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What is mental health?
• Mental health is characterised by 

emotional wellbeing and resilience 
to stress. 

• Mentally healthy individuals are 
able to cope with daily stresses 
and fully participate in family, work, 
sport and leisure, and community 
activities.
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Mental Health Problems: Early Warning Signs
• Eating or sleeping too much or too little
• Pulling away from people and usual activities
• Having low or no energy
• Feeling numb or like nothing matters
• Having unexplained aches and pains
• Feeling helpless or hopeless
• Smoking, drinking, or using drugs more than usual
• Feeling unusually confused, forgetful, on edge, angry, upset, 

worried, or scared

3



Mental Health Problems: Early Warning Signs
• Yelling or fighting with family and friends
• Experiencing severe mood swings that cause problems in 

relationships
• Having persistent thoughts and memories you can’t get out of 

your head
• Hearing voices or believing things that are not true
• Thinking of harming yourself or others
• Inability to perform daily tasks like taking care of your kids or 

getting to work or school
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What is Mental Illness?

• A mental illness is a medical 
condition that disrupts a 
person's thinking, feeling, 
mood, ability to relate to 
others and daily 
functioning…mental illnesses 
are medical conditions that 
often result in a diminished 
capacity for coping with the 
ordinary demands of life.

-National Alliance on Mental Illness 
(NAMI)



Mental Health & Exercise: 
Many Positives!



WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT STUDENT-ATHLETES

• Student-athletes have unique 
pressures and stresses placed upon 
them by their parents, coaches, 
teammates, fans as well as themselves 
(Noreen, 2008). 

• Student-athletes have a greater risk of 
mental health problems than their non-
athlete counterparts yet are less likely 
to take advantage of mental health 
service  (Gulliver, Griffiths, & 
Christenses, 2012). 



Why higher mental health risk factors for athletes?

1. Sport-related stress
2. Living away from home (if post-secondary)
3. Increased risk taking associated with alcohol
4. Disordered eating
5. Higher risk of injuries (e.g. concussion)
6. Degree of COVID-related losses



Behaviours associated with mental health concerns that 
coaches might observe include:

• Unexplained weight loss;
• Drug and/or alcohol use;
• Withdrawing from social contact;
• Decreased interest in activities that they used to enjoy;
• Talking about death, dying, or “going away”;
• Loss of emotion, or sudden changes of emotion within a short period of 

time;
• Problems with concentration, focusing or remembering;
• Frequent complaints of fatigue, illness, or being injured that prevent 

sporting participation;
• Unexplained wounds or suspected self-harm;
• Becoming more irritable or irrational.



Reasons athletes do not seek help for mental health?
1. Poor mental health literacy – differentiating normal distress from real 

distress
2. Attitudes and personal characteristics (e.g. beliefs, negative attitudes, 

self-reliant culture)
3. Stigma = negative, stereotypical and prejudicial attitudes about people 

who have experienced a mental illness
4. Practical barriers – transport, obtaining help can be difficult, financial 

barriers, time



Impact of COVID on 
athlete’s mental 
health…

• Fears that they will be less physically prepared 
for upcoming events

• Comparisons – worries about being at a 
competitive disadvantage

• Social isolation
• Disconnected from typical healthy outlets and 

support networks
• Emotional if someone they know–friends, 

family or teammates–becomes ill
• Lost and begin to overthink their life’s direction: 

what to do if events, competitions are delayed 
or cancelled; whether to continue; about next 
steps in general.







Barriers for athletes’ help seeking behaviors
1. Traditionally “tough” sport cultures
2. Power of coaches
3. Athlete’s position on the team
4. Previous negative experiences with disclosure
5. Poor visibility of psychological distress

Source: 

Bissett, J. (31 March, 2020). Supporting the psychological wellbeing of athletes: What can coaches do? 
https://sirc.ca/blog/supporting-the-psychological-wellbeing-of-athletes-what-can-coaches-do/



Supporting Athlete Mental Health
1. Team Policies – Holistic Coaching Philosophy
2. Your own support network
3. Signs and Symptoms
4. Listen – Invest in Coach-Athlete relationships
5. Risk factors? Injury, retirement, loss, external pressures…pandemic 

threats 
• Address team hierarchies through transparency, focus on skills, assigning roles

6. Supportive environment: encourage mental-health conversations
7. Referral list – know your limits as a coach



Coach Resources
1. To enhance your own mental health literacy consider:

• Mental Health First Aid Courses: www.mhfa.ca

2. For language training related to diversity and inclusion in sport refer to:
• https://www.youcanplayproject.org/

3. Books:

http://www.mhfa.ca/


Conversation Starters
• I’ve noticed you ______ . How are you feeling?
• How would you like things to be different?
• I know ________. (Acknowledge something that is happening in their 

life.) Anything you want to talk about?
• How can I help?
• Is there anything I can do to help you get through this? (If the answer is “no,” 

consider offering one way in which you think you can help, even if it is something 
simple.)

• I’m concerned about you, but I’m not sure what to do. Let’s talk to someone about 
this.

• May I help you find someone who can help?
• May I call/check in with you tomorrow? (Next week, etc.)



Steps to take: ALGEES
A: Approach the person, assess and assist with any crisis
L: Listen and communicate non-judgmentally
G: Give reassurance and information
E: Encourage the person to reach out to appropriate professional help
E: Encourage other supports
S: Self-care for the first aider

• Reference: Mental Health Commission of Canada (2020). MHFA 
Canada: Reference guide (4th Edition). Pg. 19.



Resources
• viaSport Regional Alliance: https://www.viasport.ca/regional-alliance
• Canadian Centre for Mental Health in Sport: https://www.ccmhs-ccsms.ca/
• Sport Help Line: 1-888-837-7678
CRISIS Assistance
• Vancouver Island Crisis Line: 1-888-494-3888
• Crisis Centre BC (Online Chat or Call)

• 1-800-784-2433; www.youthinkbc.com (youth chat line); 1-800-SUICIDE 1-800-872-
3311

• https://crisiscentre.bc.ca/get-help/
• National Kids Help Phone: 1-800-668-6868

• www.kidshelpphone.ca or
• direct to kids/teens: https://kidshelpphone.ca/teens/home/splash.asp

• Youthspace.ca (Need2 Suicide Prevention, Education, & Support)
• Youth Text (6 pm – 12 am PT): 778-783-0177; chat www.youthspace.ca

http://www.youthinkbc.com/
https://crisiscentre.bc.ca/get-help/
http://www.kidshelpphone.ca/
https://kidshelpphone.ca/teens/home/splash.asp


Case Study: Scenario 1
You are working with an athlete who has been committed to team meetings, 
and attends with a positive attitude. The athlete enjoys contributing to the 
group, and is keen to hear what her teammates have to say. Team meetings 
that do not require in person activities have switched to virtual format to 
comply with COVID practices. It seemed like the athlete was adapting well 
to this, however, lately you have noticed that the athlete has been joining the 
meetings late, and is overly quiet and disengaged. She is not contributing, 
and when attending an in person event, she seems to have isolated herself. 
This behaviour has become consistent, and is not specific to just one or two 
events. Further, the coaching staff has noticed she is often looking very 
tired, and is not presenting herself as she normally would. 



Case Study: Scenario 2
The team has just returned to training following sport cancellations. Rather 
than practicing as one large team, the team has to train in cohorts. You 
notice that one of the athletes is having a challenge in the cohort that he has 
been assigned to. He looks unhappy, and is generally isolating himself and 
looking defeated. The athlete asked to switch groups so the he can be in a 
cohort with one of his closest friends. You are able to accommodate this, 
hoping it might help the athlete with this new adjustment. However, after 
about a week in the new cohort, the athlete is still isolating and looking 
dejected. His demeanour is not as upbeat as it generally is, and he seems 
disinterested and disengaged.


	�Supporting Youth Mental Health in Sport through COVID and beyond…
	What is mental health?
	   Mental Health Problems: Early Warning Signs
	Mental Health Problems: Early Warning Signs
	What is Mental Illness?
	Mental Health & Exercise: �Many Positives!
	WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT STUDENT-ATHLETES
	Why higher mental health risk factors for athletes?
	Behaviours associated with mental health concerns that coaches might observe include:
	Reasons athletes do not seek help for mental health?
	Impact of COVID on athlete’s mental health…
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Barriers for athletes’ help seeking behaviors
	Supporting Athlete Mental Health
	Coach Resources
	Conversation Starters
	Steps to take: ALGEES
	Resources
	Case Study: Scenario 1
	Case Study: Scenario 2

