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Abstract  

Collegiate athletes face many stressors throughout their college careers that can impact 

them in a multitude of ways. One question that remains largely unknown regarding collegiate 

athletes and stress is whether stress is higher when an athlete is in-season or out of season. To 

conduct this study, 91 student-athletes at SUNY Brockport were surveyed about their mental 

status and wellbeing. Student-athletes were asked demographic questions 27 questions adapted 

from the Beck Depression Scale (Beck, 1961). Athletes in-season and out of season were 

surveyed in the Fall of 2019 to compare and contrast the results from both seasons. An 

independent two sample t-test analysis revealed the mental well-being of athletes was impacted 

more when they are in-season, compared to out of season. The results can help create new 

policies and recommendations for athletic departments to implement in order to ensure that 

student-athletes are taking care of themselves both physically and mentally given the demands 

placed upon student-athletes.  

 

Introduction 

 Mental health is a crucial aspect of health that too frequently gets over-looked in college 

students, specifically student athletes. There has been progress made by bringing more attention 

to the importance of caring one’s mental health, and the athletics community is beginning to 

follow; nevertheless, much more work is needed to ensure college athletes have all of the help 

that they need. The National College Athletic Association (NCAA) released their four 

recommended best practices for universities to implement in order to help athletes gain access to 

mental health care. These practices include connections/referrals to professionals for students to 

speak to, mental health screening guidelines and ways to develop environments that promote 
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mental well-being (Powell, 2020). Despite the increase focus and attention placed on the mental 

health of student athletes within the past few years, there is an underwhelming amount of 

research regarding trends and potential patterns of mental health behavior to guide policy. There 

are very few statistics to address deficits that student athletes may be feeling in their mental 

health, especially when it comes to differences athletes may have in-season compared to their 

off-season.  

 While there is little information known about patterns of mental health with student 

athletes, a few statistics are available which demonstrated how many athletes report tribulations 

with their mental health. For example, the organization Athletes for Hope found that up to 35% 

of professional athletes suffer issues with their mental health such as depression, anxiety, eating 

disorders, burnout, etc. (Athletes for Hope, 2016). Even though this paper is aimed at 

professional athletes, this statistic remains significant because it shows that the stress placed 

upon athletes by others and themselves impacts the athlete in many ways. Athletes of Hope also 

found that 33% of college students overall report symptoms of mental health conditions; and 

30% of these students who report symptoms sought help. That is compared to the 10% of student 

athletes who have sought help and reported concerns with their mental health (Athletes for Hope, 

2016). Of course, it would be preferred that the number of people seeing help higher (athletes 

and non-athletes), yet it shows the discrepancy in student athletes seeking help. One explanation 

is the serotype that athletes must be “mentally tough” at all times. Mental toughness does 

wonders for the performance level of athletes, helping them overcome their own thoughts that 

may be holding them back. However, it does not mean that an athlete is mentally weak if they 

seek help for their mental health trepidations; in fact, getting help will end up strengthening 

mental toughness. 



Mental Wellness of Athletes In-Season Compared to Off-Season 
 

4 

A 2015 study surveyed athletic trainers on their thoughts and concerns about a variation 

of topics regarding their student athletes. 85% of the athletic trainers interviewed reported that 

anxiety affects (or they believe anxiety is affecting) their student athletes (Neal et al., 2015). 

Researchers also found that 83% of athletic trainers were concerned with eating 

disorders/disordered eating impacting their athletes (Neal et al., 2015). Both statistics are highly 

concerning because it is clear that many student athletes are struggling with their mental health, 

which in turn is going to impact them on a daily basis in all areas of life.  

 Student athletes face a tremendous amount of stress daily that can have an extreme 

impact on mental health, such as performance pressure, time constraints, and balancing 

schoolwork with training. The pressure that is placed on athletes is difficult to overcome 

especially when it is coming from multiple sources such as coaches, the administration, 

teammates, parents and from their own expectations of themselves. One of the principal stressors 

faced by many athletes is the desire to be the best. The athletics community tells us that “fatigue, 

soreness, lethargy, pain, hunger, irritability, and anxiety are not problems to be overcome, but 

solutions that are being lived out such that the best version of the student-athlete can be 

actualized” (Whitehead & Senecal, 2020, p.153). Mentalities such as this are often ingrained into 

the brains of athletes, to the point that they often feel guilty for taking a day off from training or 

using their spare time to catch up on schoolwork rather than training for their sport. Whitehead & 

Senecal (2020) explained this well when they stated that, “the athlete that has opted to work out 

for fear of ‘loosing fitness’ has dug herself into a hole of which it is difficult to get out” (p.153). 

This quote explains how the intense pressure placed on athletes to be in the best shape, best at 

certain skills, etc. drives athletes to dwell on and dedicate a large sum of time and energy on 

trying to be the best, rather than taking needed recovery time. The idea that fatigue, lethargy, 
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anxiety, etc are normal feelings that accompany the title of being a hard-working student athlete, 

is incredibly damaging to the mental health of all athletes. One reason being that athletes are 

taught that they can reach all of their goals as long as the work hard enough and put in the 

needed time and effort. This idea is so ingrained into young athlete’s minds that when they don’t 

reach a goal, they often feel as though they are a failure, and didn’t succeed merely because they 

didn’t work hard enough (Whitehead & Senecal 2020). Thought processes such as these are 

detrimental to the mental health of college athletes, and can leave them dwelling on their sport 

performance, and distract them from their school responsibilities, work, social life, etc. 

 Fatigue and under recovery can also be major sources of stress for student athletes. 

Athletes are often afraid of taking time to rest and recover out of fear that someone else is 

working harder than them that given day, not realizing that rest will help them recovery and 

perform more powerfully in the long run (Balk & de Jonge, 2020). Whitehead & Senecal (2020) 

stated that, “A tired athlete may need more sleep (or a more well-balanced nutrition program, 

etc.). If she takes a caffeine supplement or massive doses of sugar, this can manage the 

symptoms of fatigue, but her body is still being deprived of what it needs. Once again, this cycle 

continues only when the athlete treats her body as a thing that cannot be trusted” (p. 154). This 

statement is implying that instead of listening to their bodies, athletes often cut-corners by 

finding ways to “out-smart” their body such as drinking excessive caffeine rather than getting 

more sleep. This may help in short-term scenarios, but in the long-run, rest and recovery is much 

more beneficial (Balk & de Jonge, 2020). 

 The aforementioned studies and similar research related to mental health and athletes can 

help mental health professionals and university administrators to obtain a better understanding of 

stressors that athletes face, and any deficits/concerns their athletes may have regarding mental 
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health. Studying the difference of mental health statuses in-season compared to the off-season 

can help develop more knowledge about what student athletes endure on a daily basis, and what 

helps/hinders their mental health. This information will allow professionals to respond and 

develop policies accordingly, in order to support their athletes and ensure that they have the best 

experience possible at their university, and to set them up for success throughout the rest of their 

lives. 

The purpose of this research was to explore the the difference between mental health 

among collegiate athletes that are in-season, compared to those in their off-season. It is 

hypothesized that athletes currently participating in their season will have a more favorable 

mental health status due to a strict schedule that leaves little time for procrastination and 

distraction that may otherwise be harmful to the student athlete. 

 

Methods  

Throughout this study, 91 student athletes from an NCAA Division III institution in the 

Northern United States were asked to complete a survey about how they were feeling and the 

status of their mental health. Four teams on campus were surveyed; two teams were participating 

in their season, while the other two teams were in their off-season. Members of these teams were 

included in this study as long as they met the inclusion standards. Participants were over the age 

of 18 and had experienced at least half of their main season. Therefore, incoming freshmen from 

the off-season teams were excluded from this study. 

Males and females were both asked to participate in this study; therefore, it is worthwhile 

to study the similarities and differences between males and females when it comes to mental 

health. According to a study conducted in 2012, “there were no statistically significant 
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differences between women and men or between young and old patients in the self-reported 

symptoms at baseline” (Glise, Ahlborg, & Jonsdottir, 2012, p. 1). However, this study did find 

that females were more likely to seek assistance with their mental health, since they had many 

more female patients referred to their clinical. Although the referral prevalence was higher for 

women, they concluded that there were not any major differences between the sexes once they 

were at the clinic, in regard to levels of distress, symptoms, burnout, etc. An independent two 

sample t-test was performed on data from this current study to test for any significant data 

differences between males and females, and no statistical difference was found, resulting in 

males and females being included in the same grouping for in and out of season samples. 

Surveys were administered during October 2019 and consisted of 27 questions adapted 

from The Beck Depression Scale (BECK, 1961). Participants were asked to respond to each 

question by choosing which answer they felt best represented their feelings/lifestyle during that 

particular time. The original plan was to survey the athletes again in the Spring of 2020 to 

compare the data, however due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, the study became cross-sectional, 

and based solely on Fall 2019 data.   

Permission to survey the student athletes was granted by the Institutional Review Board 

at the institution where the study took place. Only athletes over the age of 18 were asked to 

participate and signed a form of consent. All participants were asked if they wished to 

participate, and no compensation was granted in return for participation. Anonymity was 

promised to participants and fulfilled by separating consent forms from the surveys and 

collecting them individually.  

 

Results  
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 Figure 1.1 shows the average response to each of the 27 questions asked on the surveys 

given to student athletes. After studying the data collected from these surveys, it was found that 

the hypothesis of the study is incorrect. The results for each question (from a scale of 0-3, with 3 

corresponding to a higher concern with mental health) were added up for each question and 

divided by the number of participants in each group (in-season and off-season). It was found that 

the total in-season average was 24.768 and the total off-season average was 20.768, showing that 

athletes who are in their main season are facing more distress with their mental health than 

athletes in their off-season. The p-value was calculated and found to be 0.030779, which 

revealed a statistically significant difference between the groups. 

Figure 1.1 
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Discussion 

Outcomes  

 The outcome of this study did not support the hypothesis that athletes currently 

participating in their main season, will have a more favorable mental health status, to be 

incorrect. This result supports most of the background research found, demonstrating that 

athletes are under a high amount of stress from their sport, which is of course has a bigger role 

when in season. Most of the answers to questions on the survey showed that collegiate student 

athletes are in fact struggling more with their mental health when in season and competing  

 There were a few questions that did contradict the consensus of the study, which makes 

looking into those questions significant. Question twenty-three asked about how many days a 

week one consumes alcohol if they choose to do so. The in-season average was 0.588, with most 

answers being never, or once or twice week. The off-season average was 1.268, relating more to 

1-3 times a week. Question 25 asked about how many alcoholic drinks one consumes each time 

they decide to drink alcohol. The in-season average was 1.618, so an average of 1-3 drinks. The 

off-season average was 7.786, so more like 3 or 4 or more drinks. Question 25 asked about drug 

use, 0 being that they never use drugs, 1 meaning rarely, 2 meaning several times a week, and 3 

meaning they use drugs every day. The in-season average was 0.343, meaning an average of 

never or rarely, and the off-season average was 0.911, so still low, but more common. It is 

noteworthy that the questions that rated higher during the off-season had to do with drugs and 

alcohol. One major reason for this would be that many teams have rules and regulations when it 

comes to limited or no drinking/partying in-season permitted, especially before games. Another 

reason for this increased drug/alcohol use during the off-season is the fact that most athletes have 
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more time to party and hang out with friends when they aren’t competing as frequently and 

spending less time at practice. Therefore, the regulations and limited time act as a protective 

factor against alcohol and drug use and therefore may have a positive impact on the mental 

health of student athletes, which would be worth further research. 

 When asked how satisfied the student athletes were with their overall current mental 

health status, in-season athletes reported an average of 1.229, which equates to the average 

response of, “I am struggling but working on it” and “I could be better”. In comparison, the off-

season average was 0.786 which equates to a response of “very satisfied” or “it could be better”. 

Several other questions scored a significant higher score in-season including questions about 

how overwhelmed the athlete gets when faced with stress, how often their emotions get the best 

of them, if they find themselves crying more frequently than usual, if they feel as if there isn’t 

enough time in the day to get everything accomplished, and if they are not getting adequate 

sleep. These higher scores indicate that the student athletes tend to be struggling with these 

topics/factors, therefore hindering the state of their mental health. 

 

Implications for university staff (athletics administration coaches, etc.) 

 After looking at data from this study and past research, it is important to recognize what 

gaps there are in the mental wellness of out student athletes. Addressing these deficits by coming 

up with guidelines and strategies to be implemented by university staff, will help to overcome 

some of the challenges that student athletes face. One extremely helpful strategy that coaches 

and administrators can do to help the mental health of athletes is to promote their recovery, both 

physically and mentally. An article written by Balk & de Jonge stated that, “…recovery can be 

considered a multidimensional construct, which implies that complete recovery is accomplished 
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when physical and mental (i.e., cognitive and emotional systems) have been replenished” (Balk 

& de Jonge, 2020, p.2). This statement indicates that when athletes have a day off, they should 

truly have the day off; free of other sport-related assignments; film to watch, told to work out on 

their own, etc. This is because when athletes are still focused on their sport and their 

performance, they are not recovering mentally since they may be stressed and overwhelmed by 

the things they need to do for their coaches, in addition to completing school assignments, work 

and other responsibilities.  

 An important point to address is that reducing the physical workload of athletes isn’t 

going to always be possible or beneficial. The idea isn’t to simply reduce how hard athletes are 

working, but to optimize their recovery time, and to get the most out of that time as they possibly 

can. Balk & de Jonge described this well when they said, “As lowering demands in elite sport 

may not always be feasible, practice, or even desirable, optimizing recovery could be a better and 

more effective approach for preventing negative outcomes of sport participation” (Balk & de 

Jonge, 2020, p.2).  

 It would be beneficial to teach athletes strategies on how to relax when they are feeling 

overwhelmed, such as muscle relaxation strategies, meditation, breathing techniques and many 

others. It would be helpful to have professionals in the mental health field work with athletes as 

well to teach them these strategies so they can use them when they start stressing, worrying, 

panicking, etc. Unfortunately, this is not feasible for all schools and athletic departments due to a 

lack of funding, resources, etc. therefore the coach can assist athletes in using these strategies. 

One example of this would be when a player isn’t performing at the level that they know they 

can, since they are in their head and overthinking. Pulling the player out of practice or during 

competition, even if it’s just for a few minutes can help the athlete to reset and recognize that 
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their emotions are overwhelming them and impacting their performance. This one example of a 

simple strategy that coaches can use, has the potential to benefit the performance of the athlete 

and their mental health in that moment. 

 Lastly, another example of what coaches and administrators can do to help their student 

athletes, is to make sure the athletes know they are worth more than their sport. This can be done 

in a variety of ways, even if it is as simple as having coaches sit down with their players and set 

goals in multiple domains of their life. The conversation could include setting goals within their 

sport, their well-being, schoolwork, if they have a job, goals for their relationships with family 

and friends, and any other important areas of life. This way the coach is portraying that they care 

more about the athlete than just what they contribute on the field. It is also preparing the athlete 

for the inevitable end of their athletic career, when it is difficult to find purpose when what they 

have worked for their whole life has ended. These conversations show the athlete that athletics 

isn’t everything, and that it is crucial to put time and effort into multiple areas of life.  

 

Limitations and implications for further research  

 This study took place during the 2019-2020 school year, and the COVID-19 pandemic 

altered plans for the study, as it was intended to be a longitudinal approach throughout the school 

year. Data was collected within the fall season and could not be collected again in the spring due 

to campuses and athletics shutting down. Therefore, the comparison between in-season and off-

season athletes was done between the four teams surveyed in the fall (two were in season and 

two were out of season). A recommendation for further research would be to repeat the study, 

with a more longitudinal approach in order to obtain more data points.  
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 Another limitation of this study was that all of the off-season athletes were males, and the 

in-season athletes were females. Studies show there are no major differences between the two, 

however it would be helpful to repeat the study with more diverse populations, so that each 

season had a mix of male and female athletes. 

Conclusion 

 There is not enough current research that addresses the mental health of student athletes, 

and what strategies are the most effective in helping student athletes. The research from this 

study can be used to help coaches and administrators see several concerns that their athletes have 

with their mental health, and what they can do to help. Continuing the conversation about mental 

health and encouraging others to talk about the subject, is the best ways to decrease the stigma of 

mental health issues, which is long overdue.  
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