
This Is Your Brain On Sports
Sports. Whether you're a fan or an athlete, chances are that you've experienced
the thrill, joy, and adrenaline rush associated with them. But have you ever
wondered what happens to your brain when you engage in sports? The incredible
power of sports extends beyond the physical realm and delves deep into our
brain's chemistry, triggering a remarkable cascade of events that contribute to the
addictiveness and a range of other psychological effects we experience. So let's
dive into the fascinating world of sports and the impact they have on our brain.



The Neurochemical Playground

Engaging in sports releases an array of neurochemicals in our brain, creating a
complex web of experiences and emotions. One of the key neurochemicals
involved is dopamine, often referred to as the 'feel-good hormone.' Dopamine is
associated with motivation, pleasure, and reward, and its release during sports
activities contributes to the addictive nature of sports. The anticipation,
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competition, and sense of achievement that often accompany sports stimulate
our brain's dopamine system, leaving us craving for more.
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Moreover, participating in sports triggers the production of endorphins, another
group of powerful neurochemicals. Endorphins are natural painkillers and mood
enhancers, providing a sense of euphoria and reducing stress. That 'runner's
high' you experience after a long jog? That's the result of endorphins flooding
your brain. Sports offer an avenue for their continuous release, giving us not just
physical but also mental well-being.

The Mind-Body Connection

When we engage in sports, our brain and body forge a unique connection that is
hard to replicate in other activities. The coordination between our brain and
muscles becomes highly synchronized, leading to improved motor skills, hand-
eye coordination, and better overall physical performance. This connection is
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particularly pronounced in sports that require complex movements and quick
decision-making, such as tennis or basketball.

Furthermore, sports activities have been shown to increase the size of specific
brain regions. Regular exercise and sports training promote neurogenesis, the
growth of new neurons, which can strengthen brain areas responsible for
memory, cognition, and executive functioning. This neural rewiring contributes to
improved cognitive function, increased focus, and enhanced mental agility.

The Emotional Rollercoaster

Sports have an uncanny ability to evoke intense emotions within us. From the
elation of scoring a goal to the despair of missing a crucial shot, our emotions are
inexplicably intertwined with our sporting experiences. This emotional
rollercoaster is a product of the brain's limbic system, which regulates our
emotions and reactions.

The limbic system, specifically the amygdala, is responsible for processing
emotional stimuli. When we engage in sports, the amygdala is constantly at play,
responding to both positive and negative outcomes. This emotional rollercoaster
fuels our passion for sports, making us deeply invested in the outcomes and
fostering a sense of belonging and camaraderie with fellow fans or teammates.

The Cognitive Benefits

Participating in sports isn't just about physical fitness; it also has profound effects
on our cognitive abilities. Research has shown that sports and physical activities
improve attention, memory, and problem-solving skills. The heightened blood flow
to the brain during exercise promotes the delivery of oxygen and nutrients,
essential for optimal cognitive function.



Additionally, sports enhance our ability to multitask and make quick decisions
under pressure. The split-second timing required in sports forces our brain to
sharpen its focus, processing information rapidly and making instantaneous
judgments. These cognitive benefits extend beyond the sports arena, positively
impacting various aspects of our lives, such as work performance and academic
achievements.

The Sports Addiction

It's no secret that many individuals become addicted to sports. The myriad of
neurochemicals, emotional highs, and the sense of belonging contribute to the
addictive nature of sports. This addiction can manifest in various ways, from
obsessively following a team or player's performance to excessive gambling on
sports outcomes.

Researchers have identified that sports addiction shares similarities with other
types of behavioral addictions, such as gambling addiction. The rush of
dopamine, desire for constant stimulation, and the intense emotional experiences
associated with sports can lead to compulsive behavior and dependence. It's
crucial to approach sports with a balanced mindset, maintaining a healthy
relationship with both the sport and its impact on our brain.

As we've explored, sports have a profound impact on our brain's chemistry,
emotional state, cognitive abilities, and overall well-being. Engaging in sports
releases a cascade of neurochemicals, enhances the mind-body connection,
evokes intense emotional responses, and provides a range of cognitive benefits.
While sports can be addictive, it's important to approach them mindfully to ensure
a healthy relationship with both the sport and our brain.



Sports truly represent the epitome of human potential, providing a platform for
self-discovery, personal growth, and boundless achievements. So, whether you're
an avid fan or an aspiring athlete, embrace the power of sports and let your brain
experience the wonders they have to offer!
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This is Your Brain on Sports is the book for sports fans searching for a deeper
understanding of the games they watch and the people who play them.  Sports
Illustrated executive editor and bestselling author L. Jon Wertheim teams up with
Tufts psychologist Sam Sommers to take readers on a wild ride into the inner
world of sports.  Through the prism of behavioral economics, neuroscience, and
psychology, they reveal the hidden influences and surprising cues that inspire
and derail us—on the field and in the stands—and by extension, in corporate
board rooms, office settings, and our daily lives. 
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In this irresistible narrative romp, Wertheim and Sommers usher us from
professional football to the NBA to Grand Slam tennis, from the psychology of
athletes self-handicapping their performance in the boxing ring or the World
Series, to an explanation of why even the glimpse of a finish line can lift us
beyond ordinary physical limits.  They explore why Tom Brady and other starting
NFL quarterbacks all seem to look like fashion models; why fans of teams like the
Cubs, Mets, and any franchise from Cleveland love rooting for a loser; why the
best players make the worst coaches; why hockey goons (and fans) would rather
fight at home than on the road; and why the arena t-shirt cannon has something
to teach us about human nature. 

In short, this book is an entertaining and thought-provoking journey into how
psychology and behavioral science collide with the universe of wins-and-losses,
coaching changes, underdogs, and rivalry games.

— Boston Globe, Best Books of 2016, Sports
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