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What are a Few of the Facts 

 Suicide is a leading cause of death in college 
students – athletes and non-athletes alike 

 The research is a bit conflicted, however 
recent results suggest that in fact student 
athletes reported rates of depression, anxiety, 
and suicide are lower than their non-athlete 
counterparts 
– There is some debate on the accuracy of 

reported rates of depression and anxiety given 
that student athletes are a population known to 
underreport mental health issues 

 



What are Unique Stressors 

 Div. I sports devote upwards of 32 hours per 
week to the game 

 They are truly working two full-time jobs  
– the pressures to perform academically can be 

further exacerbated at more rigorous academic 
institutions 

 College athletes commonly have their primary 
identity, at least in part, defined via their 
sport  

 The reality is - only 2% of the 450,000 
collegiate athletes will have their primary 
identity realized as professional athletes  



What are Unique Stressors 

 Most collegiate athletes will end up going 
through a difficult identity transition at some 
point during their collegiate athletic career 
– High school to college – star to just another 

athlete 
– Injury 
– Relationships with coaches 
– Performing in the public eye – sometimes 

campus celebrity status 
 no matter the reason, life transitions increase risk for 

depression, anxiety, and suicide.  



Student Athlete Risk Factors 

 Injury 
 Sport identity 
 The culture of sport 
 High demands on time 
 High demands on performance 
 Pressure to maintain scholarships 
 Fatigue and sleep deprivation  
 Increased aggressiveness – particularly in male athletes 
 Substance use  
 Overtraining – disordered eating 
 Stigma of mental health inside athletics 



Possible Protective Factors 

 Numerous reported benefits are 
associated with sport participation 
– Self esteem 
– Sense of belonging – “in group” membership 
– Benefits of physical activity are numerous 

among them are reduction of symptoms of 
anxiety and depression 

– Sport participation may offer closer and 
more structured social environments 
 Which may serve to reduce isolation – a key 

marker of suicide risk 
 

 
 
 
 



Challenges Connecting with 
Student Athletes 

 
 The stigma of mental health runs 

contrary to the athlete mindset  
– where mental toughness is paramount   
– “no pain no gain”   

 Athletes can be taught from a very young 
age that showing vulnerability can be 
viewed as weakness 

 Asking for help – particularly for mental 
health issues, may disaffect their athletic 
experience and place on the team  



Challenges Connecting with 
Student Athletes 

 Notoriously difficult to get inside of the athletic world 
 Student athletes are less likely to seek you out if you 

don’t “fit in”  
 Unfortunately university mental health professionals 

aren't always well assimilated into the athletic 
department  

 Requires specialty training to work effectively with 
student athletes 

 Ideal athletic mental health models –  
– Licensed mental health professionals either fully employed 

by the athletic department  
– Or jointly housed within the counseling center  



Keys to Offering Support 

 As administrators, faculty, coaches, peers – 
our best preventative measure comes in the 
form of building the necessary relationships  

 Without having built the sense of community 
necessary, proper referrals are less likely to 
occur 
– And regular consultation with mental health 

professionals becomes less likely 
– Resulting in only severe crisis moments of 

reaction versus preventative intervention 



Keys to Offering Support 

 The stigma of mental health persists if mental health 
professionals don’t become seen as part of the athletic 
community –  
– A primary purpose of outreach across a college campus  
– The community needs to see psychologists as part of their 

community for all (faculty, staff, coaches, peers etc…) to 
see them as known, approachable, and accessible 
resources 

 Mental health professionals being more visible specific to 
student athletes 
– Being involved and part of athletics via peak performance 

can be an entry point for many athletes  
– Serves to destigmatize the psychologist 
– Such that help can be identified, accessed, and utilized  

 



The Status of Mental Health 
Services in Athletics 

 Only around 20+ university’s nationwide employ a full time 
mental health professional within their athletic department –  

 Compare that with the numbers of those employed to meet 
the “physical” injuries of the student athlete population  
– Most universities employ entire sports medicine staff’s 

(physicians, trainers, strength and conditioning…etc) 
 The NCAA has recently placed the mental health of student 

athletes at the forefront of their mission – 
– Commissioning task forces to research and make suggestion of 

best practices in how to meet the mental health needs of the 
student athlete population  

– Extensive NCAA report published in 2014 and best practices 
guidelines published in 2015 



Lehigh’s Way of Supporting 
Student Athletes 

 We start early – speedfriending the first day of the year 
 We work hard to maintain and develop relationships within 

athletics 
– Athletic leadership office 
– Coaches 
– Student athlete mentors 
– Sports Med/Athletic trainers 
– Student athlete academic advising office 
– We provide extensive programming within athletics 
– Peak performance with numerous teams at the team, coach and 

individual levels 
– During peak performance we make time to present to teams 

referral information as part of our regular programming  
– We consult with teammates that express concerns about their 

peers – advising them how to be supportive and intervene 
 



Lehigh’s Way of Supporting 
Student Athletes 

 In line with a core belief of Lehigh’s 
counseling center  
– A strong emphasis is given to improving the 

relational life of our student population via 
meeting psychologic needs in a group therapy 
format – we bring that same effort to our work 
with student athletes 

 Coordinate care with important university 
stakeholders  
– We partner with our Dean of Students Staff to 

coordinate care across multiple domains in our 
student athlete lives.  



 A sampling of what we integrate into our 
peak performance work with teams 
– Not sleeping, sleeping too much   
– Missing classes – declining academic 

performance 
– Fighting with and alienated from family - - - 

and/or friends 
– Increased drug/alcohol use 
– Recent break up with a partner 
– Injured or sick often 
– Fighting, Irritable, Anxious, Depressed 



Situations Where You  
Can’t Let it Go 

 Hopelessness 
 Despair 
 Helplessness 

– Don’t let your teammate be alone while 
he/she is still feeling that way 

– Consult with a friend and a coach 
– Call campus resources – counseling center 

for consultation – 24/7 
 Dean of Students Office  
 Office of Athletic Leadership 

 



Caring is Taking Action  



Things to Think About at 
Your Campus 

 Do people know who to contact at their 
respective university?  

 Do you have a relationship with that 
person?  

 Could you call/email at anytime for 
consult? Would you?  

 How often do you see that person in your 
space?  

 Do you know the types of situations 
when its best to consult and refer?  



My Contact Information 

Aaron M. Sterba, Ph.D. - Clinical Director 
Lehigh University Counseling and Psychological Services 

 
Aaron M. Sterba, Ph.D., LLC 

Private Practice – Licensed Psychologist 
Sport Psychology, Consultation and 

Therapy 
 

Email: aas207@lehigh.edu 
Phone: 610-758-3880 

mailto:aas207@lehigh.edu
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