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The growing need to support college athletes has increased drastically as many athletes are 
experiencing events outside their normal routine. Despite efforts from athletic administration to 

provide academic and social support for athletes, many athletes feel that more effort is needed to 
address their well-being. The purpose of this study was to identify the solutions athletes believe 

that their head coaches could provide to promote athletes’ willingness to seek help. Using a 
qualitative design approach, the researchers analyzed open-ended survey data from 288 current 
NCAA Division I athletes.  Survey respondents indicated that Coach-Athlete Communication, 

Athlete Referrals, Education & Awareness of Resources, Healthy Open Environment, and 
Genuine Concern were the key themes that promoted athlete help-seeking.  Results suggest 

practical implications for how sport organizations can work with coaches on moving towards 
de-stigmatizing mental health issues and both valuing and managing mental health and well-
being. This work highlights the vital role that head coaches play in ensuring that mental health is 

embraced by sport individuals and organizations.  
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          s the landscape of college athletics continues to evolve, it is imperative for 
administrators to recognize the importance of listening to voices of athletes. The very foundation 

of intercollegiate athletics and the NCAA is built upon providing a safe and healthy avenue for 
students to participate in sport. Thus, athletes are the most valuable resource for understanding 

how a safe and healthy environment can best exist within college sport. Given the substantial 
increase in student mental health issues reported over the past decade (e.g., National Institute of 
Mental Health, 2019; Xiao et al., 2017) and specifically among athletes (see Auerbach & 

Stokowski, 2020), one realm worthy of exploration is college athletes’ perspective on their 
willingness to seek help for these types of issues. Although the attention and programs dedicated 

to athlete well-being are steadily increasing, athletes are still less likely to seek help when 
compared to the general population (Delenardo & Terrion, 2014; Fraley et al., 2020; Gulliver, 
Griffiths, & Christensen, 2012). If we can create a safer space for athletes to seek help and 

manage their mental health, we could positively impact the landscape of college sport.   
 

Heath Belief Model and the Role of the Head Coach 
 

 The Health Belief Model (Bird et al., 2020) proposes that individual behaviors toward 

seeking and managing mental and physical health are influenced by three main factors: 1) 
demographic variables (e.g., age, ethnicity, personality), 2) perceptions about the benefits and 

barriers to health-related help, and 3) cues to action. The Health Belief Model has been 
foundational in numerous educational injury prevention campaigns (Rosenstock, 1974). More 
recently, work within among college students or within sport has utilized the framework to 

examine and understand physical activity and food consumption (Petersen et al., 2019), weight 
management among females (Vahedian-Shahroodi et al., 2021), student-athletes’ mental health 
(Bird et al., 2018), and concussions among amateur athletes (Quick et al., 2021). The perceptions 

of health benefits and barriers for athletes often come from socio-cultural norms within each 
sport context (Cassidy, 2013; Coakley, 2021). These norms, which impact beliefs, attitudes, and 

action, include definitions of what does and does not “belong” in a sport context, understanding 
of the place of mental health within the sport setting, as well as the perceived safety of discussing 
or pursuing help for physical or mental health issues (Cassidy, 2013; Coakley, 2021).  

Coaches, as leaders, often dictate the cultural expectations in sport teams (Anderson & 
Dixon, 2019; Cassidy, 2013; DeFreese & Smith, 2014). That is, coaches have the most direct 

influence on athlete behavior, and control of incentives and consequences of adhering or not 
adhering to norms of the team (Anderson & Dixon, 2019; Cassidy, 2013). Coaches have control 
over playing time and grants-in-aid distribution creates a power dynamic whereby athletes feel 

pressure to adhere to the coach’s spoken and unspoken expectations (Anderson & Dixon, 2019). 
Thus, athlete perceptions of their coaches’ attitudes and values strongly influence their own 

attitudes and behaviors (Anderson & Dixon, 2019; Cassidy, 2013; DeFreese & Smith, 2014; 
Habeeb et al., 2022). This includes behaviors around when, why and for what purposes they will 
seek help, especially for issues that could reveal vulnerabilities or be interpreted as weakness, 

resistance, or lack of commitment. In the case of athlete mental health, we contend that how a 
head coach manages a team directly influences the outcome of whether or not an athlete will 

seek help for mental health issues (Cutler & Dwyer, 2020; Rusbasan et al., 2021; Wilkerson et 
al., 2020). 

A 
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Influences on Help-Seeking Behavior 

 

 We now explore how coaches might influence help-seeking behavior, specifically in the 

area of benefits and barriers. In doing so, we draw from Bird et al.’s (2020) work that utilized the 
Health Belief model (Rosenstock, 1966). We examine the general and the sport-specific 
literature in this area.  

 Help-seeking is defined as actively seeking understanding, advice, information, treatment 
and/or general support from another (Rickwood et al., 2005). The literature points to three main 

factors that impact help-seeking behaviors: effective communication (e.g., Fraley et al., 2020), 
trust (Cutler & Dwyer, 2020; Gulliver, Griffiths, & Christensen, 2012), stigma (Bird et al., 2018; 
Wilkerson et al., 2020), and self-reliance (Gulliver, Griffiths, Christensen, et al., 2012). Each of 

these is examined more closely below.  
 

Effective Communication  
 
 Communication is a two-way process in which an individual sends and receives 

messages, and is fundamental to addressing individual concerns (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Recently, 
Fraley et al. (2020) and Berg and Warner (2019) highlighted the important role communication 

plays for college athletes. Both studies emphasized how important relationships develop for 
athletes with appropriate communication and also how these are central to the athlete experience.  
For example, Fraley and colleagues (2020) concluded, “The development of effective 

communication skills is a required and essential component to supporting and promoting college 
athlete mental health and addressing mental health issues in this population” (p. 110). Berg and 

Warner (2019) reinforced this sentiment as their findings pointed to “a willingness to have open 
and honest dialogue . . . were important to the athletes and indicate the department’s valuation of 
the athletes’ well-being” (p. 101).  Specifically, Berg and Warner suggested athletics 

administrators can play a crucial role in lessening stress and improving well-being for athletes. 
More recently, this role was further reinforced by Berg and colleagues findings (see Berg et al., 

2021). Overall, the sport management literature points to athlete communication with 
administrators and coaches as being fundamental to addressing athlete concerns and fostering a 
healthy environment (Warner, 2016; Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013).  Thus, better understanding 

how head coaches can communicate effectively with regard to mental health is important to 
athlete help-seeking behaviors.   

 
Trust  
 

Along with communication, another common factor in help-seeking mentioned by young 
adults from both sport contexts and the general population is trust. In fact, Gulliver and 

colleagues (2012) reported trust as a concern in almost half of the studies they reviewed. The 
lack of trust in others to keep issues confidential deters individuals from seeking help. This claim 
has been supported by evidence that young people demonstrate greater help-seeking intentions 

towards trusted sources and are more likely to seek help when there is access to established and 
trusted relationships with others (Rickwood et al., 2007). A coach or teammate having breached 

confidentiality, a type of mistrust, is the greatest barrier to an athlete seeking help in the future 
(Bissett & Tamminen, 2020). Trust in a coach to prioritize athletes’ best interests and keep issues 
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confidential is particularly relevant for athletes because of their high dependence on these 
individuals (Habeeb et al., 2017). It is likely that effective communication and trust in coaches 

eases athletes’ concerns and facilitates help-seeking, but barriers, including stigma and self-
reliance, to athlete help-seeking still exist.  

 
Stigma  
 

Stigma is a commonly reported barrier to help-seeking by young adults. Stigma was 
reported as a concern in over 75% of the studies reviewed by Gulliver et al. (2012). In sport 

contexts, athletes’ concerns over being stigmatized for seeking help is grounded in a fear of 
losing celebrity status, playing time, and/or being devalued by others (Brewer et al., 1998; Linder 
et al., 1991; Watson, 2005). Athletes have reported fears that they will be stigmatized by 

teammates, coaches, and fans because help-seeking is often viewed as a sign of weakness and 
may cause embarrassment if others knew an athlete sought help. Athletes can internalize this 

perceived stigma from others, leading to additional problems with self-esteem and reduced 
willingness to seek help (Delenardo & Terrion, 2014). Bird et al. (2018) found that athletes who 
perceived greater levels of stigma from others were more likely to report self-stigma. They also 

reported that face-to-face counseling held less value and was also less comfortable. This 
evidence suggests that how athletes perceive their coaches’ attitudes toward mental health and 

toward seeking help for mental health is likely to serve as a significant determinant regarding 
their own decisions to seek help in this area. 

 

Toughness & Self-Reliance 
 

In addition to lack of trust and perceived stigma, the reported low levels of help-seeking 
may result from a desire to be self-reliant. Young adults prefer to be self-reliant rather than to 
seek external help for their problems (Gulliver et al., 2012). In elite sport this mentality may be 

an internalization of the masculine culture, where an athlete may feel pressured to conform to the 
norms of this culture (Bissett & Tamminen, 2020). In fact, Delenardo and Terrion (2014) found 

that being masculine and tough was a central theme among American football players’ reasons to 
not seek help. These athletes reported that individuals who withstand immense physical distress 
are also expected to have limitless mental strength, and that a mental health “problem” reflects 

personal weakness. The desire to be tough is associated with female sports as well. As verbalized 
in a sample of former athletes comprised of mostly females (i.e., 86.7% of the sample), athletes 

internalize athletic toughness because it is a central part of their athletic identity (Bissett & 
Tamminen, 2020). This serves as a deterrent to help-seeking because experiencing a mental 
health problem, perceived as a sign of weakness, is not well-received in the sport environment. 

Self-reliance and elements of the elite sporting realm normalize the denial of pain and likely 
influence athletes to not seek help. In fact, two of the four elements of the sport ethic, “accept 

risks and play through pain” and “accept no obstacles in the pursuit of success” (Coakley, 2021) 
are in direct conflict with an athlete seeking help. Consequently, the expectations and subjective 
norms within sport organizations, including those communicated by the coach, cultivate a culture 

in which help-seeking is likely not fostered.  
Within this context of the athlete-coach relationship, overall, the literature points to 

effective communication, trust, stigma, and toughness and self-reliance as being fundamental to 
athlete help-seeking behaviors, as well as to the vital role a head coach may play in impacting 
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each of these factors toward help-seeking. Consequently, if we intend to better address athlete 
concerns it is vital to understand from the athlete’s perspective what head coaches can do to 

ensure that athletes seek help. The purpose of this study is to examine how head coaches can 
assist in addressing mental health concerns of college athletes, specifically with regard to help-

seeking behaviors and choices. 
 

Method 
 

This study employed a qualitative descriptive approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Sandelowski, 2000, 2010). Based in social constructivism, qualitative descriptive studies focus 
on advancing an area of inquiry by providing insight, description, context, and basic 
interpretation based in participants’ words and lived experiences (Sandelowski, 2000). The area 

of athlete mental health, particularly from the perspective of athletes, is a nascent area of inquiry 
which can be meaningfully expanded with exploratory study. Thus, qualitative description was 

well-suited for this study and useful for the initial inquiry needed to advance research in college 
athlete mental health. The Health Belief model is rooted in injury prevention education 
(Rosenstock, 1974). Recent scholars have demonstrated the model was useful for examining “the 

mental health help-seeking experiences of collegiate student-athletes” (Bird et al., 2020, p. 60). 
Therefore, because it is useful for illuminating such factors as how individual behaviors toward 

seeking help are influenced by demographic variables, perceptions about the benefits and 
barriers to health-related help, and cues to action, the Health Belief Model was leveraged as the 
theoretical frame the current study. As such, the model influenced the design, the survey 

questions, and the analytic approach.  
 

Participants and Procedure 
 

After IRB approval was received and as part of a larger study (i.e., Habeeb et al., 2022), 

athletes from a NCAA Division I conference were asked to complete an online survey regarding 
their experience as a college athlete. Athletes were recruited via an email campaign and in-

person and offered either an opportunity to enter a drawing to win one of four prizes (valued at 
$150) or a guaranteed small-prize (valued at $3). Participants were made aware their 
participation was voluntary and that they could stop the survey at any time. The survey link was 

distributed through athlete listservs at 12 universities. It was opened by 581 athletes and a total 
of 474 athletes completed the survey (i.e., 81.5% completion rate). The survey took on average 

10-15 minutes to complete. 
 

Approach and Instrument  

 

 Within the broader survey, participants were asked to respond to the following open-

ended question: “If you or a teammate were having concerns, what could your head coach do to 
help ensure that a student-athlete seeks help?” Of the completed surveys, 60.7 percent of the 
sample (n = 288) provided narrative responses ranging from a few words to a few sentences. 

This totaled to 10 pages of single-spaced text (402 lines, 3754 words). Given the purpose of the 
study, this single-prompt design was deemed an effective method for the study. That is, even 

with a single prompt, participants shared abundant relevant and insightful responses about how 
coaches could be helpful to athletes in seeking help for mental-health related issues. 
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Analysis 

 

Using open coding the data were analyzed via content analysis, which is a “data 

reduction and sensemaking effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to 
identify core consistencies and meanings”(Patton, 2002, p. 453). Two researchers initially coded 
the responses. Then, the research team met to discuss the initial codes and created a coding book. 

According to the final codebook (see Table 1), 337 individual data units (some individuals 
provided responses that were coded into multiple themes) were categorized into 6 themes that 

emerged from the data. Utilizing this codebook, the two coders independently coded the entire 
dataset. Finally, disagreements were reviewed and discussed by the researchers until consensus 
was reached on all final codes. 

 
 

Table 1  
Codebook 

Code Definition F % of Total 

Coach-Athlete 

Communication  
 

Any reference to having a conversation with 

the athlete, exchanging dialogue including 
“talking,” “listening,” “checking in,” “having 
a meeting,” and “encouragement” 

129 38% 

Athlete Referral Any reference to speaking to professional 

help such as “psychologist” or “professional” 
or “counselor” 

84 25% 

Education & 

Awareness of 
Resources 
 

Any reference to providing physical 

resources including information about mental 
health, making athletes more aware of what 
resources are offered or outlets are available 

to them 

54 16% 

Healthy Open 
Environment  

 

Any reference to the team culture being 
welcoming or making athletes feel 

comfortable 

29 9% 

Genuine Concern Any reference to showing authentic actions 
or signs of care or non-specific 

recommendations for the athlete including 
“help” and “advice” 

28 8% 

Other  
 

Any reference to a response that was not 
indicative of a proper relation to the research 

question 

13 4% 
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Results 
 

The overall frequencies and percentages of each theme from the dataset are reported in 
Table 1. Clearly, responses regarding Coach-Athlete Communication were the most frequently 

mentioned, followed by those regarding Athlete Referrals, Education, and Healthy/Open 
Environment.  We discuss each of these in more detail below.   

 

Coach-Athlete Communication  
 

 The Coach-Athlete Communication theme consisted of statements from athletes 
expressing that interpersonal dialogue between athletes and coaches would be helpful for athletes 
to gain the assistance they needed for their mental health concerns. In this theme, the athletes 

mentioned several ways that communication could be enhanced toward mental health. One way 
was through meetings. There were at least 21 references to having a meeting or an individual 1:1 

meeting with the athlete and coach. These were conveyed in quotes such as the following: “Have 
a meeting and make it known they are available for help;” “Have meeting with the student 
athlete to ensure they are taking steps to better oneself;” “Have a 1 on 1 with the athlete;” “My 

coach would have 1 on 1 meetings to discuss with that athlete what he can do to help.” In 
addition, the athletes reported coaches’ checking back in and being consistent with this 

communication was also important. This was expressed through quotes such as, “They would 
also check in with you in the future to see how you were doing. Our coaches are very close with 
all of us and always check in with us every week;” and “Check in with them consistently.”  

 The theme, Coach-Athlete Communication also consisted of statements expressing the 
need for coaches to listen, and to provide a forum for athletes to “talk it out, '' or “Genuinely and 

carefully approach and talk,” or “Just talk to me.” In these statements, the athletes expressed a 
need for time outside of practice where coaches and athletes can talk about and discuss issues 
related to their lives outside of sport, not just issues surrounding sport.  

 Finally, within this Coach-Athlete Communication theme, the athletes also expressed the 
need for coaches to actively engage in conversations with athletes and encouraging them to seek 

help, and/or reminded them of the support that could be provided to help. For example, several 
athletes provided statements such as, “Reach out to them,” or “Reach out in person and just talk 
to them to see how they are feeling. Seeking help can be intimidating, so if a coach were to 

encourage them to seek help, check in with them along the way, it would be beneficial.” Others 
added, “Ask us how we're feeling and if we have/wanted to talk to someone;” and “Pull them 

aside after practice and have a conversation about what the problem is and try and help them find 
solution,” or “Talk to the athlete and encourage him to reach out to a professional.” One athlete 
articulated all these elements together saying, “Talk to them, make sure they were getting help if 

they needed it, reach out to them daily and check on them.”  
 Certainly, open communication in its various forms was seen by athletes as critical for 

their coaches to provide regarding mental health. While not explicitly stated in terms of time or 
location, the implication from comments like “pull them aside after practice,” seems to be that 
these conversations would be in addition to or outside the active sport context itself. The athletes 

expressed a need for coaches to provide space in conversation for mental health as a valid topic 
of discussion, to express care, and to provide a forum for athletes to be able to communicate their 

needs, to receive help, and to have follow-up regarding those conversations.  
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Athlete Referrals 
 

The theme Athlete Referrals consisted of participant statements regarding head coaches 
mentioning help available from a psychologist, professional, or counselor. There were two 

compelling aspects of this Athlete Referrals theme. One was the range of the levels of assistance 
that the head coach could or should provide, and the second is the range of types and specificity 
of professionals that were mentioned.  

 First, the respondents mentioned a range of levels of help that the head coaches should 
provide to athletes in terms of assisting them with their mental health.  The terms utilized for this 

ranged from suggestive to interventional. At one end of the range, about half of the comments 
utilized terms such as “suggest,” “recommend,” or “advise.” The following comments exemplify 
this level of assistance, “Suggest to the athletic trainer to connect them with a psychologist.” “I'm 

not sure. Maybe recommend see the athletic counselor.” “Suggest they speak to the athletic 
trainer or sports psychologist before the situation gets worse.” “Advise this individual to talk to a 

professional.” In this Athlete Referrals theme, the suggestion seemed to be that the coach should 
provide support and advice for help-seeking, but not actually intervene.  
 The next level of support or recommendation in the data regarding the Athlete Referrals 

theme, is for head coaches to intervene more directly and refer athletes to some type of 
professional. According to Webster, refer means “to send or direct for treatment, aid, 

information, or decision.” This term connotes a higher level of help compared to recommend or 
suggest. Referring was the most frequently mentioned form of assistance. In fact, 24 of the 86 
comments in this theme used the term refer or referral. The comments using this word were all 

straightforward like the following: “Refer them to the counseling center;” “Refer them to a 
professional;” “Refer us to a psychologist.” In these comments, the suggestion seems to be that 

the head coach move beyond advice or suggestion toward directing individuals to get help, either 
from a general source (e.g., a professional) or a specific resource (e.g., counseling center).  
 The third level of support consisted of suggestions that the coach would actually arrange 

or set-up the appointment for an athlete to meet with a professional resource. For example, 
statements such as the following: “Seek help for them;” “She could reach out to someone like a 

mentor or therapists who could help;” “Arrange a meeting with a professional;” “They could set 
up meetings with a health professional from the university and even with outside professionals as 
well;” “Set up a time and place to meet with the person that could give help.”  Several 

individuals suggested interventions such as the head coach actively reporting the athlete’s need 
for help. This was captured in three statements like the following: “Upload one of the 

anonymous sheets that can be submitted to a health professional.” In these statements, the 
suggestion was that the coach have an even more involved role where they not only refer, but 
actively arrange or help the athlete arrange for professional assistance.  

 Another important aspect of this Athlete Referrals theme was the range of specificity in 
the recommended help. Interestingly, the comments named a range of types of help that could be 

accessed. These included many mentions of very general help like “someone who can help,” or 
“on campus services.”  They also included specific references to the term professional (n=19).  
In addition, athletes suggested that coaches could help guide them to the following resources: 

psychologist (n=22), sports psychologist (n=6), counselor/counseling services (n=20), mental 
health specialist/services (n=5), mentor (n=1), therapist (n=1). In addition, four comments 

mentioned a specific person by name or campus service that was available at their university.  
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Education & Awareness 
 

 The third theme, Education & Awareness, that emerged from the data was the concept of 
improving knowledge and understanding of mental health. The data from this theme aligns with 

providing an open, safe forum that acknowledges the importance of mental health, and education 
on mental health resources.  

 First, Athlete Education & Awareness consisted of comments that expressed the need for 

resources and a place to discuss mental health issues, and even to acknowledge that such issues 
are an important factor in the lives of athletes. The following quotes illustrate this theme: 

“Encourage us to take care of our mental health as we do our physical health and guide us to the 
proper resources;” “Acknowledge the importance of having a stable mental health constantly and 
encourage talking to people, especially professionals if the issue is continuous;” “State and re-

state that there’s nothing wrong with seeking mental health and even promote the benefits of 
seeking mental health.” These quotes seem to imply that not all environments are open to 

providing education and resources, and that perhaps mental health issues are not given adequate 
attention. The third quote suggests that perhaps mental health is downplayed or even shamed. 
Thus, there is a strong sentiment that head coaches need to be active advocates for the 

importance of mental health education and could be instrumental in countering dominant 
narratives and/or stigmas in athlete cultures.  

 Education & Awareness also consists of quotes suggesting the importance of head 
coaches educating athletes on mental health resources. The following quotes exemplify this 
theme, with 52 people or 18% of respondents specifically mentioning awareness of resources: 

“Provide the resources they need;” “Inform them of mental health professionals;” “Give them 
options of who we can reach out to besides just our staff;” “Email out links to resources;” 

“Phone numbers or emails of professionals who could help them.”  This Education & Awareness 
theme weaves with the Athlete Referrals theme. That is, the athletes perceive that in addition to 
suggesting and/or referring athletes to resources, an important step in help-seeking is simply 

providing information to the athletes about the resources available to them.  
 

Healthy Open Environment 
 

Healthy Open Environment theme consists of references to the team culture being 

welcoming or making athletes feel comfortable discussing or approaching mental health.  
Notably, while potentially difficult to disentangle, within this theme appears to be both the 

notion that the coach and the team culture should be welcoming and open. The following quotes 
illustrate the Healthy Open Environment theme in terms of team atmosphere: “Provide a caring 
environment and truly care about others instead of the business of college athletics;” “Create a 

team atmosphere that is more understanding of mental health issues.” These quotes speak more 
specifically to the role of the head coach: “I would like the head coach to not present themselves 

as intimidating so people would have a more incentive to go in and talk to them about issues;” 
“It's not intentional but it's something people still fear;” “Make sure that he/she is comfortable in 
their environment and allow them more room to open up and find/utilize people who make it 

easier to share problems with.”  Another participant stated: 
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The head coach should first develop rapport with the student-athlete so that the coach 
becomes approachable with situations like these. Then, if the athlete comes to the coach 

with their problem, make it feel more welcoming so we wouldn't be scared to seek help. 
 

The athletes did not mention from where the notion of not being welcoming derived (i.e., the 
athletic department or the individual coach), but certainly expressed (using verbs such as 
provide, create, develop, make) that cultivating this atmosphere was intentional and active on the 

part of the head coach. 
 

Genuine Concern 
 

 The theme Genuine Concern expressed references to head coaches showing authentic 

actions or signs of care including non-specific recommendations for the athlete including “help” 
and “advice.” The following quotes exemplify this theme: “Show empathy and care;” “Showing 

that he cares about us as people and not just players;” “He could tell us that he cares and wants to 
help;” “Act like he cares, but I prefer not to have him involved in my life outside of my sport;” 
“Communicating with them in a caring and understanding manner;” “Show genuine care. Bring 

up the fact that they are always resources multiple times and not just once a year in the beginning 
of season meetings.” According to the Oxford Dictionary, to care means both “to feel concern or 

interest; attach importance to something,” and “to look after and provide for the needs of.” These 
quotes seem to capture both meanings. While “caring” might also involve listening or providing 
resources or helping behaviors (as expressed in Athlete Referrals and Education & Awareness 

themes), in these quotes the athletes seem to express a more underlying attitude toward valuing 
athletes as humans and genuinely being interested in their well-being.   

 The theme, Genuine Concern, also consists of references made to non-specific 
recommendations for the athlete including “help” and “advice.” The following quotes illustrate 
this theme: “Help;” “Help them solve the problems;” “Everything he can;” “Have people close 

by to help:” “At least try to help that person meet with someone who can help.” While broad in 
nature, these quotes seem to underscore the above notion of caring and concern, that is it appears 

head coaches can promote mental help-seeking behaviors simply by being helpful and providing 
access to others who can also.  
 

Discussion and Implications 
 

 Undoubtedly athlete mental health is a prevalent concern in American higher education. 
Understanding how to better address mental health concerns will aid overall athlete well-being, 
and also positively impact athletic departments in terms of holistic athlete development and 

positive sport culture (Anderson & Dixon, 2019; Cassidy, 2013; Chalip, 2006). Leveraging the 
Health Belief Model, this study utilized responses from college athletes to examine their 

perceptions of how head coaches could promote help-seeking behaviors so that athlete mental 
health issues can be better addressed.  
 Communication regarding mental health and help-seeking, consistent with previous 

literature (Auerbach & Stokowski, 2020; Cutler & Dwyer, 2020; Fraley et al., 2020; Wilkerson 
et al., 2020) remains at the forefront of discussions surrounding this issue. The athletes in this 

study suggested that Coach-Athlete Communication was key. This finding is supported by 
previous literature indicating effective communication is crucial to help-seeking and the athlete 
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experience (Berg & Warner, 2019; Fraley et al., 2020; Pedrelli et al., 2015). Head coaches, 
however, must not only provide a forum for discussion and listening to concerns, but also for 

actively supporting athletes through Athlete Referrals. This includes both low level intervening 
from suggesting to higher levels of intervening by booking appointments with professionals.  

The athletes also indicated that Education & Awareness of Resources for both coaches 
and athletes was also important to addressing mental health concerns. Athlete Referrals and 
Education & Awareness of Resources seemingly addressed both stigma and self-reliance that 

have been noted barriers to athlete help-seeking (e.g., Bird et al., 2018; Gulliver, Griffiths, & 
Christensen, 2012; Wilkerson et al., 2020). Finally, it was also clear that head coaches play a 

central and important role in creating a Healthy Open Environment and expressing Genuine 
Concern. Both Healthy Open Environment and Genuine Concerns are supported by the previous 
work on the importance of trust in athlete help-seeking (Gulliver, Griffiths, & Christensen, 2012; 

Habeeb et al., 2017; D. J. Rickwood et al., 2007). 
 While the results were presented in terms of salience or frequency of the themes—

Athlete-Coach Communication, Athlete Referrals, Education & Awareness of Resources, 
Healthy Open Environment, and Genuine Concern—when taken in total, they could also be 
viewed on a continuum. That is, the ways that head coaches could promote athlete help-seeking 

behavior ranges from destigmatizing (i.e., Genuine Concern) and valuing (i.e., Health Open 
Environment), to managing (Education & Awareness of Resources) and advocating (i.e., 

Athlete-Coach Communication and Athlete Referrals). One helpful way to understanding and 
advancing this work is to view the issue of mental health within sport organizations as an overall 
trend similar to the process of addressing diversity as an overall organizational issue in previous 

decades. In this line of thinking, previous frameworks exploring diversity suggested that to 
leverage diversity toward positive organizational outcomes, that issues needed to move from 

non-compliant to compliant and reactive to proactive (Fink et al., 2003; Fink & Pastore, 1999). 
In other words, organizations needed to move from resisting diversity to embracing it and then 
actually advocating for it proactively.  

Just as athletic departments once ignored or failed to embrace diversity (Fink et al., 
2003), the same might be said for mental health issues. If sport organizations want to leverage 

positive outcomes from addressing mental health, it is vital to move from stigmatizing mental 
health (non-compliance) to valuing it (compliance) to managing it (reactive) to advocating it 
(proactive). If viewed from this perspective, the results from this study demonstrate the role and 

importance of coaches as active participants in this process at all levels.  
From a practical standpoint, the results directly drawn from athletes indicate that coaches 

must destigmatize mental health by showing Genuine Concern for athletes on and off the field by 
their willingness to offer advice and help. Next, coaches must learn to value overall well-being 
and mental health through fostering a Healthy Open Environment that encourages dialogue and 

discussion and does not silence such issues (Wilkerson et al., 2020). Additionally, both coaches 
and athletes must be better educated and have a greater awareness of the resources available on 

their campuses (i.e., Education & Awareness of Resources) if athlete mental health is going to be 
addressed. Then, coaches must be actively engaged in Athlete Referrals, whether by simply 
suggesting they seek professional help or by more directly taking them to see a professional. 

Last, the most salient finding indicated that the Athlete-Coach Communication continues to be 
paramount; for athlete mental health to be addressed in positive and productive ways, it is 

imperative that coaches regularly converse with athletes on issues that go beyond sport. Talking, 
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listening, and checking- in on athletes’ well-being can make an important difference in whether 
an athlete will seek help.  

From a theoretical standpoint, the results, like Bird et al. (2020), demonstrated that the 
Health Belief Model is an appropriate framework to better understand help-seeking experiences 

of college student-athletes for mental health concerns. The Health Belief Model suggests that 
perceptions of benefits and barriers to health will impact help-seeking behavior. Our findings 
suggest that indeed barriers such as (dis)trust, stigma, and self-reliance must be overcome in 

order for athletes to seek help, and that coaches can be key catalysts for overcoming those 
barriers. The Health Belief Model also suggests that both highlighting benefits and providing 

cues to action will support help-seeking. Several cues that are supported in this study—open 
communication, education, advocacy, and providing resources—are all important cues to action 
provided by head coaches. Thus, it appears the that Health Belief Model holds promise for 

understanding mental health issues in college athletics, and should be further leveraged to 
explore similar issues.   

 

Conclusion and Future Study 
 

Athletes themselves are the most valuable resource to understanding how a safe and 
healthy environment can best exist with college sport. This study revealed important insight 

directly from athletes on what a head coach could do to help ensure that an athlete seeks help. In 
doing so, the results suggested how sport organizations can move from stigmatizing mental 
health (non-compliance) and valuing it (compliance) to managing it (reactive) and advocating it 

(proactive) and further highlighted the vital role that coaches play in ensuring that mental health 
is embraced by sport individuals and organizations.  

Future work needs to unpack the various actors in the Health Belief Model, 
understanding more about the role and responsibility of the head coach, the athletes themselves, 
and the other stakeholders in and outside of college athletic departments, and the relative 

salience of each stakeholder in the help-seeking process. Even as coaches are focusing more on 
holistic environments (Cassidy, 2013), what are the realistic expectations and limits of coaches 

as mental health supports and advocates? What other supports need to be available? How do 
colleges integrate this into the larger picture of mental health on campus? This study is a starting 
point in understanding these issues and opens avenues for fruitful inquiry an optimal 

environment for college athletes to participate in sport.  
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