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Sport self-efficacy is concerned with attitudes and beliefs about one’s own ath-
letic abilities. According to self-efficacy theory, sport self-efficacy will impact not 
only sports performance but also distal indicators of well-being such as emotional 
and behavioral adjustment. The present study utilized a sample of 961 children as-
sessed at ages 12 and 15 years to examine longitudinal associations between sport 
self-efficacy and internalizing (e.g., depression/withdrawal) and externalizing (e.g., 
aggression/defiance) behavior symptoms. We hypothesized that sport self-effica-
cy would predict subsequent internalizing but not externalizing symptoms, with 
stronger effects for boys. Contrary to predictions, behavior symptoms predicted 
sport self-efficacy, but not vice versa. Specifically, higher internalizing symptoms 
predicted lower sport self-efficacy, and higher externalizing symptoms predicted 
higher sport self-efficacy. No sex differences were observed. In sum, sport self-effi-
cacy may be differentially influenced by internalizing and externalizing symptom-
atology and associated experiences, rather than influencing those symptom profiles.
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Introduction

Self-efficacy refers to beliefs about one’s capacity to perform in a manner 
consistent with attaining desired goals (Bandura, 1997). Multiple self-effica-
cies may be operationally defined, each concerned with some performance 
domain such as academics, work, social-emotional, and sports, just to name a 
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few (Judge et al, 2007; Klassen & Usher, 2010; Ramchander & Martins, 2014). 
Self-efficacies have in common a proposed causal impact on functioning with-
in the domain in question and a broader or generalized impact on personal 
well-being and social adjustment (Bandura, 1997, 2006). For example, studies 
reveal that higher levels of academic self-efficacy predict not only better aca-
demic performance but also higher levels of positive affect, less anxiety and 
depressive symptomatology, and better self-regulation (Di Giunta et al., 2018; 
Jessor, 1993; Klassen & Usher, 2010; Phan & Ngu, 2016; Rocchino et al., 2017; 
Trautner and Schwinger, 2020). These findings are consistent with predictions 
of self-efficacy theory and support efforts to explore how other self-efficacies 
may relate to and perhaps impact personal well-being and social adjustment.

The present study seeks to explore this possibility with sport self-efficacy. 
Sport self-efficacy is concerned with attitudes and beliefs about one’s abilities 
and skills as they relate to athletic performance (Sivrikaya, 2019). According 
to Bandura’s model, higher sport self-efficacy should be related to better per-
sonal well-being and social adjustment, in keeping with the notion that positive 
beliefs about one’s abilities have generalized positive effects on functioning. 

We utilize a repeated measures research design to assess sport self-ef-
ficacy’s predictive impact on children’s psychological well-being from late 
childhood to early adolescence, as indicated by assessments of internalizing 
and externalizing behavior symptomatology (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). 
The design also allows for investigating the converse; that behavioral symp-
tomatology may impact sport self-efficacy. Internalizing behaviors include 
sadness, anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal. Externalizing behaviors 
include aggression, impulsivity, and rule breaking.

Self-efficacy and Psychological Well-Being Among Adolescents

Self-efficacy is a protective factor for emotional well-being, important 
during the developmental transition from childhood to early adolescence 
(Bacchini & Magliulo, 2003; Bandura, 2006; Kleppang et al., 2023; Schunk 
& Meece, 2006). During this developmental timeframe, low self-efficacy is 
thought to impair a youth’s ability to seek out social support, persevere in 
learning new skills, and resist succumbing to negative peer pressure. Con-
versely, children with positive self-efficacy are expected to cope more effec-
tively with stress and novelty, actively seek out positive support from peers 
and role models, and engage in activities that build skills. In this way, high 
self-efficacy establishes a virtuous cycle that entails effective resource utiliza-
tion, perseverance, and increased competence (Bandura, 1997). 
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Such theorizing aligns with research suggesting that the beliefs and at-
titudes that adolescents hold toward themselves are associated with their 
emotional well-being and behavioral adjustment (Jessor, 1993; Cummings 
et al., 2013; Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Eisenberg et al., 2001; Telzer 
& Fuligni, 2013). For example, Caroli and Sagone (2014) found that ad-
olescents between the ages of 14 and 18 years old who felt highly effica-
cious in academics reported higher psychological well-being in the domains 
of mastery, self-acceptance, and personal growth. Moreover, Rocchino and 
colleagues (2017) examined academic self-efficacy and emotional and be-
havioral adjustment in an adolescent sample and found that lower academ-
ic self-efficacy predicted both internalizing and externalizing behaviors. In 
other words, adolescents who reported lower self-efficacy showed higher 
levels of aggression, impulsivity, anxiety, and withdrawal. Other studies have 
reported on how performance, and presumably self-efficacy, is impacted by 
emotional and behavioral adjustment, suggesting the possibility of bidirec-
tional effects (Breslau et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2013). Taken together, these 
studies support explorations into aspects of self-efficacy other than just ac-
ademic self-efficacy and their potential associations with the emotional and 
behavioral adjustment of children and adolescents.

Evidence exists for how sport self-efficacy relates to sports-related ac-
tivities and performance, but less attention has been devoted to how sport 
self-efficacy relates to broader indicators of social and emotional well-being. 
For example, with a sample of high school and college basketball players, 
Vealey et al. (1998) found that sports confidence and social support predict-
ed athletic performance and physical self-presentation (i.e., feeling strong). 
In a study of adult athletes, Beaumont and colleagues (2015) found that 
sports consultation strategies aimed at improving sport self-efficacy positive-
ly impacted confidence in one’s capacity for training effectively. Similarly, 
sport self-efficacy has been shown to be positively associated with training 
perseverance (Pajares & Urdan, 2006). The results of these studies are con-
sistent with self-efficacy theory but do not shed light on its most far reaching 
prediction--that sport self-efficacy may impact general or distal indicators of 
well-being (Bandura, 1997). 

The converse might also be true, internalizing and externalizing symp-
toms may impact sport self-efficacy. Vella and colleagues (2016) report-
ed a bidirectional relationship between sports involvement and behavior-
al symptomology including internalizing behaviors in 5th and 6th graders. 
Bidirectional effects have also been observed with respect to adolescent 
physical activity and life satisfaction (Lee et al., 2024). The present study al-
lows for examining bidirectional, cross-lagged relationships between sport 
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self-efficacy and internalizing and externalizing behavior disorder symp-
toms across the developmentally important transition from late childhood 
to early adolescence.

Sport Self-Efficacy and Gender

Investigations into sport self-efficacy should model potential effects for 
sex given differences in sports participation and attitudes between males and 
females. Daniels and Leaper (2006) found, for example, that participation 
in sports was more important to the self-esteem of boys than girls. Though 
not synonymous with self-efficacy, self-esteem can be considered an adjacent 
concept due to its conceptualization as self-value compared to self-ability. 
Older studies have found that males report higher self-confidence in their 
sports abilities and more positive attitudes towards sports than girls (Corbin 
et al., 1983; Eccels & Harold, 1989; Lewko & Ewing, 1980). Lirgg (1991) at-
tributed such gender differences to type of task, such that higher confidence 
levels for boys are limited to sports that involve “masculine motor tasks”. 
It is also the case that gender differences may be limited to the high school 
years, as they were not evident for elementary school samples. With respect 
to social and psychological barriers, girls reported feelings that they were 
crossing traditional gender boundaries when playing sports, particularly for 
sports traditionally classified as ‘masculine’ (Slater & Tiggermann, 2010). 
Girls also reported concerns about getting along with teammates, exposure 
to ridicule, and concerns about appearance while playing sports (Slater & 
Tiggemann, 2010). Compared to females, male students rated natural ability 
as more influential for successful skill level and performance than female stu-
dents, but the beliefs seemed to vary for activities that are gender-linked (Li 
et al., 2006).  Therefore, it may be that as girls grow older, they may prioritize 
sports or physical activity less than boys due to numerous factors, including 
losing interest, lack of competence, and insufficient time.

Hypotheses for the Present Study

The present study sought to examine the bidirectional, time-dependent 
relationships between sport self-efficacy and two indicators of social-psycho-
logical well-being with a sample of children followed from ages 12 to 15 
years. Based on past literature showing a bidirectional link between self-effi-
cacy and internalizing behaviors (Vella et al., 2016), we hypothesized that at 
both time points, sport self-efficacy scores would be associated with internal-
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izing behavior disorder scores. Longitudinally, we expected that higher sport 
self-efficacy scores at age 12 (time 1) would predict lower internalizing be-
havior problems at age 15 (time 2). Further, based on past studies looking at 
sports participation within youth, we expected no significant cross-sectional 
or longitudinal associations between sport self-efficacy and externalizing be-
havior problems (White-Gosselin et al., 2021). Regarding sex, we expected 
that sport self-efficacy scores would not differ for boys and girls at time 1, 
but that at time 2, boys would have higher sport self-efficacy scores than 
girls. Regarding longitudinal cross-lagged associations, we expected statisti-
cally significantly stronger effects for boys than girls regarding the prediction 
that sport self-efficacy at time 1 would impact internalizing behavior disor-
der symptoms at time 2.

Methods

Participants

The data in the present study comes from the Study of Early Child Care and Youth 
Development (SECCYD), a longitudinal study of children’s physical, cognitive, and social 
development sponsored by the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development. Children (N = 1,364) and their families were recruited for the 
NICHD SECCYD study in 1991 from 31 hospitals across the United States. Children were 
recruited at birth and were followed for data collection in four total phases with multiple time 
points at each phase (Phase I, ages 0–3; Phase II, through 1st grade; Phase III, through 6th 
grade; Phase IV, through 9th grade) until they were 15 years old. All surveys were distributed 
to mothers over the phone or in person if able (Vandell & Gulseven, 2023). The present study 
contains a sample of 961 participants and involves sport self-efficacy ratings and behavior 
problem ratings, assessed in Phase III and Phase IV, when participants were 12 and 15 years 
old, respectively. Variables of interest were only collected at Phase III and IV, limiting the de-
velopmental timeframe of the present investigation to 12-15 years. The ethnic composition of 
participants was not made public for this dataset. The gender split between participants was 
49.8% girls and the mean age at time 1 was 11.4 years old and at time 2 it was 14.7 years old. 
Although not exclusively representative of the population, the study is unique in its compre-
hensive measurement of children’s development within their home, school, and community 
environments. For more details on the recruitment strategy, sampling, and representativeness 
of the SECCYD families, see NICHD Early Child Care Research Network (1993). 

Measures

Sport Self-Efficacy. Sport self-efficacy was measured from the “How I Do in School” 
instrument, which is a youth self-report measure made up of three subscales pertaining to 
self-efficacy within the domains of reading, math, and sports skills (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). 
The sport self-efficacy subscale consists of five of the nineteen 7-point Likert scale items and 
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pertains solely to sport ability beliefs. Example questions are “How good at sports are you?” 
and “How well do you expect to do in sports this year?” The mean of the five scores was 
computed with higher scores indicating a more positive self-concept of ability in sports. The 
scale was found to have good reliability as indicated by Cronbach’s alpha = .93. Additionally, 
the KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) factor analysis estimate to inspect the factor structure and 
common variance of the items in the measured construct was high at .89.

Child Internalizing and Externalizing Behaviors. The current study utilized mother rat-
ings to assess child externalizing and internalizing behavior problems. Behavior problem 
ratings were completed at two time points, 6th grade (12 years) and 15 years of age, using 
the Child Behavior Checklist 4–18 (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991). Items were rated as 0 = not 
true, 1 = somewhat or sometimes true, and 2 = very true or often true. The internalizing scale 
of the CBCL is made up of subscales that assess behaviors of Anxiety/Depression, Somatic 
complaints, and Withdrawal. The Achenbach scales are widely used, and the current study 
showed adequate reliability at a = .69, indicating that the CBCL items that constitute the 
measure are appropriately assessing internalizing problem behaviors. The externalizing scale 
of the CBCL scale is made up of subscales that assess behaviors of Aggression and Delinquent 
Behavior. This subscale showed adequate reliability at a = .65 indicating the CBCL items 
within the measure are appropriately assessing externalizing problem behaviors. Additionally, 
the KMO factor analysis estimate to inspect the factor structure and common variance of the 
items within the internalizing subscale in the measured construct was moderate at .63. The 
KMO factor analysis estimate within the externalizing subscale in the measured construct was 
moderate at .66. As the cutoff value for KMO is believed to be under .500, such construct 
validity can be deemed appropriate (Dizuiban & Shirkey, 1974).

Socioeconomic Status (SES). Caregivers were asked to fill out the Family Education and In-
come questionnaire to assess their economic status. The family member, most often the mother, 
was asked to select 1 of 22 brackets that fell within their total pre-taxed income. Some examples 
of the brackets were “less than $5,000” to “$500,001- and above”. Additionally, the mother was 
asked to indicate the highest level of education they had completed. Assessments were conducted 
every year. Socioeconomic status was included as a covariate because it is associated with both 
internalizing and externalizing behavior difficulties (DeCarlo et al., 2011; Newacheck et al., 2003).

Procedure

Data Analytic Plan and Preliminary Analyses

The present study sought to examine a bidirectional, longitudinal model of time-depen-
dent relationships between sport self-efficacy and the child internalizing and externalizing 
behavior symptoms, controlling for family socioeconomic status. Additionally, sex is included 
as a group variable, with the expectation that the relationship between sport self-efficacy and 
externalizing and internalizing behaviors would differ for boys and girls. 

All analyses were conducted in Mplus version 8.8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2022). Model fit 
was evaluated by chi-square test, the comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). The 
following criteria were used as cut-offs for good model fit: non-significant χ2, CFI > 0.90, 
RMSEA > .08, SRMR > .06. Maximum likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors 
(MLR) addressed any missing data, which was minimal with 9 missing data patterns. The final 
sample size consists of 961 participants.
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Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for all 
study variables. Average values for internalizing and externalizing behavior 
disorders fall below clinical cut-offs, consistent with the recruitment of a 
nonclinical sample (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). Skewness and kurtosis 
indicators fall below non-normality cut-offs (3 and 10, respectively) for path 
model analyses (Weston & Gore, 2006). 

Figure 1 presents the path model for the bidirectional model that in-
cludes sport self-efficacy, internalizing behavior, externalizing behavior, and 
child sex for the full sample of children. Mother income and education were 
included as covariates to control for the potential confounding effects of SES 
on other parts of the model. For clarity of presentation, statistically signifi-
cant parameter estimates appear in Figure 1. All significant and nonsignifi-
cant parameter estimates are reported in Table 2. 

At time 1, cross-sectional results reveal significant negative associations 
between internalizing problems and both sport self-efficacy and externalizing 
problems. Externalizing problems and sport self-efficacy were not statistical-
ly significantly related to one another. At time 2, cross-sectional associations 
were negative and significant, with the exception of a positive association 
between internalizing and externalizing behaviors. 

Looking at time-dependent relationships, autocorrelations for all three 
variables were positive and statistically significant. For cross-lagged rela-
tionships, sport self-efficacy at age 12 predicted neither age 15 internalizing 
behavior nor externalizing behavior, but both internalizing and external-
izing behavior at age 12 were statistically significant predictors of age 15 
sport self-efficacy. Interestingly, the direction of effects differed such that 
higher internalizing scores predicted lower sport self-efficacy scores over 
time, whereas higher externalizing scores predicted higher sport self-effi-
cacy over time. Therefore, while both types of behavior problems are asso-
ciated with lower sport self-efficacy (as per the time 1 and time 2 cross-sec-
tional results), time 1 internalizing behavior problems predict relatively 
lower subsequent sport self-efficacy scores. Externalizing behavior prob-
lems, by contrast, predict relatively higher subsequent sport self-efficacy 
scores over time.

Regarding socioeconomic covariates, higher mother income was asso-
ciated with lower internalizing scores at time 1 and lower internalizing and 
externalizing scores at time 2. Higher mother education predicted lower 
sport self-efficacy at time 1 and lower externalizing scores at time 2 (Table 2). 
Time dependent associations involving sex revealed that female sex predict-
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ed higher internalizing behavior over time and lower sport self-efficacy over 
time, and there were no effects for sex on externalizing behavior over time.

We were interested to see if bidirectional associations between sport 
self-efficacy and the indicators of behavior problems differed as a function of 
sex. For instance, might it be that the time-dependent effect of sport self-ef-
ficacy on internalizing behavior is less strong for girls than boys—reflecting 
the notion that sports are more important to self-concept for boys compared 
to girls? To test for magnitude differences for specific coefficients, an addi-
tional path model was run in which interaction terms involving sex (coded 
as a dummy variable where girls = 0 and boys =1) were included in the path 
models predicting time 2 variables of interest. Results revealed nonsignifi-
cant interaction term estimates for all four paths predicting: (1) time 2 sport 
self-efficacy by a sex-by-time 1 internalizing behavior term, EST = -.008 (SE 
= .123), p = .95; (2) time 2 sport self-efficacy by a sex-by-time 1 externalizing 
term, .013 (.111), .91; (3) time 2 externalizing behavior by a sex-by-time 1 
sport self-efficacy term, .117 (.131), .37; and (4) time 2 internalizing behavior 
by a time 1 sex-by-sport self-efficacy term, .058 (.169), .73. Thus, contrary to 
predictions, these results reveal no sex differences for time-dependent influ-
ences of behavior disorders on sport self-efficacy, or for sport self-efficacy on 
behavior disorders.

Figure 1 - Model of Directionality tests between Sport Self-Efficacy and Internaliz-
ing and Externalizing Behaviors Among Adolescents.
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Discussion

The aim of the present study was to explore how sport self-efficacy re-
lates to internalizing and externalizing behavior problems for youth transi-
tioning from middle childhood to early adolescence. We hypothesized that 
sport self-efficacy would predict change to internalizing disorder symptoms, 
with stronger effects for boys than girls. Furthermore, we expected no longi-
tudinal effects for sport self-efficacy on externalizing behavior disorders, nor 
did we expect any longitudinal effects of either internalizing or externalizing 
behavior disorders on sport self-efficacy. Finally, we expected that, over time, 
boys would experience increased sport self-efficacy scores relative to girls. 

The results of the present study did not support the primary hypotheses 
that informed it. Path analyses revealed that sport self-efficacy at age 12 was 
not a significant predictor of internalizing behavior at age 15 (or of external-
izing behavior). Also, contrary to predictions, no differences existed between 
boys and girls for any time-dependent effects. Consistent with predictions, 
sport self-efficacy scores became higher for boys over time relative to scores 
for girls. Unexpectedly, both internalizing and externalizing behavior prob-
lem scores at age 12 were significant predictors of sport self-efficacy change 
such that higher internalizing behavior problems at age 12 predicted lower 
sport self-efficacy at age 15 and higher externalizing behavior problems at 
age 12 predicted higher sport self-efficacy at age 15.

The present study’s findings are inconsistent with self-efficacy theory 
(Bandura 1997), which posits that self-efficacy positively impacts well-be-
ing and social adjustment. Instead, we find opposite direction effects; that 
is, internalizing and externalizing symptoms at an early age (12 years) are 

Table III
Model Fit Statistics for the Constrained and Unconstrained Models.

Model 1  Model 2

χ2  42.299* 0.095

df 8 2

RMSEA 0.064 0.000

SRMR 0.031 0.001

CFI 0.979 1.000

Note. Model 1 refers to the full model with sex constrained fit statistics; Model 2 refers to the full model with 
sex unconstrained fit statistics.
*p < .05.
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predictors of subsequent sport self-efficacy with higher internalizing behav-
iors predicting lower sport self-efficacy and higher externalizing behaviors 
predicting higher sport self-efficacy. Despite being inconsistent with our pre-
dictions, the findings are partially supportive of prior studies revealing bi-di-
rectional, longitudinal effects between self-efficacy and internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors, where past studies concluded that internalizing and 
externalizing problem behaviors influenced sports participation and affec-
tions (Morris et al., 2011; Rocchino et al., 2017). We also found no evidence 
for sex differences for cross-lagged associations involving sport self-efficacy 
and either internalizing or externalizing symptomatology. While these find-
ings are inconsistent with predictions deriving from self-efficacy theory they 
have interesting implications for understanding how self-efficacy develops in 
early adolescence. Sport self-efficacy developed differently for children ac-
cording to the nature of their internalizing and externalizing symptoms, not 
sex. As such, it may be that differences observed between boys and girls with 
regard to attitudes towards sports participation are a function of differential 
internalizing and externalizing behavior symptom profiles. 

This may have implications for well-being derived from levels of future 
participation in sports or other physical activities. Internalizing symptoms 
may be a risk factor for physical and psychological outcomes that are associ-
ated with reductions in sports activities. In other words, it may be that when 
children experience symptoms of depression, anxiety, somatization, and/
or withdrawal, they experience negative distortions regarding their sport 
self-efficacy, discouraging them from participating in sports and further per-
petrating the cycle of negative self-efficacy perceptions. Moreover, holding 
a negative and distorted sense of ability may cause youth to experience low 
self-efficacy even if they are engaging in sports and performing adequate-
ly, strengthening the negative cycle as well. Externalizing symptoms, on the 
other hand, may facilitate positive sports outcomes for youth for sports that 
entail the use of instrumental aggression. This interpretation is in keeping 
with self-efficacy as a psychological attribute that influences performance, as 
the relationship between self-evaluation and performance is reciprocal with 
higher performance facilitating positive self-evaluation and vice versa (Beau-
mont et al., 2015; Vealey et al., 1998). Specifically, athletes who experience 
more anxiety and negative self-evaluation (i.e., internalizing symptomology) 
are more likely to display poor athletic skills and coping (i.e., low self-effica-
cy) and vice versa (Craft, 2003). Additionally, athletes who reported higher 
self-efficacy were more likely to show resilience and effort, often through 
athletic behaviors characterized by aggression and competitiveness to over-
come challenges (Parajes & Urdan, 2006). As such, it is likely that individu-
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als who experience more depression and anxiety may withdraw from sports 
or perceive themselves as having poor athletic ability or as failures, while 
individuals who are more aggressive and oppositional thrive in sports and 
perceive themselves as having strong athletic ability and being successful. 

Weaknesses of the present study include the fact that actual sports par-
ticipation was not assessed in addition to sport self-efficacy. As such, it would 
be beneficial for future studies to examine how sport self-efficacy is impact-
ed by and interacts with sports participation (e.g., type and frequency) with 
regard to behavioral and emotional well-being. Another limitation of the 
present study concerns the representativeness of the findings. The sample is 
primarily white and, therefore, racial and ethnic minorities are underrepre-
sented (Vandlle & Gulseven, 2023). 

In conclusion, the present study found a unidirectional relationship 
between sport self-efficacy and internalizing and externalizing behaviors, 
where internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors predict sport 
self-efficacy from middle childhood to early adolescence. No sex differences 
were observed with respect to these longitudinal relationships.  As such, it 
may be the case that internalizing behaviors serve as a risk factor for lower 
sport self-efficacy and consequently these youth may be at risk for withdraw-
ing from sports participation, while externalizing behaviors promote sport 
self-efficacy. Preventative interventions may be useful to overcome tenden-
cies among youth with higher levels of internalizing behavior to withdraw 
from sports participation. This might take the form of conversations that 
challenge negative self-assessments and stereotypes that interfere with par-
ticipation in athletics. Initiating such discussions may improve self-image, 
self-esteem, self-efficacy, and mental well-being of youth, keeping them en-
gaged in an active, sporting lifestyle.
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