/F S/SP Collective Quantitative Questionnaires NS F/T A

Schinke et al. 2006 Canada M/F S/SP/I
Individual
Collective

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F B

McCarthy & Jones 2007 England M/F S
Individual
Collective

Qualitative
Focus groups / semi-structured 
interviews

NS F/C/T A

Jowett 2008 England F S/SP/I Individual Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F/C A

Ullrich-French & Smith 2009 USA M/F S/SP Collective Quantitative Questionnaires NS F/T A

Keegan et al. 2009 NS M/F S
Individual
Collective

Qualitative Interviews - focus group NVIVO F/C/T A

Keegan et al. 2010 NS M/F S/SP/I
Individual
Collective

Qualitative
Focus groups / semi-structured 
interviews

NVIVO F/C/T A

Bhalla & Weiss 2010 Canada F SP/I
Individual
Collective

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F A

Fry & Gano-Overway 2010 NS M/F S/SP/I Collective Quantitative Questionnaires NS C/T A

Jowett & Cramer 2010 NS M/F SP/I Individual Quantitative Questionnaires NS C A

Lauer et al. 2010 NS M/F I Individual Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F A

Taylor & Bruner 2012 England M S/SP/I Collective Quantitative Questionnaires EQS C B

Note. Stages of development (defined based on Côté, Baker & Albernethy, 2003); S: Sampling (up to 12 years); SP: Specialization (13 to 15 years); I: Investment (over 16 years); M: Male; F: Female; NS: Not 
specified; F: Family; C: Coaches; T: Teammates; A: High quality, B: Moderate quality.  
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Table 1 (Continuation) 
Summary of study characteristics.

Author (s) Year
Study 
location

Gender
Stages of 
development

Modality
Type of 
research

Instruments Software
Social 
influences

Study 
quality

Siekańska 2012 NS M/F I
Individual
Collective

Quantitative Questionnaires NS F B

Dionigi, Fraser-Thomas & 
Logan

2012 Canada M/F I
Individual  
Collective

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F A

Nunomura & Oliveira 2013 Brazil M/F SP/I Individual Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NS F B

Rottensteiner et al. 2013 Finland M/F SP/I Collective Quantitative Questionnaires SPSS C A

Atkins et al. 2013 USA F SP
Individual Col-
lective

Quantitative Questionnaires EQS F A

Kubayi et al. 2014 South Africa M/F I NS Quantitative Questionnaires SPSS F/T B

Santi et al. 2014 NS M/F I Individual Quantitative Questionnaires
SPSS/
AMOS

T/C A

Amado et al. 2015 Spain M/F S/SP/I
Individual Col-
lective

Quantitative Questionnaires SPSS F A

Marsh et al. 2015 USA M/F S/SP/I
Individual Col-
lective

Quantitative - 
qualitative

Interviews / questionnaires SPSS F/C B

Kang, Jeon & Kwon 2015 Korea M/F S/SP/I NS Quantitative Questionnaires PASW F A

Cranmer & Sollitto 2015 NS M/F I
Individual Col-
lective

Quantitative Questionnaires NS C A

MacPherson, Kerr & Stirling 2016 NS F SP/I
Individual
Collective

Qualitative
Semi-structured interviews / 
photo-elicitation

NS T A

Maniam 2017 Australia M/F I
Individual Col-
lective

Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NVIVO F B

Danioni, Barni & Rosnati 2017 Italy M/F SP/I Collective Quantitative Questionnaires NS F A

Folle et al. 2018 Brazil F S/SP/I Collective Qualitative Semi-structured interviews NVIVO F A

Note. Stages of development (defined based on Côté, Baker & Albernethy, 2003); S: Sampling (up to 12 years); SP: Specialization (13 to 15 years); I: Investment (over 16 years); M: Male; F: Female; NS: Not 
specified; F: Family; C: Coaches; T: Teammates; A: High quality, B: Moderate quality.   
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The studies showed that the emotional support (23) 

provided by the family members was identified as a key 
factor in motivating athletes to do sport, showing that in 
general they were present (at training and competitions), 
provided encouragement and believed in the benefits of 
doing sport. However, in some of these studies, emotional 
support (16) from the family was also negatively rated by 
some athletes. In these cases, over-involvement (criticism, 
spontaneous expressions of disappointment, too much 
emphasis on winning, unrealistic expectations), rather 
than motivating, became a source of pressure and stress, 
particularly in competitive situations. In addition, two 
studies revealed that some athletes were indifferent to 
the type of emotional support provided by their family.

Our research findings showed that the family seeks 
to pass on information related to patterns of nutrition, 

rest, training and game performance through tips, advice 
and feedback. In general, this support was interpreted 
positively by the athletes investigated. On the other hand, 
the same instructional behaviours (7), when supported by 
deleterious aspects (negative feedback, disproportionate 
pressure), led the athletes to feel frustrated and demotivated 
in their involvement in the sport. In addition, one study 
emphasized that informative support by family members 
is perceived indifferently by athletes and has no influence 
on their doing sport (Wolfenden & Holt, 2005).

Positive perceptions of tangible support (11) showed that 
the availability of the family (the purchase of sports material 
and logistical support) for training and competitions was 
acknowledged by the athletes. In turn, disproportionate 
investment (2) led some athletes to feel pressured and 
dissatisfied with the support provided by their family.

Figure 3
Studies that observed family support in sport.

· · Wylleman et al., 2002
·· Wuerth, Lee & Alfermann, 2004
·· Jowett & Timson-Katchis, 2005
·· Wolfenden & Holt, 2005
·· Schinke et al., 2006
·· Mc Carthy & Jones, 2007
·· Jowett, 2008
·· Keegan et al., 2010
·· Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006
·· Bhalla & Weiss, 2010
·· Keegan et al., 2010
·· Lauer et al., 2010
··  Diogini, Fraser-Thomas & Logan, 
2012

·· Siekanska, 2012
·· Atkins et al., 2013
·· Nunomura & Oliveira, 2013
·· Amado et al., 2015
·· Kang, Jeon & Kwon, 2015
·· Marsh et al., 2015
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·· Maniam, 2017
·· Folle et al., 2018
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·· Folle et al., 2018
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Coach support
The information about the influence of the coaches was taken 
from the 14 studies shown in Figure 4. We observed, according 
to the perception of the athletes investigated, that the support 
provided to them by their coaches was mainly emotional and 
informative.

The results showed that positive emotional support from 
the coaches (motivational climate, trust and respect) directly 
affected the athletes’ commitment to the sport (11). However, 
negative situations (demands, pressure, focus on results and 
sports performance) led athletes to feel pressured by the coach 
and dissatisfied with the sport (9). Perceptions related to 
informative support (feedback, orientation, tips), particularly for 

improving athletic performance, were highlighted by athletes 
as generating effective forms of motivation (5). However, some 
athletes pointed out that coach feedback was excessively critical 
and consequently had a negative influence on their confidence 
and development in their sport (5). Tangible support was poorly 
expressed in the athletes’ perceptions (1).

Teammate support
The information analysed regarding the influence of teammates 
was taken from nine studies (Figure 5). In the athletes’ 
perception, teammates provided mainly emotional support 
in the practice of sport.

Figure 4
Studies that observed coach support in sport.

·· Wylleman et al., 2002
·· Wolfenden & Holt, 2005
·· Mc Carthy & Jones, 2007
·· Jowett, 2008
·· Keegan et al., 2009
·· Fry & Gano-Overway, 2010
·· Jowett & Cramer, 2010
·· Keegan et al., 2010
·· Taylor & Bruner, 2012
·· Cranmer & Sollitto, 2015
·· Marsh et al., 2015

·· Wylleman et al., 2002
·· Wolfenden & Holt, 2005
·· Mc Carthy & Jones, 2007
·· Jowett, 2008
·· Keegan et al., 2010
·· Cranmer & Sollitto, 2015

·· Jowett & Timson-Katchis, 2005
·· Wolfenden & Holt, 2005
·· Mc Carthy & Jones, 2007
·· Jowett, 2008
·· Keegan et al., 2009
·· Keegan et al., 2010
·· Taylor & Bruner, 2012
·· Rottensteiner et al., 2013
·· Santi et al., 2014

·· Jowett, 2008
·· Keegan et al., 2009
·· Keegan et al., 2010
·· Rottensteiner et al., 2013
·· Santi et al., 2014

·· Cranmer & Sollitto, 2015
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Figure 5
Studies that observed teammate support in sport.
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A positive relationship with teammates (friendship, 
acceptance, encouragement) has been shown to contribute 
to the quality of athletes’ experiences with the sport (8). 
However, negative attitudes (rejection, lack of support, ego) led 
athletes to develop competitiveness and rivalry with colleagues 
in their sport (4). Informative support (verbal comments and 
positive feedback) from colleagues was highlighted by athletes 
as a motivating factor in several situations (2). However, 
unfavourable aspects (criticism and negative feedback) 
emerged in competitiveness between athletes and prompted 
poorly adaptive sports-related consequences (2).

Discussion
The objective of this study was to analyse the scientific 
publications on the influence of social agents on sports to 
identify the types and levels of support provided to athletes 
by family members, coaches and teammates. Overall, this 
review pointed to an increase in the number of publications 
about the topic since 2010, conducted predominantly 
with athletes in the three stages of the sports practice, of 
both sexes and focusing on the analysis of social support 
by family members. The evidence suggests that family 
members provided the three types of support (emotional, 
informative and tangible) to athletes, while coaches mainly 
provided emotional and informative support and teammates 
emotional support.

The increasing number of publications about social 
influences on sport brings to light the current importance 
of the topic and researchers’ concern with understanding 
the factors that interfere in the development of athletes, 
from the grass roots through to high-performance. This 
evidence indicates that research has sought to attain a 
multidimensional understanding of sport, particularly age- 
and gender-related variables, which can help practitioners 
to provide adequate support to athletes in the different 
stages of development and the development of both sexes 
(Sheridan et al., 2014).

One of the most relevant elements that emerged from 
this study was the range of research developed, with 
a specific focus on the family’s influence on athletes’ 
development, bridging a gap previously highlighted in 
the literature (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). The athletes 
investigated in the different studies analysed found their 
main source of support in the family, regardless of their 
gender and stage in the sport. This means that throughout 
the athlete’s trajectory, from initiation through to elite sport, 
and regardless of the type and level of support, family 
members bring a significant influence to bear upon athletes’ 
careers, thus evincing the importance of the study of this 
agent, as has already been emphasised in the literature 
(Côté, 1999; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).

In this review, we hypothesised that family members 
provided greater emotional and tangible support to athletes. 
This hypothesis was partially supported, since the three 
types of support were perceived by the athletes. The 
evidence found in the selected research suggests that 
family members can mould athletes’ experiences, which 
will be favourable if they show that they control emotions, 
respect, ethics and that they are committed to the athlete’s 
goals. To this end, the family needs to understand that 
athletes will not be able to continue their involvement with 
the sport alone and that being empathic to the challenges 
they face in this setting will increase their chances of being 
successful in their career (Knight et al., 2018).

On the other hand, although positive levels of support 
are perceived by the athletes, a high number of studies have 
pointed to negative perceptions among athletes in relation 
to the family. In seeking to maximise benefits, especially 
for younger athletes, family members often engage in high 
levels of emotional, informative and tangible support to 
the detriment of the athletes’ sporting experiences.

The results showed that negative family behaviours 
such as pressure, demands and overemphasis on victory 
and performance create unrealistic expectations and 
dissatisfaction with sports. Another potentially significant 
element was the allocation of the family’s financial 
resources to athletes’ sports activities. It transpires that 
family members who are heavily invested in young athletes’ 
sports carees expect some kind of return on this investment.

However, this type of situation can lead the athlete to 
feel over-pressured, detracting from the pleasure of their 
sport and consequently reducing their commitment to it 
(Dunn et al., 2016, Latorre-Román et al., 2020). Therefore, 
even when the support is positive it can also be perceived as 
negative, depending on how it is perceived and experienced 
by the the athlete.

The information obtained from this review showed 
coaches to be complementary sources of support. The 
second hypothesis proposed was not verified, because 
even when informative support is provided, emotional 
support was the support perceived most by athletes in 
their relationship with the coach. The results of the studies 
showed emotional and informative support by the coach, 
mainly through motivation, feedback and counselling, can 
forge lasting relationships that may lead the athletes to 
prolong their involvement with the sport (Pérez-González 
et al., 2019).

In turn, the coach can also be a negative source of 
support, when the latter is accompanied by disproportionate 
pressure and negative feedback on athletes’ performance, 
prompting a lack of balance and of affective bonds that 
would otherwise be conducive to a relationship grounded 
in mutual respect and trust. Coaches must understand 
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their athletes, inside and outside the context of sport and 
be seen to take a real interest in their lives. This attitude 
can help them to address athletes’ needs better and help 
them to develop realistic skills and pursue goals that may 
lead to a successful sports career (Nascimento Junior et 
al., 2020; Rottensteiner et al., 2013).

Tangible support from coaches was rarely perceived 
by athletes in the studies analysed. This type of support 
includes the recognition that the coach provides the athlete 
with benefits or services (rehabilitation, injury treatment, 
training and exercise schedules, sports equipment or 
financial aid) intended to assist the athlete in the sport 
(Holt & Dunn, 2004; Rees & Hardy, 2000). Perhaps, 
particularly in younger athletes, this kind of support is 
not perceived as coming directly from the coach and may 
give family members or even the club or sports centre such 
responsibilities, which may have reduced the recognition 
of these acts in the analysis of the support provided by 
the coaches.

The relationship with teammates has been shown to 
contribute to the quality of athletes’ experiences, mainly 
through emotional support, according to the third hypothesis 
of this study. Although the sports literature has focused 
predominantly on how adult social agents, such as family 
members and coaches, can shape athletes’ development 
(Marsh et al., 2015), there seems to be a growing recognition 
that interaction with teammates constitutes a source for 
generating positive results in sport (Macpherson et al., 2016).

The results of the studies suggest that quality of 
friendship and peer acceptance are closely related to 
motivation, companionship, and consequently to a greater 
commitment to the sport on the part of the athlete (Ullrich- 
French & Smith, 2006). 

As sports practice advances, the role of teammates is 
being reformulated and assumes more and more importance, 
especially in the specialization and investment phases. 
Becasuse in these stages, perhaps the most complex for 
athletes, there is a transition from adolescence and a habitual 
shift in roles played by significant adults (Côté et al., 2016).

However, conflicts with teammates can lead athletes 
to give up the sport completely (Scott et al., 2019). The 
evidence obtained, albeit predominantly positive, is 
consistent with that of Sheridan et al. (2014) in indicating 
that negative emotional and informative support from 
teammates involving an ego climate, high competitiveness 
and pejorative feedback is strongly related to burnout in 
sports. This means that athletes’ continuity in the sport 
will also depend on the quality of their relationship with 
their teammates, which will be fundamental in the taking 
of such a decision.

Comparing the evidence in this review to the existing 
literature, the athlete’s sports experience is directly 

influenced by the type and level of support from social 
agents in the form of different values and beliefs (Defreese 
& Smith, 2014). In this research, the results of the studies 
analysed showed that the support of social agents is 
predominantly perceived as positive, in accordance with 
the fourth hypothesis of this study. Thus, even when 
negative support is provided, it is perceived less often than 
positive support, showing that family members, coaches 
and teammates fulfilled their role of sharing athletes’ needs, 
providing emotional, informative and tangible support to 
assist them in sports activities.

From this perspective, in order to help athletes to 
develop and effectively protect them from undesirable 
situations, it would seem crucial to look more closely at 
how social agents influence athletes’ development in sport. 
This requires not only the analysis of the available research 
information, but also the construction of new studies 
that achieve a better understanding of the psychological 
mechanisms in specific contexts of sports culture and 
provide a greater understanding of how certain types and 
levels of support can influence continuation or abandonment 
of a career in sport.

Conclusions
The results of this systematic review provided a clear 
indication of the breadth and complexity of the different 
types and levels of support provided to athletes by social 
agents. Family members were identified as the only 
providers of all three types of support, giving athletes 
emotional, informative and tangible support at all three 
levels (positive, indifferent, and negative). Coaches provided 
greater emotional and informative support, whereas 
teammates demonstrated greater emotional support, both 
positive and negative, according to the athletes’ perception. 
Overall, it would appear that identifying specific roles 
and responsibilities to be provided by each social agent, 
as well as a knowledge of athletes’ demands and sports 
goals, would be helpful in guiding the development of a 
successful athletic career.

Several practical proposals for family members, coaches 
and the other social agents involved in the context of sport 
who work with athletes emerged from this review. Family 
members, coaches and teammates have been shown to bring 
a positive influence to bear on several factors that affect 
the development of athletes in sport. Family members 
were the only providers of all three types of support, thus 
indicating the significant and ubiquitous role of the family, 
both positively and negatively. This discovery can help 
family members to revisit their attitudes and the types of 
support they provide to athletes to ensure that supportive 
relationships are favourable and positive. This information 
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can go some way to understand what specific types of 
support can help to protect athletes from the harmful 
effects of specific types of stressful effects arising from 
their involvement in sport over time. Therefore, in order 
to help athletes to maintain their involvement in sport, 
the closest social agents need to be aware of the type and 
level of support they provide to athletes at different times 
in their career as athletes.

Limitations and future directions
This study makes important contributions on how athletes 
perceive the influences of social agents in sport, analysing 
the types and levels of support provided by family members, 
coaches and teammates. However, this study has several 
methodological limitations, to wit: the inclusion of studies 
published only in English (this may have influenced the 
characteristics of the sample and may have led reports that 
could be culturally significant to be omitted); the elimination 
of studies that did not meet some of the eligibility criteria 
(out-of-date studies - 2001-2018) and did not observe 
the athlete’s perception as the focal point of the research, 
concentrating rather on the perception of parents, coaches 
and colleagues of their influence on athletes’ activity; 
failing to consider other social agents (teachers, non-sports 
friends, businessmen, sports members), who may also 
have limited the outcomes of the review. In addition, the 
sample sizes and the competition levels of the investigated 
participants were not considered and nor were comparisons 
drawn between athletes based on age, gender, sport and 
country of origin, which might go some way to explaining 
the results, based on the characteristics of the samples. 
Future studies could use a cross section of their research 
to understand how an athlete’s social support network can 
influence them before, during and after a sport season, 
which would allow researchers to examine the influences 
of social agent relationships over time. Including athletic 
populations from different cultures could help to test the 
generality and validity of existing knowledge. Moreover, 
including insights from multiple social relationships and 
exploring possible moderating effects in a research project 
may yield meaningful information and make valuable 
contributions to the existing literature.
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