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Competing against COVID-19: have we 
forgotten about student-athletes’ 
mental health?
Nicholas Grubic  ‍ ‍ ,1,2 Shagun Jain,3 Valentina Mihajlovic,4 
Jane S Thornton  ‍ ‍ ,5,6 Amer M Johri2

INTRODUCTION
Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, athletes have expressed signif-
icant grief and frustration, attributed to 
alterations in routine, limited or modified 
training and the postponement of sporting 
events across the globe.1 2 The additional 
strain from the removal of team support 
networks, which are often crucial compo-
nents for stress management,1 can result 
in significant mental and physical health 
consequences, including low mood, sleep 
disruption, worsening diet and decon-
ditioning.2 There is a current lack of 
attention on the unique mental health 
needs of student-athletes (ie, athletes who 
participate in secondary or postsecondary 
school sport programmes during their 
academic studies) during the COVID-19 
pandemic, leading to a limited response 
from sporting organisations and academic 
institutions in addressing athlete-specific 
concerns.3 Accordingly, the purpose of 
this editorial is to suggest directions for 
future research and provide recommen-
dations to ensure the mental health needs 
of student-athletes are met during this 
period of extraordinary disruption and 
uncertainty.

Student versus student-athlete mental 
health during COVID-19
The college student population already 
exhibits high levels of psychological 
distress in non-pandemic settings,4 
which has worsened as a result of the 
pandemic.5–7 A Chinese study of 7143 
college students identified the presence 

of mild to severe anxiety in a quarter 
(24.9%) of their sample, noting that 
the severity of anxiety symptoms were 
positively correlated to academic delays 
(r=0.315, p<0.001), economic effects 
(r=0.327, p<0.001) and impacts on daily 
life (r=0.316, p<0.001).5 Among another 
sample of 66 students, a high prevalence 
(84.9%) of pandemic-related worries and 
increases in negative emotions were noted, 
including stress (28.8%), anxiety (45.5%) 
and depression (22.7%).6 Importantly, the 
authors concluded that physical activity 
directly alleviated these general negative 
emotions.6 Similar relationships between 
mental health and physical activity among 
students have also been reproduced in 
the USA, where large disruptions in exer-
cise resulted in a 15%–18% increase in 
self-reported clinical depression during 
the pandemic, in comparison with those 
who maintained their baseline habits 
(p=0.012).7

Collectively, the findings from general 
student cohorts provide insights on the 

potentially adverse mental health effects of 
COVID-19 on student-athletes, who rely 
heavily on exercise, training and compe-
tition for stress management and mental 
well-being. A recent study of over 13 000 
US secondary school athletes found that 
68.5% and 70.4% of participants reported 
mild to severe anxiety and depression 
symptoms, respectively.8 Similar find-
ings were also noted from a National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) 
survey conducted in April–May 2020, 
representing all conferences and divisions 
across the USA. The rates of reported 
mental health concerns were approxi-
mately 150%–250% higher than historical 
estimates for NCAA student-athletes, with 
women reporting a higher prevalence of 
concerns then men.9 In comparison with 
non-athlete students,5 6 it is clear that 
student-athletes are an at-risk population 
who may require additional mental health 
support and tailored approaches to care.

What factors contribute to negative 
mental health outcomes among student-
athletes?
For most student-athletes, participation 
in organised sport has been associated 
with academic success and psychological 
benefits, including heightened happiness, 
stress relief and the reduction of depres-
sion and anxiety risk.10 With the removal 
of intercollegiate sport due to COVID-19 
restrictions, many student-athletes 
may feel deprived of this much-needed 
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Figure 1  Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on student-athlete mental, social and 
physical health. The COVID-19 pandemic has both direct and indirect effects that contribute to 
the overall health and mental well-being of student-athletes. In addition to severing the numerous 
positive influencers on student-athlete mental, social and physical health (as a result of access to 
team sport), the COVID-19 pandemic has also led to downstream effects that negatively impact 
the well-being of this population.
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outlet, which is a major component of 
their personal and athletic identities. In 
addition to the direct impacts that the 
COVID-19 pandemic places on student-
athletes, their mental, social and physical 
health may also be affected indirectly 
through the reduction of many positive 
influencers that accompany access to team 
sport (figure 1).

How should student-athlete mental 
health concerns be addressed?
Recognising the timely call for solu-
tions aimed at reducing the impact of 
COVID-19 on student mental health,4 
the onus to seek and initiate care should 
not be placed solely on the student. It is 
incumbent upon sporting organisations 
and academic institutions to screen, 
manage and monitor the mental health of 
their student-athletes. In addition to the 
recommended psychotherapy, pharma-
cotherapy and alternative care strategies 
intended to manage the mental health 
of elite athletes during COVID-19,11 
student-athletes require further tailored 
approaches that suit their scholarly and 
athletic lifestyles. For example, partner-
ship with mental healthcare providers to 
provide appropriate psychoeducational 
material to teams (ie, alternative coping 
strategies that focus on healthy and adap-
tive ways to deal with academic stress) and 
model the importance of self-care should 
be encouraged. Importantly, student-
athletes in the NCAA survey indicated 
that they desired educational resources 
for mental and social health, particularly 
from coaches and athletics department 
members.9 Furthermore, efforts aimed at 
reducing stigma associated with student-
athlete mental health concerns are neces-
sary, as some athletes may be reluctant to 
seek care due to fear of negative percep-
tions from their peers. A framework to 
manage student-athlete mental health 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, high-
lighting recommendations at the level of 
the sport organisation, academic insti-
tution, and individual/team, has been 
proposed in online supplemental table 1.

CONCLUSIONS
To prioritise student athletes’ mental 
health, we can address the multiple 
impacts that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
on this group through continued develop-
ment of psychosocial support initiatives 
for student-athletes, supported by novel 
evidence surrounding the mental health 
of this subpopulation. Overall, there is 
an imminent need to understand how 
academic institutions, sporting organisa-
tions and healthcare systems can collab-
orate in their response to the COVID-19 
crisis, so that negative psychological 
outcomes can be mitigated and athletes 
can return to play.

Twitter Nicholas Grubic @nickgrubic and Jane S 
Thornton @janesthornton

Contributors  All authors contributed to the 
conception of this editorial. NG and SJ wrote the first 
draft of the manuscript. VM, JST and AMJ provided key 
edits and revisions to the manuscript.

Funding  The authors have not declared a specific 
grant for this research from any funding agency in the 
public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Competing interests  None declared.

Patient consent for publication  Not required.

Provenance and peer review  Not commissioned; 
externally peer reviewed.

Supplemental material  This content has been 
supplied by the author(s). It has not been vetted by 
BMJ Publishing Group Limited (BMJ) and may not have 
been peer-reviewed. Any opinions or recommendations 
discussed are solely those of the author(s) and are 
not endorsed by BMJ. BMJ disclaims all liability and 
responsibility arising from any reliance placed on the 
content. Where the content includes any translated 
material, BMJ does not warrant the accuracy and 
reliability of the translations (including but not limited 
to local regulations, clinical guidelines, terminology, 
drug names and drug dosages), and is not responsible 
for any error and/or omissions arising from translation 
and adaptation or otherwise.

This article is made freely available for use in 
accordance with BMJ’s website terms and conditions 
for the duration of the covid-19 pandemic or until 
otherwise determined by BMJ. You may use, download 
and print the article for any lawful, non-commercial 
purpose (including text and data mining) provided that 
all copyright notices and trade marks are retained.

© Author(s) (or their employer(s)) 2021. No commercial 
re-use. See rights and permissions. Published by BMJ.

►► Additional supplemental material is published 
online only. To view, please visit the journal online 
(http://​dx.​doi.​org/​10.​1136/​bjsports-​2021-​104218).

To cite Grubic N, Jain S, Mihajlovic V, et al. 
Br J Sports Med Epub ahead of print: [please include 
Day Month Year]. doi:10.1136/bjsports-2021-104218

Accepted 20 May 2021

Br J Sports Med 2021;0:1–2.
doi:10.1136/bjsports-2021-104218

ORCID iDs
Nicholas Grubic http://​orcid.​org/​0000-​0002-​6915-​7669
Jane S Thornton http://​orcid.​org/​0000-​0002-​3519-​7101

REFERENCES
	 1	 Toresdahl BG, Asif IM. Coronavirus disease 2019 

(COVID-19): considerations for the competitive athlete. 
Sports Health 2020;12:221–4.

	 2	 Pillay L, Janse van Rensburg DCC, Jansen van Rensburg 
A, et al. Nowhere to hide: the significant impact of 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) measures on 
elite and semi-elite South African athletes. J Sci Med 
Sport 2020;23:670–9.

	 3	 Grubic N, Thornton JS, Mihajlovic V. Competing Against 
COVID-19: have we forgotten about student-athletes’ 
mental health? Br J Sport Med Blog 2021 https://​
blogs.​bmj.​com/​bjsm/​2021/​03/​18/​competing-​against-​
covid-​19-​have-​we-​forgotten-​about-​student-​athletes-​
mental-​health/

	 4	 Grubic N, Badovinac S, Johri AM. Student mental 
health in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic: a call 
for further research and immediate solutions. Int J Soc 
Psychiatry 2020;66:517–8.

	 5	 Cao W, Fang Z, Hou G, et al. The psychological impact 
of the COVID-19 epidemic on college students in 
China. Psychiatry Res 2020;287:112934.

	 6	 Zhang Y, Zhang H, Ma X, et al. Mental health problems 
during the COVID-19 pandemics and the mitigation 
effects of exercise: a longitudinal study of college 
students in China. Int J Environ Res Public Health 
2020;17:3722.

	 7	 Giuntella O, Hyde K, Saccardo S, et al. Lifestyle and 
mental health disruptions during COVID-19. Proc Natl 
Acad Sci U S A 2021;118:e2016632118.

	 8	 McGuine TA, Biese KM, Petrovska L, et al. Mental 
Health, Physical Activity, and Quality of Life of US 
Adolescent Athletes During COVID-19–Related School 
Closures and Sport Cancellations: A Study of 13 000 
Athletes. J Athl Train 2021;56:11–19.

	 9	 National Collegiate Athletic Association. NCAA 
Student-Athlete COVID-19 Well-being Study: Survey 
Results - May 2020, 2020. Available: http://www.​
ncaa.​org/​about/​resources/​research/​ncaa-​student-​
athlete-​covid-​19-​well-​being-​study

	10	 Muñoz-Bullón F, Sanchez-Bueno MJ, Vos-Saz A. 
The influence of sports participation on academic 
performance among students in higher education. 
Sport Management Review 2017;20:365–78.

	11	 Reardon CL, Bindra A, Blauwet C. Mental health 
management of elite athletes during COVID-19: a 
narrative review and recommendations. Br J Sports 
Med 2020:1–10.

A
cquisitions U

nit. P
rotected by copyright.

 on July 22, 2021 at U
niv O

f W
est O

ntario G
S

T
R

101749364 S
erials

http://bjsm
.bm

j.com
/

B
r J S

ports M
ed: first published as 10.1136/bjsports-2021-104218 on 27 M

ay 2021. D
ow

nloaded from
 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104218
https://twitter.com/nickgrubic
https://twitter.com/janesthornton
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104218
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bjsports-2021-104218&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-05-27
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6915-7669
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3519-7101
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1941738120918876
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2020.05.016
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2020.05.016
https://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2021/03/18/competing-against-covid-19-have-we-forgotten-about-student-athletes-mental-health/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2021/03/18/competing-against-covid-19-have-we-forgotten-about-student-athletes-mental-health/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2021/03/18/competing-against-covid-19-have-we-forgotten-about-student-athletes-mental-health/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bjsm/2021/03/18/competing-against-covid-19-have-we-forgotten-about-student-athletes-mental-health/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0020764020925108
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0020764020925108
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112934
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17103722
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2016632118
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2016632118
http://dx.doi.org/10.4085/1062-6050-0478.20
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/ncaa-student-athlete-covid-19-well-being-study
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/ncaa-student-athlete-covid-19-well-being-study
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/research/ncaa-student-athlete-covid-19-well-being-study
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2016.10.006
http://bjsm.bmj.com/

	Competing against COVID-19: have we forgotten about student-­athletes’ mental health?
	Introduction
	Student versus student-athlete mental health during COVID-19
	What factors contribute to negative mental health outcomes among student-athletes?
	How should student-athlete mental health concerns be addressed?

	Conclusions
	References


