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Does getting involved in sport divert adolescents from getting involved in drug or alcohol use? Perhaps
with respect to the less normalised illicit drugs, but maybe not cannabis, and drinking actually seems
to increase.

SUMMARY Participation in sports can play an important and positive role in the health and development
of young people. One area recently receiving greater attention is the role participation might play in
preventing drug and alcohol use among young people. The featured review found 17 studies (all but one
from the USA) published in English examining the relationship between sport participation and alcohol
and drug use among adolescents. [All simply documented the strength of these relationships as the
they naturally developed without allocating young people at random or in some other way to sports
opportunities created and controlled by the study. Such studies cannot establish whether sport caused
changes in substance use, only whether for that, or for some other reason, the two are associated.]

In 14 of the 17 studies participation in sports was significantly associated with greater alcohol use.
However, sport participation appears related to reduced illicit drug use, especially use of drugs other
than cannabis; 80% of the studies found participation associated with decreased illicit drug use, while
50% found participation associated with reduced cannabis use. Further investigation revealed that
participation in sports reduced the risk of overall illicit drug use, particularly when substance use was
assessed while the children were still in high [secondary] school, suggesting this may be a critical
period to reduce or prevent the use of drugs through sport. One study found participants in team
sports [eg, football] had greater increases in alcohol use than those who engaged in individual sports
[eg, tennis]. Despite the small number of studies examining the moderating impact of gender, race and
socioeconomic status, and conflicting results with regard to sex, there is at least provisional evidence
that the effect of sport participation on drinking depends on these factors, having in some studies a
greater effect among white than non-white athletes, and among participants living in richer rather than
more deprived neighbourhoods.

The authors concluded there was compelling evidence suggesting sport participation is a risk factor for
alcohol use throughout adolescence and into early adulthood, yet that it may be protective against
illicit drug use; the literature on cannabis use is less clear. Links between participation in sport and
drinking may be related to peer-group interaction and/or a culture of drinking associated with many
sports. Drinking is a socially acceptable form of celebration, and in sport there may be many
opportunities for celebration or commiseration.
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