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Outline

Stressors of student-athletes

Impacts of Social Media, Darkside 
of Mental toughness, and COVID-
19 pandemic on mental health

Brief strategies on how to help 
athletes



Stressors of Student-
Athletes
• Need to maintain full course load with good grades to uphold 

eligibility
• Participate in physical conditioning to meet the physical 

demands necessary to succeed in their sports
• Adapt to frequent traveling for competition
• Deal with injuries while suffering public pressure to perform in 

their sports (Ferrante & Etzel, 2009)

Time managing, accomplishing sporting goals, achieving 
personal benchmarks, feeling lonely or isolated, and fearing 
being left out of social situations are only some of the many 
perceived stressors student-athletes might experience (Davis 
et al., 2019).

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC.
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Social Media on 
mental health 

Benefits: connect with family and friends 
across the world; space to connect with 
people

Cons: can negatively impact sleep (which 
then leads to effects on mental health) and 
cyber victimization

Social media is often used for procrastination 
and escape

Student-athletes felt it had a negative impact 
on them (Brougham, 2021)

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC 
BY-SA-NC.
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Mental Toughness 
◦ Mental toughness does have positive qualities – coping with 

pressure, improved performance, and reduced stress
◦ However, there is a dark side of mental toughness

◦ Athletes may become overconfident or too committed to the pursuit of winning that 
they fail to recognize or accept medical advice about minor injuries (Coulter et al., 
2010)

◦ Too obsessed with goal attainment
◦ Unrealistic, fantasy account based upon “macho” connotations
◦ Athletes who attempt to demonstrate MT may experience psychological distress, 

while hiding their vulnerability due to fears of being considered weak (Andersen, 
2013)

◦ “We all need to be mentally tough” atmosphere may help silence athletes who are 
struggling

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND.
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COVID-19 Pandemic
◦ The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA, 2021) conducted a national study assessing the athlete's mental health and 

perceived social impacts of the pandemic. For the NCAA study, student-athletes noted academic worries, lack of access to sport, 
COVID-19 health concerns, and financial worries as the top factors negatively impacting their mental health for the 2020-2021 
school year.

◦ Madrigal and Blevins 2021-2022 study on challenges students and student-athletes were facing due to COVID-19, 64% indicated 
mental health was a challenge (their own MH deterioration, emotional reaction to the pandemic, and acknowledging a societal 
mental health epidemic).
◦ "I'm upset because it took away my main source of happiness and escape from everyday stress. Without water polo, I've been 

depressed because I can't work out anywhere, so I've picked up unhealthy habits that I want to break, but it's hard with 
nothing else to do" (ID 24).



Mental Health 
and Student 
Athletes

Student-athletes are less likely to seek help at the counseling 
center at their universities than non athletes (Chew & 
Thompson, 2014)
◦ Cutler et al. (2020) found that student- athletes were more likely 

to seek help from non-team support staff than coaches and 
team-related support staff

Mental health concerns are becoming more visible – more 
talked about – it’s not only about performance
◦ Simon Biles
◦ Naomi Osaka
◦ Michael Phelps
Help teach athletes to advocate for self, ask for help, and use 
resources
We need to create a culture that emphasizes the individual more 
so than the outcome in sport



Burnout
ROBBINS & MADRIGAL (2016) – SPORT, EXERCISE, AND 
PERFORMANCE PSYCHOLOGY: BRIDGING THEORY AND APPLICATION



Steps to 
minimize risk of 
burnout

Listen to your body and mind

Shift your goals

Change approach from striving to be perfect, 
to striving to improve

Find your balance



1. Listen to your 
body and mind

Be willing to: 
◦ admit when you reach your limit
◦ Take a rest

Create a personal assessment to ensure your actions are 
useful
 Daily calendar to assess saturation (are your days unrealistically 

full?)
 Keep track of physical and emotional states pre and post 
 Ex. Before and after every workout write how you feel



Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

Week 1 5am-run1hr
8-12-class
1-3study
3-6-practice
6-9-study

5am-
strength 
training
8-10-class
10-12 study
12-2-class
3-6 practice
6-8-tutor

5am-run1hr
8-12-class
1-3study
3-6-practice
6-9-study

5am-
strength 
training
8-10-class
10-12 study
12-2-class
3-6 practice
6-8-tutor

5am-run1hr
8-12-class
1-3study
3-6-practice
6-9-study

10-leave for 
game
12-4 game 
stuff
5-6 dinner 
with parents
7-10 study

9am – run
11-5 work

Pre/post 
workout
feelings

Pre-
exhausted
Post-good
Pre-
practice-
tired
Post-
frustrated

Pre-tired
Post-okay
Pre-
practice-
distracted
Post-
worried 
about test

Pre-tired
Post- more 
tired
Pre-
practice-
drained
Post-okay

Pre-okay
Post-okay
Pre-
practice-
worried
about test
Post-restless 
(need to 
study)

Pre-nervous
Post-okay
Pre-
practice-
relieved/test 
over
Post-excited 
for game

Pre-game-
excited
Post-
frustrated

Pre-didn’t 
want to go
Post-so tired



Lessons from calendar
What are you not allowing time for?

What mindset are you taking into your workouts/games 
etc.?

How are you feeling after?

What can you change to improve your mood and energy 
throughout each week?



2. Shift your 
goals

Ego-oriented individuals focus on beating others

Task -oriented individuals focus on personal improvement, 
learning or growth

Do you compare yourself to others?

Do you think about what outcome you have to achieve?

How would these mindsets encourage burnout?



3. Strive to 
improve, not be 
perfect

Accept mistakes as part of the process

See losses or second place as room to grow

Focus on what is going well, not what is going wrong

Focus on what you did, rather than what you didn’t

Find the fun in the struggle to get better



4. Find your balance

Who are you?

Who are you 
without your 
performance 

identity?



Helping others avoid burnout (coaches)

Create a mastery or 
task-involving 
climate 

1
Use autonomy 
supportive, not 
controlling 
strategies 

2
Remember more is 
not always better

3



Creating a 
mastery or task 
oriented 
climate

Provide positive/encouraging feedback

Encourage attempts

Don’t punish mistakes

Provide understandable technical instructions

Focus on learning, skill development and personal 
improvement

Avoid comparing performers or using normative feedback



Use autonomy supportive 
strategies
Prioritize intrinsic satisfaction over extrinsic rewards

Be supportive regardless the outcome

Avoid shaming, blaming and intimidating

Allow performers to make some decisions

Provide explanation for rules, requests or procedures

Be patient



Remember more is not always better
Allow time for rest and recoveryAllow

Recognize when participants are fatiguedRecognize

Allow individuals to take a personal day without penaltyAllow
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