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Mental Health Issues in Athletes and Its Impact on Performance
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk182916308][bookmark: _Hlk182745194][bookmark: _Hlk182557219]Mental health in athletes has become a major topic as many are facing serious mental health challenges, mental health is important for athletes not just to feel good but also to perform their best. Now, more people are talking about how mental health affects athletic performance and sports organisations are starting to provide better mental health support. This review will look at recent research on mental health in elite athletes, including the types of mental health issues, how they affect performance, and what strategies and support are out there for athletes.  Many people struggle with mental health at some point in their lives, athletes like other individuals deal with mental health challenges throughout their lifetimes. In fact, athletes may have an increased risk of developing mental health conditions, athletes perform under immense pressure and often contend with unrealistic expectations from coaches, fans, teammates, and even themselves, the constant drive for perfection can significantly impact their well-being. A 2019 study found that approximately 35% of elite athletes experience mental health challenges, the most reported issues among athletes were feelings of burnout, depression, eating disorders and anxiety. Athletes often face the challenges of balancing personal responsibilities and meeting their sports commitments, for example student athletes must ensure their grades remain in good standing while continuing with their competitive training schedules. Other triggers that contribute to athlete’s mental decline include intense performance pressure, unrealistic expectations, injuries and recovery and body Image and weight Pressures (McLean Hospital, 2024).  
Burnout 
Burnout, depression, eating disorders and anxiety are some of the most common mental health issues among elite athletes. Burnout is a mental health problem that appears to be increasingly common among athletes, burnout may also increase the risk for other health consequences, it is a condition in which an athlete experiences fatigue and declining performance in his/her sport due to over training resulting in physical and emotional stress of training. Symptoms of burnout can be highly variable and can include personality or mood changes, prolonged recovery time, fatigue and decreased sports performance. There is no test for burnout the diagnosis is based on an athlete's story, the symptoms that he/she reports, and the absence of an alternative explanation for these symptoms. The only treatment for burnout is rest. The athlete should stop participation in training/competition for a set period, the time required varies (generally 4-12 weeks) depending on the severity of their condition (Luriechildrens.org, 2018). Recent evidence indicates that the prevalence of burnout symptoms has been steadily rising over the past two decades. Additionally, research highlights that burnout is linked to various significant outcomes for athletes. For instance, burnout has been found to contribute to decreased motivation, reduced well-being, and a higher likelihood of dropping out of sports. These effects seem consistent across athletes of different competitive levels, age groups, and types of sports, including both team and individual disciplines (Glandorf et al., 2023).
Depression 
The topic of athlete depression is a key focus recently, according to Laderer (2023), the mental health and well-being of athletes is just as vital as their physical health. Some of the factors that can contribute to depression in athletes include pressure to perform which leads to mental exhaustion and constant comparison may cause someone to experience blows to their self-esteem or feelings of inadequacy if they aren’t living up to what they imagined for themself or what their coach wants them to be. Depression can present with a variety of symptoms, including persistent feelings of sadness, emptiness, or hopelessness, loss of interest in activities they once enjoyed, sleep disturbances, such as insomnia or excessive sleeping, fatigue and low energy levels. Depression treatment is generally the same for athletes and non-athletes, the primary approaches include psychotherapy, commonly referred to as talk therapy, and psychiatric medications (Laderer, 2023). Research shows that approximately 21% of male student-athletes and 28% of female student-athletes reported experiencing feelings of depression within the past 12 months. Additionally, student-athletes identified depression as one of their top three mental health concerns. Interestingly, researchers have noted that elite athletes may face a higher risk of depression compared to non-elite athletes (DeStefano, 2021). 
Eating disorders 
Eating disorders are common in sports, particularly in those that focus on weight, such as endurance sports, weight-class sports, aesthetic sports, and jumping events. These disorders not only occur frequently but also cause serious physical and mental health issues and can harm athletic performance. The most common types of eating disorders in athletes include anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa. Anorexia involves an intense fear of gaining weight, even when underweight, as well as a distorted body image and denial of being underweight, people with this condition often refuse or are unable to maintain a healthy weight due to disordered eating behaviours.  Bulimia Nervosa is characterised by regular episodes of binge eating, where large amounts of food are eaten quickly and uncontrollably, these binges are usually followed by purging behaviours, such as self-induced vomiting and an extreme fear of gaining weight (Currie, 2010). Eating disorders have serious consequences for everyone, but they can affect athletes in unique ways. For instance, athletes with disordered eating are at an increased risk of developing Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (RED-S). This condition arises when energy expenditure surpasses energy intake, leading to an energy deficiency. As a result, multiple health systems may be affected, including metabolism, menstrual function, bone health, immune function, cardiovascular health, and psychological well-being. Numerous studies have been conducted to better understand eating disorders within this athletes and research has shown that 13.5% of athletes struggle with an eating disorder. Among female athletes, up to 45% are affected, while 19% of male athletes experience similar challenges. Student athletes have a higher prevalence of eating disorders than non-athletes, with 7.3% of athletes and 2.3% of non-athletes impacted. Additionally, 2% of female athletes suffer from anorexia nervosa, while 6% of female athletes and 2% of male athletes engage in bulimia nervosa behaviours (Rittenhouse, 2021). 
Anxiety
Sports performance anxiety can impact 30 to 60 percent of athletes, anxiety can be experienced as either an emotion or a form of worry, characterised by feelings of unease, nervousness, or fear about an uncertain outcome. It is normal for individuals to experience some degree of anxiety, particularly in high-pressure situations like an important game, a presentation at school or work, or when making significant life decisions. Anxiety can appear in both physical and emotional forms. However, for people with anxiety disorders, this feeling can be overwhelming and debilitating and can interfere with daily life. Physical signs of anxiety can include shortness of breath or rapid breathing, chest tightness, an increased heart rate, excessive sweating, trembling, and a general feeling of being run-down, weak, or tired. Mental signs of anxiety can be just as debilitating as physical symptoms. These can include having a sense of dread, impending danger, panic, or doom. This can include a fear of failure or of letting coaches or teammates down, feeling restless or on-edge and allowing an upcoming game or match to impact daily life for days at a time (UPMC, 2022).  
How mental health issues impact athlete’s performance
Increased injury 
The importance of mental health in athletes is gaining more recognition, athletes experience depression, anxiety, and other mental health issues at similar rates to the general population. However, due to the unique pressures they face, these issues can be worsened, especially when dealing with an injury. Additionally, there is evidence suggesting that mental health problems in athletes may increase the risk of injury. Athletic injuries can have a negative effect on an athlete's mental health. Similarly, mental health can affect athletic performance and is closely linked to the risk of injury, creating a cycle where physical and mental health are hard to separate.  The link between mental illness and the risk of injury has been confirmed in studies worldwide. One study of 108 junior-level soccer players in Norway found that 67% of the athletes’ injury risk could be predicted based on four factors: life stress, anxiety and poor coping skills. A similar study with senior-level soccer players showed the same results. Another study of 307 participants at the International Association of Athletics Federations World Championships in Beijing found that athletes who reported physical symptoms causing anxiety were five times more likely to get injured during the event. High stress, competitive pressure, and mood disorders have all been identified as key factors that predict injury risk (Rogers et al., 2023).
Performance mental blocks
Anxiety in athletes can leads to mental blocks in performance, performance anxiety is common in sports. Athletes may fidget, have racing thoughts, and sweat before a big game or event. The "twisties" are a type of mental block that can occur in gymnastics, particularly during twisting movements in the air. This block creates a disconnect between the brain and body, making it difficult to control the movement. The twisties do not only affect gymnasts, another example of a mental block in sports includes the "yips" in baseball and golf, but the athlete may also be unable to throw the ball or putt where they want. The twisties are a common challenge for gymnasts at all levels, and several former Olympians have expressed support for Simone Biles' experience with them. Former Olympic gymnast Laurie Hernandez shared with Olympics.com (2023), "The rhythm gets off, and your brain stutters for just a moment, and that’s enough to throw off the entire skill. It happens, and it takes a moment to recover from it." Nicole Detling owner of Headstrong Consulting, a sports psychology firm focused on performance enhancement, explained, "The twisties occur more often than the public realises and can be absolutely terrifying for athletes in acrobatic sports." When it comes to performance many athletes face these kinds of mental blocks (Miller and Howard, 2021). 
Decreased endurance
Prolonged restrictive dieting due to disordered eating typically leads to a reduction in VO₂ max and running speed. A lack of adequate carbohydrates causes early glycogen depletion and fatigue, while also forcing the body to rely more heavily on protein for energy. Dehydration also causes fatigue, reduced performance, and faster glycogen depletion. Athletes with symptoms often struggle with malnutrition due to eating disorders, depression, anxiety, and an unhealthy focus on food, eating, and weight. Many also find it harder to perform well, lose emotional connection to their sport, and experience negative effects on their physical health (McCallum Place, 2017). Endurance athletes suffering with eating disorders often develop RED-S or LEA, Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (REDs) refers to a condition of impaired health and reduced athletic performance caused by insufficient food intake to meet the energy demands of training and daily activities. REDs can affect athletes of all genders and ability levels. low energy availability (LEA) is when an athlete continues to push themselves without refuelling, the energy deficit can worsen, eventually impacting their endurance performance and Vo2 max (Childrenshospital.org, 2014). 
Slower reaction times
High levels of anxiety can slow reaction times, it can also strain a person's ability to control their attention. Studies have found that people with more severe depressive symptoms tend to have slower reaction times and other cognitive deficits. People diagnosed with major depression and those who report symptoms of depression have been shown to perform less well on a range of measures of processing speed (Gale, Harris and Deary, 2016). Depression in athletes can lead to slower reaction times due to many factors, depression can affect concentration and focus, making it difficult for athletes to process information quickly and respond in a timely manner during competition or training. It often causes persistent fatigue, which can result in slower physical and mental responses. The feeling of being drained or lethargic makes it harder for athletes to react swiftly, and it can decrease an athlete’s motivation, leading to less intensity during practice and competition. This can slow their physical movements and decision-making processes. Reaction time is a critical factor in sports, determining the success of an athlete's performance, whether it is a game of basketball, football, or tennis, a quick reaction time can be the difference between victory or defeat (Forys and Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2022). 
 
Athletes who have come forward suffering with mental health.
In recent years, a growing number of athletes have courageously shared their struggles with mental health, shedding light on an issue that was once largely kept behind closed doors. These individuals have used their platforms to advocate for mental health awareness, inspiring others to seek help and promoting a culture of acceptance in the sports world. From Olympic champions to professional players, their stories show that mental health challenges do not discriminate, regardless of achievements or status. By coming forward, these athletes have not only broken-down stigmas but also opened crucial conversations about the need for comprehensive mental health support in sports. Simone Biles' decision to open up about the mental health challenges that compelled her to withdraw mid-competition at Tokyo 2020. Olympics in 2021 was a game changing moment surrounding mental health in sports,  inspired by her openness, many more Olympians - including Naomi Osaka, Adam Peaty, Caeleb Dressel, and Tom Daley - shared similar experiences. Simone Biles’ open discussion brought worldwide attention to “the twisties,” a phenomenon that highlights that mental blocks athletes can occur when under extreme stress. Adam Peaty and Caeleb Dressel, both world-class swimmers, have openly addressed the mental and emotional toll of competing at the highest level, shining a light on the often-unseen psychological challenges behind their success. Tom Daley has spoken about how dealing with grief and the pressures of perfection impacted his mental health, offering a powerful reminder that even the most accomplished athletes face personal battles. These athletes’ stories have sparked widespread discussions about the systemic changes needed to better support athletes' mental health, including access to mental health professionals, the importance of breaks and recovery, and creating an environment where athletes feel safe to express vulnerability. By breaking the silence, these athletes have paved the way for a more compassionate and supportive sports culture, inspiring fans, peers, and younger athletes to understand that seeking is important (Olympics.com, 2023).
      
What support is available 
As the focus on mental health in sports continues to grow, organisations, coaches, and educational institutions are taking significant steps to provide better support for athletes. For example, the mental health organisation Mind has partnered with Welsh Athletics to offer free mental health awareness training and a Champions Scheme for Athletics Clubs and Social Running Groups across Wales (Welshathletics.org, 2024). Similarly, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) has introduced comprehensive mental health frameworks that emphasize early intervention, athlete education, and access to support networks. These initiatives offer a thorough understanding of mental health symptoms and disorders in elite athletes while providing resources and guidance for further support (S P R I N G, 2023). Due to the growing demand from athletes struggling with mental health, the Whole Being Athlete Program was developed.  This is a programme that empowers athletes of all levels and backgrounds to work together and reduce the stigma of mental health in and out of sports (jbelinkie, 2021). There are also sports psychologists who play a crucial role in supporting athletes' mental well-being. These professionals specialise in helping athletes manage stress, improve focus, and overcome mental barriers, such as performance anxiety or fear of failure. They work with individuals or teams to build resilience, develop coping strategies, and optimise mental performance. For example, many elite sports organisations, including professional football clubs and Olympic teams, have integrated sports psychologists into their coaching staff to ensure athletes receive support both on and off the field (UK Sports Institute, 2021).
Conclusion
Mental health in athletes is a growing concern that affects both their well-being and their ability to perform at their best. The pressures of competition, the need to meet high expectations, and the constant push for perfection mean athletes are often at greater risk of mental health problems like burnout, depression, eating disorders, and anxiety. These challenges can lead to issues such as mental blocks, slower reaction times, and even a higher chance of injury, showing how closely mental and physical health are connected. Thankfully, more is being done to help, organisations like the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and Mind are leading the way with programmes that focus on early support, raising awareness, and giving athletes the tools they need to stay mentally healthy. Programmes such as the Whole Being Athlete initiative and the inclusion of sports psychologists in professional teams provide athletes with vital resources to manage stress, build resilience, and improve focus. High-profile athletes like Simone Biles and Naomi Osaka have shown great courage in speaking about their struggles. Their honesty has helped to break down barriers and has inspired wider conversations about the importance of mental health in sport. These stories remind us that even the most successful athletes can face challenges, and their openness has encouraged change across the sporting world. Going forward, it is essential to continue prioritising mental health in sport. This includes making mental health support more accessible, creating safe spaces for athletes to speak up, and making sure coaches and teams understand how to help. By valuing mental health as much as physical fitness, the world of sport can become a healthier, more supportive place. 
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