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Abstract 

The transition into elite-level sport can expose young athletes to risk factors for mental ill-health, including increased 
performance expectations, stressors associated with becoming increasingly public figures, and changes in lifestyle 
demands, such as diet, training loads and sleep. Successful integration into elite-level sport requires athletes to quickly 
adapt to these newfound challenges and the norms and culture of the new sport setting, while developing relation-
ships with teammates, coaches, and support staff. Despite these demands, the mental health experiences of ath-
letes transitioning into elite-level sport have been largely neglected in sport psychology literature. This is reflected 
in the dearth of programs for supporting mental health during this career phase, particularly relative to retirement 
transition programs. In this article, we offer a preliminary framework for supporting athletes’ mental health dur-
ing the transition into elite-level sport. This framework is based on holistic, developmental, and ecological perspec-
tives. Our framework outlines a range of recommendations for promoting mental health and preventing mental 
ill-health, including individual-level, relational, sport-level, and sociocultural-level strategies. Key recommendations 
include preparing athletes for the challenges they are likely to face throughout their athletic careers, highlighting 
athletes’ competence earlier in their careers, developing supportive relationships in the sport setting, and fostering 
psychologically safe sporting cultures. Supporting mental health from earlier in the athletic career is likely to promote 
athletes’ overall wellbeing, support enjoyment and retention in sport, and encourage help-seeking.

Key Points 

• The mental health of athletes transitioning to retirement has gained considerable attention, but less attention 
has been granted to athletes’ mental health during the transition into elite-level sport.

• The transition into elite sport involves exposure to a range of risk factors for mental ill-health and requires athletes 
to adjust rapidly for successful integration into the new sport setting.

• This framework includes recommendations for supporting athletes’ mental health and wellbeing during the tran-
sition into elite-level sport.
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Introduction
Elite athletes—or athletes who undertake specialised 
training and compete at national or international levels 
[1, 2]—experience a range of sport-related transitions 
over the course of their athletic careers [3]. Sport-
related transitions experienced by elite athletes include 
sport specialisation, progression to higher levels of 
performance, selection and deselection, pre- and post-
major competition, injury and recovery, relocation, and 
retirement [4, 5]. While transitions to retirement have 
been considered from a mental health perspective, lit-
tle attention has been paid to supporting mental health 
during the transition into elite sport settings.

Transitioning out of sport due to planned or 
unplanned/involuntary retirement (often due to seri-
ous/chronic injury or performance decline) is associ-
ated with adjustment difficulties, loss of identity and 
mental ill-health [6, 7]. The latter includes elevated 
rates of depression, suicidality, anxiety, low self-esteem, 
and substance use [6, 8–12]. Given the importance 
of athlete adjustment when transitioning out of elite 
sport, sporting organisations are increasingly invest-
ing in programs to support athletes during this career 
phase, recognising that this transition is a process 
rather than a single-occasion activity [7, 13]. Such pro-
grams are critical given the comparatively young age at 
which most elite athletes ‘retire’ relative to their com-
munity counterparts, often necessitating career and 
identity ‘reinvention’.

The lack of focus applied to athletes’ transitions or 
onboarding into elite sport settings is surprising, given 
that this is a phase associated with a range of poten-
tially destabilising factors. Here we advocate for a 
framework to better support and protect athlete men-
tal health during the transition into elite sport environ-
ments. Based on principles of early intervention, we 
argue for an explicit focus on supporting elite athlete 
mental health via:

1. Equipping athletes with adequate knowledge about 
elite sport and challenges associated with transition-
ing into these settings;

2. Equipping athletes with mental health literacy and 
self-management skills to promote early recognition 
of, and response to, possible adjustment difficulties 
or mental ill-health associated with the transition; 
and

3. Equipping sporting organisations (including coaches 
and team managers) with strategies for promoting 
healthy athlete development, identity formation, and 
mental health from the earliest point of their profes-
sional elite careers.

Demands Associated with the Transition 
into Elite‑Level Sport
Athlete outcomes following career transitions are 
impacted by the type of transition (i.e., reasons under-
lying the transition and its level of predictability), the 
way the transition is appraised (i.e., favourably vs. unfa-
vourably), internal characteristics (e.g., resilience, opti-
mism), available resources (e.g., social support) and the 
coping strategies implemented when responding to the 
transition [14–16]. Transitions that are unpredictable 
and/or unaligned with an athlete’s goals can precipitate 
mental ill-health, particularly in the absence of suffi-
ciently effective coping strategies and resources [8, 17, 
18].

Transitioning to higher levels of competition likely 
aligns with the goals of most athletes. Such progres-
sion indicates increasing athletic proficiency, often 
providing access to benefits, such as greater financial 
and public recognition. Nonetheless, transitioning 
into elite competition also presents complex demands 
that can contribute to mental ill-health [19]. Such 
demands include the rapid introduction to more regi-
mented structures (e.g., changes to diet, sleep, train-
ing load) and to established teams, including coaching 
staff, high performance support staff and teammates. 
These changes occur alongside exposures to known 
risk factors for mental ill-health, such as relocation, 
extended periods of travel, reduced connection to 
social networks, and increased performance pres-
sure [5, 19–24]. Athletes may also experience stress-
ors related to greater selection competition, risk of 
de-selection, greater living and financial independ-
ence, and newfound demands related to becoming an 
increasingly public figure, including public scrutiny, 
social media abuse, pressure to be a role model, and 
sponsorship requirements [20, 25, 26]. While navigat-
ing these changes, athletes in the onboarding phase are 
also tasked with learning about—and quickly adapting 
to—the systems, processes, norms, and culture within 
the new sporting environment.

Former athletes reflecting on their career progression 
have reported both positive and negative impacts of tran-
sitioning into higher levels of competition [23]. Positive 
impacts included feeling more competent in their athletic 
abilities and greater commitment to their sport as their 
careers advanced. However, they also described intensive 
training loads, insufficient time with loved ones and chal-
lenges in the sporting context (e.g., conflict with coaches, 
frustration associated with lacking autonomy about 
selection and organisational decision-making).

Increased performance expectations are significant 
sources of stress for many athletes transitioning to higher 
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levels of competition [19, 21, 22, 24, 27, 28]. Elevated 
performance expectations can be internal, imposed by 
athletes themselves, or external, imposed by coaches, 
teammates and/or caregivers [27–29]. Higher expecta-
tions can result in perceived inadequacy, including nor-
mative comparison with athlete peers and fear of not 
meeting others’ expectations, in addition to self-doubt 
and increased pre-competition performance anxiety [21, 
22, 29]. Relatedly, maladaptive sporting role perfection-
ism may be worsened by needing to ‘earn’ playing time 
at the elite level through consistently strong performance 
[22]. This pressure can be compounded by sponsorship 
and financial pressures in elite-level sport [19].

Due to feeling underprepared for the transition in 
terms of higher performance demands and changes 
associated with the new environments, athletes entering 
higher levels of competition describe feelings of uncer-
tainty and lacking control [21]. Some describe that unfa-
miliarity with the team, club and organisational culture 
feed into poor clarity regarding behavioural expecta-
tions [27]. Relational issues within the sport setting may 
be experienced during this phase, with some athletes 
reporting conflict with coaches and difficulty coping with 
negative performance feedback [22, 24, 27, 30].

As a consequence of dedicating more time and com-
mitment towards their sporting roles, athletes’ life 
balance in other domains (e.g., social and academic/voca-
tional pursuits outside sport) can be compromised dur-
ing this transition (e.g., [28]), which risks athlete identity 
foreclosure, or the commitment to the athletic role and 
identity at the expense of exploring other aspects of the 
identity [31, 32]. While a strong athletic identity can 
protect against burnout and increase enjoyment in—
and commitment to—the sporting role [33, 34], athlete 
identity foreclosure is a risk factor for mental ill-health, 
particularly among injured, retiring or recently retired 
athletes [35–37].

Finally, the age at which most athletes transition into 
elite-level sport overlaps significantly with the peak age 
of onset for mental ill-health [38, 39]. Throughout this 
paper, ‘elite youth athletes’ generally includes those aged 
12–17  years, as recently recommended by Walton and 
colleagues [40]. However, age of entry into elite sport 
(including both professional sporting codes and Olym-
pic level sports) can differ significantly according to sport 
type, and in some circumstances, athletes transitioning 
into elite sport may comprise those aged under 12 years 
or 18 years or older [41]. We argue that athletes’ vulner-
ability to mental ill-health due to their age and develop-
mental stage, coupled with the demands of the transition 
into elite sport, warrants a focus on how best this transi-
tion can be supported.

The changes and stressors experienced during the tran-
sition into elite sport can lead to adjustment difficulties, 
mental ill-health, loss of enjoyment in sport, emotional 
and physical exhaustion, overtraining, injury, and burn-
out [22, 30, 42]. Despite this, barriers to help-seeking—
including mental health stigma, lack of awareness about 
support resources, and concerns about the consequences 
of seeking help (e.g., de-selection)—may be particularly 
salient to athletes entering into elite sporting environ-
ments [43, 44].

Despite the varied challenges associated with the tran-
sition from pre-elite to elite sport and associated risk of 
experiencing mental ill-health, current emphasis in sport 
psychology literature is biased towards consideration of 
mental health during the athletic career and after the ath-
letic career, rather than the entry into elite settings.

The Sport Setting as a Key Context for Athletes’ 
Development
Given the time, commitment and dedication required 
for an athlete to reach and maintain elite status, the 
sport setting is a space for not only athlete talent devel-
opment, but also for the development of the person as 
a whole, including their social relationships, character, 
sense of self and worldview [42, 45]. Elite youth athletes 
typically experience sport-related transitions in parallel 
with key developmental tasks, such as identity explora-
tion, autonomy development, and developing future life 
goals [42, 46, 47]. Athletes transitioning into elite sport 
often recognise that their career progression comes at 
the expense of other areas of life and strengthens their 
commitment to the athletic role and identity [19]. While 
athlete retirement transition programs recommend pre-
venting athletic identity foreclosure throughout the ath-
letic career [4, 48], little attention to preventing this risk 
has occurred during the transition into elite sport.

Existing Programs for Supporting Athletes 
Transitioning into Elite Sport
We are aware of only three programs for supporting 
athletes’ transitions into elite sport. Larsen and Alfer-
man [49] developed educational workshops highlighting 
challenges soccer players may experience when prepar-
ing to move to the professional level, assisting athletes to 
develop strategies for preparing for the transition (e.g., 
coping strategies, goal setting, and psychological skill 
development). A program evaluation indicated that play-
ers reported several benefits, including access to trans-
parent information about transition-related challenges 
and developing relationships within the club before the 
transition (via incorporating role models such as senior 
players and coaching staff into the program). Coaches 
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also reported benefits related to individualised goal set-
ting activities, which helped players maintain motivation 
towards pursuing their career goals [49].

Another promising program, designed by Pummell and 
colleagues, was implemented and evaluated at an inter-
national high-performance tennis centre in the United 
Kingdom [50]. Elite junior-level tennis players partici-
pated in 10 workshops, which involved discussion about 
the upcoming transition into senior-level elite tennis. 
This included equipping players with realistic expec-
tations about the transition (e.g., higher performance 
expectations and requirement for greater responsibil-
ity, independence, and discipline), and videos of senior 
elite players reflecting on their transition experiences 
and helpful coping strategies. An evaluation indicated 
increased knowledge among players about transition 
demands and readiness to cope with the transition [50].

Cupples and colleagues [51] developed a program for 
youth Rugby League players transitioning into high-per-
formance environments. The program aimed to support 
effective transitions via upskilling coping strategies, such 
as problem-solving, support seeking, and breathing tech-
niques. An evaluation found increased task-based coping 
(e.g., problem solving, seeking coach feedback on selec-
tion and training errors) and decreased use of avoidance 
coping, but found no changes in wellbeing or support-
based coping. To our knowledge, no programs specifi-
cally designed to target the promotion of, and support 
for, mental health during the entry into elite sport exist, 
and there are no frameworks to inform the development 
of such programs.

A Framework for Supporting Athlete Mental Health 
During the Transition into Elite Sport
In the general population, favourable outcomes associ-
ated with prevention and early intervention for men-
tal ill-health are well-established [52, 53]. We propose 
that onboarding programs that provide athletes with 
the knowledge and skills to navigate the transition into 
elite sport will lead to more favourable mental health, 
wellbeing, performance, and retention outcomes in 
the elite sport system [47, 48]. Athletes will be better 
placed to respond to both sport-related and non-sport 
related stressors and transitions if they are equipped 
with effective coping strategies and skills to build 
resilience, and if the sporting environment they are 
entering recognises these challenges and provides the 
necessary resources to support this transition [4, 10]. 
Figure  1 presents an overarching framework for sup-
porting mental health and wellbeing in athletes transi-
tioning into elite sport settings, which is accompanied 
by recommendations throughout Sects.  “Strategies for 
Addressing Individual-Level Mental Health Risk and 

Protective Factors”–“Strategies for Addressing Socio-
cultural Mental Health Risk and Protective Factors”.

Our framework is predicated on the duty of care that 
elite sporting organisations have in developing and 
maintaining safe and supportive athlete environments. 
The framework is informed by holistic and develop-
mental [45, 54] and ecological perspectives [48, 55], 
most notably, works from Wylleman and Stambulova 
[42, 45, 54, 56]. The framework is also informed by a 
recent narrative review by Walton and colleagues [40], 
and Sabato and colleagues’ recommendations for sup-
porting elite youth athlete physical and emotional 
health [2]. The holistic and developmental perspec-
tive—largely informed by Wylleman and Stambulova’s 
works—conceptualizes the athlete as a whole person, 
rather than only a sportsperson [15], recognising that 
healthy development includes vocational/academic, 
psychosocial, and financial domains, and that changes 
in each of these occur over the course of athletes’ lives 
and careers [42, 45, 54]. Within an ecological perspec-
tive, a range of risk and protective factors may influence 
athlete mental health at the individual, social, sporting, 
and cultural/societal levels [48]. This approach helps 
to build accountability for protecting mental health 
throughout the relevant sport ecology, rather than plac-
ing the onus on an individual athlete.

This framework extends previously proposed ecologi-
cal models for supporting athlete mental health (e.g., 
[48, 57]) by acknowledging that risk and protective 
factors for mental health overlap with major life tran-
sitions, including developmental changes and athletic 
career progression. Taken together, these approaches 
inform a set of practical recommendations for sup-
porting athlete mental health during the transition into 
elite sport. These recommendations focus on enhanc-
ing protective factors for mental health at the indi-
vidual athlete level, as well as the relational, sporting/
organisational, and sociocultural levels. These strate-
gies can target factors both within the sport system 
(e.g., athlete-coach relationships, individual-level cop-
ing strategies for sport-related stressors) and outside 
the sport system (e.g., athlete relationships with family 
and friends, maintaining non-athletic identities).

Strategies for Addressing Individual‑Level Mental Health 
Risk and Protective Factors
Strategies to strengthen athletes’ resilience to the stress-
ors associated with the entry into elite-level sport and to 
promote positive mental health outcomes include pro-
viding opportunities for autonomy, highlighting com-
petence, preventing identity foreclosure, and preparing 
athletes for possible sport-related stressors [4, 10, 48]. 
Many of these strategies are included as key components 
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of retirement transition programs. We argue that these 
protective factors for mental health can be implemented 
in earlier phases of athlete careers as foundational com-
ponents for mental health.

Developmental considerations are necessary here given 
the young age at which many athletes transition into elite 
sport (often early-to-mid adolescence, if not younger). 
While providing athletes with full autonomy is not always 
feasible, possible strategies include asking athletes for 
feedback about key organisational decisions or outcomes, 
co-developing personalised training plans based on ath-
letes’ self-rated strengths, weaknesses, and career goals, 
and adjusting training schedules to accommodate educa-
tional, vocational, or familial commitments.

Assisting coaching staff to better recognise and empha-
sise athletes’ competence during the transition into elite 

sport is also recommended. Highlighting competence 
and providing opportunities for autonomous decision-
making from early in the elite sporting career can pro-
mote positive sport-related outcomes (e.g., enjoyment 
in the sporting role, motivation to engage in sport) and 
wellbeing outcomes (e.g., self-esteem, decision-making 
skills) [58–60].

Preventing athletic identity foreclosure early in an ath-
lete’s career is also critical [4, 21, 23, 28, 31], since this 
is a known risk factor for mental ill-health [35–37]. This 
can be facilitated in onboarding programs via structured 
and individualised career guidance that encourages ath-
letes to consider future career goals outside their athletic 
roles, as well as informal strategies, such as coaches and 
other key staff taking an interest in athletes’ educational/
vocational pursuits and life interests outside of sport.

Fig. 1 Framework for supporting athlete mental health during the transition into elite sport (and beyond)
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Given the number of changes associated with the tran-
sition into elite sport, it is recommended that onboarding 
programs provide athletes with transparent information 
about the challenges they are likely to experience during 
the transition (and potentially throughout their careers) 
and how these can be mitigated. This should ideally 
involve the voices of current and/or former athletes who 
have experienced and managed these challenges (recog-
nising that many challenges, such as performance pres-
sure, negative feedback from coaches or public scrutiny 
are largely unavoidable). Equipping athletes with adap-
tive coping skills and self-management strategies to build 
resilience should be a critical component of these pro-
grams. Evidence-based strategies in this regard include 
healthy self-talk (with an emphasis on self-compassion 
and recognising athletes’ intrinsic value as people), use of 
problem-solving techniques, and grounding or mindful-
ness techniques [48, 61, 62].

Despite best prevention efforts, some athletes will 
nonetheless experience adjustment difficulties and men-
tal ill-health over the course of their careers [39, 62]. 
Provision of mental health literacy programs for athletes 
transitioning into elite sport is warranted. These should 
focus on (1) promoting early recognition of mental ill-
health, burnout, and adjustment difficulties, (2) encour-
aging help-seeking, and (3) providing practical advice 
regarding where and how to access support. As recom-
mended by Gorczynski and colleagues [63], these men-
tal health literacy programs should be tailored to the 
athletes’ stage of development and should be informed, 
where possible, by the organisation’s contextual factors 
(e.g., available resources, existing support pathways, 
identified needs among individuals within the organisa-
tion). Further, the ongoing evaluation of mental health 
literacy programs is essential to ensure these programs 
are deemed acceptable, appropriate, and are meeting 
their primary aims [63].

Strategies for Addressing Relational Mental Health Risk 
and Protective Factors
Meaningful and well-functioning relationships, both 
inside and outside sport, are another key protective factor 
for mental health [64, 65]. Sporting organisations should 
provide opportunities for onboarding athletes to develop 
supportive relationships with teammates, coaching staff, 
high performance staff and others in the environment, 
including via mentoring programs or similar. From the 
onboarding stage onwards, coaching and other high per-
formance staff should engage in genuine conversations 
with athletes that promote connection (e.g., asking about 
their lives and interests outside sport) to ensure that ath-
letes feel intrinsically valued as people, rather than only 
valued for their skills and performance [48, 66]. This can 

assist with building psychological safety (see Sect. “Strat-
egies for Addressing Sociocultural Mental Health Risk 
and Protective Factors”) in the sports environment, ena-
bling athletes to establish a sense of belonging, while feel-
ing safe to ask questions [67, 68]. It is also recommended 
that sporting organisations facilitate the development 
of social networks and opportunities for communica-
tion between coaching staff and athletes’ caregivers (or 
other key supports), as both coaches and caregivers can 
be well-placed to recognise changes in an athlete’s mood 
or behaviour that reflect early indications of mental ill-
health (e.g., social withdrawal, negative comments about 
weight or shape, loss of enjoyment in sport) [69]. Accord-
ingly, the delivery of mental health literacy programs to 
caregivers prior to the athletes’ transition into the new 
sport setting is recommended to support the recognition 
of transition difficulties and/or mental health symptoms 
and to upskill caregivers in having effective conversations 
about these experiences [40].

Induction programs can also provide coaching and 
support staff with optimal strategies for communicating 
with newly entering athletes. Here there is opportunity 
to highlight the benefits of mastery-oriented coaching 
styles, where there is a focus on personal improvement 
and displays of effort and persistence in the face of set-
backs. This can be seen as distinct to ego-oriented coach-
ing styles, focusing on social comparison with other 
athletes [70].

Strategies for Addressing Sport‑Level Mental Health Risk 
and Protective Factors
At the sport (or organisational) level, it is recommended 
that sporting organisations are responsive to their safe-
guarding responsibilities, offer encouragement for ath-
lete help-seeking, and routinely monitor athlete mental 
health. Further, clearly identifying who in the organisa-
tion is responsible for organising and implementing spe-
cific mental health strategies is advisable to ensure these 
activities are prioritised on an ongoing basis. This may be 
facilitated by allocating mental health ‘champions’ in the 
organisation who are well-informed about the organisa-
tion’s mental health strategy, can serve as points-of-con-
tact for mental health-related questions or concerns, and 
hold key responsibilities in ensuring any mental health 
activities/programs are delivered as planned [69]. Cru-
cially, these ‘champions’ should be clearly identifiable 
among athletes and staff.

In addition to ensuring appropriate safeguarding poli-
cies and procedures exist, information about reporting 
processes and pathways (in response to bullying, har-
assment, discrimination, or abuse) should be provided 
to athletes entering any elite sport system. Onboarding 
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athletes will be less knowledgeable about the systems, 
processes and procedures for reporting adverse events, 
and likely less confident reporting and seeking support, 
relative to more experienced athletes [71]. Onboard-
ing programs should provide mandatory safeguarding 
information to ensure that athletes understand how they 
can report concerns [72, 73]. Safeguarding information 
should also be disseminated to athletes’ caregivers and 
across the organisation to coaching, high performance, 
executive/leadership, and administration staff.

Similarly, sporting organisations should ensure that 
athletes transitioning into the new sport setting—in addi-
tion to staff within the organisation—receive adequate 
opportunities for seeking support for mental ill-health, 
and that information about pathways for help-seeking is 
readily available from early in the athletic career. Given 
athletes transitioning into these environments may be 
hesitant to disclose mental health problems due to con-
fidentiality concerns and possible ramifications of seek-
ing support (e.g., loss of selection, being viewed as weak) 
[43], information concerning confidentiality should be 
highlighted in communications about opportunities for 
support.

It is also recommended that athletes transitioning into 
elite sport are screened for symptoms of mental ill-health 
before, during, and after the transition to facilitate early 
identification and intervention. Where possible, sport-
sensitised tools for detecting mental ill-health, psy-
chological distress, and perceived psychological safety 
should be used (e.g., [74–76]). Screening practices should 
be accompanied by clear processes for responding to ele-
vated scores, offering pathways for discussion and sup-
port where needed [77].

Strategies for Addressing Sociocultural Mental Health Risk 
and Protective Factors
Addressing sociocultural risk and protective factors 
for mental health is another essential component of a 
sporting organisation’s overall mental health strategy 
that should be prioritised from the onboarding process 
onwards. Here we highlight the importance of develop-
ing cultures that are ‘psychologically safe’ [78], reducing 
mental health stigma, and recognising and embracing 
diversity within the organisation.

Sport settings are often characterised as valuing 
toughness and stoicism. While these values can be help-
ful on-field, when applied rigidly to all situations, they 
can risk contributing to mental health stigma and bar-
riers to help-seeking (e.g., concerns about being viewed 
as weak or others responding negatively to mental ill-
health disclosures) [43, 48]. Sport teams, clubs, and 
organisations are responsible for developing cultures 
that are psychologically safe [68]. Psychologically safe 

environments are characterised by interpersonal trust, 
mutual respect, and acceptance of mistakes and dif-
ferences among individuals within the environment 
[78, 79]. Improving psychological safety has been shown 
to enhance team cohesion, learning, innovation and 
performance outcomes in a range of high-performance 
organisational contexts [80]. There is increasing recog-
nition that psychological safety can also support men-
tally healthy sport settings [67, 68, 74].

Sporting teams, clubs, and organisations are encour-
aged to normalise mental ill-health among their mem-
bers, as this can promote psychological safety and 
facilitate help-seeking [43, 81]. Normalising mental ill-
health can be facilitated by providing opportunities for 
open discussions about mental health, encouraging lead-
ership to share mental health challenges they have expe-
rienced, encouraging individuals in the sport setting to 
respond to disclosures in supportive and non-judgmen-
tal ways, and framing mental health help-seeking as an 
important strategy for maintaining one’s overall health 
and wellbeing. Tackling mental health stigma and pro-
moting openness about mental ill-health—including how 
to initiate conversations and have safe conversations with 
others—can be facilitated by mental health literacy pro-
grams that offer training in how to communicate about 
mental ill-health (e.g., Ahead of the Game) [82].

Given that individuals from diverse backgrounds (e.g., 
according to race/ethnicity, sexuality, gender expres-
sion) are more likely to experience discrimination and 
harassment, including in sporting contexts [83], sport-
ing organisations should ensure that the diversity of staff 
and athletes is recognised and valued [69]. This may be 
facilitated by promoting meaningful conversations about 
diverse identities to better understand these experi-
ences, seeking to reflect diversity across staff, providing 
opportunities for athletes and staff to engage in cultur-
ally meaningful practices and celebrations, and directly 
engaging with those from diverse backgrounds about 
their preferences regarding how their identities are dis-
cussed and shared among others within the organisation.

On a broader scale, sports may also be able to impact 
the broader public on issues surrounding mental health 
stigma and embracing diversity. For example, reducing 
mental health stigma via campaigns involving promi-
nent sportspeople talking about their personal experi-
ences of mental ill-health can be effective, particularly 
since elite athletes are commonly viewed by the pub-
lic (and youth athletes) as strong, resilient, successful 
role-models [84]. Sporting organisations can also pub-
licly address unacceptable public behaviour directed 
towards athletes that may contribute to mental ill-
health, such as harassment, racism, or discrimination.
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Conclusion
The transition into elite sport is associated with a range 
of stressors. If left unchecked or unaddressed, these may 
contribute to psychological distress or mental ill-health, 
which in turn may impact an athlete’s performance 
and ability to achieve their career goals. The youth ath-
lete career phase is a particularly vulnerable period for 
mental ill-health, given the upheaval in many athletes’ 
physical environments, social relationships, training and 
lifestyle demands, and performance expectations [19, 
22]. This paper seeks to address the balance in atten-
tion to transitions within elite sport, shining a light on 
the entry into elite sport settings, and the opportuni-
ties available via structured induction/onboarding pro-
grams. We argue that this career phase represents a key 
opportunity to provide athletes with the foundational 
components for supporting their mental health and 
building resilience to manage the demands and rigors of 
elite sport. We note that given the nascency of literature 
in this field, this framework will warrant revision when 
increased evidence is available about athletes’ mental 
health needs during the transition into elite sport, as 
well as evidence-based strategies for supporting mental 
health during this career transition.
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