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Introduction: Numerous factors have been identified that potentially influence athletes' mental health. Given the predominant focus in the literature on athletes' mental health risk factors, our study aimed to explore elite athletes' perceptions of factors associated with their mental health and thriving based on the combination of holistic developmental and ecological approaches.



Methods: Seven Danish international elite athletes representing diverse sports were interviewed twice. The initial interview delved into their retrospective perspectives on career and mental health development, while the subsequent interview, conducted two months later, centered on recent events.



Results: Thematic analysis yielded a map outlining four overarching themes. Elite sport was perceived as a (1) relentless performance context marked by rigorous demands, which evoked (2) personal reactions among athletes characterized by heightened expectations, self-blame, and anxiety. In response to these challenging demands, athletes have cultivated (3) coping resources and strategies over the course of their careers, such as self-reflection, emphasis on recovery, planning and prioritization skills, and passion for their sport. Nonetheless, the development of these resources and strategies was a gradual process, often informed by past experiences of mental health difficulties during adolescence. Additionally, they have found support for their mental health within a (4) nurturing environment consisting of supportive coaching, camaraderie among teammates, guidance from experts, and caring relationships.



Discussion: The findings of this study highlight the complex interplay of factors affecting mental health and emphasize the need for creating supportive environments that help athletes manage the intense demands of elite sport.



KEYWORDS
mental health, elite sport, qualitative, protective and risk factors, environment





1 Introduction

Elite athletes are often celebrated for their exceptional physical abilities and achievements in the world of sports. However, concerns have publicly been raised over the high prevalence of mental health disorders among elite athletes due to the demanding nature of elite sports, including intense training and competitions, injuries, deselection, and public scrutiny (1, 2). In prevalence studies, researchers typically utilized cross-sectional designs to elucidate the incidence rates of mental health disorders (e.g., depression, anxiety, and eating disorders) in correlation with specified risk factors (for reviews, see (3, 4). However, this approach provides a limited understanding of factors that help athletes to protect and nurture mental health and neglects the dynamic nature of mental health (1).

Mental health is a broad concept and is sometimes used to describe a desirable mental condition of well-being, and at other times it is used to describe mental ill-being or mental disorders (1). In this study, we refer to the following definition that has been proposed by Kuettel and Larsen (3) in relation to elite sport:


Mental health is a dynamic state of well-being in which athletes can realize their potential, see a purpose and meaning in sport and life, experience trusting personal relationships, cope with common life stressors and the specific stressors in elite sport, and are able to act autonomously according to their values (p. 23).



In their scoping review of research on mental health risk and protective factors in elite athletes, Kuettel and Larsen (3) identified 82 factors and grouped them into four categories creating a framework to be used in this study. These categories are: (a) personal risk factors (e.g., adverse life events, injury and overtraining, and low social support); (b) personal protective factors (e.g., protective behaviors, positive social relationships, and recovery); (c) sport-environmental risk factors (e.g., sport-specific stressors, stigma towards help-seeking); and (d) sport-environmental protective factors (e.g., mental health literacy and support, trusting sport climate). While only 11% of the 43 empirical studies in this review were qualitative, these studies contributed to over half of the factors perceived by athletes as associated with their mental health. Another review looked at the mental health of student-athletes (5) and divided the many factors identified in (a) demographic, (b) generic (e.g., sleep quality, stress, social support); (c) sport-specific; and (d) dual career specific factors. Both reviews conclude that the factors affecting athletes’ mental health are numerous and originate from various personal development and environmental levels, pointing to the complexity of the issue. The authors requested further qualitative studies to provide insights into the complexities of athletes' lived experiences and the mental health factors interplay. The present study was designed with this quest in mind.

Within the athlete career sport psychology discourse (6), elite athletes' mental health is considered based on the holistic developmental and ecological approaches, that is as incorporated into their multilevel development and accommodation with related micro-and macro-environments. This integrated approach acknowledges mental health as both a resource and an outcome of career development, leading to the conceptualization of career excellence as “an athlete's ability to sustain a healthy, successful, and long-lasting career in sport and life” (6, p. 14). Throughout their careers, athletes proceed through different sporting environments – each with its unique culture – that can either nourish or malnourish their mental health (7). Stigmatization within elite sports culture can discourage individuals from seeking help as sports organizations might view mental health issues as an undesirable weakness inconsistent with high-level sports (8). Contrary, mental health literacy (9), encompassing the knowledge, attitudes, and skills needed to promote mental well-being and complementing support, can play a pivotal role in recognizing and addressing mental health difficulties both among athletes and within their support networks (10).

In Denmark, elite sport guided by the current law (11) should be conducted in a socially responsible manner supporting the welfare and education of elite athletes. There has historically been a focus on athletes' dual career (i.e., combining sports with study/work) and creating supportive talent development environments in Denmark with an emphasis on mental health (e.g., 12, 13). However, scandals within elite swimming have exposed unethical practices such as public weighing and bullying, leading to psychological distress in several athletes. This has sparked a public and political debate about the role of mental health in elite sport and led to the development of the Team Denmark applied model of mental health (14). The model underscores the importance of extending focus beyond individual athletes and their daily routines, urging consideration of the training environment and leadership in mental health prevention, early detection, and referral. In a recent quantitative study among Danish elite athletes, three distinctive mental health profiles (i.e., flourishing, moderate mental health, and languishing) were discovered (15). Most athletes were flourishing, and differences in perception of stressors, social support, and the role of their sporting environment were evident between athletes in the different profiles. Yet, these findings provided only a snapshot of the mental health state of athletes and certain contributing factors. Therefore, to deepen our understanding of contributing mental health factors in a holistic and developmental perspective, this study was guided by the following research question: How do Danish elite athletes perceive the dynamic interplay of personal and environmental factors as influencing their mental health, specifically in terms of risk (negative/threatening) and protective (positive/nurturing) factors, within the context of their mental health and career development?



2 Material and methods


2.1 Philosophical underpinning

We grounded our research in ontological relativism which posits that reality is multifaceted, created, and dependent on the mind. Additionally, we adopted a socio-constructionist paradigm, recognizing that knowledge is shaped by cultural influences and relational interactions, rather than being objectively observed or discovered (16). This perspective entails that we as researchers always bring our personal background and experience into the knowledge construction (17).



2.2 Researchers, participants, and data collection

To increase the credibility of our claims, we share the research group experiences. The first author is a former elite athlete who competed in three Olympic Games. Upon athletic retirement he completed a PhD focusing on athletes' careers and transitions. He also provides sport psychology consulting to elite athletes and teams. The co-authors are all scientist-practitioners in youth and elite sports, as well as experienced qualitative researchers in sport and exercise psychology.


2.2.1 Participants

We aimed for information-rich cases of elite athletes who were willing to share personal insights in their careers and mental health. Potential participants were recruited through Team Danmark's sport psychologists and included athletes that had experienced difficulties with their mental health in the past. The sample consisted of seven Danish elite athletes (including four females), who competed at the pinnacle of international competitions, such as the Olympics, World Championships, or equivalent levels in professional sports (18). These athletes represented a diverse range of sports (athletics, badminton, kayaking, cycling, handball, soccer). The athletes were on average 26,7 years of age (range: 23–38 years) and all had experience with a dual career. Two athletes had recently turned professional, while the other five were balancing their elite sports careers with university studies. This sample was deemed to provide sufficient information power (19) to address the study aim.



2.2.2 Procedure

After receiving approval from the regional ethics committee, potential athletes were contacted via sport psychologists of Team Denmark (Danish elite sport governing body). Participants were informed about the scope of the study and ethics with written consent provided before the first interview. Each athlete was interviewed twice. The first interview was conducted face-to-face and took on average 85 min (range 65–107 min). The follow-up interview was conducted online due to athletes travel commitments via Zoom roughly two months after the first interview and lasted on average 40 min. The first interview took a retrospective approach, focusing on past events and the associated risk and protective factors for mental health. In contrast, the second interview centred on more recent events, and allowed for a deeper exploration of specific topics mentioned in the first interview (e.g., relationship with coach, strategies for recharging, coping with injury).



2.2.3 Interviews

For the first interview, a semi-structured interview guide was developed that contained five parts. The first part served as an icebreaker. The interviewer shortly described his own sporting background and asked about the interviewee's career and present situation, for example: “Can you tell me a little about your sporting and family background? What is happening in your life right now?”. The second part, focused on their understanding of mental health: “When you hear mental health, what pops up in your mind?”. In the third part, we discussed different mental health definitions to establish a common understanding before continuing with the interview. The fourth part dealt with the specific context of elite sport in relation to mental health: “How is mental health a topic in your team or your collaboration with coaches?”. In the fifth part, applying a biographical mapping method (20), athletes were asked to draw a line of their perceived development of mental health level as well as their subjective performance level using different colours and mark significant life events that they thought were influential for either their mental health or performance: “Can you tell me more about the particular event/experience you marked here? How did it influence your mental health?”. The participants' line drawings and annotations were subsequently used as reference points in the interview to stimulate responses and to invite the athletes to make sense of the dynamics of mental health and related incidents. In the second interview, we explored recent mental health fluctuations in connection with current events. With the rapport and trust established in the first interview, we were able to delve more deeply into sensitive topics previously mentioned (“Let's talk again about this period when you were injured and had a lot of self-doubts…”), adding an additional layer of reflection on the protective and risk factors.




2.3 Data analysis, representation, and reflections on rigor

During the reflexive thematic analysis, we were guided by the six steps (i.e., familiarizing with data, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report) suggested by Braun and Clarke (19). Given that the first author led on every aspect of the data collection process, he was immersed in the data prior to formal analysis reading and listening to the recordings and making preliminary notes in the reflexive journal (Step 1). The preliminary iteration of coding (Step 2) was conducted in NVivo14 for each of the interviews by identifying data that could be useful in answering the research questions. Throughout this process, the first author double-coded each interview in accordance with the semantic meaning communicated by participants, and the latent meaning that was interpreted by writing a short summary (21). This was guided by a predominantly inductive approach to best represent meanings communicated by the athletes. However, a deductive analysis was performed to ensure that the inductive coding was relevant to the study's aim and its underpinning four categories framework (3).

Once all the data were coded, in Step 3, the focus shifted from the interpretation of individual data to aggregating meaningful ideas across the dataset. These initial codes were subsequently grouped around themes as patterns of shared meaning that were internally coherent, consistent, and distinctive (19). In Step 4, themes were constructed as creative and interpretive stories about data (16) in a process going back-and forth between the data and the theoretical framework (3). As Braun and Clarke (19) emphasize, themes do not passively emerge from the data, and neither are they waiting to be simply identified. Rather, themes are creative and interpretive stories about the data and produced at the intersection of the researcher's theoretical assumptions, their analytic resources and skill, and the data themselves. To ensure the analytical rigor, we drew upon the key indicators including topic worthiness, member reflections, significant research contribution, naturalistic and transferable generalizability, critical friends, and reflexivity (22). During the analytical process (Step 5), co-authors and former elite athletes now working in academia acted as critical friends who encouraged the first author to reflect upon the interpretation of the data, the thematic map, as well as exploring alternative explanations. Last, we re-worded the themes in a collaborative effort to represent them as the athletes’ voices to be presented in the text and the thematic map (Step 6).




3 Results

The findings are structured around four overarching themes, comprising a total of 22 sub-themes that were developed from the interviews. The four main themes are (a) demanding elite sport context, (b) personal reactions to elite sport demands, (c) personal resources and strategies, and (d) supportive and caring environment. We refer to the sub-themes as factors portraying athletes' positive or negative associations with their mental health. These are visually represented in Figure 1 as a thematic map.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
Qualitative map of factors Danish elite athletes associate with their mental health.



3.1 Demanding and relentless elite sport context

Within this theme, the elite sport context and its culture were sometimes perceived as a relentless performance context where athletes felt they must (a) push through no matter what, (b) perform and deliver on a daily basis, (c) tolerate not to being taken seriously, (d) juggle with all kinds of different demands and expectations, and (e) deal with the insecurities inherent in elite sport.

Push Through It! Through acculturation in the elite sport context along their careers, athletes learned that within elite sport, one is expected to have a tough mindset, show no weakness, pushing through injuries, and putting in relentless effort. Participant 2 (P2) shared the advice he received when dealing with serious issues in his private life: “..well, you just have to pedal it away!”. P7 perceived his old team “as a macho-culture where you don't talk about difficult things.” Mental health problems were then not taken seriously, and athletes felt that they were expected to wear a mask and deal with problems on their own.

Don't Worry! During periods when athletes were struggling and tried to articulate their mental health difficulties, they perceived a lack of serious consideration and felt that their concerns were merely brushed aside, particularly evident within coach-athlete relationships where trust and closeness were lacking. P1 asked herself: “Why do we avoid discussing the things that don't work out? And then you get a superficial response like: Don't worry, everything will be fine…”. Athletes believed that it is not solely their responsibility to discuss concerns, rather, coaches should also possess the ability to recognize issues and proactively address them in a timely manner, demonstrating authentic interest and engagement in the athlete. Athletes emphasized that when their coaches provided superficial responses, it can lead them to overlook their own mental health issues.

You Just Must Juggle! Athletes felt pressured from the demands and expectations stemming from the various life domains, especially in relation to the dual career in their late teenage years that also included a lot of commuting between home, school, and training. P6 vividly remembered this period: “I was expected to be in four different places at the same time. I had no energy left and was rarely at home; it was incredibly stressful”. Looking back, all athletes remembered this phase as a chaotic period in their lives where their mental health was under pressure, and they felt like they were merely surviving rather than thriving. The athletes found it challenging to set boundaries and to recognize when they had reached their limits which caused frustration and mental breakdowns. They expressed a sense of being left to fend for themselves, as no one seemed to have a comprehensive understanding of their overall situation.

Deal With Insecurities! Athletes discussed various external factors associated with their athletic career that are beyond their control and were perceived as detrimental to their mental health. P4 explains: “At the end of the last season, my coach announced he stops. This sparked a multitude of uncertainties about the future, leading me to question whether I should quit, continue, or if my last race had already been history…”. Athletes often felt helpless and left alone to deal with the uncertainties and insecurities inherent in elite sport, such as lack of transparency about selection procedures, unexpected changes in coaching, and the risk of contract termination.



3.2 Personal reactions to elite sport demands

This theme relates to the struggles that athletes experience with their involvement in elite sport and includes factors they perceive as negatively affecting their mental health. These internal factors include (a) worries about finances and future, (b) the constant struggle with injuries, (c), identity issues, (d), high personal standards, and (e) self-blame and criticism.

I Worry About Finances and Future. Despite being among the top in Danish elite sport, most athletes find it difficult to make a living from their sport, and some still rely on financial support from their parents or partner. Athletes expressed insecurity and financial concerns, especially if their income depends on prize money, which is never guaranteed and cannot be earned during periods of injury. Athletes conveyed existential fears when facing uncertainty related to contract renewal, as they are responsible for supporting their families: “My contract expires in just four weeks, and I’m getting more and more concerned. With a wife and two kids to support, I find myself becoming more easily irritable, and I’m filled with anxiety about what lies ahead.” (P7).

I Constantly Struggle With Injuries. Every interviewed athlete talked about episodes when they were bothered by either acute or overuse injuries, or general physical health problems such as a virus infection that put them out of the game for a long time. Even though athletes were aware that it is quite normal to be injured, they have difficulties acknowledging it. “There's an expectation that you should just accept getting injured, but I find it hard to embrace this attitude. When I’m in pain, it's challenging to concentrate because I’m constantly worried about a rupture in my hamstrings or somewhere else.” (P4). Athletes also expressed frustration that despite doing everything possible to prevent injuries (e.g., stretching, using physiotherapy), there remains no assurance that the next injury isn't looming just around the corner. Recognizing that their athletic achievements depend on a functioning body capable for peak performance, this awareness caused a constant sense of anxiety and discomfort in their everyday life.

Who Am I? The participants identified strongly with their athletic self since this gave them a sense of competence and believe that they were somehow special. However, the strong identification and perception with their athlete role had also a downside, especially during periods of injuries and prolonged performance slumps. “I believe my weakness was that I identified myself too much as an athlete, and suddenly I didn't have it anymore…so who was I?” (P2). During such periods, athletes were troubled with existential questions about who they were and what their purpose was, thus questioning and doubting their overall value as individuals beyond their achievements in sports.

I Must Be My Very Best. The athletes expressed the inner urge to always give their best effort and hold themselves to high standards. They put forward a perfectionistic and self-critical mindset, constantly striving for improvement. This mindset had developed over the years and resulted in feelings of inadequacy and a persistent struggle to meet own expectations: “I constantly focus on performance. Want to be the best version of myself. Didn't do anything that made me happy because I was supposed to improve, improve, improve” (P1). Athletes also experienced self-doubt, especially when they were injured or making a comeback. Despite being international athletes, they worried about their abilities, whether they will be prepared when it counts, or whether they prioritize right things to improve their performance.

I Blame and Criticize Myself. Athletes mentioned that they often deal with re-occurring thoughts about not being good enough both as an athlete and as a person in general, and although they know it is just in their head, they struggle to stop these thoughts. P5 explains: “I banged myself on the head many times, like this was stupid! I shouldn't have done this or should have chosen that instead! Why couldn't I just pull myself together?!”. Even though it is common for athletes to engage in negative self-talk and self-criticism, especially when under pressure, this sub-theme reflects their frustration of being so disciplined and goal-orientated on one hand, and not being able to control one's thoughts and emotions, on the other.



3.3 Personal resources and strategies

This theme outlines personal resources and strategies athletes found beneficial for nurturing their mental health. Among these strategies are (a) engaging in self-reflection, (b) taking autonomous decisions, (c) planning and prioritization skills, (d) focusing on recovery, (e) knowing one's vulnerabilities, and (f) having love and passion for one's sport and lifestyle.

I Engage in Self-Reflection. Athletes emphasized the importance of occasionally taking a step back, acknowledging the progress, and to be proud of personal achievements. In the fast-paced world of elite sport where there is a constant focus on improvement and optimizing, it helps athletes to elaborate on how they are doing and feeling. P4 shared some reflective questions: “What did I learn about myself, how did I develop, and did I act according to my values?”. Athletes underscored the importance of adhering to their values, which provided them with a guiding framework, particularly during times of turmoil and crises. Recognizing the lessons from the past failures and setbacks was regarded as a vital step in cultivating the confidence necessary to tackle upcoming tasks and future challenges.

I Take Autonomous Decisions. Athletes commonly expressed a sense of being the architects of their own future, asserting that their decisions played a key role in shaping their career and ultimately determining their success. This includes transitional decisions to change the club or coach, or to prioritize their sport instead of studies or social events in certain periods. “For myself and my career, I had to change clubs because I felt like I didn't belong there anymore. I just think I need to feel connected to the environment I train in” (P2). Athletes stated that they are willing to invest time and energy in relationships that give them energy back but want to dismiss others that were detrimental to their athletic development. Being able to take autonomous decisions was essential for maintaining a sense of control over their lives.

I Plan and Prioritize My Time. Athletes found benefits in having a structured plan that helps them to allocate time and resources accordingly. They mentioned that having a weekly overview reduces stress, helping to maintain healthy routines and to include time for rest and recovery. As P4 explained: “I have planned my next weeks and became aware that the calendar is overloaded. If a heavy week is ahead, I need to be mindful… and to incorporate time for mental and physical restitution”. These planning and time-management skills were recognised to be crucial but had to be learned the hard way especially during their dual career struggles in high school. Athletes also stressed the importance of continually improving their ability to remain fully present in the moment and consciously switch between different activities during a day: “I train when I train, I study when I study, and now I do something else” (P5).

I Focus on Recharging My Batteries. Athletes noted a heightened awareness of the significance of recovery as they progressed in their careers. This involves not just embracing the latest recovery trends but prioritizing fundamentals like maintaining a consistent sleep schedule and consuming appropriate nutrition. Some athletes found benefits in meditation and acceptance-based approaches as vital strategies to nurture their mental health, especially in periods when things become overwhelming: “I’ve begun practicing meditation, which offers a peaceful space, free from concerns about competition or studies. Here, I can simply unwind and relax.” (P5). Additionally, engaging in social activities that foster a sense of balance, such as going to the movies or enjoying recreational games with friends outside of their team, was emphasized.

I Know My Vulnerabilities. Athletes expressed a general understanding that their personality and genetic predisposition plays a role for their mental health. Throughout various stages of their careers, particularly in their late teenage years, all interviewed athletes encountered considerable difficulties regarding their mental health, such as acute stress syndromes, eating disorders, and substance abuse. Nonetheless, with the aid of expert support and interventions encompassing psychoeducation, therapeutic sessions, and, where necessary, medical treatment, these adversities have fostered heightened awareness. The learning of these periods has led to improved literacy and management of their mental health: “I believe, since then, I’ve become much more mindful of my mental health state, and whenever I am feeling down or see warning signs, I react promptly” (P3).

I Love My Sport and Lifestyle. Generally, athletes expressed a great love and passion for their sport. Athletes were aware that they are privileged to do what they love for a living, and they expressed that they enjoy many aspects of the elite sport lifestyle that provides structure, meaning, and joy: “I really love what I do. If you have the passion and ambition, then you can get far, even if there are all kinds of challenges and bumps along the way” (P2). For some athletes, the passion for their sport served as a valuable resource during times of personal turmoil and difficult periods when they were struggling with mental health issues: “I am convinced that my passion for my sport has saved my life in a way” (P3).



3.4 Supportive and caring environment

Holistic support and relationships with key people in the athletes' environment were perceived to be nurturing their mental health. Specifically, these positive environmental factors include (a) positive relationship with coaches, (b) culture of openness, (c) supportive teammates, (d) expert support network, (e) dual career support, and (f) unconditional love from others.

My Coach Understands Me. Athletes emphasized the significance of empathetic understanding as a crucial quality of a supportive coach for their mental health. “My coach is just an incredibly pleasant person. I think he is the best coach I have ever had, not only because of his sporting expertise but because of his human qualities” (P2). This entails coaches being able to empathize with the athletes' experiences and demonstrating willingness to engage in discussions beyond training and tactics. “I can talk with my coach about everything” (P3). Establishing enduring and close relationships with their athletes, coaches were especially valuable during challenging times and personal crises, showing a genuine interest in the person beyond their performance.

We Can Openly Discuss Our Concerns. Athletes recognized the importance of seeking assistance, understanding that without reaching out or sharing their concerns, they cannot expect support. Developing this willingness to seek help requires courage and represents a skill athletes needed to cultivate throughout their careers. As P1 reflected: “It just helps so much to express and share my worries and issues. If I didn't do that, I am pretty sure it would have gone really wrong, because we [athletes] tend to believe we can manage everything by ourselves.” Athletes valued the opportunity to openly discuss their daily struggles within their team, even when they didn't require immediate solutions. Athletes emphasized the importance of recognizing the delicate balance between expressing curiosity and inquiring, while also respecting the possibility that teammates may not wish to share or discuss their personal matters and mental health.

We Have Each Other's Back. Both individual and team sports athletes emphasized the importance of having strong bonds and supportive relationships with their teammates. Athletes simply spend so much time together and depend on each other in terms of performing at a higher level. Teammates can also offer support during times of defeat and difficult situations when negative emotions prevail: “My teammate has always had my back, and we share a strong friendship. Our communication is respectful and effective, and we are good to handling defeats together.” (P1). Feeling of belonging to the team, with mutual support and respect, were regarded as central factors for athletes' daily thriving within their training environment.

I Can Count on Experts’ Support. Athletes mentioned a range of professionals who provide help for their physical and mental health. These include mental coaches, psychologists, doctors, physiotherapists, and nutrition specialists. Athletes acknowledged that although these experts are part of their network and potentially available, it is their proactive approach in seeking help that makes a difference. A well-coordinated effort from the specialists surrounding the athlete is most beneficial, and P4 emphasized the importance of having quick access to assistance when needed: “I inquired about seeing a doctor, and the very next day, I underwent a scan. This efficient process provided a swift path to a solution, sparing me from prolonged speculation and having negative thoughts.”

I Get Help for My Dual Career. The interviewed athletes felt well supported within the Danish dual career system in terms of flexibility and assistance from qualified support staff, highlighting particularly the dual career benefits related to higher education. The dual career provides them with a sense of balance, personal development, meaning, and autonomy (e.g., choosing the study subject), even though there may be periods of increased effort throughout the year. Especially during these stressful periods, receiving assistance with rescheduling exams, receiving extra tutoring, or planning the semester were immensely valuable. P3 shared: “I had incredibly helpful dual career support providers who guided me in setting priorities and ensuring my overall well-being. Without this specialized service, it would have been impossible.”

I Have People Who Love Me. Family and parental support played a pivotal role in the lives of all athletes throughout their careers. Parents consistently stood by their children, offering support especially during challenging times. Athletes mentioned that they occasionally discuss personal issues with their parents but typically provide a more general overview to prevent their parents from becoming overly concerned. According to the athletes, the most important aspect of parental support was simply having someone who would listen and understand. In addition to parents, athletes also pointed to their partners and friends outside of the sporting world as sources of unconditional love, irrespective of their athletic performance. In these relationships, athletes feel they can be themselves without the need to wear a mask. “I live together with my boyfriend who truly cares about me as a person. Then also my brothers and family, and friends outside sport. I am fortunate to have many people I can rely on” (P6).




4 Discussion

The aim of the current study was to conduct an in-depth exploration of the dynamic interplay of factors perceived by Danish elite athletes as influencing their mental health. Athletes articulated a myriad of factors, stemming from both external and internal sources, which they identified as either detrimental (risk) or beneficial (protective) to their mental health. Through the presentation of the thematic map (Figure 1), we aimed to streamline the complexity of the various factors while maintaining the dynamic interplay among them, illustrated by the arrows connecting the overarching themes. Following, we discuss the thematic map with a focus on the factors' interplay, moving from the environmental to the personal factors that athletes identified as impacting their mental health.


4.1 Nurturing environments can compensate for the relentless elite sport context

Different aspects of the elite sport context were perceived as a threat to mental health, including some of the risk factors that were identified in the scoping review by Kuettel and Larsen (3). For example, sport-specific stressors (e.g., pressure, deselection, weight control (23); resonate well with the subthemes identified in this study around Perform and deliver! and Push through it! Many of these elite sport stressors mentioned have previously been categorized by Arnold and Fletcher (24) as logistical and environmental issues (e.g., selection, travel), team issues (e.g., teammates behaviour, cultural norms), and leadership and personnel issues (e.g., coach behaviour, external expectations). Another risk factor identified in Kuettel and Larsen's review (3) was lack of social support from teammates and coaches. Our findings highlighted the dual role that coaches and teammates play in relation to athletes' mental health, supporting the conclusions drawn by Pankow et al. (25), who identified supportive and punitive coach behaviours as protective and risk factors, respectively.

The athletes interacted with different coaches throughout their careers. In coach-athlete relationships where performance was emphasized over mental health, athletes' mental health was affected negatively, fostering feelings of not being taken seriously which could result in mistrust, conflicts, and in some cases even bullying. In other examples, athletes highlighted coaches as central contributors to their sporting development and mental health, emphasizing the significance of elements like closeness (built on trust and respect) and co-orientation (rooted in mutual understanding) in the relationship (26). These aspects, along with a caring approach (27), were seen as essential by the athletes to nurture their mental health, especially during times of personal struggles and performance slumps. Coaches, often regarded as cultural leaders (28), wield considerable influence over team dynamics and can create a psychologically safe environment where athletes feel at ease to show their authentic self and where mental health talks are normalized (29).

Athletes participating in this study generally felt comfortable around their teammates and emphasized the positive culture in which they could openly discuss and challenge each other. A recent report (30) found that less than 1% of the Danish elite athletes experienced boundary-crossing behaviour from teammates or coaches on a weekly basis. Nevertheless, the athletes also mentioned periods during their athletic career when they were integrated into subcultures marked by the prevalence of stigma around mental illness and the imposition of taboos (10). This added to their mental health difficulties, particularly during their late teens when they faced multiple stressors related to their dual careers (5), a period where the risk of developing a mental disorder is heightened (31). A quantitative study involving Danish soccer players found an increase in stressors and heightened symptoms of depression, alongside a decrease in mental health levels at age 18, supporting these findings (32).

Athletes emphasised the importance of having a dual career that gave them a sense of balance and contributed to their general development as human beings. Help for their dual career and collaboration of experts ensured that the burden of coordinating efforts didn't solely rest on the shoulders of the athlete. Case studies conducted in Danish dual career environments have highlighted the crucial role of a well-functioning dual career support team that can help athletes with planning and prioritizing, and to have focus on mental health (12). Moreover, the provision of general social support and the feeling of being loved and accepted by significant others (e.g., parents, partners, friends) were perceived as contributing to the overall mental health of the athletes. Altogether, while the athletes occasionally found the elite sports environment to be relentless and a threat to their mental health, they also observed that a supportive and functional environment acted as a nurturing and protective factor.



4.2 Personal resources and strategies can nurture mental health

The cultural theory of learning (33) highlights how learning cultures shape our habitual actions within specific contexts and situations. Regarding elite sports, this notion suggests that athletes' self-perceptions, actions, and approaches are heavily influenced by the prevailing norms and values of the elite sport context (34). Participants' personal reactions to the relentless elite sports context were expressed as a constant struggle with injuries, worries about the future, identity issues, perfectionistic concerns, self-blame, and criticism. Ineffective coping (e.g., difficulties in expressing emotions and reduced help-seeking (23); or perfectionistic concerns (4) were previously identified risk factors that resemble the subthemes about self-blame and criticism, as well as athletes' high personal standards and unrealistic expectations for constant improvement.

To counterbalance these negative factors, athletes mentioned to have developed various resources and strategies over the course of their career. Among the nurturing factors at the internal level was the athletes' awareness of recovery that included physiological (e.g., sleep habits, massage, sauna,), social (e.g., cinema with friends) or psychological (e.g., mindfulness) practices. However, their awareness of recovery had developed over time, supported by the collaboration with sport psychologists. Further, dual career competencies (35) such as time management, planning and prioritizing, and emotional awareness were highlighted as factors supporting one's career excellence and “winning in the long-run” (6).

Knowing one's vulnerabilities was seen as a key factor to be mindful of one's current mental health state. This awareness was heightened based on the periods of developmental crises and the corresponding occurrence of mental health issues, which could be described as a mismatch between athletes' resources (the positive/nurturing factors) and demands (the negative/threatening factors). In retrospect, the learnings of these periods were crucial for growth following adversity (36) and helped the athletes to become the persons they are today. Therefore, coping with career transitions and developmental crises can be interpreted as inherent parts of athletes' pursuit of career excellence (6). During the interviews, the athletes came to realize that their overall mental health literacy (9) was lower at the time of crises compared to their current level. This discrepancy also influenced their willingness to openly share their struggles and actively seek assistance (8). On top, when injuries made athletes to question their future and identity, combined with inappropriate coping strategies and negative self-talk, it led to mental health issues that needed attention and in some cases treatment. Insofar, it was not a single risk factor that made athletes develop mental health issues in certain career phases, but rather the complex combination of several negative personal and environmental factors that put athletes at risk.



4.3 Elite sport lifestyle as a double-edged sword

Even though we have attempted to group mental health factors in Figure 1 into positive/nurturing (green) and negative/threating ones (red), we recognize that the categorization does not consider the dual nature of some factors. Previously, we have outlined the adverse aspects of the high-pressure elite sport environment and the associated negative repercussions on athletes' mental health at the personal level. Despite these struggles, the athletes universally conveyed a sense of profound gratitude for being able to pursue their greatest passion as a career and to fully embrace the elite sport lifestyle. Gratitude has been identified as one of the key elements of mental health (37). Moreover, athletes perceived their elite sport lifestyle as offering significant autonomy, such as making their own decisions and setting personal goals. They also expressed a strong sense of competence and uniqueness, deriving from their exceptional skills and achievements in sport, which further contributed to their athletic identity that was seen as a resource for their mental health (6, 7).

Other positive factors of the elite sport lifestyle included the importance of meaningful relationships both within and outside the sports context, as emphasized by all athletes. Altogether, athletes expressed that autonomy, competence, and relatedness as the three basic human needs (38) appeared to be essential for facilitating their functioning, growth, and mental health. Basic psychological needs satisfaction was also found to be a strong predictor of Swiss athletes' mental health (39). Remarkably, many of the nurturing factors (e.g., trusting personal relationships, functional coping strategies, feeling of autonomy, and value-based decisions) mentioned by the athletes are integrated parts of the mental health definition by Kuettel and Larsen (3) presented earlier.



4.4 The benefits and crux of self-reflection

Athletes mentioned that they have used self-reflection throughout their career, starting with reflection about their strengths and weaknesses in terms of sporting development and performance, and later by reflecting over their values and life more in general (40). Engaging in structured self-reflection to build up confidence and to gain personal insights has been highlighted to be an important psychological skill to reach the elite level (41) and a predictor of enhanced resilience in athletes (42). Insofar, self-reflection emerged as a key element intertwined with various positive personal resources and strategies highlighted in our study. These include recognizing one's vulnerabilities, understanding when and how to prioritize recovery, and making informed choices and decisions concerning the dual-career lifestyle (5, 6).

On the downside, the constant self-evaluation of performance outcomes and high personal standards in the athletic, academic, and private domain led to self-doubt, self-blame, and a generally harsh tone towards oneself among the interviewed Danish elite athletes. While some athletes described rumination as a strategy to cope with stressors and adversity, the tendency to repeatedly focus on negative events and thoughts was dysfunctional and consequently led to greater distress in the long run (43). Corroborating these findings, Tahtinen and colleagues (44) have shown that British athletes with higher levels of rumination had a higher risk of experiencing clinical levels of depressive symptoms.

In summary, the impact of events, situations, and environments on athletes' mental health is neither inherently positive nor negative; instead, their influence depends on how these factors are perceived and managed. For instance, factors like coaching, team dynamics, injuries, or stressful periods can contribute to both positive and negative mental health outcomes, contingent upon the presence of a supportive environment and the athlete's coping resources and strategies. The Latin phrase Quod me nutrit, me destruit (“that which nourishes me destroys me”) might serve as a fitting analogy for the complex interplay of risk and protective factors in elite sports as they impact athlete mental health.



4.5 Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be noted. Firstly, all the participating Danish athletes had access to sport psychology services, which could influence their responses. Yet, considering naturalistic generalizability (16) and based on our experiences in international elite sport contexts, we believe the findings will resonate with elite athletes outside of Denmark and regardless of access to sport psychology support. Secondly, the thematic analysis, which involved extracting factors from individual interviews and presenting the findings in themes, cannot fully capture the dynamic nature of these factors throughout the athletes' career development. Thus, future research should aim to investigate this dynamism by examining how these factors evolve across different career stages or transitions. Thirdly, gender differences regarding factors were not accounted for in the present study. Research has revealed gender differences in help-seeking behavior (8), and female athletes have in general reported lower mental health levels than males (4). These differences were not apparent in our data; hence, the factors are presented as gender neutral in the thematic map. Finally, the thematic map is presented in an orthogonal format, which does not fully capture the duality and complexity of the relationships between factors. While no model is perfect, it serves as an attempt to simplify the complex phenomena of the many factors affecting athletes' mental health.



4.6 Practical implications

Consistent with the recommendations of the International Society of Sport Psychology (7), the present study highlights the need for creating psychologically safe environments (10) that can nurture athletes' mental health through supporting athletes' autonomy and facilitating team cultures where sharing mental health struggles is normalized. The Team Danmark applied model of mental health (14) provides a helpful lens for practitioners to work with prevention within the holistic ecological approach. Moreover, athletes emphasized the value of mental health education, yet expressing regret that they acquired this knowledge (too) late in their careers. This underscores the significance of implementing mental health literacy programs (9) early in the talent development phase. Additionally, coaches and sport psychology consultants are encouraged to assist athletes in cultivating the self-reflection skills both within their sport and personal lives (42). This can be achieved through facilitating constructive self-evaluations and emphasizing the implementation of effective recovery strategies and by developing an individualized wellbeing development plan (45). With youth athletes who have high self-expectations and a single-minded focus on success—often at the expense of their mental health—it is valuable to discuss the dual nature of these factors and the importance of finding balance. The participating athletes noted that this sense of balance was something they only gained with greater experience and maturity. Their experiences and insights could therefore serve a mentoring role, helping younger athletes become more aware of the importance of mental health in pursuing a sustainable career. Finally, when supporting athletes engaged in a dual career, it is important to be mindful of critical career periods and to provide extra support during the late teenage years when transitions in several life spheres happen simultaneously, increasing the risk of developing a mental health disorder.




5 Conclusions

Given the increased interest in the mental health of elite sport performers and a dominance of quantitative prevalence studies, the present qualitative study provides a timely investigation into elite athletes' perception of factors that impact their mental health. We present a thematic map consisting of four overarching themes to illustrate the complexity and interplay of these factors. To counterbalance a relentless elite sport context and the personal struggles connected with an elite lifestyle, the interviewed athletes emphasized the importance of personal resources and strategies alongside a supportive and caring environment. However, we also discussed the dual nature of certain factors and their impact on athletes' mental health. The current study fills an important gap in the literature by examining not only risk factors for athletes' mental health, but also factors that contribute to their thriving and pursuit of career excellence from a holistic developmental and ecological perspective.
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