
California State University, Monterey Bay California State University, Monterey Bay 

Digital Commons @ CSUMB Digital Commons @ CSUMB 

Capstone Projects and Master's Theses 

12-2022 

Improving Collegiate Athletes’ Recognition of Mental Wellness Improving Collegiate Athletes’ Recognition of Mental Wellness 

and Coping Strategies and Coping Strategies 

Jazmin Mora 
California State University, Monterey Bay 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/caps_thes_all 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Mora, Jazmin, "Improving Collegiate Athletes’ Recognition of Mental Wellness and Coping Strategies" 
(2022). Capstone Projects and Master's Theses. 1379. 
https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/caps_thes_all/1379 

This Capstone Project (Open Access) is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ CSUMB. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Capstone Projects and Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of Digital 
Commons @ CSUMB. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@csumb.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/
https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/caps_thes_all
https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/caps_thes_all?utm_source=digitalcommons.csumb.edu%2Fcaps_thes_all%2F1379&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.csumb.edu/caps_thes_all/1379?utm_source=digitalcommons.csumb.edu%2Fcaps_thes_all%2F1379&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@csumb.edu


COLLEGIATE ATHLETE’S MENTAL WELLNESS                                                              1

Improving Collegiate Athletes’ Recognition of Mental Wellness and Coping Strategies

Jazmin Mora

A Capstone Project for the Bachelor of Science in Human Development and Family Science



COLLEGIATE ATHLETE’S MENTAL WELLNESS                                                              2

Introduction

My capstone project focuses on bringing awareness to collegiate athletes regarding

mental wellness, coping strategies for stress, and the various resources available to them.

Collegiate athletes have always been deemed as one of the strongest groups on campus, whether

that be academically, athletically, or mentally. This identity is often a burden to carry as many

fear speaking out about poor mental health as it has become a taboo topic in the world of sports.

However, in recent years, there has been a pattern of athletes speaking up about not being

supported mentally throughout their careers, including Olympic gymnast Simone Biles.

Oftentimes, this fear is correlated to the lack of knowledge on the importance of mental wellness

for athletes, as well as, a lack of resources promoted to athletes’ on many college campuses. The

lack of knowledge on resources available leaves many athletes uncertain of what they can do,

and the spike in suicides among collegiate athletes’ over the past year has shown this (Fogaca,

2021). There is an extreme need for mental wellness advocacy for collegiate athletes to address

the concerns of many in the sports world, I created a workshop regarding this topic. My biggest

reminder was that athletes’ were more than just their sport and that the mental side was just as

important, if not more important than the physical. This is what I plan to implement for my

workshop for collegiate athletes’ at Hartnell College in Salinas, California. The workshop will

address mental wellness, coping strategies for stress, and resources available to the athletes’. The

first objective of this workshop is to introduce the idea of mental wellness and explain the

importance of keeping up with it during periods of competition. The second objective is that

athletes will learn how to cope with general and athletic stressors. The third objective of this

workshop is that athletes will be able to recognize local, state, and national resources available to
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them. The overall purpose of this workshop is to promote a healthy balance within one’s identity

as an athlete and allow one to make healthier decisions when it comes to mental wellness.

Needs Statement

Throughout one's college career many circumstances deem the college experience a

stressful one, whether that be school, work, or family responsibilities, these years are jam-packed

with stress. However, adding morning practice, competition days, and the pressure to enhance

your college’s reputation this stress gets that much more intimidating. This is a conflict that

collegiate athletes everywhere have to deal with, and balancing it all often leads to a buildup of

stress. This stress often results in various mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, and

identity crisis to name a few, as many athletes’ do not know how to effectively cope with their

added stressors. In fact, in a study done by Fogaca in 2021, statistics show that 28 percent of

college athletes experience depression due to the pressure of their responsibilities. This increase

in stress added to the lack of effective coping skills leads many athletes to worry about their next

steps, and sadly this shows in the statistics. In the same study, it was found that suicide was the

cause of death in 7.3 percent of college athletes in the National Collegiate Athletic Association

(NCAA), and we see this percentage continuing to rise. These statistics show that there is a need

for the advocation of coping strategies, resources, and the implementation of workshops for all

college athletes. Given collegiate athletes’ risk of developing mental health problems such as

depression, my project focuses on teaching athletes the importance of mental wellness practices,

as well as providing mental health resources to them.

Collegiate athletes are in a unique position compared to the average college student, this

is due to the fact that they are being asked to perform the job of an elite athlete while also

balancing school, a social life, and other responsibilities. This high demand for balance leaves
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many athletes exhausted from constantly having to be on the go due to all their responsibilities.

In fact, a study conducted by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) in 2016

found that, “roughly one-third of student-athletes reported difficulty finding energy for other

tasks like school, work, and social activities, due to the physical demands,” while, “25% of

student-athletes reported being exhausted from the mental demands.” If not recognized promptly

these stressors can often lead to a mental health crisis causing an athlete to develop depression,

anxiety, and other mental illnesses (Fogaca, 2021). These challenges are the biggest downfall for

many athletes, and with a lack of knowledge on what they can do many are left confused about

their inner battles. However, with limited research, especially at the junior college level, it is

difficult to assess the bigger picture of the mental health crisis among athletes.

There is very limited research on mental wellness in collegiate sports, especially for

junior college athletes, making it difficult for athletes at this level to know the importance of

mental wellness in sports. This lack of knowledge often leads many athletes to not understand

and conceal their feelings, carry on with the game, and uphold the perfection that is taught to

them so early on in their careers. With no knowledge, and no advocating for mental wellness the

stigma of weakness for doubts, mental illness, and other mental concerns in athletes is fueled.

Mental toughness is a prominent teaching in athletics, but it often leads to this harmful pattern of

being afraid to speak up as many athletes push this teaching to an unhealthy level (Bird et al.,

2021). This idea teaches athletes to push their limits, and fight for their team but it often leads to

ignoring injury, as well as, mental and physical exhaustion leading to the mental crisis previously

described (Bird et al., 2021). Athletes’ are not reaching out to their teammates, athletic

administration, or coaches due to believing that if they are struggling they are being weak, and

they just need to fight on. Though this idea is very harmful to an athlete and deprives an athlete
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of the care that they need (Schlimmer & Chin, 2021). In other words, the stigma of always

needing to be strong and fight through your issues prevents athletes’ from growing, learning, and

understanding the importance of mental wellness.

An obstacle that student-athletes face is the fear of seeking help from not only mental

health professionals but from those they closely interact with, including coaches, athletic

trainers, or teammates. This is mostly due to a fear of being looked down upon for their doubts,

fears, and anxiety and it causes them to develop a mental health crisis. In fact, according to Drew

and Matthews (2019), there is consistent evidence that shows that student-athletes are less likely

to seek out professional help than non-student-athletes. However, it is important that this unique

group of students understands the importance of reaching out for help so that they can fully

understand why their mental health is important in relation to their sport. The ability to seek help

from a professional, “can help protect young adults from the negative effects of mental illness”

(Drew & Matthew, 2019). With statistics proving that 14% of incoming NCAA Division I athletes

have pre-existing mental health conditions even before entering this elite level, it is important for

these institutions to provide resources sooner rather than later (Young et al., 2022). However, if

institutions were to give a workshop for student-athletes that teaches them mindfulness

techniques it may allow athletes to learn how to cope on their own before needing immediate

professional help.

The prevention of stress is almost inevitable, as through daily life come various stressors

and worries no matter who the person is. However, learning how to cope with these stressors is

the best practice to keep the stress at bay. Teaching athletes how to cope via stress-reducing

meditation and breathing exercises is the first step in advocating for mental wellness among the

group. Body scan meditation is the meditative practice of bringing awareness to one’s body and
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the sensations that you experience as you begin to relax your mind and bring focus to the body.

This practice is designed to allow one to bring more mental focus, calmness, and awareness to

the tasks at hand allowing them to become more successful. In fact, according to a 2022 study

conducted by Fronso et al., this practice has, “been proven to reduce anxiety, depression, pain

and stress,” as well as, “improve psychological well-being… and to enhance athletic coping

skills and sleep quality.” Overall, the effectiveness of this meditative practice is the main reason

it was introduced in the workshop’s coping strategy section. Another practice that was introduced

in the workshop was 4-7-8 breathing, which is a practice that is designed to promote relaxation.

This practice teaches deep breathing in intervals of four, seven, and eight seconds which is

proven to improve sleep, relieve stress and anxiety, and calm panic attacks (Othership, 2021).

These two techniques are perfect for those that are short on time, as collegiate athletes’ are so

they can be performed on the go. However, once self-coping is maxed out it is important that

colleges’ have backup resources to aid their athletes through difficult times.

As discussed previously, there has been a sudden increase in student-athlete suicides in

the year 2022, with at least five athletes committing suicide in the first half of the year (and these

were only the publicized ones). With this increase, institutions are working to combat these

issues by creating mindfulness workshops for their students. For example, at the University of

Southern California, there is a program called Athlete Mindfulness, that explores mindfulness

techniques such as meditation, self-compassion talks, and stress reduction tips. This program

followed a 5 session period that introduced day-to-day techniques and proved to be effective for

the university's athletes. After the five-session period athletes reported having an increase in their

mindfulness habits, an anxiety reduction, and an improvement in their overall well-being (Evers

et al., 2021). Programs such as this one show us that programs that practice proactive techniques
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for mindfulness are effective, but more research is needed to make these programs widely

utilized and proven effective in other universities. The more research conducted and programs

implemented, the statistics on the benefits of mindfulness will increase and more colleges will

follow suit.

As stated previously, many athletes are not aware of the resources that are

available to them, whether that be on campus or outside resources, as there is not much

promotion on where help is available. Therefore, it was important to bring various resources into

the workshop that were readily available for athletes to use. The first idea is to bring awareness

to the resources available to students at Hartnell College, these being the crisis counseling and

emotional wellness service and timely care, an app where students can request mental health aid.

However, there are plenty of local, state, and national resources available to this group that can

help aid them in their mental health journey including various hotlines. The biggest resources

and advocating groups that help athletes everywhere are Voice in Sport and The Hidden

Opponent, both of which advocate for the end of stigma in sports. These two organizations

employ various individuals that help teach athletes about the importance of taking care of

themselves as a whole, rather than just as an athlete. Bringing awareness to athletes about these

organizations allows for further advocating for change within the sports community, and allows

for more athletes’ to get the help they need.

The main objective of this workshop is to bring awareness to collegiate athletes’

about the importance of mental wellness, and how it benefits them to nurture not only their

bodies but their brains as well. As discussed in previous paragraphs, the biggest downfall of

athletes' is the lack of knowledge, as well as, a lack of advocating for their well-being so it is

important for athletes to learn and advocate for themselves. At the end of the workshop, athletes
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will be able to understand this importance, as well as learn new ways to cope and resources that

will help the athletic community. The statistics are showing that athletes need more workshops

similar to the one presented at the University of Southern California, and with more creation of

these workshops, more growth there will be.

Theory

Jeffrey Jensen Arnett explored the ideas of Erik Erikson and Daniel Levinson to create

the Theory of Emerging Adulthood. The theory details the idea that individuals ages 18 to 25 in

more recent societies are at a peak of exploration compared to their older counterparts. This is

due to societal changes in how life should be structured, i.e. getting married, having children, and

beginning to work at later ages, and it is seemingly gaining more traction over the years.

According to Arnett (2000), the emerging adulthood period, between the ages of 18 and 25, has

proven to be a time of more risky behavior, identity exploration, and intensified experimentation

to find one’s true identity. This idea challenges Erikson’s typical stage of identity exploration in

the identity versus role confusion stage of adolescence but takes into account that our current

society allows for an extension of this stage of development (Arnett, 2000). This extension of the

stage between adolescence and adulthood allows individuals to explore more freely, but may also

cause individuals to stress about the endless possibilities. The scale may go either way, and it is

often left to the individual to experience on what the struggles of mental health in this period of

development.

Within the community college experience, there is a wide variety of age groups.

However, the specific group of women collegiate student-athletes who participated in my project

are all part of the emerging adulthood stage of life. In other words, they are in a peak stage of

exploration for their identity, not only because of their age but their role as a college student.
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