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Abstract 

There are many factors that contribute to the mental health experience of student-athletes 

such balancing school and varsity sports, the transitioning process from high-school to university 

and creating social relationships with a variety of groups. These factors can lead to negative 

experiences such as stress, anxiety, and depression, but also positive experiences like belonging, 

confidence and excitement. Generally, there are limited studies that discuss the changes of these 

experiences throughout a period of time, specifically through four years of a post-secondary 

institution. Thus, this study took a thematic analysis approach based on the model by Braun and 

Clarke (2006) to explore the various experiences of student-athletes that affected their mental 

health across all four years of university. Those experiences were organized into themes that 

defined each year to demonstrate how those contexts related and affected the mental health 

experiences of student-athletes. Nine student-athletes were recruited (4 male and 5 female) to 

participate in a semi-structured interview that lasted an average of twenty-five to thirty-five 

minutes. Nine themes arose and were organized into each year where they were most prominent. 

Themes included the transitioning experience (first year), establishment on team (second year), 

growth as a student-athlete (third year) and responsibilies with athletic experience (fourth year).  

Additional themes included dealing with Covid-19 and online learning, and help-seeking.  

Overall, the experiences of student-athletes are unique and worthwhile to look into further, 

especially when considering the challenges they face throughout four years of university.   
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Chapter 1  
  

Introduction  

The discussion around mental health is still very new and new information is being 

discovered and discussed more every year. Young adults around the university age (17-24) in 

particular are very interesting to view as they are usually the population in which most mental 

health symptoms will onset (Eisenberg et al., 2007; Macaskill, 2018). Perhaps even more so for 

student-athletes because of the dual demands like balancing all the responsibilities a non-athlete 

student has with the added expectations of being a varsity athlete (Kissinger et al., 2011; Wilson 

& Pritchard, 2005; Van Slingerland et al., 2019). In fact, student-athletes are more likely to 

experience negative mental health symptoms related to excessive stress (Wilson & Pritchard,  

2005), anxiety (Brewer et al., 1999; Van Slingerland et al., 2018) and depression (Ryan et al., 

2018; Van Slingerland et al., 2018) than non-athletes. An estimated 45-48% of student-athletes 

will struggle or have struggled with anxiety (American College Health Association, 2009) and  

25-30% will struggle or have struggled with depression (American College Health Association, 

2009). In a Canadian context, various studies showed 20%- 40% of Canadian student-athletes 

reported indications of mental health symptoms like anxiety, depression and excessive stress that 

suggested a serious mental health concern (Poucher et al., 2021; Schinke et al., 2018; Sullivan et 

al., 2019). Furthermore, despite student-athletes indicating high levels of mental health 

symptoms, they are the least likely to seek professional support than non-athletes (Putukian, 

2016). An estimated only 8-9% of student-athletes will seek help from mental health 

professionals (Watson & Kissinger, 2007). There is a clear need for more research in this topic to 

identify the stressors and challenges that student-athletes must face that impacts their mental  
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  1 health as well as considering how those experiences may fluctuate and adapt over a period of 

time.   

When it came time to choose a research topic, I thought about my own personal 

experiences going through the university process. I thought it was interesting how my mental 

health fluctuated and changed, and even adapted through four years. I could remember specific 

parts of university by directly thinking about what I was feeling at that time. I wondered if there 

was something to that, and if others had this experience. Does mental health change throughout 

four years of university? And how? Why? Second, sports have always been an interest to me, 

and like I discussed above, I had some experiences dealing with aspects of sports that had 

contributed to positive and negative mental health. So, I applied the thought of mental health 

fluctuating to the experiences of student-athletes and asking the question: do mental health 

experiences of student-athletes fluctuate through four years of university? How and why? Like 

identified above, there is a lack in research that examines any kind of fluctuations or adaptations 

throughout multiple years. I strive to focus on this topic to hopefully inspire others to consider 

the experiences of student-athletes and potentially come up with ideas on how to more 

successfully create mental health assistance programs that are catered to student-athletes and 

their experiences throughout various periods of time.   

I also wanted to take in consideration the reasons why student-athletes may not seek help. 

The research shows that a very low percentage of student athletes will seek help for their mental 

health concerns, and there are many reasons why they choose not to. I thought it was appropriate 

and useful to include findings of that sort to help demonstrate the perception of mental health 

from student-athletes and expose how they cope with negative mental health.   

  



     3 

Aim of Research   

First year university students often experience a wide variety of potential stressors that can affect 

their mental health (Beiter et al., 2015; Dyson & Renk 2006; Friedlander et al., 2007; Gayles & 

Baker 2015; McLafferty et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2019; Ross et al., 1999). Additionally, there can 

sometimes be a pattern of differing mental health experiences for students which can vary in 

each year (Poucher et al., 2021). However, a conclusion is less certain for student-athletes and 

their experiences. This study aimed to explore the mental health experiences of student-athletes 

competing in varsity sport at numerous Canadian Universities across four years of academic 

study. Specifically, the changes in student-athletes’ mental health and attitudes towards seeking 

help for mental health to better understand the barriers why student-athletes do not seek help.   

Background and Justification  

There are many past studies identifying extensive mental health experiences that 

university students often face (Adlaf et al., 2001; Bernhardsdottir & Vihjalmsson 2013: 

Bruffaerts et al., 2018; Gitay et al., 2019; Hunt & Eisenberg 2010; McLafferty et al., 2017), 

however, there is also emerging evidence and increased recognition of the mental health of 

university student-athletes as well. Generally, there can be various experiences student-athletes 

may encounter during their time at university that may contribute to negative mental health, but 

one major factor that is frequently discussed in the literature is the effect of adjustment and 

pressures often experienced by students in the first year of university (Beiter et al., 2015; Dyson  

& Renk 2006; Friedlander et al., 2007; Gayles & Baker 2015; Liu et al., 2019; Ross et al., 1999). 

There are lots of discussion for both the general student population as well as student-athletes 

demonstrating that the first year can be a particularly stressful time (Gayles et al., 2015; 

Giacobbi et al., 2004; Ryan et al., 2018; Storch et al., 2005; Wilson & Pritchard 2005). There are 
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studies that look into years of study being a factor that contributes to mental health experiences, 

but these sources are sparse, and even less so when looking specifically at student-athletes.  

Furthermore, most of the research is based around NCAA varsity athletes, so there is less 

research on Canadian student-athletes. In Canada, scholarships are not as extensive, and there are 

less training and support staff, so the varsity experiences of being an athlete in Canada may be 

unique. Therefore, this study aims to fill the gaps in not only understanding the mental health 

experiences of varsity athletes, but focusing on Canadian student-athletes.   

It is necessary to evaluate the changes in help seeking attitudes, mental health symptoms 

and causes while student-athletes transition to different academic phases. Usually studies in the 

past will compare the mental health prevalence and experiences of first year student athletes to 

fourth year student-athletes (Melendez, 2016; Storch et al., 2005), but there is no direct 

comparison of the transition in one single study. A study that involves a single set of subjects 

sharing their experiences could be a great start to show some representation of transitioning 

mental health experiences in a singular context. This is important to understand so future 

practitioners can understand how to address different populations of students with varying needs. 

It is evident that student-athletes do not feel like most mental health practitioners will not 

understand their specific problems, especially regarding varsity sports (Kissinger et al., 2011), 

but if there is research that shows different contexts of challenges that appear in each year, there 

can be more education and reinforce student-athletes that practitioners do in fact, understand and 

are equipped to support. Showing the effects longitudinally narrows in on the idea that mental 

health for a student-athlete is not a fixed state and can adapt and fluctuate depending on the 

situations that usually occur in each year. It also shows how one context can affect more than 

another context depending on the individual and how they may have coped. It is also possible to 

follow the aftereffects of how they were able (or not) to cope with a mental health struggle. This 
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is valuable research that can contribute to the knowledge of a student-athletes’ mental health 

experiences.   

Research Question  

What are there changes in mental health experiences for student-athletes transitioning 

through four years of an undergraduate program? What are those student-athletes’ experiences 

with those changes? Lastly, what are the help-seeking behaviors of student-athletes?  

Key Terms and Concepts  

Mental Health and Mental Well-Being  

The World Health Organization (2004) defines mental health as “a state of well-being in 

which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, 

can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or her 

community.” (p. 12). “Mental health is the foundation for well-being for an individual and is 

more than an absence of mental illness,” (World Health Organization, 2004, p. 12). The state of 

mental health implies that the individual has the ability to maintain relationships with others, 

perform social roles, manage change, recognize acknowledgment, communicate positive actions 

and thoughts, and manage emotions effectively (Bhugra et al., 2013). Bhugra et al. (2013) also 

stated that there is a close link between physical and mental health and that they can affect each 

other directly and indirectly. Additionally, Keyes (2002) states that “mental health is best viewed 

as a complete state consisting of the presence and the absence of mental illness and mental health 

symptoms” (p. 210).   

Mental well-being is a fairly broad concept. In fact, Brady and Grenville-Cleave (2018) 

introduce several types of mental well-being such as subjective well-being, psychological 

wellbeing, emotional well-being, developmental well-being, social well-being, rights/civil 

wellbeing, and safety and security. However, for the purpose of this study, the most beneficial 
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definition to understand is psychological well-being. Mental well-being is understood in a 

myriad of ways, however for the purpose of this study mental well-being indicates the presence 

of positive mental health. Experiencing positive mental health traits (confidence, general 

happiness, ability to cope, capability to form and maintain relationships with others, and 

individual growth) and coping behaviours encompasses what being mentally well is.   

Symptom   

A symptom could be anything (physical or mental) that usually indicates the presence of 

a disease. The American Psychiatric Association (2013) defines a symptom as “a manifestation 

of a pathological condition.” (Appendix). The mental health of an individual can be greatly 

impacted by the presence of symptoms and symptoms that are experienced frequently and 

abruptly to the point of inhibiting one’s lifestyle can negatively affect an individual’s well-being 

and may indicate a more serious concern.   

Mental Disorder   

The American Psychiatric Association describes a mental disorder as a state  

“characterized by significant disturbances in an individual’s cognition, emotion regulation, or 

behaviour that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, biological, or developmental processes 

that underly mental functioning” (2013, Introduction). Individuals experiencing a mental 

disorder can be challenged by a wide variety of experiences that will affect their day to day 

activities and lifestyle and their overall mental well-being. In this study, the use of the term 

mental disorder is indicative of numerous symptoms that usually leads to one concern that an 

individual may experience. Whereas mental illness, which is also suggested in this study, 

outlines the experiences of various negative mental health challenges at the same time.   
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Stress   

Stress is the process of being in any situation(s) that taxes or exceeds the adaptive 

resources or coping abilities of an individual (Bosso et al., 2017; Dyson & Renk, 2006; Van 

Slingerland et al., 2018; Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). Stress can occur when individuals feel that 

they are no longer able to cope with the demands placed on them from a variety of factors in 

their environment. A stressor is any emotional, physical, social, economic or other factor that 

disrupts the normal daily functioning (and behaviour) of an individual (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013). When stress is perceived negatively or becomes excessive, physical and 

psychological impairment can occur (Misra & McKean, 2000). When someone experiences 

excessive stress it can leave the individual vulnerable to other mental health concerns such as 

burning out, anxiety or depression and can even cause physical illness such as sickness or 

longterm health consequences.   

Depression   

There are many forms of depression, however major depressive disorder represents the 

more widely-known condition of this disorder. The American Psychiatric Association (2013) 

characterizes major depression as a disorder that usually consists of episodes that last at least two 

weeks duration. A more chronic form of depression known as ‘persistent depressive disorder’ is 

diagnosed when the symptoms lasts for two years or more (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013). The definition of depression can be characterized by a variety of symptoms such as the 

loss of positive affect which manifests in a range of symptoms include sleep disturbance, lack of 

self-care, poor concentration, anxiety and a lack of interest in everyday experiences (Ibrahim et 

al., 2013). In order to be clinically diagnosed with major depressive disorder, five or more 

symptoms need to be present during the same two-week period (American Psychiatric  
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Association, 2013). These symptoms are summarized as follows: depressed mood for most of the 

day (nearly every day), diminished interest or pleasure in most activities, significant weight loss 

or no weight gain, insomnia or hypersomnia, increased agitation, fatigue or loss of energy, 

feelings of worthlessness or excessive guilt, lack of ability to concentrate or indecisiveness, and 

recurrent thoughts of death or suicide ideation (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  

Anxiety   

Anxiety is a basic emotion that humans are equipped with to prepare for stressful 

situations and avoid harmful situations. Anxiety disorders differ from normal fear or anxiety 

because these feelings of worry are excessive and persist beyond appropriate periods of time 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  There are a variety of anxiety disorders such as 

generalized anxiety, social anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic disorder, and 

separation anxiety. Tyrer and Baldwin (2007) describe generalized anxiety disorder as feelings of 

threat, restlessness, irritability, concentration difficulties, sleep disturbance and tension. The 

diagnostic criteria for generalized anxiety disorder includes the following: Excessive anxiety and 

worry occurring consistently over a six month period, the individual finds it difficult to cope with 

the worry, the anxiety and worry are associated with at least three (or more) of the following six 

symptoms (restlessness, easily tired, difficulty concentrating, irritability, muscle tension, sleep 

disturbance), the anxiety causes distress or impairment in social, occupational and other areas of 

functioning, the anxiety is not related to substance use, and the disturbance is not better 

explained by another mental disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).   

Psychological Distress  

Psychological distress is a non-specific negative state that includes feelings associated 

with depression, anxiety, and stress (Canadian Institute for Health Information, 2012). 

Individuals with psychological distress experience symptoms such as a perceived inability to 



     9 

cope effectively, discomfort and changes in emotion, and those who experience psychological 

distress are more likely to develop depression or anxiety disorders (Canadian Institute for Health 

Information, 2012).  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  
  
  

     
Chapter 2  

  

Literature Review  

  

Mental Health of University Students  

  

Young adults enrolled in post-secondary institutions may be particularly at risk of 

developing mental health disorders or have existing mental health disorders exuberated since 

most lifetime mental health disorders such as anxiety and stress disorders first onset during the 

typical college age (Eisenberg et al., 2007). These conditions have a risk of carrying into 

adulthood and causing emotional and physical health problems (Bruffaerts et al., 2018). It is 

often reported that undergraduate students have increased levels of a variety of negative mental 

health experiences such as stress (Bernhardsdottir & Vilhjalmsson, 2013; Bewick et al., 2010), 

anxiety (McLafferty et al., 2017), and depression (Davies et al., 2016; Gitay, et al., 2019; Silva, 

et al., 2017), compared to young adults in the general population. Specifically, nearly half of 

college students meet the criteria for at least one mental health disorder (Bruffaerts et al., 2018; 
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Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). These findings may not be surprising considering the nature of 

university. There are expectations to meet intense academic demands like balancing multiple 

courses and finding time to complete all coursework, while also perhaps moving away from 

home, financial burdens, disconnect from friends, leaving family, and transitioning into a more 

independent individual. Therefore, it is important to evaluate the concerning and extensive 

sources of stressors that contribute to poor mental health in students.   

Students may find it challenging to adapt to university life because they are also transitioning 

into a new phase of adulthood at the same time. The process of transitioning alone has been 

associated with depression in students (Beiter, et al., 2015; Dyson & Renk, 2006). The first 

couple of months in university can be especially stressful and challenging for most students due 

to numerous psychosocial adjustments (McLafferty et al., 2017). Students are expected to learn a 

new schedule that has a different structure than they are used to (Beiter et al., 2015), are 

pressured to form a new social group (Eisenberg et al., 2007), commute or move away from 

home (McLafferty et al., 2017), and face uncertainties about life goals and plans post-graduation 

(Bosso et al., 2017). Some of the top causes of stress, depression and anxiety in students are 

various academic obligations, pressure to succeed, post-graduation plans, relationships, financial 

concerns, and self-esteem (Beiter et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2019; McLafferty, et al., 2017; Misra &  

McKean, 2000).   

Mental Health of Students with Regards to Year of Study  

University is a challenging time for many young adults for a variety of reasons that can 

change with each year. For example, incoming students face the challenge of transitioning to a 

new academic setting. Attending university for the first time can be a crucial test of an 

individual's adjustment abilities (Dyson & Renk, 2006). Freshmen students may struggle with 
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expectations such as academic responsibilities, time management, expectations to create social 

bonds, moving away from home, working, and transitioning to a new academic environment  

(Dyson & Renk, 2006; Friedlander et al., 2007; McLafferty et al., 2017; Robotham & Julian, 

2006; Ross et al., 1999; Willcoxson et al., 2011). Freshmen students may fear not reaching the 

expectations they have from others and from themselves (Dyson & Renk, 2006). There is a high 

amount of change that students must adapt to quickly, so it is not surprising that younger 

students may experience the most amount of stress compared to older students (Bewick et al., 

2010; Friedlander et al., 2007; Misra & Mckean, 2000; Ross et al., 1999). Students in their first 

year generally report the lowest emotional wellbeing compared to other students in various years 

(Eagan et al., 2017) as well as the greatest amount of psychological distress (McLafferty et al., 

2017). These mental health symptoms may be likely due to transitioning to a different academic 

setting, as well as learning to adapt to adulthood pressures that are introduced in that period.    

Additionally, there is abundant research that has demonstrated changing mental health 

status after the freshman year. Students who are in their second year often report high amounts of 

psychological distress (Liu et al., 2019), as well as increased stress levels from their first year 

(Misra & Mckean, 2000). It is also evident that second-year students may experience a higher 

prevalence of depression than other students (Mahmoud et al., 2012).  However, the most 

obvious difference between freshmen and students in the middle years appears to be an increase 

in anxiety levels from first to second year (Macaskill, 2013). Bewick et al. (2010) demonstrated 

this change when they showed that anxiety levels in students increased 50% from the first year to 

the second year. One specific reason why these increased rates occur is possibly due to the fact 

that there is often less perceived support available to second year students than first year students 

(Macaskill, 2018), and there may also be exponentially increased workload compared to first 

year.   
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The prevalence of negative mental health symptoms such as stress, depression and 

anxiety for students in third year seem to be similar to second-year students. However, there may 

be more differences in stress and anxiety levels in particular. Stress has been shown to increase 

(Alzahem et al., 2013), while anxiety decreases (Macaskill, 2018) in third-year students from 

their first and second year. Additionally, symptoms of depression may increase gradually after 

the first year and become harder to manage for upper year students. An example was 

demonstrated in one study by Bewick et al. (2010) who showed that depression scores increased 

steadily over time in university students, and by the end of the third year, they were nearly twice 

as high than what they were at the beginning of their education. Thus, it is very likely that mental 

health symptoms can worsen for some students.   

Fourth-year students are at the very end of their education and therefore may have 

experience dealing with some of the pressures given to them. Furthermore, for graduating 

students, the fear and uncertainty of what comes next in their lives can be difficult to cope with. 

There is some evidence that older students may have some of the highest negative mental health 

symptoms. It is evident that fourth-year students can often suffer the most from stress (Adlaf et 

al., 2001; Beiter et al., 2015; Bosso et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2019), depression (Beiter et al., 2015; 

Liu et al., 2019; Silva et al., 2017) and anxiety (Beiter et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2019). Furthermore, 

upper-year students are more likely to have a mood disorder (McLafferty et al., 2017). Schwenk 

et al. (2010) also found that suicidal ideation was highest among fourth-year students and in 

older students in general (Eisenberg et al., 2007). In addition, older students are likely to live off 

campus due to student residency only being offered for first-year students. Beiter et al. (2015) 

showed in their study that students who lived off-campus were reported having increased levels 

of anxiety and stress compared to students living on campus. Lastly, it appears to be that mental 

health symptoms can persist and worsen over time for some university students (Adlaf et al., 
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2001; Bewick et al., 2010; Zivin et al., 2009), therefore, it is possible that fourth year students 

may struggle the most with negative mental health symptoms. A variety of mental disorders are 

prevalent in young adults (Gulliver et al., 2014; Mahmoud et al., 2012), but possibly even more 

so in university students (Bewick et al., 2010; Bruffaerts et al., 2018; Gitay et al., 2019; 

Macaskill, 2018; McLafferty et al., 2017). Therefore, it is extremely important to address the 

symptoms that may change and create an assistance program that will help a student in each year 

of university.  

Help-Seeking Behaviours in Students  

Stress and pressure can be associated with the university experience, and for many, this 

can be a difficult process and may have the potential to cause harm to their health.  

Unfortunately, if negative mental health symptoms persist with no relief, this may affect 

students’ physical health, academic performance, learning efficiency, lifestyle choices, 

misbehaviour, and social isolation (Liu et al., 2019). Students who do not receive the help they 

need may experience symptoms getting worse and affecting them long term after university 

(Ebert et al., 2019). Students will have differing levels of capabilities of adjusting and dealing 

with stressors introduced in university which may be detrimental to their mental health.   

Negative mental health symptoms are common in students, but mental health services and 

supports are under used (Armstrong et al., 2015; Bernhardsdottir & Vilhjalmsson 2013; Ebert et 

al., 2019; Hunt & Eisenberg 2010; McLafferty et al., 2017). To be more specific, research has 

shown consistent evidence that of students who are experiencing serious mental health 

symptoms, only approximately 30% will seek treatment (Eisenberg et al., 2007; Ibrahim et al., 

2013). Furthermore, Stecker (2004) demonstrated that as few as 10-18% of the student body will 

receive any mental health services when available. The number of students experiencing negative 
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mental health is staggering but the percentage of students seeking help for it is disproportionately 

low.   

There are numerous barriers in place that can make it difficult for students to seek help. 

Some known barriers include the perception that treatment is not needed, lack of time, perceived 

stigma, and preference for self-management (Ebert et al., 2019; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). A 

student may often dismiss that the amount of psychological distress they are experiencing is 

normal and part of the university experience (Davies et al., 2016), therefore, they may not 

believe in the necessity of seeking help. Eisenberg et al. (2011) found that, of the students who 

did not seek help, 47.3% admitted they believed "stress is normal in college," (p. 307) and 26.4% 

of them continued by saying "the problem will get better by itself," (p. 307). It is normal to 

experience stress in university, but students could be experiencing extremely elevated 

psychological distress, depression and anxiety because of school, and possibly putting 

themselves further at risk for long-term consequences.   

Another barrier that may keep students from seeking out the appropriate mental health 

services is stigma. Public stigma can be defined as attitudes (usually negative) others have 

towards another person or group of individuals usually when the other person demonstrates a 

specific behavior (Ryan et al., 2018), like seeking help for mental health. Stigmatizing attitudes 

of students about mental disorders are associated with lower help-seeking behavior (Hunt & 

Eisenberg, 2010). Many students may not admit they are suffering from stress because they fear 

others may perceive this as a weakness (Robotham & Julian, 2006). Eisenberg et al. (2011) 

demonstrated this barrier when they found that 21% of students reporting why they didn't seek 

help identified they were "worried what others will think." (p. 307). Students can be vulnerable 

to the social environments around them because of the pressures to fit in. Thus, students may be 
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less likely to seek help with the risk of being outed and potentially harming their future studies 

and social circles.     

Providing mental health care and assistance is extremely important for the overall health 

of students. Mental health disorders developed in younger people such as college students have a 

high risk of having long-term negative outcomes later in life like emotional and physical health 

problems (Bruffaerts et al., 2018). Living with prolonged distress is associated with increased 

risk of chronic and severe physical illness, including metabolic syndrome, coronary heart 

disease, and fatal ischemic stroke (Canadian Health Institute for Health Information, 2012).  

Therefore, it is necessary to assist as soon as possible. Students who have higher perceived social 

support not only better adjust to university transitions (Freidlander et al., 2007), but also have a 

lower likelihood of depression, anxiety, and eating disorders (Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009). In 

addition, people who discuss their experiences of mental illness report higher personal 

empowerment and quality of life, and internalize feelings of stigmatization (Brown et al., 2018). 

It is important for students to feel like there are reasonable resources around for them to use in 

confidence that they can use them safely and comfortably.   

Student-Athletes and Mental Health  

There are numerous reports of mental health concerns in undergraduate students, 

however, student-athletes may be more likely to experience negative mental health symptoms 

like stress, anxiety and depression than non-athletes (Brewer et al., 1999; Gulliver et al., 2014; 

Hammond et al., 2013; Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). Student-athletes have been found to have 

higher depression rates (Ryan et al., 2018), extensive anxiety struggles (Brewer et al., 1999), as 

well as higher amounts of stress (Wilson & Pritchard, 2005) than non-athletes, possibly due to 

combining excessive dual responsibilities from schoolwork and sport expectations. An estimated 

10-15% of college student-athletes will suffer from clinical psychological distress (Watson, 
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2005; Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). These heightened mental health experiences can be expected 

since the peak age for a likely onset of mental disorders in student-athletes overlaps with their 

peak years of competitive sport (Gulliver et al., 2012).   

Generally, participating in athletics is seen to be extremely beneficial for students 

physical health and mental well-being (Armstrong et al., 2015; Gayles & Baker, 2015).  

However, for some student-athletes participating in sports is an additional stressor (Wilson & 

Pritchard, 2005), and some student-athletes may struggle with too many responsibilities. Many 

sport-specific stressors could have the potential to trigger the development of new mental health 

disorders as well as enhance psychological distress that an athlete may have already been 

experiencing (Van Slingerland et al., 2019). Some student-athletes that already suffer from 

anxiety may see their symptoms increase just by participating in competitive sport (Beauchemin, 

2014; Gayles & Baker, 2015; Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). Many student-athletes often indicate 

that the stress they experience is directly associated with sport participation and that it 

significantly affects their mental health (Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). A student-athlete can 

dedicate up to 40 hours a week to their sport which can lead to higher levels of physical and 

psychological exhaustion (Eitzen 2012; Simons et al., 2007). Burnout and overtraining are often 

major concerns for student-athletes due to their extensive schedule with competitive sports. High 

levels of sport participation that lead to burnout are associated with increased psychological and 

physical symptoms of depression (Armstrong et al., 2015).   

Additionally, student-athletes are a unique population because they are expected to learn 

and balance their athletic and academic responsibilities as well as try to take as much out of the 

"college experience" as they can. Focusing on sports alone, factors such as pressures to win, 

playing season length, increased competition level, creating and maintaining relationships with 

coaches and teammates, injuries, and fear of failure all have a part in potentially creating a 
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stressful environment that could negatively affect a student-athlete's mental health (Ramaeker & 

Petrie, 2019; Ryan et al., 2018; Storch et al., 2005; Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). But 

studentathletes must attain standards of education while also being committed to athletics that 

require their extensive attention. They are expected to devote many hours to their sport, spending 

time away from classes, satisfying their coaches with athletic performance, and maintaining 

selfesteem and other expectations from coaches, friends, family, and themselves (Simons et al., 

2007).   

  Student-athletes may report high amounts of stress due to factors such as missed tests, extensive 

travel time away from classes and friends, and making up missed assignments (Wilson & 

Pritchard, 2005). Evidence shows that student-athletes struggle with stressors related to school 

more than non-athletic students (Storch et al., 2005). Unfortunately, student-athletes are more 

prone to academic failure (Kissinger et al., 2011; Simons et al., 2007). This is quite troubling 

because in many cases, if there is failure to meet satisfactory academic performance levels or 

maintain a minimum grade point average, it may result in the loss of eligibility for sport 

participation (Gayles & Baker, 2015). This could cause an increase in stress or worry in 

studentathletes, especially if an athlete struggles to balance the expectations. There are a variety 

of reasons and explanations, but many students report that there is simply not enough time to 

combine academics and athletics and do their absolute best in both those areas (Wilson &  

Pritchard, 2005). For example, Potuto and O’Hanlon (2007) found in their study that 70% of 

student-athletes expressed that there are educational opportunities like internships and studying 

abroad that they have missed because of their athletic participation. To further demonstrate, 

another 60% of student-athletes studied stated that numerous campus events provide social and 

networking opportunities that they are interested in but are unable to attend due to their 

challenging time demands (Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007). Having the opportunity to relieve stress 
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and decompress from their extensive demands can be essential for any student, not just 

studentathletes. Without enough time, stress and anxiety can potentially accumulate and become 

too much to handle, enhancing or creating any potential negative mental health symptoms.   

Student-Athletes’ Mental Health and Year of Study  

There is little research specifically stating which group of student-athletes may struggle 

the most with mental health, but there is speculation on the possible negative and positive 

developments that a student-athlete may face depending on year of study. Like the general 

student population, first year student-athletes are in the transitioning phase where they are 

expected to quickly adapt to the social and academic expectations and requirements. Sport 

participation can help incoming students develop a positive identity, social connections and 

selfdiscipline, because it adds a complex layer of student life that a non-athlete may not 

experience (Van Slingerland et al., 2018). However, student-athletes experience greater amount 

of stress and depressive symptoms compared to non-athlete first-year students specifically 

because of the dual demands placed on them during their first year (Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). 

Additionally, students coming from high school who excelled in their respective sports may be 

challenged by equally talented players as well as older students who are seemingly well adjusted. 

Freshman student-athletes will not only have to deal with increased competition level, but also 

attempt to maintain a starting position whilst trying to gain relationships from other teammates 

(Storch et al., 2005). Younger student-athletes can be particularly vulnerable to self-criticism due 

to high expectations for themselves. Many participants are likely to have increased stress levels 

because they may worry they are not contributing enough to the team or that they are not 

performing as is expected of them (Giacobbi et al., 2004).   

Although it seems that there is evidence that shows that first-year student-athletes are at 

the highest risk for mental health disorders, there is research that contradicts these findings. It has 
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been suggested that older students may experience the most amount of stress and greatest 

number of symptoms of depression. This may be caused by the natural addition of 

responsibilities placed on them by coaches each year they participate (Crutcher, 2015; Wilson & 

Pritchard, 2005). Many college sport programs encourage mentoring of freshmen studentathletes 

by senior teammates to assist in their transition (Melendez, 2016). Each year, it is also likely that 

student-athletes will receive less attention from coaches and other staff, which may mean the 

older student-athletes are not getting the attention they may require. Student-athletes who had 

any depressive symptoms or mental health concerns may go unnoticed and thus, not supported 

properly. Furthermore, academic demands will also increase each year adding to a senior's 

already busy schedule. Lastly, student-athletes who were actively competing but were planning 

on "retirement" showed high rates of depressive symptoms (Moesch et al., 2018). Final year 

students may not experience transitional stress like first year student-athletes, but graduating 

student-athletes possibly face uncertainty in their futures.   

Student-Athletes and Help-Seeking  

Student-athletes in particular may need to reach out for additional help from mental 

health practitioners. Student-athletes experience more psychological problems than their 

nonathlete counterparts, but greatly underutilize mental health services available to them (Storch 

et al., 2005). Whereas 10-18% of students suffering from a mental health condition will seek 

mental health help (Stecker, 2004), and only an estimated 8-9% of student-athletes will seek help 

from mental health professionals despite them being at more risk for developing mental health 

disorders (Watson & Kissinger, 2011).   

Many student-athletes may not perceive their negative mental health to be serious enough 

to seek out additional help (Davies et al., 2016). Additionally, many student-athletes can perceive 

needing help as a sign of weakness (Beauchemin, 2014). Athletes are trained and often viewed 
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from the outside as being both physically and mentally tough (Armstrong et al., 2017), so this 

may provide a contradiction. Student-athletes may be accustomed to working through pain and 

"toughing it out," because they are trained to overcome their struggles and make a successful 

gameplay out of it (Putukian, 2016). There is a risk that this type of encouragement and mindset 

may under develop coping mechanisms for student-athletes, so when they do find themselves 

struggling, they may not know how to deal with it appropriately.  

Student-athletes frequently explain that another reason why they do not attempt to seek 

help is because they do not believe mental health practitioners will have an understanding of 

their specific issues (Kissinger et al., 2011). For example, a student-athlete asking for an 

accommodation due to an athletic obligation can pose a stressful dilemma for an athlete because 

some may be worried about the stigma they may receive from faculty and other students. 

(Simons et al., 2007). It may also make them feel lesser than their non-athletic peers in their 

academic abilities.  Time management, unrealistic expectations from coaches, anxiety from 

competitions, sport injuries, and conflicts with teammates may all be factors that differentiate 

student-athletes from a non-athlete student that a practitioner may not fully understand to know 

how to help. Furthermore, student-athletes may not want to be outed because of the fear they will 

be treated differently by their coach and teammates. Correspondingly, student-athletes involved 

in team sports are significantly more open to mental health training than student-athletes in 

individual sports (Barnard, 2016). Typically, teammates help facilitate athletes to feel less 

isolated (Gayles & Baker, 2015), and stigma is a major barrier for student-athletes from seeking 

help for their mental health (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; McIntyre et al., 2014; Putukian, 2016). 

Thus, if a student-athlete perceives a community, that may reduce the stigma on help-seeking, 

while also employing a healthy standard of mental health care. They may not feel isolated or  

“outed” in their need to seek out assistance for their mental health.   
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Student-athletes who are exposed to others who may be suffering from mental illness can help to 

improve attitudes towards mental illness (Barnard, 2016). It is likely that student-athletes who 

meet others with similar experiences may feel more confident in disclosing their symptoms and 

start seeking assistance. Student-athletes who disclose their mental health experiences will often 

report higher personal empowerment and quality of life, as well as reduced internalized feelings 

of stigmatization (Brown et al., 2018). Encouragement from others, having an established 

relationship with a provider, internet access, and positive attitudes of others, especially coaches, 

can all facilitate help-seeking behaviors (Gulliver et al., 2012; Putukian, 2016). Therefore, 

college coaches and staff working in the university must do their best with working with 

studentathletes to facilitate growth and positive development in all these aspects to ensure the 

best possible outcomes for student-athletes and their education and athletic career.   

There are no specific findings that conclude which year has the most challenges and 

increased risk for mental health symptoms for student-athletes. In first year, student-athletes will 

struggle with transitional stresses like making the team, getting used to academic responsibilities, 

and establishing relationships. Upper year student-athletes however, struggle with understanding 

options for their future, face early retirement, and increased academic expectations. All these 

factors have potential to impact and influence the mental health experiences of student-athletes, 

and in most cases, there is some conversation stating that year of study can be a factor, but it is 

not reviewed in-depth. Therefore, the current study was designed to answer the following 

research questions: Are there changes in the mental health experiences of student-athletes 

transitioning through four years of an undergraduate program? What are those student-athlete 

experiences with those changes? Lastly, what are the help-seeking behaviors of student-athletes?  

    

Chapter 3  
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Methodology  

  

Paradigm  

This study primarily focused on an interpretive perspective or more specifically, took on 

a constructivist worldview when conducting research. An interpretive approach focuses on 

understanding rather than explaining reality (Green & Thorogood, 2018). In this viewpoint, the 

questions are not about the ‘reality’ of the world, but rather, about the interpretations of the 

people experiencing it (Green & Thorogood, 2018). Interpretive research is not singular or 

objective, it does not focus on searching for a right or wrong answer because it relies on 

understanding human experiences. A researcher using an interpretive process will move back and 

forth from observations to the entirety of a context to try and construct a theory that is based off 

the viewpoints of the participants. An interpretive point of view helps the researcher observe 

what is happening in the data and interpret the patterns occurring. Constructivism goes further by 

taking the very concept of the pre-existing reality and understanding how that reality is 

constructed through social process and experiences (Green & Thorogood, 2018) (ontological 

beliefs). Constructivists attempt to dive into a deeper understanding of the cases within a 

particular context rather than hypothesizing about generalizations (Patton, 2002). The main goal 

of a constructivist is to rely on the views of the participants as much as possible and then aim to 

understand and interpret the phenomena occurring from those who have actively experienced it 

(epistemology beliefs). A constructive point of view is well suited for creating interview 

questions that are meant to be broad, choosing codes to create themes, and choosing quotes to 

represent themes for the results. With the purpose of this study, there's a possibility that 

experiences can change or be influenced depending on various context and conditions, and the 

best way to find that is to rely on the perspectives that participants described. A constructivist 
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approach allows for interview questions to be broad enough that every interview is unique to 

each participant. Using an interpretive approach, while also taking on a constructivist point of 

view, allows for the complete and direct analysis of changing experiences of student-athletes.   

Participants   

To participate in the study, participants needed to meet the following inclusion criteria: 

(a) the student-athlete needed to have completed at least four or more years of study at a 

university; and (b) participated in varsity sports for at least three years. The study was open to 

student-athletes who participated in any sport or sport format (individual or team sport). The 

priority was making sure they were in their fourth year of school or had previously graduated to 

fully understand and demonstrate how their experiences changed throughout that period of time. 

The exclusion criteria were student-athletes who had less than four years of academic history and 

less than three years of student-athlete varsity experience.   

Twelve student-athletes responded to the study, however only 9 (5 female, 4 male) were eligible 

due to the specific inclusion criteria. A demographic profile of each participant can be found in  

Appendix A. The student-athletes that were not eligible were excluded because they did not have 

4 years of academic experience. The student-athletes came from a university in southern Ontario 

and participated in a variety of varsity sports and academic programs. However, the most 

prominent sport that participants were involved in was swimming. This was most likely due to a 

snowball sampling effect in which participants passed the information around to their peers. 

Their ages ranged from 21 to 25 years of age. All student-athletes that completed the study (who 

were eligible) had either graduated or were currently in their final year of their academic 

program. The majority of participants had been involved in their varsity sport for four years or 

higher (78%). A more specific breakdown of participant involvement can also be found below 
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(see Appendix B). This analysis includes how many participants were male and female, the 

sports they participated in, age, and participation years.   

Recruitment  

For this study, participants were recruited through purposeful sampling. Purposeful 

sampling focuses on selecting information rich cases that will specifically highlight the research 

question and main purpose of the study (Patton, 2002). Thus, participants who were recruited 

were only those who were specifically relevant to the study to best answer the research question.  

The participants who were ‘relevant’ were discussed in the ‘Participants’ section above 

identifying the inclusion criteria. Student-athletes who had completed four years of university 

were selected for this study due to their experiences throughout all four years. After the study 

was cleared by the University Research Ethics Board, a coach of every varsity team employed by 

the university received a message from the researcher with a letter of invitation, a description of 

the study and the requirements of the participants. However, not every coach was emailed at the 

same time. Ten to twelve teams were emailed at a time to help organize and keep track of 

potential participants and responses. They were asked to forward the email to the student-athletes 

on their team who met the criteria and encouraged to tell the student-athletes to contact the 

researcher (by school email) for more information and to set up an interview. This allowed 

autonomy because the participants had to willingly reach out to the researcher with interest.. 

When the potential participant emailed the researcher, they were sent a demographic 

questionnaire, the consent form, and they were informed in detail about the purpose of the study 

and how it would be conducted.  They were also reminded about the context of the study and the 

risks associated with participating After a period of time (around a month of initial recruiting), a 

separate poster outlining the participant criteria, main purpose, the purpose of study, and all 

relevant information regarding safety and ethics to the participant and contact information was 
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sent out to two social media platforms (Instagram and Facebook). Student-athletes were invited 

to contact the researcher to receive more information.   

During the recruitment period, snowball sampling also occurred. Student-athletes reached out to 

peers who they believed would be eligible to participate and would find the study interesting. On 

social media, it was common for the researchers’ contacts who were not eligible to make 

referrals to their peers who they believed were a good fit. They would forward the information 

(the poster) to those peers or share the social media post to them. Those student-athletes would 

then get in contact with the researcher to set up an interview. Two of the nine participants were 

referrals from others.   

Interviews   

When planning the interview process, Covid-19 was a world-wide pandemic that greatly 

impacted how the study would take place. Therefore, an online interview that would take place 

over the platform Microsoft Teams was decided to be the best and safest option for both the 

researcher and the participant. This platform was chosen due to its simplicity and its availability 

(i.e., can work on both Apple and Microsoft computers, participants do not need to be subscribed 

to Microsoft to use it, and any email can be contacted with it). Sometimes using an online 

method of interviewing can be beneficial, especially for sensitive topics (Sparkes & Smith, 

2014). The potential benefits of conducting interviews in this way was privacy (being home 

alone and not being seen going to the study), and security of own space, which can help the 

participant feel more open and comfortable. Another benefit of conducting interviews online, 

specifically with Microsoft Teams, is that the platform could transcribe and save transcripts from 

the interview. Having a program automatically saved transcripts saves hours of work. Two of the 

9 interviews were automatically transcribed from the Microsoft Teams platform, however, due to 
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an unknown technical error from the platform, the other 7 were not and had to be transcribed by 

the researcher.   

Over the process of interviewing, conducting online interviews was not a problem for 

people and it was often celebrated as being unique and convenient. The downside of conducting 

interviews online is the potential for misunderstanding, disconnection from the researcher and 

study, or lack of privacy (family members or peers around). There were some instances in which 

student-athletes were interrupted by household members or phones in their space which caused 

interruption of thoughts at times. There were also connection issues with some participants that 

interrupted thoughts and responses, as well as occasionally a misunderstanding of the initial 

question that caused confusion or misaligned answers to the questions. It is worth considering 

that having face to face interviews may allow for a connection between the researcher and 

participants that may make the participant feel more comfortable or more human, meaning they 

may feel more likely to open up and discuss their experiences in more detail. A computer screen 

can cause disconnection, and it may not feel natural or seem odd to someone. Unfortunately, face 

to face interviews could not occur during this study. Fortunately, some participants felt more 

comfortable because they could ‘hide’ behind the screen and may have felt safer to ‘open up’.   

Interviews were semi-structured. Semi-structured interviews have a predetermined topic 

guide, but the interviewer has flexibility over how to ask the questions and in what order (Green 

& Thorogood, 2018). A semi-structured approach was taken so there was more of a focus on the 

direction the participant wanted to go. A researcher may not ask questions in the same way for 

each participant, however, the relatively structured part of the interview guide may allow for 

them to collect all the useful information, while also giving participants the freedom to report on 

their own thoughts and feelings (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). The semi-structure gave the pathway 

to start while also remaining in control of the conversation, to make sure every question was 
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asked. Every interview was unique due to various responses and directions the participants went 

in. For example, some questions resonated with some more than others. Some questions were 

explained in more detail or discussed for longer periods of times with some participants (by 

participant control) because they found they had more to relate.   

The average time for interviews was thirty-two minutes (time range was 14 minutes to 57 

minutes). The link to the interview was sent to the participant and researcher’s email only. They 

were recorded on the platform Microsoft Teams, which is protected by a password only the 

researcher knows. Microsoft Teams saves videos on their platform, however, the researcher is 

the only person able to access it. The participant had a short period of time to access it as well 

after the interview was completed. A similar process occurs for the transcripts saved by 

Microsoft Teams as well. When the interviews started, a brief introduction of the researcher was 

given as well as an overview of the study for context. A statement of verbal consent was 

requested again, and participants were reminded that the video and transcript of the interview 

would be saved for a period of time which they were also requested to verbally consent to. 

Lastly, participants were made aware of a list of mental health resources that are provided by the 

university and outside local services that were on hand and available from the researcher at any 

time.   

Student-athletes who participated in the study received a $10 e-gift card to Starbucks that 

was sent to their given email used to contact the researcher. This was cleared by the Ethics Board 

at Brock University.  

Interview Guide   

The interview guide consisted of 3 sections. A detailed guide can be found in Appendix 

C. In the case of this study, the interview questions were based on the question guide from a 

study by Giovannetti et al. (2019). The interview guide from Giovannetti et al. (2019) can be 
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found in Appendix D. This study looked at the mental health services available to studentathletes 

and explored the barriers that prevented student-athletes from getting help for their negative 

mental health. However, they also examined the various challenges and factors that impact the 

mental health of student-athletes like extensive athletic responsibilities, living situation, time 

spent for athletic participation, injury, coaching environments, and fatigue. This study was a 

great example to get a general idea of what questions the researcher should ask since some of 

those factors is what the researcher wanted to draw out and focus on. Questions were then 

formatted to be more relevant and useful to the purpose of this study (mental health experiences 

rather than symptoms) and to organize in a year of study format. The first section was titled 

“Demographic Information,” which included questions about their age, identified gender, the 

sport(s) they participated in, how many years they have been a varsity athlete, etc. This part of 

the interview was not asked during the active interview; this section was presented as a document 

for participants to complete beforehand. This was intended to save time during the interview and 

to eliminate potentially redundant questions to the participant. The second section was titled 

“Extent of and Perceived Contributors to Mental Health.” This section’s primary focus was to 

identify and consider the various stressors that are unique to student-athletes. It prompted 

student-athletes to think about their experiences and how that would affect their mental health, 

especially if they considered themselves to struggle with negative mental health. Academics, 

social relationships, outside commitments, and the extent of participation in sports were all asked 

in this section to get an idea of some possible challenges student-athletes may struggle with. Or 

rather, what is going on in the daily life of a student-athlete that may act as a potential stressor to 

that individual’s mental health experience. It was also a way for student-athletes to share how 

they coped with these experiences. The third section was titled “Mental Health Experiences with 

Regard to Year of Study.” This section narrowed down when those stressors occurred. The 
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purpose was to organize their experiences into a specific timeline (i.e., year of study). This 

section was constructed differently than the previous two sections.   

The first two sections had a question-and-answer format, whereas the third section was an 

open discussion for participants. The reasoning for this was to give the opportunity and control to 

participants to think about their responses in their own way. It allowed time and space for them 

to reflect on their experiences and file them into each year they thought was most relevant. Every 

participant was in their fourth year or above, so they were required to think back on their past 

which had proven to be difficult for some. If there were challenges, I often reminded them to use 

the previous section of questions to help base their response on. Oftentimes, using this 

framework gave them an idea of how to start. For example, one question in the previous section 

asked them how playing sports affected their studies, sometimes participants may focus on that 

question and used it as a guideline to identify how that experience may have changed over a 

period of time. They would bring up how in first year it was hard to study, but in the fourth year 

they found a system that worked for them to balance responsibilities. Generally, an open 

discussion allowed them the opportunity to go through their memories at their own pace. It also 

easily allowed them to back track and fill in the blanks which they may not have felt confident to 

do if the researcher was following a structured questioning schedule. This final section also 

concluded with a question about seeking mental health services. This was held off at the end 

because it made more sense to have it after going through a year of study run through because 

then student-athletes could pick out what year they sought out help (or did not) more easily. The 

flow was more natural.   

The interview was first tested on two student-athletes known by the researcher. One was 

a fellow graduate student, and the other participant was a student-athlete who participated in 

college sports. There were no major adjustments made to the interview guide after these pilot 
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interviews. The pilot interview participants did not meet the full requirements to participate, so 

they were not included in the final study.   

Post-Interview   

After each interview, electronic transcripts and video recordings were saved onto the 

researcher’s password protected computer. The downloaded transcripts from Microsoft Teams 

were transferred to an accessible document and edited for clarity. When the transcripts were 

downloaded, they were saved in a way that was not easily readable (i.e., Incorrect words, 

spelling errors, and sentences pushed together). The researcher then listened to the audio 

recording and made adjustments to make sure the transcript matched what the participant 

actually said.   

Two weeks after the initial interview, participants were sent a copy of the transcript to 

review. Every participant agreed to do this beforehand. Member checking is important because 

according to Sparkes and Smith (2014) taking the findings back to the participants in the study 

are “opportunities for reflexive elaboration and an enhanced understanding of how research 

findings are actually constructed in the creative process of the research and do not exist prior to it 

simply waiting to be discovered,” (p. 191). Member checking allows for the reality of what the 

participant to be describing to be the truest to what is being represented in the final data.   

The interviews were completed when saturation occurred. Sparkes and Smith (2014) 

defined saturation as the stage in which no new information is gained through the data collection. 

Saturation occurs when “begin to see or hear the same things over and over again, and no new 

information surfaces as you collect more data,” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 248). Patterns and 

trends that had potential to create themes had begun to form and comments and experiences that 

participants were describing could be neatly organized into those themes. There was no new 

evidence or information that strayed from the themes starting to form at that point.    
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Methods   

Ethics  

The original ethics approval document given by the university’s research ethics board can 

be seen in Appendix E.   

Informed Consent  

As a researcher, there are many responsibilities to assure safety to participants who 

partook in this study. It was important to make sure that participants were completely informed 

and could comprehend the context and implications included in the study. Informed consent 

implies that the participant is capable of making rational judgement about whether to participate 

and that they were not influenced to participate (Green & Thorogood, 2018). To make sure that 

informed consent properly occurred, there was a letter of consent that was sent out to every 

participant before the interview procedure began (see Appendix G). When directly 

communicating with the potential participant introducing the study, participants were made 

aware in the email about the format and potential risks of participating in the study. At the 

beginning of the interview, participants were asked again for their consent and were made aware 

of potential risks.   

Confidentiality and Anonymity  

Confidentiality at a very basic definition means not disclosing information gained from 

research in other settings (Green & Thorogood, 2018). All interviews and transcripts were saved 

on a computer that is protected by password and only accessible by the researcher. For a period 

of time, the transcripts were saved over the platform Microsoft Teams. This was also password 

protected and only accessible by the researcher. Confidentiality also means in a research setting, 

names and other identifiers should be protected where possible (Green & Thorogood, 2018). To 

preserve confidentiality, this study changed the names and made use of pseudonyms to label 
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transcripts and interviews when analyzing data. In the final research, names were not used and 

specific identifiers were adjusted where possible. This process aims to completely avoid readers 

to directly identify who participated and their statements.   

Potential Risks and Harm   

The purpose of the study focused on evaluating the mental health experiences of 

studentathletes throughout four years of university. Discussing past or current experiences of 

mental health experiences had the potential to be triggering or cause participants to feel 

overwhelmed. There was a risk to the emotional or psychological health of the participant. To 

help ease participants, they were prepared prior to the interview by being made aware of the 

risks (to potentially help prepare coping mechanisms before entering), but participants were also 

ensured they could leave the interview at any time. Resources for a variety of mental health 

supports and services were on hand by the researcher which was communicated to the 

participants before the interview started.  Data Analysis   

The data was analyzed using a thematic analysis model, which organises and describes 

the data through identifying, analyzing, interpreting, and reporting patterns that soon becomes 

themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). With a thematic approach, the researcher is not focused on 

finding a single solution to an independent problem or situation, but rather how the individuals 

go through the situation and how they cope. The strengths of a thematic analysis are that it 

highlights similarities and differences across the data set, highlights key themes, and emphasises 

interpretation (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). In this study, the evaluation of student-athletes 

experiences with mental health is valued above all and sought out by forming codes and themes. 

These codes and themes are collectively used to best demonstrate the explained experiences and 

interpreted by the researcher to best describe what is happening within the research. Although 
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there can be clear definitions of various mental health conditions and symptoms, the experiences 

of those who have encountered them can vary across a wide variety of people.  

The process in which data was analyzed was based on the six phases proposed by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) (see Appendix F). The first step in analyzing the data is familiarization with 

the data. Transcripts were reviewed thoroughly numerous times to help understand initial ideas 

with each interview. While transcribing and reviewing, the researcher highlighted interesting 

statements that participants made. Line by line analysis was used to start identifying ideas for 

codes, especially codes that seemed familiar from previous literature. The first few codes started 

to arise as patterns across the data started to appear.   

After familiarization with the data, analysis of the transcripts and data began after three 

interviews were complete and codes were then generated. Codes are “the labels for the themes 

that have been identified so far,” (Green & Thorogood, 2018, pg. 263). Inductive coding was 

mainly utilized by searching for unique meanings in the data set. However, some codes were 

created by recognizing statements that participants in this study said in the interviews that were 

similar to findings in previous research like over identifying with athletics and struggling with 

time management which gave some suggestion on what could be expected to be found. Codes 

were primarily created when unique findings were found in the interviews such as school 

preventing procrastination and pandemic experiences. The process for creating codes was 

recursive, it moved from a deductive process to an inductive process, and so forth. The codes 

started small and open and were sought out line by line. Six codes were originally created:  

perceptions and attitudes of sport, opportunities given and taken away from sport participation, 

disadvantages that come from sports, advantages that come from sports, direct mention of mental 

health, and relationships with others. These codes were straightforward in their description of the 

data being organized in each code, they aimed to find a common statement that could roughly 
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describe the corresponding theme being proposed. Once these codes were developed, additional 

and more specific codes were created to develop more patterns and findings. For example, the 

code “direct mention of mental health,” was fleshed out into “positive mental health” and 

“negative mental health.” These codes then became more specific: the positive mental health 

code included codes like happiness, motivation, belonging and confidence. The negative mental 

health code included smaller codes like stress, depression/loneliness, anxiety, down/tired, “bad 

mental health,” and frustration. The quotes were re-organized into those codes. Lastly, these 

codes were then brought back in to be organized into which year these codes occurred in. From 

there, themes started to develop by looking at common codes that were most prevalent for that 

year, bringing this process to the third step outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) which is 

searching for themes.  

When it came to creating and defining themes, a latent approach was prioritized when 

analyzing the data. A latent approach starts to identify meanings and ideas that come from the 

data content (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It goes beyond the semantic level of stating explicit 

contexts. The latent approach aims to understand, evaluate and interpret the concepts that give 

the themes meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Often quotes from the transcripts that were tagged 

by similar codes were grouped together and their meanings were interpreted by the researcher to 

create a theme. The themes were generally decided by looking at codes that seemed to be most 

consistent with the research question, and most representative of the year. The process included 

taking the codes and re-organizing them into sections that were labeled ‘first year,’ ‘second 

year,’ ‘third year,’ and ‘upper years.’ The interview guide was organized so there was a distinct 

section that allowed participants to discuss their university experience starting in their first year 

all the way to their graduating year. Thus, there was usually direct mention and description of 

which year each mental health experience occurred in. For example, some participants discussed 
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how they felt overwhelmed with academic expectations in first year, and that statement would be 

highlighted by the code (anxiety) and would be placed under the ‘first year’ heading. If there was 

not a direct statement, interpretations from the researcher would search for context. For example, 

there were times when the participant would discuss an experience but not directly say it 

occurred in their first year, but if they suddenly started talking about their challenges in second 

year, there was an assumption that the experience most likely occurred in the first year. When 

discussing mental health experiences in each year, participants were often very clear where their 

mental health experiences had come from and why they were occurring. The complete list of 

themes for each year can be found in the thematic analysis and results section. Quotes from the 

transcripts were then matched with the themes starting to form for each year. For example, all the 

quotes that represented “over-identifying with sports,” were placed into the year in which they 

were prevalent. Themes were organized by year because that was the best way to highlight and 

evaluate the prevalent experiences for the research question.  

In the fourth step outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) called reviewing themes, the 

transcripts were cross examined again to add in any other relevant information that could fit into 

that theme. Furthermore, each theme was reviewed to make sure that each theme was distinct 

from each other. For example, themes that were clearly discussing negative experiences with 

friends were cross-examined and compared with for example, balancing school and sport. There 

were some codes that discussed how friends helped with studying but the underlying context of 

participants discussing how their grades improved as an effect was the main experience rather 

how they felt about that friend and thus, placed in the theme “balancing school and sport.” 

Additionally, similar to creating codes using a deductive process, there was some knowledge on 

probable themes based on past research. For example, the theme “Uncertainty with Graduation,” 

was not only a distinct theme because of the context of graduation, but also because it was 
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familiar in past research as being a concern for student-athletes. Lastly to ensure themes were 

clear in where they ended and began, the researcher was consistently evaluating and comparing 

themes asking, “What is this about?” and “How is it different?” By asking these questions, the 

researcher was constantly aware to notice underlying meanings and contexts with each code and 

how they may fit in a theme.   

Themes were reviewed a final time to make sure they made sense to the original codes 

and themes, as well as double checking with the original transcripts to ensure the validity of the 

context of what the participant really meant when describing their experiences. This was to make 

sure that their experiences were accurately portrayed and described.  The themes were then 

officially named and defined. This included describing those themes by identifying the overall 

story and highlighting the importance of those themes to the research question concluding the 

fifth stage; defining and naming themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

The last step, producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006) is when the best quotes to use 

as examples for that theme were selected and used in the final report.   

Trustworthiness and Rigour   

Trustworthiness in research refers to the confidence in how the study is conducted to 

ensure credibility and quality (Connelly, 2016). In qualitative research, trustworthiness is often 

questioned because it can be hard to assure validity and reliability the same way in quantitative 

research (Shenton, 2004). However to ensure trustworthiness and validity, various techniques 

can be employed.   

Member Checking   

The idea of member checking is to bring your initial data to the participants interviewed 

and ask if it still remains true to their described experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). As 

discussed in the post-interview section, this was done to make sure that the interpretations of the 
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researcher were still an accurate depiction of the described experiences of the participants. 

Member checking was done by sending the completed typed transcript of the interview including 

the script in its entirety to each participant who completed an interview. The idea was to make 

sure that the transcript had correctly identified what had been said in the video recording. There 

was only one participant that responded back with a request for adjustments which were only 

minor word changes, and the proper adjustments were made.  

Researcher Reflexivity  

Bias will always be present, but a strong researcher will present their bias and 

assumptions clear to help the reader understand how those assumptions and interpretations 

conducted and influenced the study’s conclusions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). By discussing the 

theoretical framework and even in the introductions about my own experience with mental 

health, it creates a transparency in the researcher that helps create trust in the final study. I am 

not or have ever been a student-athlete, so it was fairly simple to remain an outsider when 

conducting this type of research, however, I have been involved in competitive sport for 

numerous years, as such, I have some experience with mental health as an athlete. This was a 

benefit for this study because it allowed me to focus on listening to the participants experience 

and setting aside my own experiences or reactions to completely consider the perspectives of 

others. This allowed my position as a researcher to remain objective to the study.   

Adequate Engagement with Data Collection   

This method entails that the researcher focuses on rich and various types of research that 

helps them understand the phenomenon occurring in the present data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

By doing extensive research, it will help support the evidence being presented in the data, but 

also potentially challenge it as well. In the context of this study, looking for past research for 

each year was incredibly important to get a variety of evidence of mental health experiences and 
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traits to help form a basis for this study. There was not a lot of research that was dedicated to 

evaluating the changing experiences throughout a period of time, but there was a fair amount of 

research that discusses mental health disorders prevalence’s in different ears such as first year 

and fourth year. This created a foundation to compare and challenge some of the findings that 

came up in this study.   

With regards to data engagement, each online interview was kept to refer back to in case 

there needed to be clarification. Additionally, paper and online copies of every interview 

transcript were saved that had highlights and notes that could be double checked to understand 

the process of how codes and eventually themes were created. Original codes were colour coded 

and can be seen on original physical copies of the transcripts. Lastly, lists of codes and themes 

and how they were created or evolved were also kept for reference in both physical and digital 

formats. For example, tables with quotes that coordinate with each code was organized on a 

variety of documents which were saved to be referenced at multiple points during the data 

analysis process.   

Maximum Variation and Transferability  

This study only included student-athlete participants who completed four years of 

university so in that regard, variation is limited. However, when evaluating transferability, these 

participants can be considered to fairly diverse with attributes and positions. For example, there 

were participants with different sexual orientations, who were enrolled in different programs, had 

different economic backgrounds and family situations, and some participants were international 

students. Having a wide variety of participants allows for a greater range of application for future 

research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). For future research, each theme and experience that was 

evaluated in this study could be further researched directly. For example, experiences with the 

uncertainty with graduation could be further examined by comparing race and gender 
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differences. Furthermore, the findings of various mental health experiences in this study about 

student-athletes could be explored on regular students in university, or even general competitive 

athletes. The format and nature of this study could also be useful in younger student-athletes in 

high school and even elementary aged students. This study could be easily transferred to any 

kind of study that wants to examine mental health changes and transitions in a population.   
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Chapter 4  

Results  

  

Thematic Analysis  

  

The main purpose of this study was to evaluate the changes in mental health experiences  

for student-athletes transitioning through four years of an undergraduate program. During the 

data analysis, several themes relevant to the research question emerged. Here is a summary of 

the themes for each year (See Table 1).   

Table 1: Summary of Themes in Each Year   

Year in Focus   Main Themes   Codes Associated   

First Year   1. The Transition Process   Stress, balancing  

This theme represents student-athletes in their first-year  academics, transitioning 

from high school to university, which  depression/loneliness, introduces them 

to new challenges such as finding new  anxiety social circles, adjusting to new 

academic expectations and   creating their identity as a varsity student-athlete.  

Participants often felt overwhelmed and stressed with  

 balancing 

academic responsibilities while and the varsity  

sport schedule while also feeling the need to create 

relationships with others.     

    

2. Finding Friends and Social Groups  Anxiety, social,  

During first year, participants discussed their experiences  depression/loneliness, being 

a first time varsity student-athlete regarding social  opportunities taken away, 

relationships. This theme encompasses their experiences of  stress   wanting to fit 

in and be accepted by their teammates. Some   participants felt excessive stress in 

this process, but many participants often felt a sense of belonging and confidence   

when they did make those connections. However, some participants also found 

participation in sports inhibited their opportunity to create relationships outside of sports.   

   

    

3. Balancing School and Sport   Balancing academics,  

This theme represents the challenge of balancing both  stress, anxiety, motivation 

academic responsibilities like studying, going to classes and extra-curriculars and varsity 

expectations like extensive practice and game time, travel, and physical exertion. Many 

participants struggled with time management. Alternatively, some participants identified  
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that being a varsity athlete actually aided them in their 

academic pursuits.  

Second Year   1. The Transition Process (Academic  Balancing academics and  

 Improvement/Struggles)  stress   

This theme describes the academic improvement or 

  struggle student-athletes faced in their second year. 

Some participants after struggling with school in their first 

year,   initiated extra time or shifted priority to their 

academics in first year which sometimes warranted 

positive results but   then their athletic performance 

decreased.  

  

 2. Establishment on Team  Confidence, belonging,  

 Many student-athletes expressed they felt more  establishment  

comfortable and confident on their team in their second 

year due to a variety of social developments such as feeling 

acknowledgment from their teammates. Second year was 

also the time when student-athletes would get more playing 

time which increased confidence and the general feeling of 

belonging This theme demonstrated the generally positive 

experience that resonated with studentathletes.  

Third Year  1. Growth as a Student-Athlete   Confidence, experience on  

This theme encompassed the progress student-athletes  team, excitement, “bad made 

within their respective sport, whether it be through  mental health,” anxiety, gaining 

captain and leadership titles, and gaining  stress,  

confidence through playing time. This theme also furthers  unmotivated/tired/burnout, 

the discussion on the balancing of academics and sport and  academic struggle, 

evaluates the languishing or flourishing in some  

balancing academics, 

participants. Lastly, third year was the year in which participants either successfully or 

failed in creating social  academics/career related relationships. During this time, 

deeper connections were  opportunities taken away  made, or participants felt further 

isolated than they did beforehand.  

Upper Years  1. Uncertainty with Graduation   Anxiety, perception of  

(Fourth and fifth  This theme evaluates the experience of student-athletes  mental health services, years)  

 when they faced the inevitable graduation date and what  uncertainty  

seemed to be an end to their competitive athletic career for 

  some. Many participants experienced distress and 

confusion on their identity, especially those who    

overidentified with the athletic role. Some participants 

were also concerned about the assistance they would have 

because they are used to being supported as an athlete.  

   

  



     42 

2. Gaining Responsibility with Athletic Experience  Depression/loneliness, Some 

student-athletes became leaders on their team and  unmotivated/tired/burnout, some 

even official captains due to their experience. Often,  social, experience on team 

student-athletes found this to be a positive addition, adding   value to their overall 

athletic experience. However, some student-athletes found this role to be overwhelming 

and   inhibiting to their own individual endeavors.   

Help-Seeking 

Behaviors   

1.  Didn’t Feel They Needed it   
This theme evaluates the responses of participants when 

they were asked to identify why they did not seek help, 

often times they responded they did not perceive 

themselves as struggling with mental health despite earlier 

mention of possible negative mental health symptoms, and 

if they did, they were capable of coping on their own.   

  

Depression, didn’t feel they 

needed help, anxiety, 

perceptions of mental  

health   

  

  

2.  Reliance on Others   

Another reason for not seeking help was a reliance on 

others such as teammates, friends, family members and 

team staff. This theme encompasses the feelings of comfort 

and familiarity that some participants preferred when 

reaching out for support for their mental health.   

  

Reliance on others   

  

  

  

3.  Negative Past Experiences   

Some participants had previously sought help in their past, 

but avoided doing so again even if they needed it because 

of negative previous history with seeking professional 

help. Some participants felt their concerns were not 

properly addressed or they felt they did not connect with 

the practitioner. This theme evaluates those past 

experiences and how that affected the process of seeking 

help in the future.  

Negative past experiences, 

stress, anxiety  

Covid-19 and  

Online Learning  

1.  Covid/Online Learning  
The pandemic was a challenge that occurred when the 

participants were in their fourth or fifth year. This theme 

highlights the challenges that participants faced during this 

time such as sudden cancellation of sports, isolation from 

teammates and others, and online learning. Participants 

struggled with loneliness, anxiety and excessive worry 

going through this time. They worried about keeping their 

teammates safe and following rules to be a role model to 

others. Finally, they also felt self-esteem issues when they 

were no longer “looking like ideal athletes” or performing 

like the could before  

Depression/loneliness, 

online learning, anxiety,  

“bad mental health”  

  

Each year had unique circumstances that impacted the experiences of student-athletes 

which created a wide set of themes that helped identify the main findings in each year. Overall, 



     43 

the themes helped to demonstrate that each year is unique in their influences that can impact the 

mental health of student-athletes. The themes are organized in each year below:   

First Year   

Theme 1: The Transition Process  

The transition process was a major theme for first year student-athletes. The participants 

in this study frequently discussed obstacles such as adjusting to new academic responsibilities 

and expectations while also trying to establish a respected role on their team. Some 

studentathletes found this process to be more difficult than others, often highlighting that they 

felt overwhelmed and stressed by sudden changes. Some student-athletes highlighted that 

adjusting to academic responsibilities was a struggle. For example, some participants described 

that even though they expected there was going to be a difference from high school, they still felt 

unprepared and overwhelmed by the change in expectations. One female participant (M3) 

involved in varsity softball discussed how her marks decreased more than she expected, and she 

was not sure how to deal with that. There was general acceptance that there was going to be a 

shift in course expectations, but she was taken by surprise by her results and this led to her 

feeling overwhelmed and anxious about how to cope with the outcome. Stress can be considered 

a normal component of everyday life, but at times it can become excessive.  However, part of 

being mentally well means having the ability to cope with stressors and excessive stress. This 

participant indicated she was not able to cope as well.   

In first year, my marks actually plummeted from high school, which I like went in 

knowing this is common, this happens, but my marks really decreased, and I remember 

being like oh my God, I do not know what's going on.   

  

Similarly, another female participant (M1) who was involved in varsity swimming stated 

that she understood her capabilities as a student prior to entering university, therefore, putting in 
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extra work to help combat the anticipated challenging academic workload, but she still struggled 

with the demands. This led to a negative experience and possibly caused her distress in first year.  

First year? I mean it was kind of a huge step, like I was never a good student ever. Like I 

did not get into Brock easily, like I had to work for it, I almost failed Biology, like it was 

so hard because of that difference.  

Another participant (G1) (male varsity swimmer) outlined a similar experience. He did 

not fully understand the expectations and focused primarily on athletics. He said “My biggest 

problem in first year was I did not understand [the] economics of [the] expectations that I had. I 

was more focused on my task at the end - athletics.” He did not understand the importance of 

being able to balance both academics and athletics without having one activity hinder the other. 

He often discussed feeling like he was not a good student and had negative perceptions of his 

abilities to be able to do both things successfully; his self-esteem may not have been positive.    

 Several participants did outwardly express that the transition process itself was difficult for 

them. They would often discuss that there was a lot of things changing at the same time, they 

would miss their friends, their family, there was many adjustments all at once. They felt like 

there was a lot of expectations on them right from the start. An example is from one participant 

(T1) (female varsity rugby player) outlined she was feeling stressed from these pressures.   

I just wanted to go home like I don't really have that many friends outside of this [rugby] 

because I feel like I'm so busy and school was hard, like it's a big adjustment from high 

school. So, I was feeling all this stress outside of sports.   

  

Secondly, some participants felt that one of the most important things to do in their first 

year was to not only join a varsity team, but to form a community on that team and establish 

themselves as a respected varsity student-athlete. As a first-year athlete, student-athletes placed 

extreme pressures on themselves to not only make the team, but also excel at it, which often 

translated into negative mental health experiences such as stress and anxiety. This may have 

made the transition a little harder for some. For example, one male participant (G1) who 
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participated in varsity swimming discussed how he went to university to join a varsity sport to 

maintain a competitive status and train, so succeeding at varsity was the most important thing.  

He would then go on to explain how the university experience changed for him because he had to 

remain focused on sports, so he missed out on activities such as Frosh week and socializing 

outside of sports. He felt lonely and isolated. All of which could have helped ease the transition 

process. These experiences contributed to his overall mental well-being.   

In first year, I was the big recruit in that team, so there was a lot of expectation[s] on me 

and there was a lot of expectations that I put on myself. It was like breaking the division 
records, medaling at OUAs, going to U-sports. All these add up to it and when you're 

new to it [the] division. Obviously, you're there to prove yourself, so that changed the 

university experience as well.   

  

The participants in this study were often athletes who participated in highly competitive 

sports outside of school athletic programs, so it was not surprising to see large amounts of 

pressure being placed on them to make varsity which is usually seen as one of the highest levels 

to compete in. As stated by one participant above, all the expectations he placed on himself 

changed the university experience entirely. He had to miss out on other activities to focus on the 

varsity team. Additionally, sometimes even during the try-out process itself, the participants’ 

perception about their athletic ability and even their athletic identity was being tested. A couple 

participants in this study discussed how they felt they were not adequate or successful enough to 

be considered a varsity athlete, or even an athlete who belonged in their sport at all. One 

participant (M3) (female varsity softball player) said she was nervous to not only make the team, 

but she was also worried about her identity as an athlete in her sport if she did not make the team. 

Making varsity was the ultimate proof that she belonged in softball.   

Making the team, like that was something I really wanted to do. So, it was a long process 

for try-outs and I remember just being so nervous because this was like my whole life for 

so long, so if I didn’t get it then I felt like I wasn't worthy.   
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Furthermore, a female varsity swimmer (M1) identified she was aware of her 

performance capabilities but was worried it was not enough to be able to participate in varsity 

sports despite the desire to. The drop in her self-esteem caused her to feel self-conscious and 

anxious. She then went on to describe even if she made the team, she knew she may not be the 

best and that she would need to work extra hard if she did. This also caused some stress for her 

because there was some doubt on what her role and position would be on the team.   

I wasn’t a fast swimmer. So, joining the team I was really worried that I would- Like I 

felt like I was being a catfish. I was like I [want to] join the swim team, but I knew I 

wasn’t that fast. But I made the time standard, I got in, but I had to work for it.   

  

The process for joining any sports team and succeeding at it has the potential to be 

extremely stressful or cause numerous anxiety driven experiences, and adding that pressure to the 

various transition adaptations has great potential to create negative mental health experiences for 

student-athletes in their first year.   

Theme 2: Finding Friends/Social Groups  

   A common source of anxiety for participants in this study was making sure they found a social 

group at school, but more importantly, on their team once they made it. Many studentathletes 

noticed the importance of creating social groups and felt increasingly overwhelmed with sports 

and school if they did not have a solid social outlet. They also felt isolated and lonely if they did 

not feel the direct connection with their team. Furthermore, participants also discussed how they 

felt pressure to impress their senior teammates known as “veterans’ fairly often in their first year. 

Two female participants (M3, T1; varsity softball and varsity rugby player) described their 

experience of joining a varsity team as stressful due to the fact they really wanted to make those 

connections and not feel like an outsider. Often, participants were looking for the belonging and 

acceptance from the varsity teams they were involved with. The first quote is from participant 

M3 (varsity softball), and the second quote is from T1 (varsity rugby).  
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Once I made the team, then the stress was like I have to make friends with all the girls on 

the team and impress all these older girls as a rookie and they are like a veteran. I don’t 

want them to make fun of me, like I want to get along with all them and also prove my 

plays on the team so that was important.   

  

I didn't have those connections with people on the team yet, but I did feel pretty isolated 

because I didn't have the time to go home and see my family. I also like didn't really have 

a community within the team yet, so I did feel pretty alone, and I spent like- I was like 

I'm so overwhelmed with school, but I still have to go spend all my time at rugby where I 

don't actually have friends yet.  

  

Secondly, participants sometimes felt that their high involvement in varsity sports 

prevented them from expanding outward to socialize with others in the university. They felt they 

were a step behind and missed out on prime opportunities that non-athletes had to connect and 

form a variety of relationships. A female varsity softball player (M3) in particular discussed this 

experience and how it made her feel isolated from the rest of the community who had already 

formed social groups. She was lonely and anxious because finding friendships was the most 

important to her.  

And then it was hard because everybody on my floor had already been friends and like 

hung out on the first like Frosh week. But I wasn’t there for Frosh and stuff because of 

sports so I kind of had to restart while everybody had already been like a few steps ahead 

of me. So that was tough.  

  

Participants expressed that if they could find that community and belonging on their 

team, it would have assisted them in their transitioning process from high school to university, as 

well as creating a generally positive first-year experience. They perceived the importance of 

having a positive team atmosphere and how that can be beneficial for many aspects and contexts 

of university such as assistance with academics. Participants often experienced positive mental 

health such as confidence, and a sense of belonging when they were able to embrace the social 

aspects of their varsity team successfully. Two female varsity swimmers (M1, M2) described 

how it was relieving to have people who they trusted and could share their experiences with 
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immediately when they joined a varsity team. The first quote is from M1 (varsity swimmer) and 

the second quote is from M2 (varsity swimmer).   

And I think that being part of a team is really important, especially when I think back to 

first year, it can be stressful. It can be scary that you’re moving away from home and 

now you're like living in a new place, and so being able to have those friends like 
immediately who support you and who are your family really essentially outside of your 

own personal family at home is really positive.   

  

I think team atmosphere is a big one, having that support. Having support with your 
teammates, with your coaches, your assistant coaches, that support staff that you have, 

whether it be at the zone, or if it’s like the student trainers, those people, that’s a positive 

environment. The team atmosphere though, that is what made my mental health really 
positive, if I was having an off day and I had to go to the practice to meet the minimum 

practice requirement, seeing those people interacting with those positive people, and like 

getting in the pool always made me feel better.  

  

When asked about the benefit of playing sports in their first year, one male participant 

(G1) (varsity swimming) immediately discussed having a support system to help them with 

academics. Outlining the potential benefit to academics.    

The other good thing was having a lot of teammates in your different courses, so that 

helped me to almost increase my average because of that because now I have people who 

are actually doing great academically so I can get their support through that and focus on 

what I do, athletically as well.  

  

This participant discussed that he did not have an easy time with school, but with the 

support from the people on his team, the academic process became easier. Participants from this 

study noted a great importance of forming social relationships with those on their varsity teams. 

They identified benefits such as social belonging, academic assistance, and generally feeling 

more positive experiences in their first year. Unfortunately, those who did not find those 

relationships felt isolated and lonely which sometimes hindered their mental health experience in 

the first year.   

Theme 3: Balancing School and Sport   

During the first-year, student-athletes often discussed the connection between competing 

in sports and their academics. Some participants stated that they were worried about the balance 
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they would need to have in order to succeed in both sports and school. Some participants would 

end up struggling with that. One male varsity swimmer (G1) highlighted the difficulty with time 

management and stating there was just not enough time to do both and be the best in both areas.   

My first two years was really tough because I'm also an immigrant so when I'm going to 

do academic stuff I'm always thinking in two languages, so that was one of the things, 

but also not being able to spend enough time on those subjects. It caused my average to 

drop down and I actually started as a concurrent education student, but I got kicked out of 

the program because of my low average.   

  

This participant specifically stated that he was taken out of their program due to his low 

average. This seemed to cause him extensive stress as he already identified participating in 

athletics was major stressor, and he felt overwhelmed when he had to put large amounts of effort 

in both components. He explained that one of the main reasons for this was because he could not 

succeed in both activities due to the time demands from participating in sport. There was not 

enough time to study, and often times when he did have the opportunity to study and focus on 

school, he was too tired from extensive sport participation. Additionally, a couple of participants 

both male and female from the same sport (M1, G1) (swimming) mentioned having to keep an 

average to maintain eligibility on the team or keep a scholarship that possibly allows them the 

freedom to participate to the extent that they did. These participants highlighted feeling stressed 

and concerned about not being able to keep up these expectations and even identified others not 

being successful at the endeavor. The first quote is from M1 (varisty swimming) and the second 

quote is from G1 (varsity swimming).   

I don’t know if all teams are like this, but in swimming you have to meet a minimum 

standard or you get kicked off the team and that would be devastating, so having to meet 

that standard and keep up with academics can be really difficult. Like I didn’t put a lot of 

time into school, I kind of evened it out really well like school and swimming, but I know 

a lot of people who couldn’t do that and ended up having to quit. Having to balance out 

that academic and having to choose would not be great with someone’s mental health.  

  

Second thing is academic stress. I kind of mentioned on this. It's if you cannot manage- If 

you cannot manage your time well, you cannot manage your courses well as well, and in 
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order to be in a varsity team, you have to maintain at least 50% or 60%. I'm not sure 
about that, and in order to keep a scholarship, you need to maintain a 70% average, so 

once you cannot keep that, which I wasn't able to in my first three years, actually, I lost 

my scholarships in the first year of my University. I was holding like 68 or something 

like that and that stresses me out.  

  

However, there were many participants that said being involved in sports aided them in 

their academics in first year. They discussed how participating in sports forced them to create a 

schedule for themselves to make sure things got done. They described that they may not have 

followed closely along with it if it was just school. It was also common to see student-athletes 

admit that they would have procrastinated if it wasn't for sports. They stated that having a tight 

sports schedule forced them to get things done right away so they could make sure they were at 

practices and games. This was highlighted by two female participants (M3, M1) (varsity softball 

and varsity swimming) in particular. They talked about how they had to worry about games and 

tournaments, so they knew that the only time to get it done was right away and in the moment. 

Both these participants also identified that they did poorly in school during the semester they 

were not active in their varsity sport. The first quote is from M3 (varsity softball) and the second 

quote is from M1 (varsity swimming).  

When I first started, I definitely think the sports aspect made me a better student because 

I am not the type of person who can just like focus on school like I need something else 

otherwise I procrastinate, and I don’t do as well in school cause’ I have all this extra 

time. I did significantly higher than I did the second term because I was always like 

there's games, practices, tournaments, I don’t have time, I have to do it now and I think 

when I’m in like a let’s get it done mode, I cut all my procrastination time and I just get 

right into it and then I also feel like my best thoughts come out then as well. So that 

really worked for me.  

  

I was always swimming, but it helped my schooling because it helped me give me a 

schedule, it gave me like- I don’t have time to do this later so I have to do this now, so it 

prevented me from going as last minute, like when swim season was over, I was more 

last minute, like I could skip  morning classes a little more because I wasn’t already at 

the school, so that schedule difference hindered it a little, like not enough to hinder my 

marks, but at the same time I had more time. But in a short run, it was a little bit of both, 

help and hinder.   
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One male varsity powerlifter (S1) identified a similar case however he did not necessarily 

state that sports forced him to create and stick to a schedule, but he discussed feeling more 

energy and motivated to focus on academic and other aspects of life.   

I was happy with all my grades, never got a Cs, so I wouldn’t say sports affected my 
academics. I would say it improved it because with training and bettering your body, you 

get more energy to do things and general life seems a little bit easier.  

  

First year is an important year for every student. It’s the time when students are trying to 

find their place in the academic world and start forming who they want to be by choosing 

programs, finding social groups and getting involved with extra curriculars to build their 

resumes. For student-athletes, the primary themes that emerged in first year were the transition 

process which entailed academic responsibilities shifting from secondary to post-secondary, 

finding social groups on their teams and outside of sports, and balancing their athletic priorities 

with school. These themes outlined how first-year student-athletes often deal with negative 

mental health experiences such as extensive stress and anxiety, but also positive mental health 

experiences such as confidence and excitement.   

Second Year   

Theme 1: The Transition Process (Academic Improvement/Struggles)   

Similar to first year, there were usually direct connections between school and sport. 

Generally, there were two distinct paths that student-athletes went down. One path was in second 

year, some student-athletes who did not adapt well to balancing school and athletics in first year 

usually attempted to put more effort in their academics which caused minor improvements in 

their average, but then they noticed their athletic performance decreased. This was the case in 

one participant from this study. Balancing school and sport had not been achieved by them. The 

goal was to be successful in both contexts. The second path was that student-athletes in this study 
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continued to struggle with academics in their second year which contributed to general negative 

mental health experiences.   

There were numerous reasons why participants stated they struggled with school in 

second year. One of the reasons was simply because they could not balance both aspects 

perfectly. They were unable to be their best in athletics and in academics at the same time. This 

was the case for one male varsity swimmer (G1) and one female varsity softball player (M3) who 

both identified that when they put more effort into school, their athletics would suffer, and if they 

focused more on sports, then their academics suffered.   

Uh. Coming to 2nd year, obviously you start to get used to the scheduling and time 

management and you understand more about the expectations.  Second year, you 
understand that you need to hold an average, otherwise you lose everything, which I did. 

So then obviously I tried to give more, uh- more effort to academics which slightly 

improved my average. But when I did that my athletic performance kind of started to get 

affected.  

  

I lacked in grades second year because I just focused on everything but that, so my grades 

did plummet a bit and so that was really difficult because I was always a smart kid and 

now, I’m not doing as well. Not because I didn’t understand, but because I wasn't 

applying myself, so I had to spend the whole year really trying to focus but like that was 

hard.  

  

Generally, student-athletes noticed if they struggled in school in first year, they would 

attempt to make appropriate adjustments to their academic priorities. Participants who previously 

focused more on sports in their first year, found second year to be difficult in balancing the 

various responsibilities for each activity. The first participant identified his performance 

decreased which caused him to feel anxious and stressed because he placed great importance on 

being the top athlete. When his performance decreased, he felt he was failing. The second 

participant discussed her difficulties in academics and how she identified it was challenging for 

her to focus and put extra effort in school. It placed a lot of pressure on her causing distress.  
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Theme 2: Establishment on Team   

Establishment on a team was a major theme for second year. Many student-athletes 

expressed they felt more comfortable and confident on their team in their second year due to a 

variety of social developments such as feeling acknowledgment from their teammates. Second 

year was also the time when student-athletes would get more playing time which increased 

confidence and the general feeling of belonging which became a prominent emotion that 

resonated with student-athletes. This was apparent for numerous participants. One female varsity 

(T1) rugby player stated that in second year she was finally able to play and she was getting 

acknowledgement from her teammates. This participant shared concerns that she would not fit in 

in her first year, so when this happened in second year, it was a gamechanger for her. She 

reported a positive experience in that year.   

I think I gained a little bit of confidence because I had actually gotten to play, and I had a 

few more friends. Once I started to play, I felt like there was like acknowledgment from 

the other girls on the team and it started to be like a much better team culture for me.  

  

A similar experience occurred for another participant, a male varsity powerlifter (S1). In 

first year, he had high hopes to make the team, and it was incredibly important to him to be a part 

of the community of that desired team. So, when he finally connected with those individuals and 

felt part of the team, he directly mentioned that his mental health was positive. He explained “I 

had a great time in second year because I genuinely felt like a part of this team that like I’ve been 

trying so hard to get into and my mental health was at an all-time high.” Lastly, one female 

varsity swimmer (M1) was granted a leadership role due to her relationship with the team which 

ultimately affected her mental health for the better because she felt comfortable and established.  

She went on to describe that “second year I was becoming more comfortable, my team was way 

more comfortable because that year the current captains recommended me to become a captain.” 



     54 

She reported positive mental health experiences and general happiness when she formed 

relationships and making an impact on her team. This made her feel at ease.   

Student-athletes in second year often became established on their team which led them to 

feel more confident in their own abilities which sometimes translated into improved athletic 

performance as well. This was especially relieving to student-athletes who stressed about getting 

acknowledgement and community from their teams in first year.   

Third Year   

Theme 1: Growth as a Student-Athlete   

The most prominent theme in third year was experience on the team. This theme 

encompassed the excitement and progress student-athletes made within their respective sport, 

whether it be through gaining captain and leadership titles, gaining confidence through playing 

time and building long term social relationships with members of the team. Two female 

participants (T1, M1) (varsity swimmer and varsity rugby player) discussed how third year was 

an especially positive year because they became a “key player” or by becoming a leader and how 

that indirectly influenced positive mental health traits such as feeling confidence and happy.    

I'd say like throughout second and third year that was kind of like a massive change and 

both of those years like I think I was like a pretty like key player on our team and like I 

felt so much more confident. And going to rugby was something that I was excited for 

and I was starting to become more of a leader on the team. I felt like I didn't have to 

worry, and you can mess up and it wasn't a big deal.  

  

I ended up being captain, and I think it was just like he needed another person, so it was 

me. And I was really excited about that. Basically, my job as the captain is to make sure 

everyone’s happy, making sure everyone is doing their best swimming. Because- or 

maybe it was just like my view on swimming, but my job is to make sure that everyone 

was welcome and happy. So basically, I held a lot of team events and the team was so 

good year three, the team was fantastic. We all were so close.   

  

Another thing that usually occurred in third year, is that not only were participants more 

likely to have connected with others from their team, but they were also likely to have created 

deeper and more established relationships with those connections such as teammates and 
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coaches. This was the case for one male varsity soccer participant (D1) who described third year 

as being a relatively positive year for mental health because of the same relationships that he had 

built over the past years.   

Third year was another year that I think was a more positive year. I think we all had the 

same coaching staff and everything, so it was- we got the same coaching staff throughout 

the four years, so it was a lot of getting to know the same people overtime and getting 

those friendships.  

  

However, at this period of time, many student-athletes who did not feel they were a part 

of their team prior felt even more isolated in third year. For third year, a couple of participants 

noted that they didn’t feel like they belonged on the team, but because it was so late in their 

student-athlete career it made them feel discouraged to put increased effort into pursuing. One 

female varsity cheerleader (P1) described feeling discouraged, disappointed, and frustrated 

during this experience.   

There was a team culture that was already like established so it was hard to break into  

[that] and like I didn’t talk to anyone that year because I knew my place was “athlete 

number twenty.” I was not in my element at all, like it was a mess of a year. I wasn’t sure 

if I wanted to come back after that because I didn’t enjoy it. I loved the physicality of it 

but hated the culture.  

  

Secondly, in third year it was often the time in which student-athletes felt insecure in 

their relationships with others like teammates and coaches. By third year, student-athletes may 

have the expectations that they would be fully established on their team and in their athletic 

capability, so if that was not the case, there is potential for negative mental health experiences to 

arise. One female varsity softball player (M3) identified two different examples for both these 

types of experiences. She said “I was feeling really insecure in a lot of my friendships, so yeah it 

was just really awkward. That was a bad year.” She then continued to explain the amount of  

stress she was facing.   
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What was bothering me in third year was I was feeling so much stress from my coach 

that I was like “oh my god, I got to get a strike, or my coach is going to kick me out, cut 

me,” and that definitely impacted my playing.  

    

Furthermore, many participants found in their third year that they struggled with school 

more than their other years. Participants in this study often dealt with stress and burn out in third 

year. There were also usually heightened expectations from classes that often collided with 

athletic responsibilities or goals. One male varsity swimmer (G1) noted that he had finally 

understood the expectations and how to balance both responsibilities, but found he was still 

trying to be the absolute best at both things which caused burnout.   

I got the time management piece. I know how to study, so I have to build on that. I also 
have to build on athletically as well. But that did cause a little off burnout. I was just in 

stress a lot because now I'm trying to manage everything with the level of perfection at 

that point.  

  

In third year, participants mentioned specific cases in which they had to get involved with 

extra-curriculars or extra activities that were related to their courses, and they understood the 

importance of being present at them. However, they had to miss some events due to sports which 

caused distress with having to make up for the absences. One female varsity cheerleader (P1) 

outlined this situation and her experience.   

And it got me kicked into gear with my schoolwork because that year I missed two 

complete weeks of school because of travel from sports. And those just happened to be 

critique weeks, so like you don’t miss those, it’s like presenting your lab findings, you 

don’t miss that. Really taught me how to schedule myself.  

  

One female varsity softball (M3) participant also identified that by third year she was not 

mentally well. However, she did not describe and outline specific reasons why other than low 

self-esteem. She ultimately stated that she was "just not in it.” She felt unmotivated, and no 

longer passionate about the things she was excited about, which could be a sign of depressive 

symptoms.  
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In my third year of ball, that was probably the worst year for me mentally and the 

coaches and everybody knew it too. I was like not in it at all, and it was it actually- it 

stemmed from just like low self-esteem within myself, not even from the sport. When I 

saw it trickling into the sport that’s when I started to freak out because that was sort of 

like- It’s never happened before where it has affected my physical abilities and then to 

other aspects of school and other things.   

  

Third year was an interesting year because there was only one major theme that 

resonated. However, there were multiple aspects to take in consideration to fully understand the 

theme. Third year was generally a year of growth for many participants in this study. This was 

the year where they usually advanced on their team to become leaders or increased their 

confidence in an established position. These aspects were usually what contributed to positive 

experiences in student-athletes during their third year. However, if participants did not find social 

connection by third year, they felt increased isolation due to insecurity or concern about the 

social group within their team. And finally, in third year, there was an understanding of 

expectations as well as increased workload, so student-athletes often felt stressed or even burned 

out from balancing their various responsibilities. Some student-athletes faced general negative 

mental health in third year potentially due to prolonged stress of having to balance everything.   

Upper Years   

Theme 1: Uncertainty with Graduation   

One of the most interesting themes, uncertainty with graduation, was a recurring anxiety 

for the participants in this study. Student-athletes who over-identified with the athletic role in 

previous years had a hard time understanding their role when school (and varsity sports) was 

ending. They were not sure what their next direction would be. One participant (D1) (male 

varsity soccer) in particular had this experience in fourth year.   

As soon as the season ended, I was struggling with what to do next because I’ve always 

played soccer all my life and so not knowing what to do after soccer or when soccer isn’t 

really as much of a part of the picture as it normally is. There was a bit of – I wouldn’t 

say a crisis of faith, but kind of a crisis there. It’s really tough to figure out. How do I live 



     58 

without having to play a high-level sport all the time? So that was certainly an interesting 

time in my life.  

  

Participants often talked about how they were expected to compete at a certain level and 

push school aside but then felt that no one cared about their athletic role or lacked support after 

they graduated. A female varsity cheerleader (P1) describes feeling worried she would not have 

proper support when she left school or uncared for because she would no longer hold a varsity  

athlete title.   

I sort of just wish that there was a better established, more well-known form of support 

that Brock Sport offers. Because they are really great at hyping you up while you're an 

athlete, and the second you graduate there’s nothing. And like all, all you have done in 

university is sort of push school to the side to be a really good athlete. And no one cares 

about that as soon as you're done.   

  

Additionally, if student-athletes relied on support from teammates or other friends outside 

of sports, they were concerned about what would happen when those connections moved on 

seemingly without them. and a female varsity swimmer (M1) discussed this experience.  

Year four, school was going great. A little worried or like all my friends that I had at that 

year, if they were in the same year, they would be gone. And this girl I was living with 
and swimming with all these times, and I was relying on her a lot, graduated so that was 

rough.   

  

Previously discussed, having connections and social ties with their teammates and others 

they can relate to was extremely important to student-athletes, therefore it can be especially 

crushing when those relationships changed or disappeared.   

Theme 2: Gaining Responsibility with Athletic Experience   

Becoming a captain or a key player can be a huge honour and be a fulfilling experience 

for most student-athletes. During the upper years was usually when student-athletes would be 

promoted to a captain role. Sometimes they were just expected to become more of a leader to 

their younger teammates. Being a captain or leader on a team may require athletes to be a 

positive role model, to mentor younger student-athletes, and organize events for the team to get 
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involved in. However, sometimes being given that role can be more harmful than helpful to a 

student-athlete’s mental health experience. Many participants in this study ultimately discussed 

negative experiences with this subject. One example came from a female varsity swimmer (M1) 

who outlined that she had become a person on her team for someone to trust and rely on. 

However, she did not feel she was capable of handling the very serious implications which 

affected her own mental health negatively. She said she started to feel depressed and had suicidal 

thoughts similar to what he was feeling because she had to be in that mindset all the time, and 

those feelings were starting to get passed on to her and affect her.  

There were these things this person was telling me, all these like mental health issues 

they were having. All their suicidal thoughts and all this, it was all coming to me and I 

thought I could handle it. I thought I could be their supporter because I was being a 

supporter for them. But yeah, I couldn’t [deal with it], and I thought I could. And that 

was not a good year like mental health wise. I was also the main captain that year, so it 

was also my job to support them. I felt like that’s my job and then, it wasn’t my job.  

  

Additionally, being in a captain or in a leadership role comes with responsibilities that 

may hinder relationships with teammates because of the implied responsibility to extend a form 

of coaching to teammates. The same female varsity swimmer (M1) felt pride in being a captain 

but felt like a burden when she had to enforce varsity rules and expectations. This participant 

talked about how she lost a friendship due to the role and responsibilities. This participant also 

discussed earlier in the study the heightened value of creating social relationships, so this 

situation for her was especially defeating.   

So, year four, I was also captains with my teammates who was also [living] in my house.  

One of the girls in my house was not showing up to practice at all. So, like that’s a lot of 

drama and it was like that year, because we couldn’t be like – she would be like “oh I’m 

studying and then sit and watch TV.” As captain - I’m your roommate, but I’m also your 

captain so there was a little bit- like I don’t know what to do. It destroyed my relationship 

with me and this girl, we used to be best friends.  

  A male varsity soccer player (D1) did not directly state that helping younger studentathletes 

was negative, but he did include it in a cluster of factors that contributed to negative experiences 



     60 

in his fourth year. This implied that it was an added stress that he had to take into consideration 

rather than something that helped make fourth year a better experience.   

Fourth year was the toughest year I had. Being one of the veterans on the team and 
having to struggle with injuries once again and helping the first years get acclimated to 

what it [means] to be part of the team. And having to deal with less playing time, kind of 

a rift between myself and coaches every now and then because of it.  

  

Lastly, being a leader means being a positive role model. This was something one 

participant (male varsity swimmer) (G1) struggled with. During the time through the pandemic, 

he felt he needed to reach out and connect with others outside of his sport.  There were also 

things he wanted to do but felt like he could not because he had to be the role model and make 

sure he led by example by following all the rules extensively.   

They tried to create this bubble [during the lockdowns], they wouldn’t allow me to meet 
with my friend, so I had to cut that social relationship. I also had this placement course 

which I wanted to be involved in, but because I didn't want to risk my teammates and my 

sport, I had to do it completely online which changed the whole experience for me 
because it was a teaching placement. [They said] it was not enforced - it was. And 

obviously there are going to be people who are taking it really lightly and gonna do it 

anyways, which we had a lot of people. We even had a Covid case in our team. Uh, but 

the position that I was in as team captain, I have to be that perfect person who applies 

everything.  

  

Being a role model is not a simple task for many. In the case of the participant above, it 

became a hindrance rather than a benefit that was adding value to his experience. This sense of 

responsibility seemed to add another layer of potential stress to this participant. It was an 

additional thing he had to keep on his mind that had the potential of becoming overwhelming to 

him. He seemed to have a negative perception on that experience.   

  During the upper years of university, student-athletes were established on their teams, had 

hopefully managed to balance school and athletics, and found success in varsity athletics. 

However, during the upper years is when the participants in this study reported the most amount 

of negative mental health experiences such as stress, anxiety, and overall “bad mental health.” 
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This was caused by a variety of variables. Uncertainty with graduation was an experience that 

student-athletes in this study frequently talked about which was common in previous literature as 

well. Student-athletes, especially those who identified greatly with the athletic role recognized a 

lack of support after graduation as well as feeling unsure what their next steps would be as a 

varsity athlete retiree. This was deeply unsettling for some student-athletes, which often caused 

distress. And finally, often student-athletes gained responsibilities for being a mature 

studentathlete which some found exciting and fulfilling, but some student-athletes struggled with 

this new role. Conclusively, the upper years of university presented unique themes that were 

almost entirely exclusive to fourth and fifth years.   

Help-Seeking Behaviours   

One of the pursuits taken in this study was to conclude the interview by discussing 

experiences and intentions of seeking professional mental health support. The purpose of the 

study was to understand the mental health experiences for student-athletes transitioning through 

four years of an undergraduate program but also asked what are the help-seeking behaviors of 

student-athletes? So the last question of the study asked if participants had ever looked for help 

for their negative mental health symptoms, why or why not?   

During this study, three out of the nine participants directly stated they sought out 

professional help for their mental health. By professional, they meant trained practitioners with 

numerous years of experience and training to deal with various situations students are faced with.  

The percentage of student-athletes who did seek help out of the total participants is similar to the 

findings in previous literature. All the participants who did seek professional mental health help 

did so because they perceived their mental health as exceeding their coping capabilities. They 

realized that what they were experiencing was not normal to them and inhibiting various aspects 

of their life where they were no longer comfortable. One participant felt that although it wasn't a 
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negative experience, it was not as helpful as she would have hoped. She (M1) stated “Honestly, 

they didn’t do much but it was enough.” The other two participants both stated they struggled 

with connecting with the therapist and getting what they wanted out of the sessions. They felt 

that the reason(s) why they were there were not being properly addressed. One participant (T1) 

stated “I had a consultation with one person, and I did not like [her]. She had a spiritual outlook 

on things and I just needed someone to tell me I am overthinking things and that’s it.” The other 

participant (M3) discussed how she had a bad experience with the consult she had in second year 

and never tried again because she was worried they would all not click with her. However, this 

participant did reach out for help again and ended up with a positive experience because she felt 

her mental health was being supported.   

In this study, the factors that became barriers for seeking help were a little more complex 

and therefore evaluated in more detail. The sub-themes below outline the reasons studentathletes 

tended to avoid seeking help. Generally, the three top reasons for not seeking help for mental 

health were negative past experiences, reliance on others, and believing they didn’t need it, 

which will become sub-themes.   

Theme 1: Didn’t Feel Like They Needed It  

Often, participants in this study felt that they didn’t qualify for the extent of negative 

mental health “needed” to receive help. In this theme, student-athletes told themselves they 

didn’t need it and used phrases like “I’m fine,” and “I will figure it out on my own.” They 

discussed how they felt if they truly needed help, they would look for it. They discussed how 

they never experienced mental health “that bad,” or “been close to the edge.” An example of this 

attitude is from a male varsity powerlifter (S1).   

No, I never really felt the need to not ask for help. I’ve never been the one to like bottle 

things up, for example, like I’ve never really like- I always tell myself I have like a very 
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strong mental fortitude, you know, strong mental health. I never really considered myself 

to have like depression or like clinical anxiety or anything like that.  

  

Another couple of participants when asked why they did not seek help, simply stated that 

they believed that if they did need help, they would seek it, but just didn’t feel it was necessary, 

that they could figure it out on their own and that it was within their own capabilities to cope. A 

male varsity swimmer (A1) stated that he didn’t feel his mental health struggles were “bad 

enough.”   

I don’t think there was like ever a time that I- it’s sort of hard to explain, because I think 

if I genuinely thought that I needed help I would like seek it out in a sense, like I 

wouldn’t try to talk myself out of it. But I don’t think it’s ever been- or my mental health 

has ever been that bad that I would need it and the cases that it was like I did get help let 

say, so it’s one of those things where I was never at the edge and told myself like “it’s 

okay,” you know?  

  

Another male swimmer said he identified he had a problem, but he would deal with it on 

his own. He said “And whenever I had [a] problem, I'm like yes, I have a problem, but I'm fine. I 

don't need help like I'm fine, I'll figure it out on my own.” And lastly, a female varsity swimmer 

(M2) believed in her own capabilities to get herself out of situations and cope by herself.  

Yeah, I’ve never really like needed- or recognized that I’ve needed to seek help. I mean, 

I’ve always been like the kind of person to be able to like- get myself out of negative 

situations, but I know that sometimes negative mental health like it’s not something you 

can just like choose to- you know- decide that you're going to be better. Like I know and 

I recognized within teammates or people that I know that like sometimes it can be 

predisposed. And you can always- you know- fix it in those, in that sense. So, like I think 

if I was really needing help, I would know where to seek it and some to ask for help, like 

I know if I need help with something like I can recognize within myself like it’s okay to 

ask for help or something.  

  

These participants did not necessarily reflect negative perceptions about seeking help for 

mental health, they just perceived themselves as being fully capable of coping on their own. 

They believed that if they struggled with negative mental health to the point they could no longer 
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cope themselves, they admitted they would seek help. But it needs to be more understood what 

these thresholds are for participants to look for help.   

Theme 2: Reliance on Others  

When faced with extensive negative mental health, most often, student-athletes would 

rely on their friends, family and other members involved in their sport for support. Participants in 

this study often highlighted that they felt their athletic peers or those involved in the sport were 

happy to help and they felt more connected to those individuals to allow them to help. A male 

varsity powerlifter (S1) identified this experience. He described “I’ve never felt the need to not 

ask because everybody is so willing and open and genuine in the community.”     Sometimes 

having others in the same community can be extremely beneficial for numerous reasons such as 

the ones discussed above in the previous themes. The participant above felt confident in the 

abilities of his teammates and other participants of the same sport to completely understand, 

therefore, relying on those relationships to seek advice.   

Additionally, other social ties like parents and others who have close bonds were seen as 

a comfortable resource with whom to discuss concerns. This was the case for a male varsity 

soccer player (D1) in this study who identified using the relationship with his mother as a way to 

cope and understand the struggle he was experiencing when facing graduation.   

I think in fourth year I don’t think I intended to, but I like thought about it. I think the reason why 

I didn’t was because I enjoyed speaking to like to family about like the kind of struggles of 

having the identity crisis I guess, and not knowing who I am outside of the sport and trying to 

figure out my path after that and so dealing with like talking to my mom specifically about it and 

so after talking with her a few times and kind of figuring out what I want to do in terms of my 

career even, that kind of helped navigate those waters and so I didn’t seek out help then.  

 Although having positive relationships with others like friends and family can often provide 
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assistance and comfort to student-athletes, it is hard to say whether they are fully trained to deal 

with extensive mental health interventions if it was needed. Relying on these particular types of 

relationships may inhibit student-athletes from getting professional and long-term help.  

Theme 3: Negative Past Experience  

The participants in this study were greatly affected by negative past experiences with 

mental health practitioners which indirectly steered them away from seeking help again, even 

when they felt they needed it. The most common experience was the therapist not “clicking” 

with them or did not align with their own mental health goals. This was the case for a female 

varsity rugby player (T1) and a male varsity swimmer (G1).   

So, then I tried to look else where and I had a consultation with one person, I was like I 

do not like you, like in the nicest way. We just like did not fit. I think it was like this lady 

who had a very like spiritual like outlook on things and I was like no, I just need you to 

tell me that I'm like overthinking things and that's it. Like you don't need to like get into 

it.  

  

In the past, we had this sport psychologist for the team and it was just not working out. 

Like as a kid you don't understand the importance of the sport psychology. And she was 

not the greatest sports psychologist as well. So, having that experience made me avoid 

sports psychology a lot throughout it.  

  

Lastly, a female varsity softball player (M3) felt that the session she endured did not give 

her what she felt she needed. She noted how the session caused her more stress.   

I was talking to her about some stuff that was personal, and she just labeled me stuff that  

I wasn't instead of just like actually hearing me and like making me feel better, it just  

made me feel worse and more stressed out which didn’t help. So then obviously I stopped 

and then that was one of my first experiences that why I was just like it wasn't for me.  

    

  Some of these participants that had bad experiences in the past did end up reaching out for help 

at a later time, but there were times when they stated that they really needed help but they 

avoided it due to these bad experiences. These past experiences took away the opportunity to get 

help when they may have needed it the most. In this study, a small number of participants 

discussed their experiences when seeking professional help, all of whom were female 
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studentathletes. In fact, the student-athletes who did seek help, two of those three had bad past 

experiences with mental health support.   

The themes above outlined the various reasons why student-athletes did not seek 

professional help for their mental health challenges such as feeling like they didn’t need the help 

or they were able to cope on their own, relying on close relationships around them, and negative 

past experiences. Understanding the reasons why they did not seek help are the first few steps 

that can help educate and implement better ways to reach athletes to support their unique mental 

health needs.   

Covid-19 and Online Learning   

As an additional finding that surfaced in this study due to the Covid-19 pandemic 

occurring while many participants were in their fourth year. Many student-athletes in this study 

during this time struggled with the sudden cancellation of sports and events, which caused 

experiences like being anxious about pandemic regulations and safety protocols, feelings of 

disappointment, and feelings of loneliness and isolation. The last point impacted student-athletes 

greatly. Interestingly to this study, some participants who did not normally identify themselves to 

struggle with their mental health, discussed how it was during this time when they endured 

negative mental health experiences such as seasonal depression, isolation, and anxiety. This was 

the case for one female varsity swimmer (M2).   

And then in my fourth year, I would say was kind of all over the map. Just because doing 

school from home was- and learning online was not necessarily what I wanted to do. And 

I felt really lonely and isolating. And I was lucky enough to be able to go to practices 

because this one team was given permission to train at school. So, I was able to have 

some interactions with the team which really helped because I was able to see people and 

talk to people. When normally I’d just be sitting at my laptop all day. I might not even 

get to talk to somebody because I lived by myself in my student house. So, I think 

looking back, my fourth year was- it was tough at times, but like overall, I think my 

mental health was- it was okay. But definitely I think Covid had an impact and this year 

was probably the hardest of all my four years.  
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Often, the participants mentioned they lived away from home and also away from 

campus, so the opportunities to socialize with others was limited, especially when varsity 

athletics was cancelled. Even if the possibility of meeting with others was available, one 

participant, a female varsity rugby player (T1), outlined she was worried about exposing herself 

and others which deterred her from seeking out needed socialization that may have eased 

loneliness.  

So last summer, I lived alone at my house and I guess I'm always like kind of an anxious 

person, I'm like pretty used to it now. I don't know- it was a couple of years ago, but like 

living alone, and this is when we were still in like a decent amount of lock down so I 

couldn't see any of my friends. My girlfriend was living like an hour and a half away, so 

I'd go see her on weekends but her mom was so strict so her mom was like “OK, well if 

T1 is going to come see you, she can't have seen anyone else.” So I literally would see no 

one ever. And literally all I want to do is talk to people. But like I really had a tough time 

last summer I think, and I was just feeling so down, like I just felt nervous and worried 

about everything and then I was not getting the social interaction I needed. But then I felt 

very worried about going out and seeing people because I was like now I'm putting 

people at risk, putting myself at risk.   

  

Second, some participants said that they were disappointed when varsity sports were 

cancelled, especially those who were in upper years because they had high expectations to finish 

their student athletic career successfully and positively. One female varsity cheerleader (P1) 

directly discussed this experience. She talked about how she felt that she finally earned the 

position and the opportunities that go with that, but they were taken away from her due to the 

pandemic.   

And I started talking and it was great, like we had a good team that year and I’m really 

sad because that was like that- I didn’t know it was going to be my last year like until 

next year. And we were just built up so strong and like even though on paper there was 

no unfinished business, we still knew there was more for us that we wanted to do. And 

we ended that year with the bid to Florida and being the team that would have gone to 

South Korea and like a bunch of things got cancelled.  

  

One participant (S1) (male varsity powerlifter) had negative mental health experiences 

because he was not able to train like he intended to, he also outlined that training often correlated 
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with positive mental health. Being able to train made him feel confident and have an overall 

positive mental well-being. However, when he was unable to train, he experienced negative 

mental health experiences.   

Fifth year was definitely the hardest. Which was just this past year because classes were 

online so we could not meet each other, all gyms closed, and it did not feel the same, if 

not at all. And I think because of corona, that was the longest time I went without 
training. It was like four months before I finally got everything in my basement so I can 

train with that. So that was really hard.  

  

Similarly, one of the experiences students-athletes struggled with was the absence of 

being active. They also faced mental health experiences like being anxious and self-conscious of 

their body shape and their athletic capabilities. Participants faced concerns about if they were 

going to be able to compete at the same level or performance they could prior to the pandemic. A 

couple of participants mentioned that because they were unable to train, they struggled with 

selfesteem and the perception of their body and its capabilities. One male varsity powerlifter 

participant (S1) talked about the difficulty to return back to his normal routine and performance 

levels that he worked hard for.   

But yeah you know some days I did feel crappy. I had a dumbbell at home but it’s not the 

same, you know it’s kind of like barely satisfies your body’s needs because your body 

craves it. So physically it can affect you because not only that, but I was also super 

worried about like re-acclimating my body. It was horrible and that really tanks the 

mental health because from past experiences your body is saying “oh you’ll get used to 

this again,” but then in your head you're like “man, I really don’t want to do this again.” 

It’s like a huge mental battle and just- you got to just do it or else it’s not going to [be] 

fix[ed]. So yeah, that would be fifth year and was definitely the hardest out of all the 

years, despite the experience because of you know, a global pandemic.   

  

Another participant (T1) (female varsity rugby player) struggled with the idea that 

athletes normally look a certain way and feared that she would no longer fit that expectation.  

Another thing that I think I've struggled with a lot of people struggle with is just- there's 

so many expectations of like being like strong and fit and like looking very athletic and 

like not having access to weights or anything for like a year, not practicing for a year. 

Obviously, there's like a lot of changes in your body. Like I don't feel as strong as I used 

to. Like some of my friends have put on weight and I really struggled with that and I 
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think that's something that I have struggled with throughout this pandemic. More people 

have been like “Oh my God like that's a big part of athletics.” I haven't had an 

opportunity to be active, so that was like tough, but not like I struggled, but I was just 

like that sucks, now I'm going to have to work really hard to be in shape again.  

  

Furthermore, some participants faced general anxiety about returning to competition due 

to previous mental health struggles related to the sport prior to the pandemic. This was the case 

for a female varsity softball player (M3).   

So yeah, I feel like that’s- that’s the thing, after my third season, obviously it was really 

bad and I ended off just trying to figure out what’s wrong and then before the season, 

Covid hit so I never got to actually play. So, I’m finding that I’m getting nervous to like 

play again because I don’t want to go back into that mental state which has never 

happened to me before. I’ve never really got- never had mental health issues, but it’s 

never affected my sports. So, since I ended up kind of the way I did, I’ve been extra 

anxious to show up again.  

  

And lastly, one male varsity swimmer (G1) brought up that he was unlikely to return 

again because he did not feel like he properly trained to compete at a high level due to inactivity 

from the pandemic. He discussed how the pandemic inhibited him from being fully invested and 

not being able to train due to lockdowns.   

But distance swimmers, they need to stay in the pool and throughout this Covid 

pandemic. Obviously, my training was just distracted all the time. Sometimes I would 

just take two months off because of the lockdowns. Sometimes I would just not do it and 

then the training times have drastically changed to like we usually had two and a half our 

practices drop to 1 1/2 hour practices and usually I'm the person who stays after that two 

and a half hour practice and do more practice. On top of that to be a better swimmer. So, 

knowing all these factors made me realize that I can come back and swim for fun, but 

that is not who I am. I've been a medalist, and I don't want to go back to OUA’s to just 

lose to another guy who had a better opportunity to train than me.  

  

The pandemic had numerous effects on upper year student-athletes. The participants in 

this study reported a wide variety of experiences that they had to deal with during this time. The 

lockdowns prevented student-athletes from training which led to feelings of self-doubt and 

anxiety. Not being able to see teammates and others caused feelings of loneliness and isolation 

for some participants, while others felt disappointed to have the goals for their final year taken 
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away. In addition, there were some participants in this study that discussed in their interviews 

that they generally had okay coping skills and did relatively “okay” during their upper years, 

however, when the pandemic occurred, they outlined that it was one of the hardest times of their 

experience at school. These findings were included in the final study as a separate theme because 

it is recognized that some of the experiences explained by participants may not be entirely 

exclusive to older student-athletes. For example, the feelings of not enjoying online learning and 

feeling anxious about sports being cancelled can likely be experienced by first year 

studentathletes and others in various years. It is entirely possible that the coping behaviors may 

be different between upper and lower years because lower year student-athletes (first and second 

year) may find it encouraging to think sports will inevitably come back, whereas for 

studentathletes in their upper years have the understanding that their last years are most likely 

cancelled indefinitely. For the upper year student-athletes that participated in tis study, the 

pandemic affected some of them in their upper years, and their experiences were worth 

mentioning here in a separate theme, because it demonstrated how important the presence of 

sport participation can be for their lifestyle and well-being.   

Chapter 5  

Discussion  

Reviewing the very few studies that were done in the past that evaluated the mental 

health experiences of student-athletes over a period of time, it is hard to pinpoint a specific 

period when they are the most prominent, or worse, thus, the following research questions were 

asked: Are there changes in mental health experiences for student-athletes transitioning through 

four years of an undergraduate program? What are the student-athletes experiences with those 

changes? What are the help-seeking behaviors of student-athletes? This study aimed to evaluate 

those changes by reviewing common experiences that occurred in each year that were organized 
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by themes. Numerous interesting findings arose.  Like past research, student-athletes in their first 

year and then in their upper years seem to show extensive negative mental health experiences 

such as stress, anxiety and depression. In this study, rather than focusing on those specific mental 

health traits and their prevalence, the experiences that may contribute to these traits were 

targeted. This study was organized so that each year had their own set of themes that were most 

prevalent in that year. In first year, the participants discussed their most prominent experiences in 

that year which became the themes: the transitioning process, finding friends and social groups, 

and balancing school. Participants discussed feeling unprepared about university expectations 

and dealing with self-doubt on their abilities as a student and as a potential student-athlete. They 

highlighted feeling insecure on the team and isolated from others outside of sport due to 

excessive time commitments to varsity sport that prevented them from other university activities. 

And finally, many participants identified difficulties with time management and academic 

expectations. In second year, many participants outlined the difficulty to balance academics and 

athletics. Often times in second year, they became more aware of the expectations they had, 

however some continued to struggle. Therefore, the theme “the transition process (academic 

improvement or struggles” became a strong theme. In the second year, a second theme  

“establishment on team” was also a significant because in second year many participants felt 

confident because of the security and trust they built on their team. They created relationships 

with their team and became established in their role on the team. The majority of participants 

generally noted second year to be a positive year, mostly due to establishment on their team. In 

third year, there was the least amount of discussion, therefore only one major theme arose to 

encapsulate the experiences in this year. This was titled “Growth as a Student-Athlete.” 

Generally, themes from the previous two years like balancing school and sport, becoming 

established in the sport, and gaining relationships were continued into year three, either growing 
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into success and positive experiences, or causing negative experiences to get worse in year three. 

For example, if participants in second year felt they were disconnected from their teammates, 

they felt even more isolated and let down in later years. However, if participants felt confident 

and established in their roles during their second year, they felt happy and often had team 

leadership roles. In upper years (fourth and sometimes fifth years), themes arose like uncertainty 

with graduation and gaining responsibility with athletic experience which were almost entirely 

unique to fourth year. Participants often faced a crisis when approaching graduation and retiring 

as a varsity athlete. They were unsure of their future as an athlete, and that caused some distress 

for some participants, especially those who identified with being an athlete strongly. Lastly, 

participants identified gaining responsibilities like becoming team captain or being a leader, 

which was sometimes unwanted. On the flipside, some participants saw this as a positive and 

therefore, contributed to positive mental health experiences. Generally, multiple themes arose, 

some of which shared connections with previous literature such as over-identifying with athletics 

(Melendez, 2016; Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007) and post-graduation fears (Liu et al., 2019; Moesch 

et al., 2018: Storch et al., 2005), and some were possibly unique to this study such as dealing 

with a pandemic, and the stress to impress others on their team.   

  In this study, like past research, the first semesters of the first year seemed to pose the greatest 

threat to adding stress and because of the various pressures to succeed. Student-athletes coming 

into university are in a way, transitioning into adulthood, and some may find it difficult adapting 

to a different structure or setting (McLafferty et al., 2017). This was the case for some student-

athletes in this study. Specifically, an emotion such as homesickness can often be a side effect of 

the transition (Beiter et al., 2015). Additionally, student-athletes will often experience greater 

levels of stress due to the dual demands of athletics and academics placed on them during their 

freshmen year (Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). This can be particularly concerning for 
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studentathletes who overidentify with the athletic role (Kissinger et al., 2011). An over-

commitment to sports rather than academics can diminish engagement with course expectations 

that have negative effects to a student-athletes mental health. Similarly, many first-year student-

athletes often have huge amounts of pressure and desire to make varsity. Elite athletes who 

especially excelled in athletics prior to university, must now compete in higher competition 

levels, competing for and maintaining a starting position and negotiating relationships with 

coaches and teammates (Storch et al., 2005). One of the unique factors that separate student-

athletes from non-athletes during university is that just participating in sport itself can be a 

stressor (Wilson & Pritchard, 2005) due to performance pressure, consistent evaluation (Crutcher 

et al., 2015), and the possibility of being placed on the junior varsity group (not being in the 

starting line-up) in their freshmen year (Wilson & Pritchard, 2005). Beiter et al. (2015) identified 

in their study that the pressure to succeed and self-esteem were some main causes of depression 

in student-athletes.  

The participants in this study discussed how there was extensive pressure that they placed on 

themselves to make the team. They didn’t feel “worthy” or “good enough” to be a part of the 

team or belonged in the sport itself. These experiences caused participants to feel general 

anxiety, and feeling anxious about their worth as an athlete and as an individual which was 

distressing for some. Their overall mental health was affected that year because of those types of 

experiences. These themes identified that multiple aspects of the transitioning process were the 

biggest concerns for student-athletes in first year.   

Additionally, in first year, a couple of student-athletes in this study identified that they 

felt stressed to make important social connections with their teams, especially with the older 

“veteran” athletes. They described feeling isolated when they did not have the social outlet quite 

yet. Wilson and Pritchard (2005) identified in their study that student-athletes found relationships 
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with others to be stressful, backing up the participant’s responses in this study. Furthermore, 

Friedlander et al. (2007) concluded in their study that student-athletes who do poorly within their 

peer relations feel negatively about themselves in these domains, and thus, struggle with the 

transition process. Therefore, like the participants above who brought up their experiences, there 

is a lot of pressure to find those connections, and they are likely to have negative mental health 

experiences like feeling isolated and lonely if they do not. The potential issue that often arises for 

student-athletes is the extensive expectations and time dedication given to their sport. If 

studentathletes are dedicating so much time to sports they may not have time or resources to 

engage in a variety of social relationship interactions with people outside of their sport (Crutcher 

et al., 2015). Research also identifies that social involvement with others especially non-athlete 

peers,  can help improve cognitive and affective development (Gayles & Baker, 2015). 

Therefore, it is imperative that student-athletes are able to get various opportunities, but often 

sports make that too difficult for some student-athletes. In the beginning of each year of 

university, there are usually events and activities that first year students are encouraged to 

participate in to create social relationships to help connect them with support to ease the 

transition process. Studentathletes in this study identified this fact and felt discouraged when 

they could not attend.   

In most cases, if participants identified a positive experience with first year it was 

because they found a community (often referred to as a family) within their team. Many 

participants also identified the perks of having a team to provide you with support that can help 

with school, which some participants in this study found extremely beneficial. Crutcher et al. 

(2015) highlighted that having a strong sense of belonging creates better wellness perceptions 

and can have fewer adverse health symptoms. Additionally, participation in varsity sports can 

help facilitate bonding with teammates that can reduce feelings of isolation and stress as well as 
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ease the social adjustment (Gayles & Baker, 2015). However, participants often felt isolated 

when they did not find desired social relationships. Generally, higher levels of perceived social 

support have been shown to predict better adjustment to university (Friedlander et al., 2007). The 

findings from participants in this study supported this evidence by demonstrating that they had a 

positive first year experience because of bonding and relationships formed due to sport 

participation. Those social relationships helped ease stress because they found others going 

through the same thing. Their teammates helped them with academic pressures, and they felt a 

couple steps ahead because they already found a group of friends they immediately connected 

with. These benefits all had the potential to decrease negative mental health symptoms like 

stress, anxiety and depression which are common to many first-year student-athletes.   

Additionally, when discussing the first year, some student-athletes brought up several 

points about how the most difficult aspect was balancing the course load and academic 

expectations while also having to meet varsity performance requirements. These findings are 

similar to those found in a study by Wilson and Pritchard (2005) whose participants stated that 

“there was simply not enough time to combine athletics and academics and do their best in both 

areas,” (Pg. 2). Gayles and Baker (2015) discussed in their study that student-athletes who do not 

make satisfactory academic progress and maintain a minimum grade point average, they will no 

longer be eligible to participate. This appears to be a fairly common aspect that is attached to 

varsity sports that rests upon the shoulders of student-athletes. This finding is apparent in this 

study as well. A couple of participants from a varsity sport brought up how they had to keep up a 

minimum average to remain eligible as a varsity student-athlete or to keep a scholarship. This is 

apparent in this study as well. Some participants outlined how they did end up losing their 

scholarships or knew someone who had to quit varsity athletics. One participant outlined that 

although they were able to remain in their sport, their academic program kicked them out due to 
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their low average. This participant further explained it was due to not being able to balance the 

expectations of both academics and athletics. These findings are very similar to previous 

literature. In fact, there are extensive amounts of research that focused on balancing sports and 

academics, so it was not surprising to see these themes come up.   

First year is an important year for every student. It’s the time when students are trying to 

find their place in the academic world and start forming who they want to be by choosing 

programs, finding social groups and getting involved with extra curriculars to build their 

resumes. For student-athletes, the prime themes that emerged in first year were the transition 

process which entailed academic responsibilities shifting from secondary to post-secondary, 

finding social groups on their teams and outside sports, and balancing their athletic priorities and 

school. These themes outlined how first-year student-athletes often deal with negative mental 

health experiences such as stress and anxiety, but also positive mental health experiences such as 

confidence and excitement.   

   In this study, if participants in their second year noticed they struggled in first year, they would 

attempt to make appropriate adjustments to their academic priorities. However, if they 

previously prioritized sports in their first year, they found second year to be very difficult to 

balance the various responsibilities for both academics and athletics. The participants in second 

year often became established on their team which lead to them to feel more confident in their 

own abilities which sometimes translated into improved athletic performance as well. This was 

especially relieving to participants who placed importance on getting acknowledgement and 

community from their teams in first year. Past research has supported that participation in varsity 

sports facilitated positive mental health traits such as self-confidence, connectedness, social 

support, and positive self-esteem (Armstrong et al., 2015). Student-athletes who have high 

selfconfidence and high self-esteem are better able to cope with stress in ways that can help 
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lower depression and anxiety (Ryan et al., 2018). This is apparent in the statements by student-

athletes above and support the evidence of them feeling positive mental health traits when they 

got that establishment from their team and teammates. In second year, the dominant themes often 

highlighted participants feeling comfortable and established on their teams and programs. The 

participants generally reported positive experiences during second year.   

In third year, the primary theme was growth as a student-athlete. Although third year only 

had one primary theme, it included various aspects that made up that theme. During this time, 

many participants felt comfortable on their teams due to their experience and establishing 

opportunities and roles. The social connections trying to be made/or made the first two years, and 

increased university course expectations were all prevalent in this theme. In third year, some 

participants expressed excitement when they became a key player, or when they were offered a 

team position. Being a captain on a team provides a unique opportunity to practice leadership 

skills and how to actively communicate with others that are similar to themselves (Gayles & 

Baker, 2015).  It can enable student-athletes to develop skills in areas of leadership, stress 

management, and communication (Watson et al., 2021).  These are just some of the benefits that 

come with becoming a leader on a varsity team. Many participants in this study who had positive 

experiences when becoming a team leader perceived general positive mental well-being. For 

example, some participants felt security and confidence in their ability to perform at a high level. 

Often, participants talked about how they actually received opportunities because of their 

experience being a team leader. One student-athlete in particular talked about how in third year 

they felt a deep connection with coaching staff because they remained the same throughout three 

years. Armstrong et al. (2015) discussed that the relationships between student-athletes and their 

coaches become strong role relationships which could help decrease the likelihood of depression. 

Third year was a great year for some participants due to their progress socially and 
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performancewise in their athletics. Therefore, in third year, these roles and relationships were 

seen to be very positive and contribute to positive mental health traits such as confidence, 

belonging and happiness. However, if participants did not find social connection by that time, 

they felt increased isolation due to insecurity or concern about the social group within their team. 

This was apparent in a couple of participants in this study. And finally, in third year, there was an 

understanding of expectations as well as increased workload, so some participants often felt 

stressed or even burned out from balancing their various responsibilities. Some participants who 

previously struggled, continued to experience negative mental health challenges in third year 

potentially due to prolonged stress of having to balance everything.    

In the upper years of university (fourth and fifth years) two major themes arose:  

uncertainty with graduation and gaining responsibilities with athletic experience. In recent 

research, student-athletes who were still competing, but were considering, or planning retirement 

had higher rates of depressive symptoms (Beable et al., 2017). This is troubling since it is often 

believed that upper year student-athletes need to be able to cope with the role transitioning of 

discontinuing elite sport participation after graduation (Storch et al., 2005). Some participants in 

this study discussed how they felt unsure about their role as an athlete after they graduated, or 

what happens when that role suddenly disappears. They also brought up how they were used to 

being supported and valued as an athlete, but suddenly it became unimportant, and they were 

unsure of their supports afterwards. These concerns were usually common with participants who 

over-identified with the athletic role.   

In this study, it was usual that during each year, student-athletes would receive more 

responsibilities. In a study by Wilson and Pritchard (2005), they showed that student-athletes 

reported significantly higher levels of stress due to increased numbers of responsibilities related 

to involvement in athletics. These findings are apparent in this study as well. It was common for 
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participants to have negative experiences when they would have extensive expectations. Some 

participants discussed how they were not pressured to be this leadership role, but they felt they 

should because they had the help when they were freshmen student-athletes. Becoming a captain 

was not directly perceived to be a negative experience for most participants, however, some 

participants felt that they were potentially inhibited in their choices in what they do in their own 

time due to their expectation to be a positive role model and display what it means to be a leader 

in a varsity sport. They also sometimes felt that they were not ready to deal with some of the 

responsibilities that come with the role. Participants who had negative experiences when they 

gained more responsibility discussed general negative well-being. They often felt stressed, 

unsupported, frustrated, and unmotivated.  

  With regards to help-seeking behaviours, the findings of this study are fairly similar to 

previous literature. Of the nine participants, only three participants admitted to seeking 

professional mental health support (Armstrong et al., 2015; Gulliver et al., 2014). Previous 

reports say that despite the high rates of negative mental health occurring in student-athletes, 

they are less willing than non-athletes to seek help for their mental health (Kissinger et al., 2011; 

Van Slingerland et al., 2019). In previous research, there are many reasons for student-athletes to 

not seek help such as stigma, lack of awareness of services available, lack of self-perception of 

mental health, and fear of repercussions. However, in this study, three main themes identifying 

the primary reasons for not seeking help were as follows: didn’t feel they needed it, reliance on 

others, and negative past experiences. For the first theme (didn’t feel they needed it), many 

participants perceived themselves as generally having “healthy mental health” and appropriate 

coping habits when it comes to dealing with potentially negative mental health experiences. They 

defined this as the sense that they didn’t normally experience negative mental health to the point 

that it was a problem, or identified that even if they did, they had healthy coping mechanisms to 
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deal with it on their own. It is unclear from this study why participants felt this way. However, in 

some evidence in previous literature identifies that sometimes student-athletes are accustomed to 

working through pain (Putukian, 2016), valuing mental toughness, trained to supress signs of 

vulnerability (Moesch et al., 2018), and believe that seeing a counsellor is a “weakness,” 

(Armstrong et al., 2015). Second, the participants in this study greatly relied on others in their 

close social circle. They felt they were welcome in their team environment to discuss such topics 

with teammates and people who worked with the team like an in-training student sport 

psychologist. Sometimes family members were also valued in discussing these topics. Gulliver et 

al. (2014) reported in their study that a very low percentage of their participants sought out 

professional help for mental health such as a psychiatrist, but a larger portion of them sought out 

a psychologist for sport related issues. The issue is when student-athletes rely on others who may 

not be specifically trained, they may not be getting the appropriate help and coping strategies that 

will benefit them. Lastly, many participants said they avoided seeking mental health help due to 

negative past experiences. This theme was represented by participants who said directly why 

they did not seek help, or if they did seek help later on, this was the reason why they avoided it 

for so long. Negative past experiences usually entailed student-athletes feeling a disconnection 

with the mental health practitioner, or they felt the practitioner did not understand exactly what 

they were feeling, sometimes making them feel worse. A couple of studies outlined that 

studentathletes will usually avoid seeking help because they believe counsellors lack an 

understanding of their issues (Greenspan & Anderson, 1995; Van Slingerland et al., 2019). A 

couple of participants discussed their experiences with counsellors misaligning with their mental 

health goals and incorrectly diagnosing them. They discussed how they felt worse than how they 

felt when they started the appointment. Participants discussed how they did not feel the concerns 

they had were not being addressed and therefore, they did not feel relieved or supported.   
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The themes in this study regarding help seeking behaviours outline a couple of barriers to 

seeking professional mental health support. Perceptions of mental health, reliance on close 

members of the student-athletes social circle and community, belief of counsellors not 

understanding or connecting to the concerns of the student-athlete, and repercussions for others 

were all seen to keep participants from seeking help for their negative mental health experiences.   

During this time period, student-athletes reported feelings of isolation and loneliness, due 

to lack of social interaction and sudden cancellation of much looked forward to sporting events 

and competitions. Uncertainty with graduation was an experience that participants talked about 

which was common in previous literature as well. Participants, especially those who identified 

greatly with the athletic role, recognized a lack of support after graduation as well as a lack of 

certainty about what their next steps would be as a varsity athlete retiree. This was deeply 

unsettling for some participants which often caused distress. And finally, participants often 

gained responsibilities for being a mature student-athlete which some found exciting and 

fulfilling, while other student-athletes struggled with this role. During the upper years of 

university, the themes presented were often notably exclusive to fourth and fifth years.   

A global pandemic was occurring at the time of the study development therefore 

additional findings about experiences were found relating to the pandemic and therefore included 

as a separate theme. One of the unique contexts of this study was that it occurred over a global 

pandemic. When the pandemic first occurred, many student-athletes interviewed in this study 

were in their fourth or fifth year. Many student-athletes in this study mentioned feeling negative 

mental health experiences such as sadness, anxiety, isolation, and loneliness. With this theme, 

participants in interviews identified experiences from the pandemic due to the large amount of 

discussion around the topic from participants during interviews. One of the most interesting 

findings in the data for this theme was that a couple of participants who previously identified 
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themselves as having general positive mental health and not struggling with it brought up how it 

was during this time when they felt negative mental health traits, specifically, depression and 

loneliness. In May of 2020, the NCAA released their report on the mental health of 

studentathletes throughout the pandemic and they found that the rates of reported mental health  

concerns were 150% to 250% higher than they have been historically reported (American  

College Health Association’s National College Health Assessment, 2020). They also 

demonstrated that their participants indicated that emotional barriers impacted their ability to 

train including fear of exposure (43%), lack of motivation (40%), feelings of stress or anxiety  

(21%) and sadness or depression (13%) (American College Health Association’s National 

College Health Assessment, 2020). These findings correlate with the patterns and concerns 

addressed by the student-athletes who participated in this study, especially the impact of 

motivation and fear of exposure which was directly stated by some participants. According to the  

American College Health Association’s National College Health Assessment (2020) 

approximately 80% of participants cited that local regulations and a lack of appropriate facilities 

acted as barriers to their training. Student-athletes have the same societal pressures to look a 

certain way, but student-athletes are also expected to maintain a certain weight or athletic build 

to make peak performance (Armstrong et al., 2015). There are also current societal trends that 

value physical exercise as a desirable lifestyle, and sport participation encouraging the 

importance of muscularity for sport performance (Steinfeldt et al., 2011). Some student-athletes 

in this study discussed how they were not able to maintain their ideal and preferred body shape 

due to the loss of training time and opportunities which caused serious negative mental health 

experiences. Student-athletes who have struggled with things like body image may have found 

the pandemic to be especially difficult because of this.   

Furthermore, according to the study conducted by the American College Health  
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Association’s National College Health assessment (2020), it was found that 81% of participants 

who are eligible and not graduating indicated that it is very likely they will return to their current 

team, while 16% reported it was somewhat likely, and 3% it is not likely at all they will return at 

all. One participant above discussed how they were nervous to play again due to their mental 

health concerns in the past. This was not surprising since it is common for student-athletes who 

suffer from anxiety to see their symptoms increase during stressful situations (Ryan et al., 2018). 

Student-athletes in this study discussed how they were unlikely to participate the next year due to 

their lack of concentration and training participation. They perceived that they were at a 

disadvantage to compete against other athletes who may have had more resources and 

opportunities to train. In recent studies, upper year student-athletes experienced higher levels of 

sport helplessness because of a decrease in motivation to continue competing by the closure of 

the university and athletic activities due to the Covid-19 pandemic (Hagiwara et al., 2021). Not 

being able to train raised numerous concerns and caused self-doubt in their abilities to perform at 

their highest ability for some participants in this study. Many student-athletes who experienced 

this challenge felt burnt out, disappointed, frustrated, and unmotivated. Participants discussed 

how they felt their overall mental well-being was not the same as it was before the pandemic.   
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Chapter 6  

  

Conclusions and Implications  

The primary focus of this study was to understand the mental health experiences of 

student-athletes through four years of university, thus, several themes found in this study 

emerged to represent the primary findings of participants who discussed their experiences in each 

year. There is no conclusive evidence that demonstrates one year being “harder” than the others, 

however, there is extensive evidence of a variety of factors that occur in each year that may be 

responsible for adding or easing mental health experiences. In first year, the transition process 

which includes balancing academics and varsity athletics as well as making connections with 

teammates and others was the most important and caused student-athletes to feel mental health 

traits such as stress and anxiety. However, student-athletes also felt positive mental health traits 

such as excitement and happiness in first year when they successfully transitioned.   

In second year for some student-athletes, there was shift in focus to academics, however 

second year in particular is when participants discussed difficulties in school. Many 

studentathletes identified that it was tough to balance both responsibilities in that year. 

Furthermore, in second year participants were usually more established on their team, they felt 

like a key player and part of the team. This led to positive mental health experiences. They felt 

positive mental health traits like belonging and confidence when they became established.   

There was only one prominent theme in third year but there were many aspects that 

helped encompass the theme “Growth as a Student-Athlete.” During the third year, participants 

either struggled or found success in three components: establishing themselves as an athlete and 

becoming a key player, forming solid and secure relationships with others, and navigating the 

expectations of university the course load. During third year, there were cases of positive mental 
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health traits such as confidence and excitement, however, there were also cases of negative 

mental health traits like insecurity, stress, low-self-esteem and burnout.   

Lastly, in fourth year, the study outlined three unique themes that exposed a variety of 

experiences from many participants. The uncertainty with graduation and gained responsibility 

from athletic experience were entirely exclusive to upper year student-athlete participants. 

Participants highlighted feelings of stress, isolation, loneliness, self-esteem, doubts of 

performance abilities, and anxiety. Participants wished there was better support for 

studentathletes leaving the university establishment and were prepared for what is to come next 

after they were no longer a student-athlete.   

Implications  

Like previous research studies, this study does not specifically conclude that one year is 

harder than the other, but this study does demonstrate how one’s experience with mental health 

can change depending on the different challenges that are constantly adapting. In the case of this 

study, the mental health experiences can fluctuate and change when presented with different 

contexts in each year. This study identifies some of those challenges such as the transitioning 

process, balancing academic expectations with athletic responsibilities, and graduation from both 

school and sport. A student-athlete must face all these varying challenges in each year which all 

have the capability to impact the well-being and mental health of a student-athlete. The primary 

focus of this study is to evaluate the differing challenges that come up and identify the 

experiences of those changes and how it affects the mental health experiences of student-athletes. 

Furthermore, this study also reiterates some of the reasons why student-athletes do not seek 

professional support for their mental health despite at times indicating that they should. In my 

study, the participants who did admit to seeking help, admitted they did so in their upper years 

(third year to fifth year). This is an important indication because it may give an idea on which 



     86 

age group is more likely to seek help for their mental health. First year student-athletes may have 

challenges that need addressing, but this study shows that it was upper years when 

studentathletes considered looking for help. In addition to this last point, if there is knowledge 

that it is upper year student-athletes looking for help, the way mental health support is advertised 

to them may change. For example, instead of emphasizing mental health support for academic 

assistance and campus transitioning support on the posters around campus, advertise support for 

postgraduation and post-varsity. Oftentimes, student-athletes believe that general mental health 

practitioners will not understand their situation so they do not feel they will get the help they 

want. This study outlines the major situations that challenge student-athletes and their mental 

health, by using those themes as a starting point, there can be an understanding of the major 

concerns and make them feel like they can get the help they want and need. Lastly, many 

student-athletes identified in their later years how they felt they were unable to assist their peers 

with their mental health. This gives an indication that student-athletes may benefit some kind of 

mental health first aid. Similar to past research and this study, student-athletes are likely to seek 

help from their peers, so it may be suitable for them to have a good idea on how to help each 

other. This is not for the purpose to replace a mental health professional, but to keep teammates 

and themselves safe as much as possible. Having a mental health first aid may also give them 

some coping methods and understanding of mental health themselves as well. For example, they 

may learn how to support others with a mental health crisis of dealing with anxiety, but they may 

take those coping methods and adapt them to suit their own personal needs. Generally, this study 

was a great starting point in understanding how the mental health experiences of student-athletes 

can change and adapt with each year of university. Having an understanding of this may help 

implement new ways on when to get support to those who need it, and to educate studentathletes 

when to take care of themselves and others.   
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Limitations   

Several limitations occurred throughout this study process. When the study started and as 

the process was underway, a global pandemic was occurring. Therefore, several components of 

this study had to be adapted that may not have had to occur otherwise. The most impacted part of 

the study was the interviewing process because all interviews with the participants had to be 

done entirely online. Some participants may have had a different experience doing interviews 

online and may have impacted their responses. For example, if there were other people in the 

space they were in during the interview they may have avoided going into detail about topics that 

were necessary for the data analysis to protect their privacy. Furthermore, while Microsoft 

Teams is accessible and easy to use for most people, many participants who may have been open 

to participating in this type of research, may have avoided it due to lack of experience with the 

software, or not feeling comfortable with it. There were also potential participants who contacted 

the researcher with interest to the study but ultimately changed their mind to participate due to 

not feeling comfortable with the content of the study and what is being asked of them in the 

interview. The limitation was the sensitivity of the topic which may have deterred studentathletes 

away that may have had unique and meaningful experiences to add to this study. In addition, it 

would have been a great opportunity to interview participants in different years rather than only 

participants who have completed four years to capture student-athletes who have potentially quit. 

The opportunity to include these findings may have highlighted and evaluated the reasons why 

student-athletes may quit. There is a probability that there are situations in which student-athletes 

may voluntarily walk away from varsity sports due to mental health concerns or other reasons. 

By not including these participants, it only includes participants who have coped and 

successfully navigated varsity sports and their mental health. Including studentathletes who had 

previously left varsity sports would have added a valuable layer to this study. However, by only 
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including student-athletes who went through four years of varsity sports, it allows the evaluation 

of the process and coping habits of student-athletes with their mental health experiences through 

a period of time which is meaningful research as well. Lastly, the themes and findings were 

organized and analyzed directly and specifically with year of study. The purpose of this study 

was to observe how mental health experiences can change and adapt through varying years, and 

also to understand how a student-athlete may cope with those challenges. It was a unique design 

because it allowed the observation of the same participants through each year. However, because 

of the research design, some interesting themes may have been missed due to overprioritizing 

year organization. For example, relationships with coaches and teammates were often a 

discussion topic with some participants but that was hard to fit into a specific year, so it was not 

included in the final study. By organizing the results by year, some interesting findings could not 

be presented meaningfully.  To continue forward, future research should consider taking on a 

cross-sectional approach to observe groups of individuals in each year separately to get a wide 

variety of results for factors that affect student-athletes’ mental health in each year.  

Future Directions   

Many themes and topics emerged, all of these findings have the potential to encourage 

future research to observe in more depth. The most prominent consideration is gender. Every 

theme mentioned in this study above and even some other themes that were not outlined in the 

final study could be cross-examined looking specifically at gender differences in each year, 

especially when examining help-seeking behaviours. This study showed that only a small portion 

of student-athletes sought out professional mental health support, all of whom were female. This 

was common in previous literature and could have a completely separate paper dedicated to this 

topic alone. Second, this study was qualitatively based and generally focused on the experience, 

however it is entirely possible to do a similar study but take a quantitative approach to analyze 
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specific mental health traits such as depression, anxiety and stress and directly measure their 

prevalence in each year. Furthermore, each theme that was represented in this study and even 

some that were not such as over-identification as an athlete, relationships with others, and 

stereotypes/sports not being taken seriously could have been expanded further and evaluated. 

Over-identification as an athlete was mentioned numerous times in this study, usually as a 

pattern that sometimes correlated, however the idea itself, why it happens, and the extent to 

which it affects athletes is not only a relevant topic, but an interesting one that can help outsiders 

understand student-athletes more and better understand how to work with them. Relationships 

with others was a finding that re-appeared occasionally in this study, however this could be 

looked into more closely. For example, examining the types of people student-athletes choose to 

hang out with and identifying how those relationships  may affect a student-athlete’s mental 

health experience. And lastly, some participants in this study discussed how they felt the sport 

they participated in was not taken seriously enough and how there are stereotypes that they have 

to overcome. Participants discussed how they felt their team did not get equal funding for 

equipment or events. They also felt like their team events were not advertised as other sports 

events were. They also brought up that as athletes of that sport, they had to work even harder just 

to prove they were valid athletes that represented their school. This was quite an interesting 

finding that could have an entire study devoted to evaluating those factors and the reasoning, as 

well as even specifically discussing how mental health is affected from those types of 

stereotypes.   

Overall, this study is generally unique in the sense that it is one of the first to fully 

evaluate the mental health experiences of student-athletes through a four-year undergraduate 

program. However, it only just scratches the surface and introduces more questions and topics 

that should be covered. Future studies should evaluate specific mental health traits and how those 
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fluctuate, topics like over-identification of being an athlete, relationships with others, and 

stereotypes, as well as gender differences for all of the above. These all have the potential to 

create fundamental and meaningful studies that will help demonstrate the importance of 

understanding the university student-athlete experience.   
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Participant Demographic Profile Table  

Participants Who Were Eligible:  

Pseudonym 

Name  

Identified  

Gender  

Age  Sport   Years  

Participating   

G1  Male  23  Swimming  5  

M1  Female  23  Swimming  5  

S1  Male  23  Powerlifting  3  

M2  Female  22  Swimming  4  

A1  Male  25  Swimming  3  

M3  Female  22  Softball  4  

T1  Female  21  Rugby  4  

D1  Male  24  Soccer  4  

P1  Female  22  Cheerleading  4  

  

Participants Who Were Not Eligible: (**Did not meet requirement of being in fourth year or 

above**):  

Pseudonym 

Name  

Identified  

Gender  

Age  Sport  Years  

Participating  

N/A  Female  21  Cheerleading  3  

N/A  Male  21  Basketball  3  

N/A  Female  20  Track and Field  2  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Appendix B: General Analysis of Participants:  
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Type of Sport  4/9 Swimming (45%)  

1/9 Powerlifting (11%)      

1/9 Softball (11%)  

1/9 Soccer (11%)  

1/9 Cheerleading (11%)  

1/9 Rugby (11%)  

Gender   5/9 Female (56%)  

4/9 Male (44%)  

Age  Mean Age: 22  

Participation Years   2/9 Three years (22%)  

5/9 Four years (56%)  

2/9 Five years (22%)  

Total Eligible Participants  9/12 (75%)  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Appendix C: Interview Guide  

Section A: Demographic Information   

1. What is your age in years?   
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2. Please indicate your gender  

3. Please indicate your current living situation (Do you live on campus? At home with 

family? Off Campus with roommates or yourself? Etc.)   

4. Please indicate the degree in which you are currently enrolled.   

5. How many years of post-secondary education have you completed at this University?  

6. Please indicate the varsity teams you have been a part of at this University.   

7. What is your motivation for participating in varsity sports?  

8. How many years have you completed as a varsity student-athlete at this university?   

9. During peak season, approximately how many hours per week (e.g., practices, 

competition, travel, etc.) are dedicated to your varsity sport?   

10. Do you have any other commitments outside of school (e.g., work, volunteering, outside 

sports?)   

11. Approximately how many hours a week are dedicated to these outside commitments?   

  

Section B: Extent of and Perceived Contributors to Mental Health   

1. In your opinion, how do you define mental health? What does positive mental health 

look/feel like to you?   

2. What does negative mental health look/feel like to you?   

3. In your opinion, what factors contribute to mental health in university student-athletes?   

4. How has participation in sport positively contribute to your mental health? Can you 

please describe how?   

5. How has participation in sport negatively contribute to your mental health? Can you 

please describe how?   

6. Please describe the degree in which your involvement with varsity sports have affected 

your academic studies.   

7. Please describe the degree in which your involvement with varsity sports have affected 

any outside involvements and commitments in your life.   

8. Are there any factors that have not been asked or discussed above that have impacted 

your mental health? (with regards to university sport?)   

  

Section C: Mental Health Experiences with Regard to Year of Study   

1. “Part of the study is understanding how experiences change throughout years at 

university, would you mind walking me through your experiences of each year?”   

2. Was there a time you intended to seek help but chose not to? Why or why not?   

  

  

  

Appendix D: Complete Question Guide from the Study: Mental Health Services for  

Canadian University Student-Athletes: An Exploratory Survey  

Sara Giovannetti, Jessica R.G. Robertson, Heather Colquhoun, and Cindy K. Malachowski   
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Appendix E: Ethics Approval from the Health Sciences Research Ethics Board  
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Appendix F: Braun & Victoria Clarke, 2006  
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Appendix G: Letter of Consent  
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