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In recent years, athletes’ mental health has gained interest among researchers, sport 
practitioners, and the media. However, the field of sport psychology lacks empirical 
evidence on the effectiveness of psychotherapeutic interventions for mental health 
problems and disorders in athletes. Thus far, intervention research in sport psychology 
has mainly focused on performance enhancement using between-subject designs and 
healthy athlete samples. In the current paper, we highlight three interrelated key issues 
in relation to treating mental health problems and disorders in athletes. (i) How are mental 
health and mental health problems and disorders defined in the sport psychology 
literature? (ii) How are prevalence rates of mental health problems and disorders in 
athletes determined? (iii) What is known about psychotherapeutic interventions for 
mental health problems and disorders in athletes? We conclude that the reliance on 
different definitions and assessments of mental health problems and disorders contributes 
to heterogeneous prevalence rates. In turn, this limits our understanding of the extent 
of mental health problems and disorders in athletes. Furthermore, knowledge of the 
effectiveness of psychotherapeutic interventions for athletes with mental health problems 
and disorders is scarce. Future research should include athletes with established mental 
health problems and disorders in intervention studies. We also propose an increased 
use of N-of-1 trials to enhance the knowledge of effective psychotherapeutic interventions 
in this population.
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INTRODUCTION

There has been an increasing interest in athletes’ mental health among researchers and 
sport practitioners in the past decade. Several reviews and position statements have recently 
been published on this issue (e.g., Reardon et  al., 2019; Kuettel and Larsen, 2020). Several 
top athletes also highlighted mental health problems and how it affected their sport 
performance during the recent Olympic Games in Tokyo, which major news outlets have 
reported on, such as the New York Times (Longman, 2021) and the Washington Post 
(Svrluga, 2021). Despite this increased interest, studies on the effectiveness of psychotherapeutic 
interventions for mental health problems and disorders in athletes are almost nonexistent 
(Stillman et al., 2019). Most previous research has focused on interventions for performance 
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enhancement (e.g., Schenk and Miltenberger, 2019), resulting 
in an apparent knowledge gap that needs to be  addressed 
in future research.

Researchers have argued that athletes differ from the 
general population (e.g., Reardon et  al., 2019) in, but not 
limited to, personality traits (e.g., narcissistic tendencies, 
perfectionism, and competitiveness), behaviors (e.g., risk-
taking and superstitious rituals; Stillman et  al., 2016), and 
barriers to help-seeking (Gulliver et  al., 2012). Furthermore, 
some have argued that these differences, among others, need 
to be considered when working in a psychotherapeutic setting 
with athletes (Stillman and Farmer, 2021). However, empirical 
evidence is scarce, and research is needed to examine whether, 
and if so, how athletes differ from the general population 
(Gouttebarge et  al., 2019). In addition, researchers have put 
much effort into determining prevalence rates of mental 
health problems and disorders in athletes. However, there 
is an extreme heterogeneity of prevalence rates in the 
published literature, making it difficult to determine the 
extent of mental health problems and disorders in athletes 
(Gouttebarge et  al., 2019).

In light of the above, in the current paper, we  will discuss 
three interrelated key issues related to research on treating 
mental health problems and disorders in athletes. (i) How 
are mental health and mental health problems and disorders 
defined in the sport psychology literature? This has important 
implications for both assessing the prevalence of and treating 
mental health problems and disorders. (ii) How are prevalence 
rates of mental health problems and disorder in athletes 
determined? (iii) What is known about psychotherapeutic 
interventions for mental health problems and disorders in 
athletes? We  conclude by outlining several issues in need of 
further research related to treating mental health problems 
and disorders in athletes and suggest ways to advance knowledge 
in this area.

MENTAL HEALTH IN SPORT 
PSYCHOLOGY

Definitions of Mental Health, Mental Health 
Problems, and Mental Disorders
Historically, mental health has been defined in many different 
ways and how to define it is still under debate (e.g., Keyes, 
2002, 2005; Galderisi et  al., 2015). More recently, a narrative 
review on mental health in athletes by Lundqvist and Andersson 
(2021) concluded that what is considered mental health or 
mental health problems will vary depending on three factors: 
definition, theoretical perspective, and the assessment chosen 
by researchers. Hence, an essential prerequisite when researching 
mental health is to provide a clear definition and a well-
grounded theoretical perspective of mental health and mental 
health problems (Lundqvist and Andersson, 2021).

Several researchers in sport psychology have suggested 
conceptualizing mental health as part of a continuum rather 
than adhering to strict diagnostic criteria and viewing it as 
a binary state (Moore and Bonagura, 2017; Rice et  al., 2021). 

On the other hand, Lundqvist and Andersson (2021) argue 
that continuum models do not provide any guidance regarding 
how to interpret symptoms and whether symptoms should 
be  viewed as natural reactions to sports or early signs of 
mental health problems or disorders. Many elite athletes are 
expected over time to move back and forth along the continuum 
without necessarily being at risk of developing clinically 
relevant mental health problems or needing treatment 
(Lundqvist and Andersson, 2021). Thus, caution is needed 
not to pathologize everyday human experiences (Henriksen 
et al., 2020). Despite this increased interest and recent efforts, 
Lundqvist and Andersson (2021) argue that it is unlikely 
that consensus will be  reached on a uniform definition of 
mental health in elite sport contexts.

The lack of a uniform definition in the sport psychology 
literature is also evident in relation to mental health problems 
and disorders. The terms mental health problem and mental 
disorder are sometimes used interchangeably despite referring 
to different levels of severity and diagnosis. A mental disorder 
refers to a specific psychiatric diagnosis based on several 
criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013), 
whereas mental health problems usually refer to subclinical 
psychological ill-being without necessarily fulfilling clinical 
criteria according to the DSM-5. Symptoms of subclinical 
psychological ill-being are often signs of how mental health 
can fluctuate without developing into an all-encompassing 
disorder (i.e., cognitive and emotional disturbance, abnormal 
behaviors, and/or impaired functioning; American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). An example from the sport context is 
performance anxiety versus an established psychiatric anxiety 
disorder (e.g., generalized anxiety disorder, social anxiety, and 
obsessive–compulsive disorder). Performance anxiety most 
often occurs before a performance and is a passing state, 
whereas generalized anxiety disorder, for example, is an ongoing 
state leading to impaired functioning in different areas of 
life (Reardon et  al., 2021).

Although these can be  viewed as subtle differences, the 
nuances have important practical implications related to 
assessment and treatment. Disregarding these subtle differences 
increases the risk of underestimating or overestimating mental 
health problems and disorders in athletes. Relying on different 
definitions and operationalizations increases the heterogeneity 
of prevalence rates in the published literature, which, in 
turn, creates confusion and uncertainty rather than clarity 
in terms of the extent of mental health problems and disorders 
in athletes.

Prevalence of Mental Health Problems and 
Disorders in Athletes
Prevalence rates of mental health problems and disorders in 
athletes are often studied with quantitative and cross-sectional 
methods using self-reported data via questionnaires (Kuettel 
and Larsen, 2020). Consequently, prevalence rates of mental 
health problems and disorders among athletes vary and are 
more prominent in some samples than others, often dependent 
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on the type of study design and type of assessment. Prevalence 
rates are generally higher in studies adopting a broader 
definition of mental health problems and self-report measures 
compared to studies that limit assessment to psychiatric 
diagnosis and clinical evaluation. For example, prevalence 
rates for depression in athletes range from 4% when clinically 
assessed (Schaal et  al., 2011) to 48% when self-reported 
(Foskett and Longstaff, 2018), whereas rates for anxiety varies 
from 9% when clinically assessed (Schaal et  al., 2011) to 
16% when self-reported (Åkesdotter et  al., 2020). Åkesdotter 
et  al. (2020) included both psychiatric disorders and 
psychological distress symptoms in their definition of mental 
health problems and used self-report measures, whereas Schaal 
et  al. (2011) examined the prevalence rates of mental health 
problems based on psychological disorders found in the 
DSM-IV or International Classification of Diseases 10th version 
(ICD-10) with a licensed caregiver conducting additional 
clinical evaluations.

These discrepancies show that prevalence rates of mental 
health problems and disorders differ substantially based on 
the definition and operationalization of mental health problems 
(e.g., psychiatric diagnosis versus symptoms of psychological 
distress), type of assessment (e.g., self-report versus clinically 
assessed), and instruments used, and contribute to the 
heterogeneity of prevalence rates for mental health problems 
and disorders in athletes. This heterogeneity and lack of consensus 
regarding how to assess prevalence limits the understanding 
of athletes’ mental health problems and disorders. Furthermore, 
Gouttebarge et  al. (2019) argued that prevalence rates for 
current elite athletes might be slightly higher than in the general 
population; however, comparisons were not possible due to 
the lack of reference group from the general population in 
the studies included in their meta-analysis. Nevertheless, despite 
these methodological issues, the available evidence indicates 
that the prevalence rates of the most common mental health 
problems and disorders seem comparable with those of the 
general population (Gorczynski et al., 2017; Moesch et al., 2018).

PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC INTERVENTIONS 
IN SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

Many recommendations have been put forward about how to 
address mental health problems and disorders in sport contexts, 
such as prevention strategies (Reardon et  al., 2019), mental 
health officers (Henriksen et  al., 2020), and new screening 
tools to detect symptoms of mental health problems (Gouttebarge 
et  al., 2021). Surprisingly, very few of these recommendations 
include calls for more rigorous and controlled studies on 
psychotherapeutic interventions for athletes. Intervention research 
has mainly focused on performance enhancement (e.g., 
Sappington and Longshore, 2015; Schenk and Miltenberger, 
2019), although the constant pressure to perform may increase 
athletes’ vulnerability to mental health problems (Kuettel and 
Larsen, 2020). The scarcity of research on interventions for 
athletes’ mental health problems and disorders has resulted in 
a critical knowledge gap related to the effectiveness of 

interventions (Stillman et  al., 2019) and the underlying 
mechanisms that account for intervention outcomes (Gross 
et  al., 2016).

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) has been recommended 
as an “excellent choice” for treating athletes with mental health 
problems or disorders because it involves procedures that 
athletes commonly use, such as structure, direction, goal setting, 
and practice (Stillman et al., 2016). However, to our knowledge, 
there are no studies conducted on the effectiveness of CBT 
on athletes with established mental health problems or disorders. 
Nevertheless, given that CBT is a well-researched form of 
psychotherapy and established as one of the most effective 
and common treatments for a wide range of mental health 
problems and disorders (Hofmann et  al., 2012), it is 
understandable why CBT is recommended. Despite the lack 
of clinical studies using CBT for mental health problems or 
disorders in athlete populations, a limited number of case 
studies have been conducted using CBT principles with athletes. 
For example, Gustafsson et  al. (2017) performed a six-session 
exposure intervention with a 17-year-old cross-country skier 
experiencing a high level of performance anxiety. Furthermore, 
McArdle and Moore (2012) describe how one of the authors 
employed key CBT principles when working with a 26-year-
old rugby player with a dysfunctional perfectionist mindset. 
Participants in the abovementioned studies were not diagnosed 
with a clinical diagnosis but were included on the basis of 
experiencing mental health problems and underperforming. 
However, Lundqvist (2020) provides an example of how to 
use behavioral activation when working with a former Olympic 
athlete who developed depression (according to the Montgomery-
Åsberg Depression Rating Scale) after retirement.

In addition to CBT, so-called third-wave behavioral therapies 
such as acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) and 
compassion-focused therapy (CFT) seem promising (e.g., Ruiz, 
2010; Craig et al., 2020) and should also be evaluated in athlete 
populations. ACT stems from the traditional behavior and 
cognitive therapies, such as CBT, but with a stronger emphasis 
on mindfulness and acceptance (Hayes et  al., 2006). ACT has 
been widely researched in clinical samples with strong evidence 
for a wide range of mental health problems (Ruiz, 2010), such 
as anxiety (Swain et  al., 2013), depression (Bai et  al., 2020), 
and chronic pain (Veehof et  al., 2016). Since introducing ACT 
(Hayes et  al., 1999), many interventions in sport psychology 
have drawn from the ACT model and its six core processes 
(i.e., values, contact with the present moment, committed action, 
acceptance, self as a context, and defusion). Sport psychology 
researchers have mostly adopted the parts about being present 
in the moment and accepting internal events (i.e., thoughts 
and emotions) to enhance performance (e.g., The Mindfulness-
Acceptance-Commitment approach; Moore, 2009). Mindfulness-
based interventions for enhanced athletic performance show 
promising results of being effective in improving characteristics 
associated with well-being, such as psychological flexibility and 
anxiety (Sappington and Longshore, 2015). However, the field 
currently lacks clinical intervention studies testing the ACT 
model as a psychotherapeutic intervention in athletes with 
mental health problems or disorders.
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A small number of intervention studies in sport contexts 
have included parts of the ACT model (see Lundgren et  al., 
2020; Moesch et al., 2020). However, in these studies, participants 
were recruited based on characteristics related to their sport 
participation (e.g., current injury, motivation to participate), 
not that they explicitly needed treatment for mental health 
problems or disorders. It is difficult to draw conclusions about 
the effectiveness of an intervention on mental health problems 
(e.g., anxiety, depression, and psychological rigidity) based on 
research with healthy samples. Research on compassion-based 
interventions (Neff, 2003; Gilbert, 2009) in sport is also scarce 
but is gaining interest (Craig et  al., 2020). However, despite 
an increased interest, a scoping review (Röthlin, 2019) on the 
role of self-compassion in competitive sport settings only found 
one intervention study (i.e., Mosewich et  al., 2013). Given the 
lack of empirical evidence, athletes experiencing mental health 
problems or disorders need to be  included in future studies 
to evaluate the effectiveness of interventions based on CBT, 
ACT, or CFT.

Targeted and Disorder-Specific or 
Transdiagnostic Treatment?
There have also been calls for developing comprehensive, 
targeted, and disorder-specific treatment models for athletes 
(e.g., Rice et al., 2016). However, this suggestion is problematic 
for several reasons. First, to adopt a targeted, disorder-specific 
treatment with an individual, that person must fulfill the criteria 
for a specific disorder, and only those criteria. This is rarely 
the case and comorbidity (i.e., the occurrence of two or more 
psychiatric disorders simultaneously) is more often the rule 
than the exception (Krueger and Eaton, 2015). Second, a sole 
focus on those with confirmed disorders will exclude many 
athletes struggling with subclinical mental health problems 
(Reardon et  al., 2019). Third, how can we  develop new, 
comprehensive, targeted, and disorder-specific treatment models 
when there is a lack of evidence related to the effectiveness 
of already established psychotherapeutic treatment models (e.g., 
CBT, ACT, and CFT) in athletic samples?

Researchers in the field of sport psychology seem to agree 
that mental health problems are more than just specific disorders 
and that the full range of mental health problems need to 
be considered (e.g., Moesch et al., 2018; Henriksen et al., 2020; 
Kuettel and Larsen, 2020; Lundqvist and Andersson, 2021). 
In addition, due to issues such as categorical overlap and high 
comorbidity rates (Meidlinger and Hope, 2017; Reardon, 2017), 
recognition is growing in terms of acknowledging that traditional 
psychiatric diagnoses are flawed due to the limitations (e.g., 
topographical approach, syndromal classification, and diagnosis 
overlap) of the current DSM-5 diagnostic system, and thus 
the treatments of them. Because of this, the field of clinical 
psychology is advancing toward transdiagnostic approaches 
aimed at targeting underlying mechanisms (e.g., emotional and 
cognitive avoidance, attentional focus, and worry) hypothesized 
to drive and maintain a person’s mental health problems (Frank 
and McKay, 2020). The field of sport psychology would benefit 
from following this trend and research on how transdiagnostic 

approaches (e.g., ACT and CFT) can be  used in interventions 
with athletes is warranted. Well-designed clinical studies 
evaluating established psychotherapeutic interventions in athletes 
should be  prioritized over developing new, comprehensive, 
targeted, and disorder-specific treatment models.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

When examining the literature on the prevalence rates of 
mental health problems and disorders in athletes, it is apparent 
that the field lacks a shared language to discuss mental 
health, mental health problems, and mental disorders, and 
the terms are often not clearly defined. The lack of consensus 
regarding the definition of mental health and mental health 
problems likely contributes to heterogeneous prevalence rates 
for mental health problems and disorders among athletes 
(Lundqvist and Andersson, 2021). Furthermore, using clinical 
cutoff values and diagnostic criteria are essential in future 
research; however, a strict focus on cutoff values and criteria 
is not very helpful when designing psychotherapeutic 
interventions for athletes with mental health problems and 
disorders. In a treatment setting, it is likely more effective 
to focus on factors underlying and underpinning mental 
health problems rather than fulfilling diagnostic criteria (Hayes 
et  al., 2020).

In line with the increasing interest in research on mental 
health problems and disorders in sport, it is reasonable to 
assume that research on treatments for such problems would 
follow. However, this has not been the case. Clinical studies 
testing well-researched and evidence-based psychotherapeutic 
interventions in athletes with mental health problems or disorders 
are long overdue within sport psychology. Consequently, 
interventions in sport psychology have been criticized to be  “a 
shot in the dark” (Moore and Bonagura, 2017, p.  178), and 
researchers have expressed that athletes deserve to receive 
support for their mental health equal to what they receive for 
their physical health (Currie et  al., 2021).

We argue that an increased use of N-of-1 studies and 
including athletes with established mental health problems 
or disorders in intervention studies would greatly benefit the 
understanding of effective treatments. N-of-1 studies have 
been recommended in contexts where variability in patient 
response is large, when the evidence is limited, and/or when 
the patient differs in important ways from the population 
participating in conventional randomized trials (Mirza et  al., 
2017). Furthermore, an N-of-1 approach is especially valuable 
when taking on new research areas (Barker et  al., 2020). All 
these recommendations are applicable to research on 
interventions for mental health problems and disorders in 
athletes where the variability in type and prevalence varies 
greatly (e.g., Rice et  al., 2016; Gouttebarge et  al., 2019), and 
the evidence for interventions for mental health problems 
and disorders is scarce (Stillman et  al., 2019). Furthermore, 
the athletic population has been suggested to differ from the 
general population in how mental health problems and disorders 
are expressed and factors that affect mental health, which 
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may impact the effectiveness of interventions in this population 
(Reardon et  al., 2019). However, this suggestion requires 
confirmation in empirical studies.

Summarizing Conclusion
There is an urgent need for well-designed clinical studies 
testing established psychotherapeutic interventions in athletes 
with established mental health problems or disorders. We argue 
that N-of-1 studies provide a promising approach to build 
a knowledge base for treating mental health problems and 
disorders in athletes, which would aid in psychologists’ mission 
to offer the best possible support for athletes who need it.
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