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Student-athlete disclosures of psychological distress:
Exploring the experiences of university coaches
and athletes

James E. Bissett and Katherine A. Tamminen

Faculty of Kinesiology and Physical Education, University of Toronto, Toronto, Canada

ABSTRACT
Student-athletes are suggested to be an at-risk population for experi-
encing psychological distress, and coaches have been identified as
support providers for distressed athletes. However, little is known
about the interactions between student-athletes and their coaches
when athletes disclose psychological distress. Therefore, the purpose
of this research was to explore the experiences of student-athletes
disclosing psychological distress to university coaches. Semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted with 15 student-athletes (2 male,
13 female; Mage ¼ 24.5 years) and 15 university coaches (11 male, 4
female; Mage ¼ 41.9 years). Data were analyzed using a thematic ana-
lysis. Results indicated that perceived barriers (emphasis on athlete
toughness, power of coaches, athlete’s position on a team, poor visi-
bility of distress, and previous negative experiences with disclosure)
discouraged student-athletes from disclosing distress and suggest
that barriers may be overcome by coaches fostering supportive team
cultures. Strategies for coaches to establish supportive team cultures
were identified, such as building diverse coaching staff, using non-
discriminatory language, and role-modeling desired behaviors. Based
on the findings, guidelines are provided for effective coach support
following disclosure. This research suggests that coaches have the
potential to positively influence student-athletes’ disclosures of psy-
chological distress and facilitate the process of athletes seeking help;
however, clearer boundaries need to be established to govern the
appropriate role of coaches in supporting psychologically distressed
student-athletes.

Lay Summary We examined experiences of student-athlete disclo-
sures of psychological distress to university coaches. Barriers, such as
previous negative experiences with disclosure, perceptions of athlete
toughness, and the athlete’s position on the team, prevented ath-
letes from disclosing distress. Strategies for coaches to create cul-
tures that support athlete help-seeking behaviors are presented.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE:

� As a frontline preventative measure in supporting the psycho-
logical well-being of student-athletes, coaches should establish
team cultures that address perceived barriers to disclosure and
encourage athlete help seeking behaviors. Coaches may foster
desired team cultures by applying recommendations made by
the present research, such as adopting a holistic coaching
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philosophy, speaking openly with athletes about psychological
distress, and providing transparent selection criteria.

� When working with psychologically distressed student-athletes,
coaches should engage in immediate, short-, and long-term support
practices inclusive of responding supportively to athletes’ initial dis-
closures, assisting athletes in developing plans for managing their
distress, and maintaining consistent communication and engage-
ment with the athlete throughout the recovery process.

� Coaches should prioritize the development of coach-athlete rela-
tionships founded on trust and bidirectional communication with
student-athletes to facilitate student-athletes’ willingness and
abilities to disclose distress and access early support.

Student-athletes may be at an increased risk for experiencing psychological distress
(Etzel et al., 2006; Moreland et al., 2018). Psychological distress can be defined as “the
unique discomforting, emotional state experienced by an individual in response to a
specific stressor or demand that results in harm, either temporary or permanent, to the
person” (Ridner, 2004, p. 539). There are several stressors unique to student-athletes
that may contribute to their likelihood of experiencing psychological distress, including
maintaining eligibility status, injury, pressure to achieve athletic success, and interper-
sonal conflict with teammates or coaches (Etzel et al., 2006; Sudano et al., 2017; Yang
et al., 2007), as well as time demands and regimented schedules that discourage stu-
dent-athletes from pursuing educational opportunities and expanding their social net-
works (Navarro & Malvaso, 2015; Proctor & Boan-Lenzo, 2010).
A survey of 284 Canadian student-athletes demonstrated the prevalence of distress

among this population, finding that 14.7% of male and 23.4% of female student-athletes
met the threshold for severe psychological distress (Sullivan et al., 2019). Additional
research has documented psychologically distressing challenges among student-athletes
associated with athletic injury (Putukian, 2016; Wolanin et al., 2015), sexual identity
(Fenwick & Simpson, 2017; Kroshus & Davoren, 2016), and sexual violence (McCray,
2015). Further, the emotional response to these challenges may be associated with
impaired mental health, evidenced by cases of depression (Armstrong et al., 2015;
Wolanin et al., 2015), disordered eating behaviors (Chatterton & Petrie, 2013; Greenleaf
et al., 2009), substance abuse problems (Druckman et al., 2015), and suicide (Rao et al.,
2015) among student-athletes.
To help manage psychological distress, student-athletes often rely on support pro-

viders, including university coaches (Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001). Coaches play an inte-
gral role in the lives of athletes (Bloom et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016) and the receipt of
social support may help athletes maintain their psychological well-being (Hagiwara
et al., 2017). Findings support student-athletes’ preferences for seeking support from
coaches, specifically following instances of athletic injury (Yang et al., 2010), which may
help minimize the risk of injured athletes experiencing associated psychological distur-
bances (Putukian, 2016). Similarly, student-athletes have been found to prefer seeking
support from coaches compared to family, friends, and mental health or sport professio-
nals (Maniar et al., 2001), and those struggling with disordered eating have reported
confiding in coaches as early support contacts (Kroshus et al., 2014).
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Several researchers have argued that coaches are a primary source of support for ath-
letes experiencing psychological distress because of the close relationships that develop
between coaches and athletes. For example, Davis and Jowett (2010, 2014) suggested
that coaches connect with athletes on an emotional level and foster a level of comfort
that facilitates athletes’ abilities to seek support from coaches for non-sport related
issues. Literature specific to coach-athlete relationships in university settings supports
this research, indicating that coaches often schedule meetings with student-athletes and
discuss challenges related both to sport and athletes’ personal lives (Giacobbi et al.,
2002). Further, varsity coaches have been found to perceive their role in caring for stu-
dent-athletes to involve providing support when athletes are faced with challenges
related to sport, academics, and life in general (Knust & Fisher, 2015). Collectively, this
research supports the importance of coach support for student-athletes who are experi-
encing psychological distress and indicates that student-athletes may perceive a level of
comfort when disclosing intimate life details to coaches.
While coaches have been reported as potential sources of support for student-athletes

experiencing psychological distress, athletes may face barriers to accessing support when
needed (Moreland et al., 2018; Sudano et al., 2017). Underreporting of depressive symp-
toms among student-athlete populations has led researchers to suggest that stigma asso-
ciated with mental illness is a primary barrier to accessing support (L�opez & Levy,
2013; Yang et al., 2007), while additional research suggests the culture of intercollegiate
sport prevents student-athletes from admitting they are suffering from psychological dis-
tress for fear of being labeled as weak (Proctor & Boan-Lenzo, 2010; Wolanin et al.,
2015). Further, athletes’ perceptions of negative coach attitudes toward disclosure may
decrease the likelihood of student-athletes reporting distress and accessing support
(Baugh et al., 2014). As such, researchers have recommended engaging varsity coaches
to help address perceived barriers because coaches’ opinions and views about help-
seeking behaviors can influence how student-athletes respond when experiencing psy-
chological distress (Moreland et al., 2018). Coaches also possess tremendous knowledge
of their respective sports (Moreland et al., 2018) and can have the ability to develop
team cultures that combat stigma associated with athlete help-seeking behaviors (Breslin
et al., 2017).
Despite these suggestions, little is known about coach-athlete interactions when stu-

dent-athletes disclose psychological distress or how coaches respond to athletes during
the disclosure process. Therefore, the purpose of this research was to explore experien-
ces of student-athletes disclosing psychological distress to coaches from the perspective
of athletes and coaches. This study addressed the following research questions: (a) What
are student-athletes’ experiences of disclosing psychological distress to their coaches? (b)
What are coaches’ experiences of dealing with student-athletes’ disclosure of psycho-
logical distress?

Methods

Paradigmatic position

This study was conducted from a constructivist paradigmatic position because it aimed
to understand and (re)construct meaning through participants’ own perceptions of
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reality and lived experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The researchers actively partici-
pated in the research process, influencing the production of knowledge and co-creating
findings to reflect both the participants’ and researchers’ lived experiences, reflecting a
subjectivist epistemology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln et al., 2011).

Participants

Fifteen former varsity student-athletes (2 male, 13 female; Mage ¼ 24.5 years) and 15
university coaches (11 male, 4 female; Mage ¼ 41.9 years) were recruited. Athletes were
included if they identified as having endured a form of psychological distress1 while
participating for a Canadian post-secondary institution and disclosed this distress to a
coach. Former student-athletes were recruited to reduce the risk of disrupting current
coach-athlete relationships. Current and former coaches were included if they had expe-
rienced athlete disclosures of distress and subsequently acted as support providers.
Participants were associated with a variety of sports including baseball, cross country,
curling, figure skating, football, golf, hockey, rowing, rugby, soccer, swimming, track
and field, and volleyball.

Sampling procedure

Following ethics approval from the University of Toronto Research Ethics Board, athlet-
ics departments at post-secondary institutions across Ontario were contacted to share
study information with former student-athletes. A nonprofit organization focused on
championing student-athlete mental health was also contacted and shared study infor-
mation on their website and social media platforms. Interested student-athletes self-
selected into the study if they felt they had experienced psychological distress.
Student-athletes who participated in interviews were asked to consent to inviting their

coach to participate in the study. Of the 15 student-athlete participants, 5 consented to
contacting their coach and 3 of these dyad coaches were successfully recruited. The
remaining 10 student-athletes did not feel comfortable including their dyad coach in the
study. We recruited an additional 12 coaches from institutions across Ontario to partici-
pate in the study. In total, 182 additional coaches were contacted using emails listed on
athletics’ department websites, and 54 of these coaches responded; 27 of whom were
not interested in participating and 27 who expressed interest. Twelve of these coaches
were included in the study on a first-come-first-serve basis. Informed written consent
was received from all study participants. All participants were offered a $10 gift card as
compensation for participating in the study.

Data collection and analysis

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews that asked participants about their
experiences with athlete disclosures of psychological distress and their perceptions of
the support received from coaches. Interviews were conducted by the first author. The
first author received interview training from the second author, who has extensive
expertise in qualitative methodologies. In-person interviews were conducted with
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participants who lived within a reasonable distance to commute to a mutually conveni-
ent location. The remaining interviews were conducted via Skype, FaceTime, or phone.
All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Student-athlete interviews
averaged a length of 1 hour, 16minutes. Coach interviews were an average length of
1 hour, 5minutes.
Interview data were interpreted using a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and

the data were organized and coded using NVivo qualitative software. Interviews were
transcribed and each transcript read several times to gain familiarity with the data.
Initial codes were generated based on patterns noted during transcription, as well as
new patterns that were identified from further readings of the transcripts.
Because thematic analysis is a recursive process, a combined inductive and deductive

approach was used to complete the analysis (Patton, 2002). An inductive analysis gener-
ated the preliminary framework of codes and themes, followed by a deductive analysis
using the initial codes to further develop and refine each theme. The preliminary frame-
work was inductively derived from the student-athlete data and then used to deductively
analyze the coach data. Examples of inductively derived codes from student-athlete tran-
scripts that informed the deductive analysis of coach transcripts included: athlete pos-
ition on team, coach-athlete relationship, barrier to disclosure, and team culture
surrounding mental health. Through this recursive process, the researchers identified
that the disclosure experiences described in both student-athlete and coach transcripts
shared a similar sequence of events, inclusive of a pre-disclosure phase, a point of dis-
closure, and a post-disclosure phase. This sequence of events helped inform the final
stages of analysis as complementary codes were grouped together to produce themes
and, if necessary, themes that reflected similar content were combined. Analysis of data
ultimately produced three themes (barriers to disclosure, disclosing distress to coaches,
and supporting student-athletes following disclosure), organized in chronological order
to represent the described timeline of athletes disclosing psychological distress to
a coach.

Results

Barriers to disclosure

Student-athletes’ experiences with psychological distress occurred within an environ-
ment that exemplified traditional sport norms and ideals, resulting in athletes initially
choosing not to disclose their distress. This period of non-disclosure was described as
being influenced by five factors that acted as barriers to disclosure. A description of
each barrier is presented below (see Table 1 for examples and quotes from participants).
The first barrier to disclosure was an emphasis on demonstrating toughness because

student-athletes often internalized athletic toughness as a cornerstone in their athletic
identities. As such, when athletes experienced psychological distress, they perceived it as
a weakness and felt it was unwelcomed within the traditionally tough sport environ-
ment. The perception of psychological distress as a weakness was described as contribu-
ting to a stigma surrounding distress and fostered a mentality that athletes should
manage their distress on their own, rather than burden somebody with disclosure.
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A second barrier was the power dynamic between coaches and student-athletes;
student-athletes believed disclosure would result in coaches losing faith in their per-
formance abilities, subsequently limiting playing time or opportunities to compete.
Student-athletes, particularly those in starting positions, formed these perceptions

Table 1. Barriers to disclosure of psychological distress faced by student-athletes.
Barrier Student-athlete quote Coach quote

Emphasis on Athlete Toughness It’s just the way that like sport … is
kind of constructed. … You like
have to have that like toughness
and like not being tough just kind
of makes you a lesser athlete.
(Jessica, Track & Field)

It’s related to cultural values and
stigma around needing help or
not appearing strong, …
especially in the context of
athletics where, you know,
strength or toughness is valued.
… There’s a stigma around that,
[which is] probably the initial
barrier. (Adam, Rowing)

Power of Coaches I was very surprised that I was
starting. … I didn’t wanna give
that up. I didn’t wanna like, have
[my coach] lose trust in me or
lose faith in like, my ability to
play. … I didn’t wanna lose
playing time. … [That’s] one of
the main reasons why I was
hesitant to come forward.
(Kerri, Volleyball)

I think [student-athletes] look at
some of the distress they go
through and they wonder, will
coaches look at it as a weakness
and so, is it gonna affect my
position, my role on the team?
… Do I really wanna take this to
the coach and then maybe I won’t
be starting tomorrow.
(Erik, Volleyball)

Athlete’s Position on a Team [I didn’t disclose my sexuality sooner
because] I wasn’t sure what the
response would be like … based
on the way the guys are. … I
don’t wanna be the guy that
disrupts the culture and like, gets
kicked off the team.
(Micah, Volleyball)

[Student-athletes] all feel a sense of
obligation … to perform as best
as possible. … They really want
to contribute to the team. …
There’s obviously internal and
external pressures that … I don’t
wanna let my team down, I don’t
wanna let my fans down, or …
guys are counting on me.
(Aaron, Baseball)

Poor Visibility of Distress There was fear in seeking support
because like, no one talks about
… [athletes] seeking support and
I only knew one friend at the time
who was in therapy, and she was
not having a good experience.
(Veronica, Track & Field)

[Student-athletes] can go through a
lot of stuff and they can suffer
crisis, but they may not know
what to do with it. … They
haven’t been through an
experience where this happened
[and they recognized they] need
to reach out for help. Instead,
they’ll fall back on their traditional
ways … of maybe numbing out.
(Phil, Golf)

Previous Negative Experiences I’ve just like never felt like I got
support from [my coach]. … I
actually broke my pinky and was
at physio one day and missed
practice. … [My coach] asked the
team, ‘oh where’s Britney,’ and
[my teammates] were like …
‘she’s at physio’ … [My coach
then] laughed at the fact that I
was missing practice for
something as little as a pinky. …
When I heard that I was like, okay
[my coach] doesn’t care about me.
(Britney, Basketball)

The other challenge or barrier is …
[the student-athlete’s] past history
where they haven’t had a good
experience when telling
somebody. … Maybe there
wasn’t support or an
understanding or listening or a
willingness to help. … I’ve seen
[that] a decent amount of times.
… They waited longer to involve
[the coaches] because they’re just
worried about what the reaction
would be. (Erik, Volleyball)
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through observing coach behaviors that not only reinforced negative coach attitudes
toward disclosure, but celebrated athletes who did not disclose challenges by rewarding
these athletes with greater opportunities to compete.
The student-athlete’s position on the team was also a barrier to disclosure, and ath-

letes described hierarchies within teams that they felt discouraged disclosure of psycho-
logical distress. Hierarchies were based on athletes’ individual athletic contributions,
meaning athletes in more substantial roles, such as team captains or starters, felt pres-
sure not to disclose distress in order to maintain their image as team leaders.
Conversely, athletes who identified as bench players or underclassmen were also hesi-
tant to disclose distress because they did not feel like valued team members and feared
detracting focus from teammates who ranked above them on the team’s hierarchy.
These student-athletes also felt at risk of bullying from higher ranking players, further
discouraging disclosure because they feared speaking up would disrupt existing
team dynamics.
Participants said that psychological distress was not widely discussed within the sport

environment, which resulted in athletes initially being unable to recognize that they
were experiencing distress. Once athletes identified they were in distress, the poor visi-
bility of distress in sport led student-athletes to believe they were alone, resulting in feel-
ings of isolation. As such, rather than initiating disclosure, athletes explained feeling
that they should hide their distress.
Athletes with previous negative experiences disclosing distress to coaches prior to or

during university felt discouraged from subsequent disclosures. The athletes felt these
experiences taught them that sport is not a suitable environment for discussing distress
and instilled a mindset that coaches are not concerned for the psychological well-being
of athletes.

Disclosing distress to coaches

Ultimately, student-athletes overcame perceived barriers and disclosures of distress were
initiated by either the coach or the student-athlete. Disclosure experiences were
described as being heavily influenced by both the coach-athlete relationship and the
team cultures created by coaches.
Instances of coach-initiated disclosure were influenced by coaches’ noticing a decrease

in an athlete’s performance. Some student-athletes said they appreciated coach-initiated
disclosure because they felt it demonstrated that coaches cared for their well-being and
provided an opportunity to disclose their distress and access support. Jessica explained:

[I disclosed my depression] because [my coach] had originally come to me and … noticed
something different [at practice]. … I knew that [coach] understood that it was affecting
me in a large way. … [It] was like, ‘okay, [coach] does care.’ … That was … an opening.
… I really just needed someone to talk to. (Jessica, Athlete, Track & Field)

In most cases, however, disclosure was initiated by the student-athletes. These athletes
described reaching a breaking point where they felt they could no longer manage their
distress alone. This breaking point was often associated with athletes believing that their
athletic performances had suffered and they needed to provide coaches with an
explanation:

STUDENT-ATHLETE DISCLOSURES OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS 7



I wanted to be able to get through [my depression] on my own, but I thought, maybe I
should tell [coach] that I suck at practice today because I [feel depressed]. … I didn’t
want him to think that I just wasn’t trying anymore. (Leah, Athlete, Swimming)

Given the importance athletes placed on maintaining an ability to perform, athletes
described including coaches in the disclosure process because they perceived coaches to
be uniquely positioned to warrant involvement. For example, athletes described feeling
an obligation to involve coaches in the disclosure process out of respect for the coach
who granted them the opportunity to participate in intercollegiate sport. Kerri explained
“for me to continue playing volleyball … [my coach] was an integral part of that. …
It made sense … to tell her because she was the one who had the biggest control over
my life” (Kerri, Athlete, Volleyball).
Further, participants described the importance of student-athletes seeking support

from somebody who could empathize with them. Because coaches interact frequently
with student-athletes and have an intimate knowledge of intercollegiate sport, they were
identified as ideal support providers with a perceived ability to resolve athletes’ prob-
lems and facilitate connections to support services. Ruben explained:

It’s just that perception of like, [the coach is] in charge of what’s happening and … if
[athletes] take this to the coach, that’s what’s going to solve this problem. … It’s really
just trying to get to the person who can affect the most change. (Ruben, Coach, Rugby)

Facilitating disclosure of psychological distress
Several factors and strategies were identified as facilitating a more positive experience of
disclosure. First, student-athletes acknowledged that the coach-relationship was a signifi-
cant factor in determining the relative ease of initiating disclosure. Described here as
the Goldilocks effect, it appeared that relationships that were too weak or too strong
resulted in athletes experiencing greater apprehension around disclosure. Weak coach-
athlete relationships lacked a sufficient level of closeness and were commonly reported
by first-year student-athletes and injured athletes who were distanced from the team,
and also occurred due to changes in coaching staff. Alternatively, ‘too strong’ coach-
athlete relationships were problematic in some cases because athletes feared disclosure
would disappoint their coach or permanently disrupt the existing dynamics of their
relationship. Factors contributing to relationships becoming too strong included athletes
having longstanding relationships with coaches prior to entering university, as well as
coaches befriending their athletes or considering athletes to be members of their fami-
lies. However, coach-athlete relationships in the middle of these extremes were
described to have facilitated disclosure. Student-athletes were unable to articulate what
specifically led to the development of a “just right” coach-athlete relationship, describing
it as a naturally occurring process.
“Just right” coach-athlete relationships were described as strong yet respectful connec-

tions between coaches and athletes where a certain level of trust, understanding, and
closeness was attained. These relationships were characterized by coaches’ abilities to lis-
ten, communicate, and prioritize the holistic development of athletes. Interestingly,
being a team leader, which was a hierarchical position identified to encourage non-
disclosure, was described by some student-athletes to have helped develop a “just right”
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relationship. These student-athletes explained that being in a leadership position
afforded more opportunities to develop a relationship with the coach and required
them to maintain open communication. Abby explained “as the [captain], … I had to
be open and honest. … [My coach and I] talked a lot more … so I kind of felt com-
fortable [disclosing distress to him]” (Abby, Athlete, Soccer).
In addition to “just right” coach-athlete relationships, athletes explained that if

coaches established team cultures where they felt encouraged to speak openly about dis-
tress, it helped facilitate disclosure. Hayley explained “I trusted [my coach]. … She cre-
ated an environment where I felt comfortable to call her. … I was dealing with [my
distress] by myself for as long as I could and the day I called her, I’d just had enough”
(Athlete, Hockey).
Coaches discussed various culture setting practices they used to address perceived

barriers (see Table 2), which often involved adopting a holistic coaching philosophy by
de-valuing performance outcomes and promoting increased emphasis on athletes’ per-
sonal development and well-being. This helped address the traditional emphasis that
sport cultures place on athletes demonstrating toughness.
To minimize the threat of power differentials between coaches and athletes, coaches

spoke about the importance of being forthcoming with student-athletes that disclosure
of distress may, in some instances, require that athletes step away from their sport while
seeking help. However, coaches stressed that following recovery, athletes would have a
fair opportunity to earn their position again. Coaches also identified that developing
relationships with student-athletes that extended beyond the sport only environment
helped address this barrier. By showing interest in student-athletes’ personal lives,
coaches believed this demonstrated a more human side to themselves and helped ath-
letes understand that coaches are invested in their athletes’ holistic well-being.
To address team hierarchies, coaches discussed the importance of providing transpar-

ent selection criteria to dispel beliefs that some student-athletes are treated more favor-
ably than others. Regardless, some athletes inevitably received more opportunities to
participate, so coaches explained the importance of providing equitable training oppor-
tunities to student-athletes in more supporting roles on teams. Further, to ensure ath-
letes recognized that they are valued team members regardless of their athletic
contributions, coaches stressed the importance of providing every student-athlete with a
designated role on the team. Coaches acknowledged that overcoming the impact of pre-
vious negative experiences with disclosure was challenging because it required changing
athletes’ existing perceptions and attitudes around the role of coaches. A technique
employed to address this barrier was ensuring coaches handled all athlete disclosures
with care, such that athletes who had negative experiences would observe these positive
coach-athlete interactions and learn that it is acceptable to disclose distress to coaches.
Increasing visibility around distress involved coaches teaching athletes to become

more self-aware and accountable to their psychological health. Further, coaches who
spoke openly about psychological distress and shared anecdotal experiences were
described to have fostered more positive team cultures. Coaches also described global
practices for developing supportive team cultures that addressed multiple barriers.
These included creating open-door policies, role modeling, using appropriate language,
and building diverse support staffs (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Culture setting techniques described by coaches to address barriers student-athletes face in
disclosing psychological distress.
Culture setting technique Coach quote

Barrier: Emphasis on Athletes Exhibiting Toughness
Holistic Coaching Philosophy If [student-athletes] don’t have their base, being, you

know, their mental health, their nutrition, their sleep,
then you’re not gonna have success. So, unless you
look at your program … from that holistic
perspective and make sure that you’re providing time
for adequate rest and adequate resources to work on
the other things in their lives, then you’re never
gonna be able to get the top end product you want
in your sport. (Phil, Coach, Rugby)

Barrier: Power Differential Between Athletes and Coaches
Consequences to Help Seeking It’s a real possibility [to lose playing time], but not

because a coach is … taking it away from somebody.
… One of the things we talk about very quickly with
mental health issues is that … there’s a process of
healing that has to happen. It’s the same as the
process of dealing with a sprained ankle. You might
need to adjust your schedule here because we gotta
get some support, … but as soon as they’re back up
to a hundred percent, well then, their role is back
where it was. (Erik, Coach, Volleyball)

Coach-Athlete Relationship The other thing I’ve done a lot too to make sure we get
to know the athletes is we have a lot of one-on-one
meetings … and in these one-on-one meetings, we
don’t just talk about what their running goals are, we
talk about what other goals they have moving
forward. Whether that’s school, whether that’s
personal goals, so I’ll always make them come up
with goals outside of running. (Jesse, Coach, Track
& Field)

Barrier: Athletes’ Position Within their Team Hierarchy
Transparent Selection Criteria If you do selection the right way, it’s not up to the

coach. It’s my job when I’m running selection to give
the athletes the most transparent view of their own
results. … It shouldn’t be someone who I chose. It’s
the person who performed best on the day. (Adam,
Coach, Rowing)

Equitable Training Opportunities She’s an impact player today and she gets her time
because she’s playing lots. Well then Monday is about
developing the kids that haven’t had the touches on
the weekend and so we will find the same amount of
time for you as we did for her. … It will look and
feel different, but it’s an equal process. It just may not
be an identical process. (Erik, Coach, Volleyball)

Assigned Role on Team If you make the team, there’s a role for you and through
that role, you get your identity. … Those roles
change, but [student-athletes are] held accountable to
those roles and I find time to connect with them
about those roles and what their future roles can be.
(Cheryl, Coach, Rugby)

Barrier: Poor Visibility of Psychological Distress in Sport
Awareness The key piece of my coaching is awareness. … I really

try to educate [athletes] in emotional awareness and
literacy. … I’m always telling them … that if you
don’t pay attention to what you’re feeling … it’s
gonna go into your blind spot and it’s gonna get you
in some way. (Phil, Coach, Golf)

Accountability Being accountable to yourself … is also paying
attention to your health. … That’s something that I

(continued)
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Supporting student-athletes following disclosure

Following athletes’ disclosures of distress, coaches engaged in immediate, short-, and
long-term support practices (see Table 3). Immediate support practices involved
coaches’ initial responses to athletes’ disclosures of distress. Coaches who were dis-
missive and failed to validate athletes’ concerns led to more negative disclosure expe-
riences, whereas coaches who demonstrated concern and understanding enabled

Table 2. Continued.
Culture setting technique Coach quote

try and let [the student-athletes] know early on. …
So, when I talk about accountability to themselves
and to the team, it’s making sure that you kind of
stay on top of things from day one. (Olivia,
Coach, Swimming)

Share Experiences All my players know about my [brother’s suicide, and]
my assistant coach is somebody that had to quit
hockey … because of concussion, … so he’s been
at the forefront with some concussion awareness …
and I’ve been at the forefront with the mental health
side of things, sharing my story. (Wayne,
Coach, Hockey)

Barrier: Athletes’ Previous Negative Experiences Disclosing Distress
Address Athlete Disclosures with Care [The athlete felt comfortable disclosing her distress to

me because] there were other [student-athletes] …
[who] also had similar issues … and so we did all we
could to help them. … I think it was [through]
shared experiences by peers and the observations …
[the athlete] perceived that there was a genuine
caring about her as a human being [and came
forward]. (Amanda, Coach, Volleyball)

Global Culture Setting Practices
Open-Door Policy We try to create the open-door policy. It’s one thing to

say it, but then you gotta figure out how you can
demonstrate it. … If we don’t create an environment
where [student-athletes] feel comfortable … we
could put a million programs and support things in
place, but we may never get to use them cause our
athletes may never feel that our environment is the
one they want to come to for help. (Erik,
Coach, Volleyball)

Role-Modeling Role-modeling is the most powerful tool … as a coach
to your athlete. … You are what you do, not what
you say you will do. So, if your insisting on balance,
and happiness, and health, and doing good in school,
and mental health, and you’re not taking care of
yourself, people know. (Cheryl, Coach, Rugby)

Language The best language … [is] treating mental health issues
like an injury issue. … Athletes respond very well
toward language centered around performance. …
They’re familiar with how to deal with injuries, they’re
familiar with how to enhance their performance, and
you just make it one more thing that they’re working
on along with their technique and their fitness.
(Adam, Coach, Rowing)

Diverse Support Team There are so many barriers [to athletes seeking help], …
which is why I’ve tried really hard to get many
different staff involved because you just don’t know
who’s gonna resonate with them and who’s gonna be
the one that they feel comfortable with. (Amanda,
Coach, Volleyball)
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more positive disclosure experiences. Michelle provided an example of a negative
coach response: “I just remember kind of getting this brushed off response. … [I
felt] discouraged. Defeated. … [My coach] didn’t validate the concern. …That’s the
point where I called my mom and had a conversation about the possibility of
quitting” (Michelle, Athlete, Figure Skating). Alternatively, Ellen provided an example
of a positive coach response: “[my coach] was supportive. … She helped to break-
down the spiraling thoughts that I had of, you know, the anxiety and everything
… [She was] very open. … Reassuring me things were okay and we’ll deal with
it” (Ellen, Athlete, Field Hockey).
Student-athletes felt that positive coach responses supported their general subject-

ive well-being immediately following disclosure and helped encourage them
to seek future support from coaches should distress arise again. Participants
described a stepwise process associated with positive coach responses that included
five steps: listen, reassure, question, triage, and connect. This process is summarized
in Table 4.
Participants agreed that coaches working with distressed athletes to create a plan of

action was an effective short-term support practice. Micah said:

[My coach] gave me a plan. I think that was an effective way of dealing with [the
situation] … because I … was looking at the situation incredibly emotionally and [my
coach] was able to see the situation through a much more pragmatic and … logic-based
mindset. (Micah, Athlete, Volleyball)

Plans differed depending on the psychological distress experienced by the student-
athlete; however, participants agreed that involving student-athletes in the
development process was necessary because it supported athletes’ autonomy and
enforced accountability. Phil explained:

There’s usually an action [the student-athletes] need to take … and I pose it as an
invitation. What’s the commitment you’re gonna make around the action that’s gonna
move you forward. (Phil, Coach, Golf)

Table 3. Effective support practices for coaches assisting distressed student-athletes.
Timeline Suggested support practices

Immediate Support (Initial
Response to Disclosure)

� Listen to athlete describe their concern(s)
– Paraphrase what the athlete is saying

� Provide reassurance to athlete
� Ask follow-up or probing questions (if needed)
� Triage the severity of the distress
� Connect athlete with appropriate professional resources (if needed)

Short-Term Support Provision � Assist athlete in creating plan to manage distress
– Engage athlete in this process to show support for their autonomy

and support accountability
� Connect athlete with professional resources

– Offer to schedule appointment/make connection on the
athlete’s behalf

– Offer to take athlete to initial meeting

Long-Term Support Provision � Keep athlete engaged with the team
� Check in with athlete on consistent basis
� Make yourself readily available for as-needed communication
� Modify sport-related demands
� Demonstrate patience and understanding in regards to the slow

process of recovery
� Maintain athlete confidentiality
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Short-term support also involved coaches connecting athletes to support resources.
When athletes are in a distressed state, participants explained that it is often difficult
for them to initiate first steps in accessing support. As such, coaches felt it was
helpful to offer making first contact on behalf of the distressed athlete.
Erik explained:

We’ll ask [student-athletes], ‘would you prefer to go directly by yourself or would you like
us to be the middle man connector here?’ … I would suggest to you that over ninety
percent of [athletes] are happy with us to be the connector … I’ll walk across the street
with them to our mental health counsellor and sit in the waiting room while they have
their first appointment. (Erik, Coach, Volleyball)

Six long-term support practices were identified by participants. The first was keeping
distressed student-athletes engaged with the team, which allowed them to maintain a
connection to teammates and the sport without worsening their existing distress.
Ruben explained:

I’m willing to sacrifice the standards of an individual’s, I’ll say on-field contribution to the
team, if I feel that [the team’s] providing a service that [the athlete] really needs to stay
healthy. … [Distressed athletes are] still welcome to be a part of [the team] even if it’s at
a reduced capacity. (Ruben, Coach, Rugby)

Long-term support also involved coaches checking in with distressed student-athletes
on a regular basis. Jessica said “the most effective [support] was just that [my coach]
regularly checked in on me. … That just made me feel like [coach] cared and that
someone was on my team” (Jessica, Athlete, Track & Field). Coaches explained that ath-
letes had different preferences for the frequency of checking in, so coaches would com-
municate with athletes to determine a desired schedule for checking in.

Table 4. Five step process of positive coach responses to athlete initial dis-
closures of psychological distress.
Step to initial response Coach quote

Listen The most important thing is to listen to what they’re
saying. … Allow them to disclose the problem and
explain what’s going on with them. (Adam, Rowing)

Reassure Be reassuring that they’re not the only one’s out there. I
think that’s one of the big things with mental health
issues is that you tend to kind of question yourself as
to why me … The first reaction I always have it to
be very reassuring. (Wayne, Hockey)

Question After talking with [the athlete] and trying to get to the
root cause of why he seemed to be pissed off …
[by] digging in and asking questions, [we] finally got
to the root [of the problem]. (Luke, Rugby)

Triage Figuring out what level they’re on in terms of their
distress and if it’s something that they just need
someone to talk to, or they need someone above me
to talk to, or is it a, we need to go to the hospital
kind of thing. (Olivia, Swimming)

Connect I recognize that I’m not an expert in this field, but I also
recognize that as a coach, … I view my role as …
the middle man to connect [student-athletes] with the
people who are best suited to support them.
(Aaron, Baseball)
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Coaches being readily accessible when athletes needed to talk was also important for
long-term support. Andrea explained “we’re one of the few schools that has a full-time
women’s coach, so he’s on campus all day. I can walk by his office … and he …
made that accessibility very open to everyone” (Andrea, Athlete, Rugby). As noted in
this quote, coaches being accessible is often only possible if coaches hold a full-time
position on campus.
Another integral form of long-term support was modifying sport-related demands,

such as training, in order to accommodate athletes’ psychological needs.
Adam explained:

[It] becomes a management piece. … Like you would have with an injury where [the
athlete] might have to sit out certain portions of certain things, … there’s gonna have to
be adaptations to practice or training … to accommodate whatever situation that
[athlete’s] dealing with. (Adam, Coach, Rowing)

Through making such modifications, coaches demonstrated an understanding for the
complexity and often slow recovery associated with psychological distress. Athletes
stressed modifications as effective long-term support, particularly in instances of mental
health. Krista said “mental health takes time to deal with, just like physical injuries. …
You’re not going to learn how to deal with depression and anxiety overnight. …
Treating [mental health] or equating it in similarity to a physical injury helps” (Krista,
Athlete, Volleyball).
Lastly, participants agreed that maintaining athlete confidentiality was essential to

long-term support. Confidentiality played a critical role in maintaining trust within the
coach-athlete relationship. Leah explained:

Confidentiality is extremely important. … [The coach should] say like, ‘look, I’m not
gonna tell this to anyone else. It’s no one else’s business. … You are telling me these
things cause you trust me and [I respect that trust]’. (Leah, Athlete, Swimming)

Discussion

This study aimed to explore experiences of student-athlete disclosures of psychological
distress from the perspective of athletes and coaches. Findings indicated that perceived
barriers discouraged student-athletes from disclosing distress, but suggest that coaches
may have the ability to address these barriers through fostering supportive team cul-
tures. Further, optimal practices for supporting distressed student-athletes
were identified.
Participants identified five barriers to disclosing psychological distress: emphasis on

athlete toughness, power of coaches, athlete’s position on a team, poor visibility of dis-
tress, and previous negative experiences with disclosure. Previous research provides sup-
port for the barrier of athlete toughness in suggesting that stigma surrounding
psychological distress and disclosure hinders athletes’ abilities to seek help (Gulliver
et al., 2012; Wolanin et al., 2015). Further, the lack of help-seeking behaviors among
athletes has been suggested to be a result of low mental health literacy (Gulliver et al.,
2012; Putukian, 2016). This supports the barrier of poor visibility of psychological dis-
tress and may explain in part why student-athletes endured a period of non-disclosure
since they lacked the knowledge to identify that they were in distress. These findings
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collectively suggest that athletes continue to perceive sport environments as unwelcom-
ing of psychological distress. Greater awareness surrounding these issues in intercollegi-
ate sport is warranted as it may help facilitate student-athletes’ abilities to disclose
distress and access support.
Additional literature highlights how athletes’ previous experiences impact the likeli-

hood of future disclosures, suggesting that only positive experiences facilitate continued
help-seeking behaviors (Gulliver et al., 2012; Moreland et al., 2018). The present study
supports these findings as athletes who experienced negative coach responses described
a reluctance to seek future help, while the opposite trend existed among student-athletes
who received positive coach responses. These findings underscore the impact that previ-
ous experiences with disclosure may have on student-athletes’ help-seeking behaviors
and suggests the critical importance of coaches demonstrating positive regard when ath-
letes disclose distress.
This study makes a novel contribution by drawing attention to the power of coaches

and an athlete’s position on a team as barriers to disclosure; however, previous research
suggests that athletes may feel pressured not to disclose psychological distress for fear of
disappointing coaches (Gulliver et al., 2012) or teammates (Chrisman et al., 2013), los-
ing playing time, and disrupting socially normative behaviors of sport (Bauman, 2016).
Participants in the present study mentioned these factors when describing the barriers
of coach power and an athlete’s position on a team, which builds on existing literature
by suggesting a potential association between these two barriers and the noted conse-
quences to disclosure.

Applied implications

The findings from this study suggest that coaches should focus on culture setting to
address the barriers to disclosing psychological distress. Researchers suggest that coaches
have the ability to foster team cultures that combat barriers to disclosure and encourage
help-seeking behaviors among student-athletes (Breslin et al., 2017; Kroshus et al.,
2014); however, there is a paucity of literature outlining how coaches can do so. The
present study addresses this gap in the literature and suggests specific culture setting
practices for coaches (see Table 5).
The culture setting practices identified in this study reflect principles of social cog-

nitive theory (SCT; Bandura, 1986). Specifically, SCT highlights the significance of
observational learning, suggesting that individuals (e.g., student-athletes) will model
their actions after those of group leaders (e.g., coaches) in an effort to gain social
acceptance (Bandura, 1989). Coaches are identified leaders whose expressed attitudes
can influence what actions become normative team behaviors (Moreland et al.,
2018), and athletes perceive coaches to be the most important stakeholders for
exhibiting positive attitudes toward help-seeking when compared to family, friends,
and teammates (Gulliver et al., 2012). Thus, it is theoretically consistent with SCT
to assume that student-athletes may model their help-seeking behaviors
after coaches.
When considering findings from the present study in relation to SCT, fostering team

cultures that support disclosure and help-seeking behaviors may be a frontline
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responsibility for coaches in supporting the well-being of student-athletes. Limited
research has explicitly called for culture setting as part of coaches’ responsibilities in
supporting the psychological well-being of athletes; however, greater stakeholder engage-
ment in changing help-seeking norms and facilitating supportive intercollegiate team
cultures has been called for (Moreland et al., 2018), and coaches are suggested to have
the ability to influence positive team cultures surrounding sexual identity (Fenwick &
Simpson, 2017), concussion reporting (Carroll-Alfano, 2017), and sexual violence
(Kroshus et al., 2018), all of which are potential antecedents to student-athletes experi-
encing psychological distress. Collectively, these findings provide substantial evidence to
support culture setting as an integral component to the role of varsity coaches in sup-
porting distressed student-athletes.
Findings identified optimal support practices for coaches, categorized chronologically

as immediate, short-, and long-term support behaviors (see Table 3). These suggested
support practices can be distributed as educational materials to coaches who may find
themselves responding to disclosures of psychological distress by student-athletes.
However, the researchers acknowledge immediate concerns surrounding the long-term

Table 5. Summary of culture setting practices for coaches to help address barriers to disclosing psy-
chological distress faced by student-athletes.
Specific barrier to disclosure Specific culture setting practice for coaches

Emphasis on
Athlete Toughness

� Adopt and demonstrate a holistic coaching philosophy that places
increased emphasis on athlete development and well-being (i.e. sleep,
nutrition, academics, etc.)

Power of Coach � Verbally communicate that help-seeking may require athletes to step
away from sport temporarily, but that athletes will have an
opportunity to return following recovery
– E.g., “I understand athletes don’t want to lose their position

because of seeking help, but please know that your health is a
main priority. If you have to temporarily step away, you’ll have
the opportunity to return once healthy.”

� Develop coach-athlete relationships founded on trust, openness, and
reciprocal communication with athletes

Athlete’s Position on a Team � Provide transparent selection criteria
� Provide equitable training opportunities to all athletes
� Assign all athletes a valued role on the team

Poor Visibility of
Psychological Distress

� Teach athletes awareness surrounding their mental and psychological
well-being

� Enforce accountability such that athletes understand they are
responsible for managing their own holistic well-being

� Speak openly about psychological distress and/or mental health
challenges by sharing anecdotal stories and/or personal experiences
– E.g., “I’ve had previous athletes on this team struggle with mental

health. If you’re struggling, please know that these challenges are
normal and you’re welcome to talk to me.”

Previous Bad Experiences
with Disclosure

� Tend to all athlete disclosures and concern with empathy and care,
such that athletes who have had negative experiences observe
positive coach-athlete interactions and learn that it is acceptable to
disclose distress to a coach

Global culture setting practices for coaches
� Establish and demonstrate an open-door policy
� Role model behaviors that are consistent with desired team culture and support positive psychological well-being
� Use appropriate and nondiscriminatory language when discussing athletes’ psychological health and well-being
� Build a diverse coaching and support staff
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support practice that coaches be readily available on campus for as-needed communica-
tion. Given the present landscape of Canadian intercollegiate sport, many coaches are
employed part-time or work as volunteers. This suggests that not all student-athletes
have regular access to a coach, posing a potential threat to sustaining their psychological
well-being. As such, alternative support measures should be explored for student-
athletes who do not work with full-time employed coaches.
Results also indicated that effective coach support may be facilitated or hindered by

the coach-athlete relationship. Developing trust was an important characteristic of “just
right” coach-athlete relationships, which is consistent with previous research highlight-
ing the significance of maintaining athlete confidentiality as breaches may discourage
athletes from engaging in continued help-seeking behaviors (Gulliver et al., 2012).
Further, the present findings continue to underscore the importance of coaches possess-
ing strong interpersonal skills, suggesting that coaches should seek opportunities for
developing these skills, perhaps through working with mental performance consultants
(Durand-Bush & DesClouds, 2018). Given that participants had difficulty articulating
specifically what enabled the development of coach-athlete relationships that facilitate
disclosure, future research may seek to explore the nature of this process to better
understand what enables and hinders its development.
While results suggest there is potential for tremendous benefit in having coaches

involved in supporting distressed student-athletes, this research also highlights the lack
of established boundaries surrounding appropriate coach involvement when providing
support. As such, there are risks that coaches may overstep this boundary. Additional
research is needed to explore these boundaries within the context of coach-athlete rela-
tionships in university settings to establish clearer role designations and guidelines for
coaches in providing support to distressed athletes.
This research also highlighted potential gender differences between male and female

student-athletes. Given that the student-athlete sample in the present study was primar-
ily female, it is possible that male student-athletes may be more hesitant to disclose dis-
tress and to participate in research on the topic. Previous research supports this finding,
suggesting that male athletes are less likely to seek help because they perceive help-
seeking to threaten their masculinity (Moreland et al., 2018). Further, female student-
athletes participating on single-gendered teams who work with male coaches may also
experience more hesitancy with disclosure when compared to female athletes working
with female coaches. A short-term suggestion to address these noted gender differences
would be for all coaching staff to have at least one male and one female coach. It is
important to acknowledge, however, that as the landscape of gender in sport continues
to evolve, having a male and female coach on staff may not be sufficient in addressing
the needs of all student-athletes. Since the impact of gender on disclosure was beyond
the scope of this study, future research may seek explore how coaches can foster team
cultures that overcome gender barriers and support athletes’ disclosures of distress
regardless of gender identity.
One limitation to our research design is that only three intact dyads of student-

athletes and their coaches were recruited; this was primarily because most student-ath-
letes did not consent to contacting their coach since their disclosure experiences
resulted in damaged coach-athlete relationships. This finding, coupled with the low
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participation rate among other coaches we recruited, suggests that coaches may not be
engaging in positive support practices when faced with student-athletes’ disclosures of
psychological distress or that coaches may not feel it is their responsibility to be
involved in the disclosure process. Another limitation to this study was its retrospective
nature in asking former student-athletes to recall their experiences of disclosure. Future
research may seek to recruit current athletes to ask about their experiences while they
are still participating in intercollegiate sport.

Conclusion

Given that student-athletes may seek support from varsity coaches when experiencing
distress (Robbins & Rosenfeld, 2001), this research explored interactions between
coaches and student-athletes when disclosing psychological distress. Multiple barriers to
disclosure were identified, although the findings indicate that coaches may minimize
these barriers through culture-setting. Further, optimal support practices were identified
to improve coaches’ abilities to support distressed student-athletes. This research
addresses a gap in the existing literature surrounding our understanding of how stu-
dent-athletes and coaches interact during athlete disclosures of psychological distress,
and it suggests future research is needed to more clearly define the role of coaches in
supporting the psychological well-being of athletes.

Note
1. For the purpose of this study, psychological distress was qualified as an emotional response

to an event or combination of events, such as, but not limited to, athletic injury,
discrimination, or teammate conflict, that negatively impacted the student-athletes’ quality of
life. Impaired quality of life included, but was not limited to, poor mental health outcomes,
development of alcohol or substance abuse dependency, and substantially decreased athletic
and/or academic performance.
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