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Sports and substance use in high school students: different 
perspectives of this relationship

André Bedendo1

André Luiz Monezi Andrade2

Ana Regina Noto3

The aim of this study was to describe the relationship between playing sports and substance 
use in high school, students. A search was conducted, without restrictions by date, in 
the main health databases saúde (Cochrane, LILACS, PsycINFO, PubMed, SciELO and 
Scopus). Analysis showed that playing sports can be both a risk and a protection factor 
concerning substance use, depending on a series of variables. Among these the following 
stand out: gender, type of sport, socio-cultural environment and motivation, both to play 
sport and to take the substance. Planning preventative actions that involve sport should 
consider the various factors involved, so as to encourage prevention of drug consumption 
among adolescents.
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Students.
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Prática esportiva e uso de substâncias entre estudantes do ensino 
médio: diferentes perspectivas dessa relação

O presente estudo teve por objetivo descrever a relação entre a prática de esportes e 
o consumo de substâncias entre estudantes do ensino médio. Realizou-se uma busca, 
sem restrição de data, nas principais bases de dados sobre saúde (Cochrane, LILACS, 
PsycINFO, PubMed, SciELO e Scopus). A análise evidenciou que a prática esportiva pode 
se apresentar tanto como fator associado à proteção quanto ao risco de uso, dependendo 
de uma série de variáveis. Entre essas se destacam o gênero, as modalidades esportivas, o 
ambiente sociocultural e motivação tanto para a prática esportiva quanto para o consumo 
da substância. O planejamento de ações preventivas que envolvam a prática de esportes 
devem considerar os diferentes fatores envolvidos, a fim de promover a prevenção do 
consumo de drogas entre os adolescentes.

Descritores: Esportes; Transtornos Relacionados ao Uso de Substâncias/prevenção & 
controle; Adolescente; Estudantes.

Practica deportiva y el uso de sustancias entre estudiantes de  
secundaria: diferentes perspectivas de esta relación

El presente estudio tuvo por objetivo describir la relación entre practica deportiva y el 
consumo de sustancias entre los estudiantes de secundaria. Se realizo una búsqueda sin 
restricción de fecha, en la principales bases de datos sobre salud. (Cochrane, LILACS, 
PsycINFO, PubMed, SciELO e Scopus). El análisis puso en evidencia que la practica 
deportiva se puede presentar tanto como un factor asociado a la protección, como también 
un factor de riesgo para el consumo, dependiendo de una series de variables. Entre 
estas se destacan el genero, las modalidades deportivas, el ambiente sociocultural y la 
motivación tanto para la practica deportiva, cuanto para el consumo de las sustancias. La 
planeación de acciones preventivas  que incluyan la practica de deportes deben considerar 
los diferentes factores implicados, con el  fin de promover la prevención de el  consumo 
de drogas entre los adolescentes.

Descriptores: Deportes; Trastornos Relacionados con Sustancias/Prevención & Control; 
Adolescente; Estudiantes.



www.eerp.usp.br/resmad

87Bedendo A, Andrade ALM, Noto AR.

Introduction

Adolescence is a period of significant neu-
ro-anatomical and functional change associated 
with behavior that is more anxious, impulsive 
and insecure than that of adults(1-2). On the other 
hand, there is also a set of new relationships that 
are especially important in the life of the individ-
ual, be they with parents or with friend groups. In 
this case, if some of these groups consume drugs, 
the individual may feel peer pressure to consume 
as well, and once an individual has entered into 
contact with drugs, they are exposed to the di-
verse risks associated with such consumption(3).

Substance abuse in adolescents is linked 
with diverse social and health problems, such 
as road accidents, violence, academic problems 
and impaired memory(4-7). Thus, substantial ef-
forts are made to prevent substance use among 
students in this age group(8). Possible drug use 
prevention strategies for adolescents include 
playing sport(9).

Studies suggest that, from a neuro-biological 
point of view, playing sport can be an interesting 
alternative in avoiding or decreasing drug con-
sumption(10). However, substance use is not lim-
ited to this single factor, as the context in which 
the individual finds themselves is also important. 
Consequently, gaps remain in the literature on 
certain particularities of the relationship between 
playing sport and drug use(11), mainly regarding 
the role of sport as a risk or protection factor in 
drug use and abuse.  

This study, therefore, aims to describe the 
relationship between sporting activities and drug 
use, exploring related variables through the lit-
erature available on the relationship between 
playing sport and substance use in adolescents 
in high school.

Methodology

This study constitutes a narrative review 
of the literature. The following databases were 

searched: Cochrane, LILACS, PsycINFO, 
PubMed, SciELO and Scopus, with no limita-
tions on dates, using the key words:  “sports” 
and “drug abuse”, “drug misuse”, “substance 
abuse”, “addiction”. This search took place in 
January 2011.

The inclusion criteria were as follows: 
studies of the relationship between playing 
sport and use of psychotropic drugs (those that 
can be self-applied and are capable of causing 
addiction), in Portuguese, English and Spanish 
and high school students. The following 
search algorithm was used: (tw:(sports)) AND 
(tw:(drug abuse)) AND (tw:(drug misuse)) 
AND (tw:(substance abuse)) AND (tw:(ad-
diction)) AND (limit: (“secondary students”) 
AND la:(“en” OR “es” OR “pt”) AND type: 
(“article”)).

Some authors study only drugs that are not 
described as potentially causing addiction, such 
as growth hormones or erythro protein, or drugs 
involving comorbidities. These were not consid-
ered in the review.  

Results 

The searches were not restricted as to 
dates, and 6,843 articles were found, of which 
duplicated references were then excluded 
(n=3,646). The inclusion criteria were then 
applied, and a further 1,774 references were 
excluded through the title, 38 as they were 
not published in scientific journals and 1,202 
through the abstract. Thus, 184 potentially 
relevant references were found and the com-
plete texts were assessed. A further four stud-
ies published after this date – references 22, 
32, 41 and 49 –, were considered important 
and were thus included in the review. Thus, 
28 articles (Figure 1) were collected and used 
in this review. Information on the authors, 
year published, sample, age, country of ori-
gin, type of sport and drugs studied are shown 
in Figure 2.
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Figure 1 – Flowchart of excluding the articles

References used in this review
N = 28

Selected references
N = 24

Complete articles evaluated
N = 184

Articles found
N = 6843

Duplicated references excluded (N=3646)

Excluded by type of publication (N=38)

Excluded through title (N=1774)

Excluded through abstract (1201)

Excluded through inclusion criteria
N = 158

Articles included afte rinitial search (N =4)
22, 32, 41, 49
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Types of drugs

Various studies have sought to clarify the re-
lationship between playing sport and substance 
use in adolescents. In other studies, it was play-
ing sport was seen to be related to lower alco-
hol (12), tobacco(13-18), marihuana(13,19-20) and co-
caine(20-21)consumption. Other studies, in turn, 
report a higher prevalence among those who 
play sport compared with those who do not. 
Among the substances used are alcohol (16,18,22-23), 
tobacco(24-25) and anabolic steroids (26).

Such contrasting results may be related to 
methodological factors, including different pop-
ulations or samples, variations in the research 
instruments used or between the variable stud-
ied and even to the different objectives of each 
study. Moreover, the relationship between play-
ing sport and drug use does not appear to be so 
direct, as there are different tertiary variables in-
volved. Among the main variables observed in 
this review, the influence of gender, type of sport 
(team or individual), motivation (to do sport or 
to consume the substance) and the social and 
cultural environment in which the individual 
finds themselves.

Gender differences

Some authors suggest that the relationship 
between sport and alcohol abuse is independent 
of being male or female(20,27). On the other hand, 
most of the studies indicate gender differences. In 
one longitudinal study higher alcohol consump-
tion was observed that women who had played 
sport during high school, whereas the same was 
not observed among males (12). Another study, 
evaluating French high school students, observed 
differences both in patterns of alcohol, tobacco 
and marihuana consumption(28) and in relation 
to the sport practiced. Men played more power 
and combat sports (combat, weight lifting etc.), 
whereas the females did more athletic sports 
(gymnastic, dance etc.). Thus, the authors high-
lighted that gender differences, related to drug 
consumption, appear to be partially related to the 
type of sport played. Another study indicated that 
females who played school sports were at lower 
risk of alcohol consumption, whereas males in 
the same condition had a higher risk of substance 

use. however, these relationships were strongly 
influenced by the type of sport practiced(29).

Although there may not be any impediments, 
many sports tend to be considered as masculine 
more masculine than feminine, and vice versa. 
For example, in Brazil, football is, culturally, a 
predominantly masculine sport, whereas dance 
and gymnastics tend to be predominantly female. 
For males, sport is often a form of showing their 
masculinity, for example through demonstrating 
strength or aggression (30). Likewise, exaggerated 
alcohol consumption has also been described as 
a way of expressing masculine values.

Team and individual sports 

Some studies indicate that the relationship 
between playing sport and substance use also 
varies depending on the type of sport played(31). 
These studies demonstrate that certain sports 
such as swimming, diving, snowboarding and 
skydiving are more associated with consumption 
of certain substances, such as alcohol and mari-
huana, compared with other sporting activities.

A 13-year-long study following high school 
students showed that those who played team 
sports had a greater increase in the number of 
incidents of alcohol poisoning over the years, 
compared with those who did individual sports 
(19). A cross-sectional study of a representative 
sample of North American students (between 
1991 and 2009), found high levels of playing 
team sports was associated with higher use of 
non-smoked tobacco (for example, chewed or 
sniffed) and low (monthly) levels of cigarette 
and marihuana use. Higher alcohol and anabolic 
steroid consumption within the last month was 
only observed in students in their final years at 
high school (32). However, these authors did not 
analyze data for individual sports. Moreover, in 
neither of the above mentioned studies did the 
authors describe in detail which sporting activ-
ities were included in the scope of team sports, 
making it more difficult to interpret the results.

Male adolescents who play team sports 
consume fewer drugs such as cocaine, heroin, 
methamphetamine or crack than their peers who 
play non-team sports, although no significant as-
sociations with alcohol use were found(30). The 
authors point out that the relationship between 
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risky behavior and team sports appears to func-
tion differently in males and females. Moreover, 
they highlight the fear of damaging the team, 
as drug use tends to negatively affect sporting 
performance, and may be a factor ina voiding 
consumption. 

Playing sports, team or otherwise, always in-
volves a certain level of socialization. The main 
difference lies in how the participant relates with 
other participants as, in team sports, there are 
both opponents and team members. The possi-
bilities for social conflict and interaction tend to 
differ, therefore, for team sports and individual 
sports, producing environments that also differ 
as to what they offer. In team sports, interaction 
between the athletes on the team may often oc-
cur in contexts that do not necessarily involve 
the sport played (for example at gatherings or 
parties). Some studies indicate that athletes ap-
pear to engage more in alcohol consumption 
with other sports players as a way of increasing 
team cohesion(33). Moreover, it may be that play-
ing team sports, when associated with trips away 
from home, for example, for a competition, facil-
itates adolescent experimentation with alcoholic 
drinks.

More socializing does not necessarily mean 
more drug use, if such consumption is not seen 
as a norm, or encouraged within the group. The 
self-determination theory postulates that the in-
dividual’s need for autonomy, competence and 
relationships is based on extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation(34). Thus, adolescents who want to 
feel part of the group, in this case the team, tend 
to act in the same way as their peers, to encourage 
acceptance. If the group looks askance at sub-
stance use, the adolescent tends not to consume, 
or decreases use. Thus, in order to plan preven-
tative activities in the sporting environment, it is 
necessary to evaluate the socio-cultural context 
in which the team as a whole is involved.

Social and cultural aspects  

Various studies highlight the importance of 
social components in substance use among ad-
olescents(35). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory 
(36) encompasses levels of social influence that 
may act on the individual, from the microsys-
tem (changes occurring through interpersonal 

relationships and on the immediate level) to the 
chronosystem (changes over time within the 
family structure, socio-economic status, place 
of residence). This theory has also been used as 
the theoretical base in studying substance use in 
adolescents(37-38) and helps us to understand the 
complexity involved in relating this behavior 
with playing sports.

Sport as a factor associated with risk of or 
protection from drug use is an area that remains 
inconsistent in the literature(39). Thus, the dif-
ferences in results may be partly explained by 
social and cultural differences in the samples. 
However, a great many studies fail to clearly de-
scribe the type of sport and the patterns of drug 
use, factors essential to better understanding this 
relationship. 

In Brazil, playing football is widespread, as 
is consumption of alcoholic drinks, even among 
adolescents in different socio-economic con-
texts. In Brazil, beer is associated with football, 
as in the USA, where the relationship is with 
American football and baseball(40). However, 
this strong cultural relationship between play-
ing sport and alcohol consumption also exists in 
other countries and tends to affect adolescents ir-
respective of whether they play sport or are sed-
entary, as such values are highly prevalent in the 
culture of certain countries.

In a study of 12-to-16-year-old students in 
Spain and Mexico, the authors observed that, 
among the Spanish students, being active in play-
ing sports was shown to be a protection factor 
against alcohol and tobacco use. However, the 
same was not observed among Mexican students 
(41). Two other studies by the same researchers 
showed diverging results. The first observed that 
those who played sport reported higher alcohol 
use in the preceding six months, compared with 
those who did not play sport(42). In contrast, the 
second study observed that sports players were 
associated with lower alcohol use in the same 
period(12). The authors themselves highlight that 
a significant difference between the two popula-
tions studied did not lie in playing, or otherwise, 
sport but rather in historical and demographic 
differences. The first study included a sample 
of predominantly white North American adoles-
cents, whereas as the second consisted almost 
entirely of adolescents of Afro-American and 
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European descent. Thus, the authors suggested 
the possibility that alcohol use is less culturally 
relevant among Afro-Americans adolescents 
than among their white peers. 

Athletes generally have more opportunities 
to attend parties and the number of social events 
attended is associated with the risk of consuming 
alcohol. Moreover, they have more friends who 
consume alcohol(43). As a way of   maintaining or 
increasing their social status, the athlete may cut 
out or decrease drug consumption, as substance 
use is not accepted as appropriate behavior in a 
sports player. On the other hand, substance use 
may increase in order to improve social status in 
a group in which drug use is the norm.

Adolescents are more susceptible than adults 
and engage in more risky behavior, such as drug 
use, because of a series of functional and struc-
tural changes in their brain, principally in the so-
cio-emotional system and when they relate with 
their peers(44). It is therefore essential to examine 
social relations and factors in the dynamics of 
playing sport that may encourage the increase of 
decrease of substance use. Intervention and pre-
vention projects may benefit from this knowl-
edge, encouraging the creation of more spe-
cific and effective programs for the adolescent 
population.

Motivation to play sport and to use drugs 

Motivation to play some kind of sport, as 
well as to use drugs, appears to be an important 
parameter in understanding the relationship be-
tween drug use and sports. In a study of 12-to-
16-year-old adolescents, extrinsic motivation to 
play sports, such as social acceptance, had no re-
lationship with alcohol or tobacco use. Intrinsic 
motivation (sense of pleasure and satisfaction 
from playing and competing), however, was 
more associated with players who did not con-
sume alcohol or tobacco(41). In contrast, a study 
conducted with Spanish adolescents in the pub-
lic school system showed significant difference 
regarding motivation (intrinsic and extrinsic) to 
play sport and to consume alcohol or tobacco(45). 
In this study, however, the authors analyze a sam-
ple of students aged from 12 to 27 years old, at 
different levels of the education system. In con-
sequence, the sample may be too heterogeneous, 

making it difficult to compare the two studies 
with adolescent populations. 

There are various motives that may encour-
age drug consumption in adolescents. The ma-
jority tend to report that they consume alcohol 
for social reasons, to get drunk, relax, or as a 
coping strategy(46). Certain contexts of playing 
sport can be extremely stressful, especially those 
that continuously demand results. Thus, higher 
substance use among those who play sport may 
be linked to a strategy of alleviating symptoms 
of anxiety and stress related to the routine of 
training and competitions(47-48).

On the other hand, motives for consumptions 
may be based more on the environmental context 
than on the individual’s own internal motivation, 
such as alcohol use for social reasons or to feel 
good mediating the relationship between the type 
of sport and the various levels of alcohol use. 
Moreover, those who play team sports may drink 
in order to avoid group disapproval(49). Likewise, 
the adolescent tends to shape themselves to be 
similar to their peers in order to feel more wel-
comed and fit in better with a specific group.

Final considerations  

The aim of this study was to present some of 
the variables involved in playing sport and sub-
stance use, in order to support discussion of the 
topic. In the literature reviewed, the main vari-
ables involved were gender, type of sport (team 
or individual), motivation (to play sport or to 
consume substances) and the social and cultural 
environment.

The main contribution of this study is to 
demonstrate that the relationship between play-
ing sport and substance use is not linear, but de-
pends on a series of variables referring to both 
the context in which the sport is played and to 
the players’ characteristics. Consequently, play-
ing sport, per se, should not be considered a risk 
or a protection factor for substance abuse in 
adolescents.

In almost all of the studies examined in this 
review, the relationship between playing sport 
and drug use was studied in populations in the 
United States or Europe, with few studies from 
Latin America. This reflects the gap in knowl-
edge of the relationship between sport and drugs 
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in developing countries and suggests the need 
for more studies in these cultures.

Some of the main gaps observed in studies 
of the area lie in the fact that the majority do 
not correctly differentiate between the types of 
sport evaluated(11). Moreover, it has already been 
shown that the relationship between consuming 
substances and playing sport depends on the 
type of sport, with peculiarities observed, such 
as specific relationships between certain sports 
and substances (28). In relation to the specificities 
of sporting activities, the frequency with which 
the sport is played tends to vary from one study 
to another, this being a factor that has already 
been shown to be a differentiator in substance 
consumption(50).

The majority of studies focused on the use of 
tobacco and alcohol. When other drugs are ap-
proached, they are generally classified into one 
single category covering all illegal drugs which, 
in reality, differ in their effects and the social 
contexts in which they are used. Moreover, con-
sumption patterns are not always duly reported, 
making it still more difficult to compare studies. 
This may be due to the lower prevalence of other 
drug use. However, future studies are essential 
to better understanding their relationship with 
playing sport.

Knowledge of the factors associated with 
substance abuse is considered one of the main 
elements in planning preventative actions(8). 
This review showed that, although it is not 
known exactly which factors are associated or 
not with higher drug use in adolescents who 
play sports, there are certain variables that ap-
pear to modify this relationship, such as gen-
der, type of sport, motivation to play sport or 
to take drugs, and the social and cultural envi-
ronment. In addition to these variables, other 
factors appear to be related to substance use 
and playing sports. For example, concerns for 
health and legal, social and self-imposed sanc-
tions may encourage lower consumption in 
sports players. On the other hand, acceptance 
of use by peers and seeking status and individ-
ual identity may encourage higher drug use. 
Other factors may also act as triggers to start 
or increase use, such as social pressure, the 
culture of each sport and the need to demon-
strate masculinity. 

Diverse national and international cam-
paigns on preventing drug use make use of sport 
as a vehicle, an activity that protects from sub-
stance consumption. However, in order to make 
prevention programs including sport more effec-
tive, the different perspectives involved in the 
issue must be considered. The studies making up 
this review indicate that the association between 
playing sport and substance use in students is a 
complex process involving a series of factors, 
meaning it can be both a protection and risk fac-
tor. From this perspective, sport should not be 
considered as one single construct. The peculiar-
ities of each sport and of those who play it should 
be considered when planning more appropriate 
preventative interventions. Thus, sporting prac-
tices evaluated as protective can be used in pre-
ventative campaigns. In contrast, recognizing 
the contexts associated with risk may also aid in 
guiding public policies. 
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