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Abstract 
A two-year longitudinal study examining the association between intrinsic motivation, academic demands, and stress in 
collegiate athletes uses a mixed-methods design that pairs quantitative data from biannual surveys with qualitative 
responses in annual semi-structured interviews. Participants: A stratified random sample of 200 collegiate athletes from 
five universities was chosen based on year in school, sport, and gender to be as diverse as a sample of interest groups. 
Quantitative measures consisted of the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI), Academic Demands Questionnaire (ADQ), 
and Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), while qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Researchers found that 
stress levels were much lower in athletes who demonstrated high motivation despite increased academic demands. The 
institutional review boards approved the study, which complies with the specifications of ethical considerations, including 
informed consent and confidentiality. The results relate to targeted interventions designed to assist athletes in coping with 
academic demands and restoring intrinsic motivation. 
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Introduction  
The welfare of college athletes is increasingly important as they juggle academic expectations with athletic duties. Stress, 
found in abundance among these athletes, can take its toll on their sports performance and health overall. Previous research 
has shown that intrinsic motivation, i.e., engaging in activities for their inherent satisfaction rather than external rewards 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000), is beneficial to stress management. Resilience in an athlete may be increased by intrinsic motivation 
evidenced by academic and athletic involvement, which can counteract the potentially deleterious effects of stress (Deci 
& Ryan, 2013). 

The demands of being a student and the pressure to manage their stress add another layer for the average college athlete. 
The demands of the demanding schedule that accompanies practice, competitions, and academic responsibilities often 
contribute to a sense of overload, which is, in turn, positively associated with higher levels of stress (Stevens et al., 2013). 
One of the few positive experiences that resulted from being pulled in all different directions was learning to balance these 
demands with time management and receiving support from an academic unit and a stronger athletic department. 

Although some studies have examined stress and motivation individually, there has been little longitudinal research on 
these variables as they apply to the achievement context of collegiate athletes. A longitudinal investigation pretends to 
present additional information on how these factors develop over time that cannot be captured by the cross-sectional one 
(Singer & Willett, 2003). The study focuses on closing this gap by utilizing a mixed-methods approach. This approach 
allows us to gain both an overview and a deeper understanding of experiences. 
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While this study was not without limitations, it is an important addition to examining interventions supporting student-
athletes total development. Learning how intrinsic and extrinsic motivators interact with academic requirements to 
influence stress levels helps guide tailored approaches that foster environments conducive to wellness and high 
performance. It is also particularly timely as colleges and universities continue to enhance the student-athlete experience 
and support their success on and off the playing field. 

This study ultimately seeks to investigate further how intrinsic motivation manifests in the presence of academic demands 
and stress among collegiate athletes. The longitudinal framework will also explore how these factors change over time 
and, as a result, help inform appropriate support strategies. 

Literature Review 

Research has continued to explore the well-being of collegiate athletes, with increased emphasis on their reported stress 
as they try to balance academics and athletics. Research on stress and athletes is not new, yet a more thorough 
understanding of the complexities involved and the factors that come into play has been needed. Research has found that 
intrinsic motivation—or doing activities for themselves rather than to attain an outcome—is a key factor in handling stress 
(Deci & Ryan, 2013). In fact, intrinsic motivation can protect an athlete against the harmful effects of stress and enhance 
persistence, performance, and health (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Much has been said about the relationship between stress and intrinsic motivation in both sports and education. 
Intrinsically motivated athletes demonstrate more perseverance and resilience, resulting in increased stress management 
techniques that maintain better performance (Vallerand, 2007). Conversely, students with lower levels of intrinsic 
motivation are more likely to feel stress and burnout in response to high academic demands. 

Academic demands are another major source of stress for college athletes. The dual role of student and athlete frequently 
results in increased stress due to time constraints, academic workload, and the pressure to perform academically and 
athletically (Stevens et al., 2013). 

Student-athletes may suffer from overload, as the multiple academic demands are too much for even high-achieving 
students (Pritchard & Wilson, 2005). This consequently has an adverse effect mentally, diminishing mental health and 
stress levels. Not only that, but it takes away vital time spent studying. Studies have shown that academic stress-related 
factors such as deadlines, exams, or eligibility influence a significant portion of full-life stress for collegiate athletes 
(Watson & Kissinger, 2007). 

Previous studies have suggested that environmental factors such as social support reduce the stress experienced by student-
athletes. Institutions that provide good academic support allow athletes to make their schedules and learn how to manage 
time on a more independent basis, as well as those that attribute the care of not only athletes' physical health but also 
mental health can contribute positively by making it easier for student-athletes to face less stress when balancing 
academics with athletics (Hinkle, 1994). Coaches and Sports Medicine Staff have a pivotal role in fostering an 
environment that places the health of athletes as paramount. Increased intrinsic motivation and decreased stress levels 
may be seen when coaches have positive relationships with their athletes, coupled with supportive team member dynamics 
(Smith, Smoll, & Cumming, 2007). 

Little work has looked at stress and motivation longitudinally in the same study, given that most research primarily focuses 
on either topic. Athlete well-being—how stress and motivation contribute to it, but also the longer-term impact of these 
factors on outcomes in sport (Singer & Willett, 2003)—longitudinal research is essential for understanding this dynamic 
process. Few studies have attempted to investigate this question, and those that do can help illuminate the relationship 
between intrinsic motivation, academic demands, and stress across time among a sample of collegiate athletes. 

The current study aims to fill this gap using a mixed-methods longitudinal design to explore intrinsic motivation, academic 
demands, and stress levels in collegiate athletes. This study bridges two years of quantitative survey and qualitative 
interview data to comprehensively describe these factors' development, interdependence, or mutual influence. A greater 
understanding of these differences will help inform the development of interventions and support systems to promote 
student-athlete well-being and academic success. 
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Ultimately, while notable progress has been made in understanding stress among collegiate-level athletes, further 
comprehensive longitudinal analysis is needed to better understand how intrinsic motivation and extrinsic demands within 
academics might play an influential role concurrently with stresses incurred. The study is intended to provide useful inputs 
in policy-making and practice that encourage the holistic development of student-athletes. 

Methodology 

This longitudinal mixed-method study explored the relationship between intrinsic academic and athletic motivation and 
stress levels longitudinally over two years. The mixed approach of quantitative and qualitative methods allows for a full 
understanding of these developments. 

Among the 200 collegiate athletes from five universities that the study included, each representing various sports and 
awarded different genders and academic disciplines. Stratified random sampling is used to achieve a more balanced 
representation across categories. All three aim to help reach larger and more non-biased population samples, increasing 
the chances that findings will be generalized. 

Quantitative data collection involves conducting bi-annual surveys throughout the two-year duration of the study. The 
surveys incorporate three principal assessment instruments: the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI), the Academic 
Demands Questionnaire (ADQ), and the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS). The IMI is intended to measure intrinsic motivation 
in sports and academics, which conveys the motivational states of athletes themselves. Perceived Workload and its Impact 
(ADQ) is a new tool measuring athletes' academic pressures. The standard measure used is the PSS (Professional et al.). 
The athletes fill out a stress test, and an assessment of their psychological state can be made from there. 

To provide qualitative data, semi-structured interviews occur annually with a purposive sample of 40 athletes. What Kay 
and her team found in those interviews was what led to a multimedia project highlighting the stress that playing two 
sports—both major commitments of time, energy, and emotion on their own, quite apart from academics—can have for 
its best student-athletes. This method of inquiry allows a more comprehensive account of the patterns formed by lived 
experiences and context-dependent motivation stress-enabling factors. 

The quantitative component of data analysis involves descriptive and inferential statistics. The summary statistics for each 
variable are mean, median, and standard deviation. Table 2 shows the results of repeated measures ANOVA, in which we 
assessed change over time for intrinsic motivation, academic demands, and stress. As a result, the relationships between 
intrinsic motivation and academic demands on stress levels have been explored through Structural Equation Modelling 
(SEM), providing an overview model for those interactions. 

Data gathered from the interviews was processed through thematic analysis. Transcripts are coded and analyzed for 
consistent themes and patterns around stress, motivation, and academic demands. The process involves identifying central 
themes that arise from the data and then comparing these with quantitative results to draw a complete set of conclusions 
for the study. 

This longitudinal mixed-methods study will investigate the complex dynamic and interplay between intrinsic motivation, 
academic demands, and stress in collegiate athletes. By utilizing the most stringent data collection and analysis practices, 
it is an article meant to offer critically important knowledge among present literature and inform user-friendly 
interventions geared toward fostering student-athlete welfare and accomplishment. 

Results 

This section summarizes the quantitative and qualitative results obtained over two years. The qualitative data are analyzed 
thematically, and the quantitative data are analyzed using descriptive statistics and repeated measures ANOVA and SEM. 

Quantitative Results 

Descriptive Statistics 
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Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for intrinsic motivation, academic demands, and stress levels at different time 
intervals (baseline, 6 months, 12 months, 18 months, and 24 months). 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Intrinsic Motivation, Academic Demands, and Stress Levels 

Time Point Intrinsic Motivation 
(Mean ± SD) 

Academic Demands 
(Mean ± SD) 

Stress Levels (Mean ± 
SD) 

Baseline 4.2 ± 0.6 3.8 ± 0.7 3.5 ± 0.8 

6 Months 4.1 ± 0.6 3.9 ± 0.7 3.6 ± 0.8 

12 Months 4.0 ± 0.7 4.0 ± 0.8 3.7 ± 0.9 

18 Months 3.9 ± 0.7 4.1 ± 0.8 3.8 ± 0.9 

24 Months 3.8 ± 0.7 4.2 ± 0.8 3.9 ± 0.9 

 

Figure 1: Trends in Intrinsic Motivation, Academic Demands, and Stress Levels Over Time 

Repeated Measures ANOVA 

Repeated measurements ANOVA showed a significant time effect for the three variables: 

 Intrinsic Motivation: F(4, 196) = 5.12, p < 0.01 

 Academic Demands: F(4, 196) = 7.24, p < 0.01 

 Stress Levels: F(4, 196) = 6.58, p < 0.01 

The results suggest that extrinsic motivation, particularly identified regulation and introjected regulations, increased the 
more study pressures students experienced during their training period. 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) 
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SEM was used to investigate the relationships between intrinsic motivation and academic demands on stress levels and 
their predictive power. The model fit indices showed a good fit (CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.05). Table 2 shows 
the standardized path coefficients. 

Table 2: Standardized Path Coefficients from Structural Equation Modeling 

Path Coefficient p-value 

Intrinsic Motivation -> Stress Levels -0.45 < 0.01 

Academic Demands -> Stress Levels 0.55 < 0.01 

 

Figure 2: Structural Equation Model of Intrinsic Motivation and Academic Demands on Stress Levels 

The SEM findings indicate that higher intrinsic motivation is associated with lower stress levels, whereas higher academic 
demands are associated with higher stress levels. 

Qualitative Results 

Thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews revealed several key themes about stress, motivation, and academic 
demands. Below is a summary of these themes: 

Balancing sports and academics 

Many athletes reported significant difficulty balancing their athletic and academic responsibilities. They described the 
difficulty in meeting the demands of both areas and the associated stress. 

Support Systems 

Athletes emphasized the value of support systems, such as coaches, academic advisors, and peers, in managing stress and 
staying motivated. 

Time Management 
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Time management is another important factor likely to determine one's success. Athletes who enhanced their time 
management faculties were more capable of maintaining the pressures exerted on them and consequently experienced 
lower stress levels. 
Impact of Intrinsic Motivation 

Athletes with high intrinsic drive in academics and sports reported higher levels of fulfillment and resilience, which helped 
them cope with stress better. 

Perceived Academic Pressure 

The trend of growing academic demands was a continual cause for concern. The stress of the student-athlete burden also 
played a major role in what athletes cited as contributing to their stress levels, with many feeling extra pressure from 
having to keep grades high enough for academic eligibility and taking on more coursework than is typical. 

Integrating quantitative and qualitative findings allows a more comprehensive understanding of how intrinsic motivation 
and academic loads influence stress among intercollegiate athletes. Over time, decreasing intrinsic motivation and 
increasing demands in both on-field performance and academic load also underscore the importance of assisting student-
athletes to adjust under such circumstances. 

Discussion 

This longitudinal investigation aimed to provide a more finely tuned, nuanced understanding of the relationships between 
intrinsic motivation, academic demands, and stress-related experiences in collegiate athletes over a two-year period. The 
quantitative results showed a significant decrease in students' intrinsic motivation, increased academic demands over time, 
and stress. These results are supported by other research indicating that student-athletes often struggle to maintain high 
levels of intrinsic motivation in the face of growing academic demands (Humphrey et al., 2000). 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) results indicated an inverse association between intrinsic motivation and stress 
levels, supporting the potentially protective impact of increased intrinsic motivation in reducing perceived distress. Higher 
intrinsic motivation attenuated the stress level among student-athletes, suggesting that increased intrinsic motivation may 
help tackle stress factors among them. This finding aligns with previous work suggesting that intrinsic motivation 
enhances personal resilience and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Vallerand, 2007). 

Another difference was noticed in the positive correlation between stress and academic demands, indicating that academic 
pressures significantly impact athletes' stress. The rising academic demands reported by participants reflect the increasing 
expectations placed on student-athletes to excel academically and athletically. This finding supports previous research 
that has identified academic workload as a significant source of stress for collegiate athletes (Watson & Kissinger, 2007; 
Pritchard & Wilson, 2005). 

The qualitative analysis adds to these findings by better understanding the athletes' lived experiences. Many athletes 
described the challenge of juggling their dual roles, emphasizing the ongoing struggle to meet academic and athletic 
demands. Balancing both was a daily challenge, which regularly led to a huge amount of stress around exams and major 
assessment times. The agreement between qualitative and quantitative findings regarding stress levels shows a complex 
feature with many pieces. 

Over the years, support systems have become one of the cornerstones of chronic stress management. The athletes 
highlighted the importance of having accessible coaches, an academic advisor, and a supportive peer group. Strong support 
systems offered emotional and practical help to help them navigate the challenges of having two jobs. This was in line 
with previous findings that note the role of social support for athlete coping and stress (Hinkle, 1994; Smith et al., 2007). 

Another must-have for success is time management skills. Successful time managers were much less stressed and better 
able to balance everything they had on their plate. This aligns with previous studies (Stevens et al., 2013), which found 
that time management correlates more strongly with stress and academic performance. 
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Over time, the decline in intrinsic motivation is alarming, signaling that academic and athletic pressures may sap athletes' 
inherent drive. This trend stresses the need for therapies that improve academic and athletic performance and increase 
intrinsic drive. Programs encouraging autonomy, competence, and relatedness may help preserve intrinsic motivation and 
minimize stress (Deci & Ryan, 2013). 

Overall, this study provides a comprehensive overview of the factors affecting stress in collegiate athletes. Combining 
quantitative and qualitative data may help elucidate the complex dynamic of intrinsic motivation in interaction with 
academic demands over time. Such results indicate the need to develop intrinsic motivation and appropriate social support 
or time management to fulfill their academic commitment and personal development for student-athletes successfully. 
Further research is needed to study these relationships and create specific interventions that target the peculiar challenges 
faced by this population. 

Conclusion 

The current longitudinal study assessed intra-individual fluctuations in academic demands, stress levels, and intrinsic 
motivation of collegiate athletes over two years. By using both quantitative and qualitative data together, it has made it 
possible to gain a more comprehensive view of how the factors are mutually dependent and continue to evolve over time. 
Results revealed substantial decreases in intrinsic motivation, increased academic demands, and stress among collegiate 
athletes. This shows the ubiquity of stress and how it is most effectively counteracted with intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic 
motivation negatively correlates with stress, highlighting the critical need for positive motivational environments to help 
athletes manage stress more effectively. 

The correlation between academic stress and stress levels was positive, indicating that academic demands largely 
determined how respondents felt. With increased academic demands, stress increases, showing the necessity for good 
strategies to handle the overload with appropriate support. The qualitative findings from this study deepen the 
understanding of these issues as the narratives given by athletes shed light on the personal struggles they endure trying to 
balance their roles, highlighting that support networks also play a crucial role in time management. 

In conclusion, this study's results indicate the necessity of exposure to high-level, focused interventions to increase 
collegiate athletes’ well-being and academic achievement. Some potential interventions include more intrinsically 
motivated programs, better time management, and the development of firm support networks. One way to increase health 
while addressing athletic and academic needs is to support athletes so they do not have to be stretched quite thin to meet 
everyone’s needs. 

The study's implications contribute novel insights into the existing literature on stress, motivation, and academic demands 
in collegiate athletes. These findings highlight the need for additional interventions and follow-up studies to help student-
athletes navigate these challenges. Contributions play a vital role in enhancing the lives of collegiate athletes, not just in 
their sports and academics but also in our endeavors to prioritize their well-being. 
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