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Expectations and Disadvantages: A Case Study Approach Exploring the Mental Health 27 

Challenges of Elite, Student-Athlete Women 28 

 29 

Abstract 30 

 Elite athletes, student-athletes, and women are reported to have an increased 31 

risk of experiencing mental health concerns, yet little is known about how the 32 

intersectionality of these three factors affect the individual. The present study addressed 33 

this by interviewing members of an international women’s Junior World Cup hockey 34 

team. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to identify two triadic themes (i.e., 35 

challenges encompassing all three factors) and three dyadic themes (two of the three 36 

factors). These findings, and in particular, the triadic themes of ‘Pressure of 37 

Expectation’ and ‘Comparative Disadvantages’, reveal the multifaceted nature of the 38 

challenges faced by this unique cohort. We identify possible explanations for our 39 

findings and discuss implications for optimising the experiences of elite, student-athlete 40 

women.  41 

Keywords: elite student-athlete women; mental health; pressure of expectation; 42 

comparative disadvantages 43 
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Introduction 46 

Understanding the mental health of populations is important in optimising their experiences. 47 

This study addresses a particularly unique population – that of elite, student-athlete women. 48 

Specific to athlete populations, mental health can be defined as a “dynamic state of well-49 

being in which athletes can realise their potential, see a purpose and meaning in sport and 50 

life, experience trusting personal relationships, cope with common life stressors and the 51 

specific stressors in elite sport, and are able to act autonomously according to their values” 52 

(Küttel & Larsen, 2020, pp. 253). Whilst literature exploring the mental health of each of 53 

these three factors – elite athletes, student-athletes, women athletes – is abundant, little is 54 

known about the intersectionality of these factors when applied in unison to a person. The 55 

following sections explore the disparate literature surrounding the challenges faced by 56 

student-athletes, elite athletes, and women athletes in more detail. 57 

The Academic Side of Being an Elite, Student-Athlete, Woman 58 

Student-athletes are a subsection of the athlete population who, alongside their academic 59 

studies, take part in competitive sport. This dual-career role has several implications as 60 

student-athletes likely have additional obligations compared to their non-student, athlete 61 

counterparts (e.g., attending lectures and completing assignments). Conversely, they likely 62 

have the same everyday obligations as their non-athlete, student counterparts, whilst also 63 

managing the extra demands of their sport (e.g., attending training, video-analysis sessions, 64 

etc.) (Turick et al., 2021). Furthermore, student-life also comes with stressors for mental 65 

health such as financial worries (Bennett et al., 2023), achieving academically (Ladejo, 66 

2023), and fitting in socially (Reay et al., 2010), whilst sport brings additional pressures such 67 

as high-performance, making selection, and avoiding injuries (Bauman, 2016). Student-68 

athletes may also have to manage everyday factors outside of academia and sport such as 69 
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those relating to family, friendships, or employment (Greer & Robinson, 2006). Cosh and 70 

Tully (2014) found that elite Australian student-athletes prioritise their sporting success and 71 

sacrifice their academic success, such is the difficulty in balancing both domains. 72 

Further studies have found student-athletes to have increased stress levels compared 73 

to non-athlete student counterparts (Pritchard & Wilson, 2005), and for women to have more 74 

stress than men (Martin, 2018). Moreover, student-athletes have been identified as a high-risk 75 

category for other mental-health issues such as depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and 76 

substance abuse (Armstrong et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2018). Gender differences have been 77 

found to exist here also. Finally, student-athletes are at a stage in their lives when a lot of 78 

change is occurring as they are transitioning both physically (growth and maturation) and 79 

within their social environment (transitioning from school to university). At this age, the level 80 

of competitiveness in sport, and level of difficulty in academics, also increase, and therefore 81 

it is not surprising that mental health concerns such as anxiety and depression do so as well 82 

(Xanthopoulos et al., 2020). It is clear, then, that research is needed which explores the 83 

potential causes and antecedents of mental health concerns within student-athlete women. 84 

Although the mental health of student-athletes has been explored, contradictory 85 

results have been evident. For example, a recent systematic scoping review by Kegelaers et 86 

al. (2022) highlights that there are studies which find student-athletes to have fewer mental 87 

health problems compared to non-athletes, as well as studies which find the reverse to be 88 

true. The ambiguity within the literature leads the authors to call for further research, 89 

particularly that which takes a qualitative approach, and which also explores well-being as 90 

opposed to only mental illness.  91 

The Elite Side of Being an Elite, Student-Athlete, Woman 92 

The challenges faced by elite student-athletes may be distinct to those faced by student-93 
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athletes competing at lower levels. At the elite level, regimented and vigorous training 94 

programs and the demands that come along with competing at an international standard are 95 

risk factors that can lead to mood disturbances and overtraining, thus posing a threat to 96 

mental health (Kuettel & Larsen, 2020). Furthermore, the physical demands that elite athletes 97 

are required to put themselves through can increase the chance of sustaining an injury which 98 

can consequently increase the risk of poor mental health (Gulliver et al., 2015). Injuries can 99 

also lead to other forms of anxiety, for instance, anxiety from deselection, returning to play, 100 

or missing a crucial part of the season (Poucher et al., 2021).  101 

Elite athletes are also under a huge amount of pressure from coaches, teammates, and 102 

parents who help to shape the athlete’s experiences (Arnold & Fletcher, 2012). Whilst 103 

coaches can play a vital role in recognising mental illness within athletes and assisting in the 104 

provision of subsequent support (Biggin et al., 2017) research has also shown that coaches 105 

can be key stressors (Thelwell et al., 2008). In addition, exacerbating the mental health 106 

concerns of athletes is the negative connotations associated with discussing such concerns. 107 

Ryan et al. (2018) explained that athletes have more negative attitudes towards accessing 108 

support as there is a stigma surrounding it and reaching out for help is seen as a weakness, 109 

which does not align with the strong, resilient characteristics usually associated with 110 

sportspeople (Lundqvist & Andersson, 2021). Despite these risk factors identified in the 111 

literature, a narrative systematic review by Rice et al. (2016) concluded that the prevalence of 112 

mental illness within elite athletes may be comparable to that of the general population, but 113 

importantly, there are likely to be sub-groups within the elite athlete population that are more 114 

susceptible to the threat of mental illness, one of which is women athletes. 115 

The Woman Side of Being an Elite, Student-Athlete, Woman 116 

The distinction between gender (woman) and sex (female) is an important one in the present 117 
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study, though previous research has not always acknowledged this. In the subsequent section, 118 

the terms used are those consistent with the papers from which they are reporting. A large 119 

body of literature suggests that depressive and anxiety disorders are more prevalent in 120 

females as compared to males (Grigoriadis & Erlick Robinson, 2007), with some studies 121 

reporting that females are twice as likely to suffer from these disorders (Schreiber, 1996), 122 

irrespective of age (Herraro et al., 2020). The patterns found with females in the general 123 

population are also reflected within elite athletes. For instance, Schaal et al., (2011) found 124 

that compared to their male counterparts, female athletes in France were 1.3 times more 125 

likely to have a mental health disorder. Similarly, Foskett and Longstaff (2018) investigated 126 

mental health in elite athletes within the UK and reported that 39.9% of female athletes 127 

reported signs of stress compared to only 17.3% of males. 128 

One of the many challenges facing women athletes is managing societal expectations 129 

of body image (Kong & Harris, 2013), which often leads to eating disorders (Anderson et al., 130 

2012). Student-athletes, in general, are a high-risk group for engaging in unhealthy eating 131 

strategies as they try to achieve desired physiques for their sport, but within this cohort, 132 

women are reported to be at greater risk than men (Ryan et al., 2018). In their review, Perry 133 

et al (2021) found that the risk of disordered eating and increased issues of body image are 134 

largely related to the type of sport. Athletes involved in sports which are deemed as lean 135 

physique sports and aesthetic sports, such as gymnastics, are at a much higher risk of eating 136 

disorders (Bryne & McLean, 2002). For women athletes competing in power-based sports, 137 

such as rugby, building muscle is a requirement to be successful, but by doing so, they stray 138 

away from what is deemed as the ‘societal norms’ – a skinny and lean physique considered 139 

most attractive (Papathomas et al., 2018). This may cause stress and anxiety around body 140 

image insecurities and not fitting into this ‘norm’ (Perry et al., 2021). Kong and Harris (2013) 141 
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found that 66% of elite female athletes reported higher levels of body dissatisfaction and 142 

eating disorders when compared to non-competitive and recreational athletes.  143 

Study Aims 144 

Existing literature clearly demonstrates that: i) elite-level athletes are exposed to risk factors 145 

that may make them susceptible to increased mental health concerns compared to less-elite 146 

athletes (Rice et al., 2016), ii) that student-athletes are exposed to unique stressors compared 147 

to their non-athlete student counterparts (Pritchard & Wilson, 2005), and iii) that women may 148 

be more susceptible to mental disorders such as anxiety and depression as compared to men 149 

(Grigoriadis & Erlick Robinson, 2007). However, little is known about how these three 150 

factors – elite sport status, student-athlete status, and woman status – come together to 151 

potentially impact the mental health of such individuals. Adopting this intersectional 152 

approach enables the examination of these statuses as connected, rather than singular, 153 

constructs, which can help to identify the potential additive nature of each identity (Ray, 154 

2014). Such research on the intersectionality of these social structures is important in 155 

obtaining a deeper understanding of the area and the possible challenges that these 156 

individuals face (Weldon, 2008), which in turn may assist in the development of strategies to 157 

optimise their experiences. Thus, the objective of our research is to answer the question: 158 

“What is the collective impact of an elite-athlete status, student-athlete status, and woman 159 

status on one’s mental health experiences?”  160 

Materials and Methods 161 

Participants 162 

Initial identification of the target population for this case study approach was based on 163 

convenience sampling given the status of the second author within the team. After this, 164 

recruitment was based on the individuals’ gender (woman), elite-performance athlete status, 165 
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and education status (current University student). Given this criteria, 14 women were 166 

contacted to enquire about participating in the study, with five choosing to do so, all of whom 167 

were either 20 or 21 years-of-age. The five participants were undergraduate students (1st to 168 

4th year of study) at universities in the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland and thus, 169 

classified within the dual-career development environment of ‘sport-friendly universities’ 170 

according to Morris et al.’s (2021) taxonomy. To take part in the study participants needed to 171 

report aiming to achieve a 1st class or 2.1 grade in their academic studies (the two highest 172 

pass grades that can be achieved from the four awarded by UK/Irish universities). This 173 

criterion was set to ensure participants had high levels of motivation towards their education 174 

as previous research has found student-athletes can prioritise sporting success at the expense 175 

of academic performance (Tosh & Cully, 2014). Furthermore, given that experiences may 176 

differ depending on one’s educational path, the homogeneity in academic motivation 177 

increases confidence that responses reflect common group perspectives. Finally, all 178 

participants were members of an international U21 hockey team that was working towards 179 

competing in the women’s hockey JWC in April 2022 (initially scheduled for December 180 

2021). This aligns with Swann et al.’s (2015) classification in which international level 181 

participation can be considered the highest level of expertise in sport. 182 

Study Design 183 

A case study approach was carried out that utilised semi-structured interviews with five 184 

student-athletes who were members of an international women’s Junior World Cup (JWC) 185 

hockey squad. The complexity of this cohort, and the real-life context which the study aims 186 

to generate deeper, multi-faceted knowledge about, makes it ideal for a case study approach 187 

(Crowe et al., 2011). Furthermore, in seeking to understand the challenges facing individuals 188 

holding three distinct statuses (elite athlete, student-athlete, woman) via semi-structured 189 
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interviews, the case study can provide context-specific information about concepts that would 190 

otherwise be difficult to operationalize empirically (e.g. mental health), thus helping to 191 

achieve the high levels of construct validity desired within research (Bennett, 2004). 192 

Philosophical Approach: Epistemology and Ontology 193 

An interpretivism epistemology and relativist ontology informed the study. Specifically, it is 194 

recognised that knowledge is not a matter of discovering objective facts about the world, 195 

rather, it is created through the interaction of individuals and their social context. By 196 

emphasizing the subjective and social construction of reality we make clear that the meaning 197 

of the event in question (the experience of being an elite, student-athlete woman) is 198 

constantly negotiated and reinterpreted by the people involved (Chowdhury, 2014). Thus, 199 

interpretivism is particularly suitable for case study research aiming to understanding the 200 

meaning of people’s experiences from their own perspectives (Willis, 2007). The position of 201 

relativist ontology aligns with interpretivism in that it holds that no single, objective reality 202 

exists. Instead, there are multiple realities that are constructed by individuals and groups 203 

through their own experiences and perspectives, each of which are valid (Levers, 2013).  204 

Methodological Rigor 205 

Within the context of this study, it is important to acknowledge that the second author, who 206 

conducted the interviews with participants and took a lead role in the analysis, was a 207 

teammate of the players interviewed. This enabled recruitment of a cohort (elite athletes) that 208 

is often difficult to obtain (Coyle et al., 2017), allowed for rapport to be established prior to 209 

the interview, and for conversations to be informed by shared knowledge and understanding. 210 

Several steps were undertaken to ensure the rigor of our methodology, including limiting the 211 

impact of any biases on our analysis. This included providing the opportunity for participants 212 

to modify or elaborate any statements made at the end of each interview and carrying out 213 
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member-checking of the data by reading and checking their respective transcripts to ensure 214 

credibility and validity. Furthermore, the data were independently coded by both the first and 215 

second authors, with any discrepancies discussed to reach convergence (Saladaña, 2016), 216 

before a third author checked the codes against the transcripts to confirm agreement. 217 

Additionally, in interpreting the categorisation of, and evidence for, each of the themes a 218 

fourth author acted as a ‘critical friend’ to ensure that data had been robustly interrogated. 219 

These actions collectively enhance the reflexivity and triangulation of the data collection 220 

process and increase the trustworthiness of the findings reported (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). 221 

Procedure 222 

Prospective participants were contacted via a multi-platform messaging app which gave a 223 

brief overview of the study and invited their involvement. Athletes who replied showing 224 

interest were contacted and forwarded a survey through which they provided consent. The 225 

survey included an information sheet outlining the purpose of the study, ethical 226 

considerations, a consent statement, and several pre-interview questions. Once completed and 227 

returned an interview was arranged. Ethical approval was obtained from the lead researcher’s 228 

University Ethics Committee following agreement with the Head Coach of team (ID: 21/22-229 

23V2; date: 10/01/2022). 230 

Interview Process 231 

Semi-structured interviews were employed in the study. First, an interview script was 232 

developed with reference to Gomez et al., (2018) who investigated the challenges of high-233 

performance student-athletes. Our interview script covered the following sections: sporting 234 

and academic life; the balance between these commitments; their mental health; and the 235 

unique challenges in relation their gender, playing level, and sport. Each section consisted of 236 

questions designed to produce information about the participants’ mental health experiences 237 
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pertaining to their statuses as an elite, student-athlete woman, whilst also presenting 238 

opportunity for participants to discuss how these factors may come together to impact their 239 

mental health collectively. In taking this approach (as opposed to less structured questioning 240 

in which participants were asked to discuss their experiences more holistically), we were able 241 

to effectively target the specific aims of the study. Verbal probes such as “Can you explain a 242 

bit more?” or “How did that make you feel?” were used to gain more information (Fylan, 243 

2005). Aside from the opening question, when discussing hockey-related aspects, participants 244 

were instructed to only consider their experiences within the context of their national team 245 

setup, and not any other club or university team participation that they may engage in. The 246 

decision to use the term “woman” as opposed to “female” was made to be consistent with that 247 

used by the International Hockey Federation – i.e., the “Hockey Women’s Junior World 248 

Cup”. In a study aiming to explore challenges that relate specifically to this aspect of a 249 

participant’s status, this consistency was important, however, it was still decided that the term 250 

would only be used when required, thus reducing any unnecessary bias in responses and 251 

opening the possibility for discussions on both gender and sex. 252 

The interview script was tested and readjusted based on a pilot study with a 21-year-253 

old, student-athlete, woman (3rd year of study, competing in hockey at club level). 254 

Amendments were made to the wording and order of questions to ensure that participants 255 

fully understood the questions being asked, that the questions were addressing the specific 256 

aims of the study, and that the flow of the interview was logical. The semi-structured 257 

interviews were carried out online via the Zoom video communications platform and 258 

recorded using the respective software following the permission of the participant. The 259 

interviews lasted an average of 27 minutes (minimum duration of 20 minutes; maximum 260 

duration of 30 minutes) and were held in January 2022 after the postponement of the JWC 261 

tournament.  262 
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Data Analysis 263 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by the second author. Reflexive thematic 264 

analysis was used to analyse the data and identify meaningful patterns (Braun, et al., 2016), 265 

with both the first and second author conducting independent analyses before subsequent 266 

corroboration of results. Such an approach is appropriate given the interpretivism 267 

epistemology approach adopted and the active involvement of the research team in the 268 

analytical process.  269 

The six-step guide proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used to direct the 270 

thematic analysis of the data collected. The first phase of analysis involved immersion and 271 

familiarisation of the data by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts and making 272 

notes on any initial observations made. The second author was able to achieve excellent 273 

levels of familiarisation as they had also conducted and transcribed the interviews. Phase two 274 

involved further reading of the data set to generate any initial codes. As advised by Braun and 275 

Clarke (2012) all transcripts were coded three times to ensure that codes sufficiently 276 

represented the datasets and answered the research question. Transcripts were systematically 277 

coded one-by-one. During the initial round, any information of ‘interest’ was underlined but 278 

not given a code. The second round of coding aimed to generate initial codes by naming these 279 

underlined pieces of data, adding information to existing codes, and creating new codes 280 

(“tagging”; Braun et al., 2016). This round of coding produced broad and descriptive codes, 281 

but during the third round, these initial codes were expanded, refined, renamed, and more 282 

interpretive codes developed. In total, 62 codes were produced and were sorted with all 283 

relevant codes organised into groups that were deemed as potential themes based on their 284 

shared, implicit and explicit concepts (phase three). In keeping with recommendations by 285 

Braun and Clarke (2019) and Braun et al. (2022), more practical detail of our process using a 286 

sample from an interview transcript can found in the appendix. Phase four reviewed these 287 
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themes. This involved going back through the dataset and analysing codes to ensure they 288 

were coherent. At this stage, larger themes were divided into separate themes and were again 289 

reviewed to ensure that the themes were present in the data, that they produced an accurate 290 

representation of the data, and that they fulfilled the research question.  Changes in the 291 

present study at this phase included the change in hierarchy of certain themes (e.g., from 292 

singular to dyadic, and from dyadic to triadic). Lastly, after some final refinements, the theme 293 

names and their definitions were finalised (phase five) and the full analysis was compiled, 294 

with particular attention again paid to ensuring that the reporting did not commit any of the 295 

misunderstandings and misconceptions highlighted by Braun et al. (2022) (phase six). 296 

Transparency and Openness 297 

The study design, methodology, and data analysis have been detailed in accordance with the 298 

transparency and openness promotion (TOP) guidelines (Nosek et al., 2015), whilst the 299 

structure and content of our work has been guided by Levitt et al.’s (2018) APA Style Journal 300 

Article Reporting Standards-Qualitative (JARS-Q). All methodological material (i.e., 301 

interview script, information sheet, consent form) is available from the corresponding author, 302 

though for confidentiality reasons, raw data (i.e., interview transcripts) are not included.  303 

Results 304 

Through the reflexive thematic analysis, we developed a range of themes related to the 305 

challenges faced by elite, student-athlete, women. Given that the present study aimed to 306 

identify how these three factors (elite athlete status, student status, woman status) could 307 

potentially come together to produce unique challenges for this cohort, the themes were 308 

primarily categorised based on whether they encompassed all three factors (triadic themes) or 309 

two of the three factors (dyadic themes). However, singular themes encompassing just one 310 

factor are included in Table 1. All the themes are presented visually in Figure 1. Note, 311 
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pseudonyms are used to protect confidentiality throughout. 312 

<INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE> 313 

Triadic Themes 314 

Pressure of Expectation (Elite Athlete – Student Athlete - Woman) 315 

 The pressure of expectation was seen for all three factors – elite athlete status, 316 

student-athlete status, and woman status – but it was generally perceived to be greatest in 317 

relation to their status as an elite athlete. Specific to being an elite athlete, a common pattern 318 

within responses was feeling pressure from coaches to prioritise hockey, as well as a lack of 319 

understanding from coaches of their commitments outside hockey. Jessica spoke of a 320 

stressful time with hockey around exams: 321 

They were like putting me under pressure a bit to be like, well, you didn’t flag it [the 322 

exams] with us and you told us a few weeks ago you’d be happy to come down [to the 323 

matches] and I was like yeah but now that I’m doing them I didn’t realise it would be 324 

that tough to manage…I did end up going down to **** [the matches] but I just felt like 325 

I was under pressure to do that and I was a bit like I don’t think people get it sometimes. 326 

The quote underscores the inherent tension between the demanding expectations placed upon 327 

them as elite athletes and the concurrent obligations associated with their roles as student-328 

athletes. It also evidences the prioritization that the participants give to hockey at the expense 329 

of their other commitments. Whilst all three of their statuses are not common, it may be that 330 

the participants perceive their elite athlete status to be most unique, and therefore most in 331 

need of protecting. Evidence for this comes from the statements by Ella, who said, “you just 332 

feel like there’s pressure on you and that there’s expectations to perform and stay elite”, as 333 

well as Lucy: “you are that international player when you go back to your club or your 334 

college and there’s just that constant pressure”.  335 
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 For some participants, the pressures of expectation applied to their academic studies 336 

as well. Indeed, the quote from Jessica suggested that the pressures of being an elite athlete 337 

may even lead to the pressures experienced as a student-athlete: “there’s this thing that people 338 

who play sports seem to get more done and that they’re better with their time. I feel like 339 

that’s a big stereotype thing”. Expectations from teachers with regards to assignments was 340 

mentioned by Lucy (“before I went [to the JWC] there was a lot of pressure to get them all 341 

done”) whilst Ella summed up the holistic experience within this theme: “you’re dealing with 342 

a lot of stress and pressure, more so than other people”. Unlike the expectations as an elite 343 

athlete and (to a lesser extent) as a woman athlete, the responses with regards to student-344 

athlete expectations appear to be driven more externally (by the perceived demands of others) 345 

than internally (by the demands of the participants themselves). 346 

 Finally, issues with regards to expectations around body image were recognised as a 347 

challenge. Martha said, “…yeah for girls, body image as well is big and maybe a challenge 348 

for some people”, and that the added combination of being an elite athlete exacerbated this 349 

because of the difficulty in fuelling herself properly; “I do find it hard sometimes to eat the 350 

amount that I should be eating”. Lucy also recognised this challenge, “the body image thing 351 

would be huge for female athletes that they struggle with that and like expectations to what 352 

you should be like”. Whilst meaningful and impactful to their mental health, it nevertheless 353 

seems that the academic expectations as a student-athlete and expectations perceived due to 354 

their woman status are secondary to their expectations as an elite athlete. 355 

Comparative Disadvantages (Elite Athlete – Student Athlete - Woman) 356 

Participants perceived disadvantages compared to others within each factor of their situation, 357 

be it as an elite athlete, student-athlete, or woman. The additive nature of all three 358 

demonstrates the degree of comparative disadvantage experienced by this cohort. Whilst 359 
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participants highlighted that being an elite athlete clearly comes with many positives, wide-360 

ranging negatives were noted such as travel, pressure, socialising, and training load. For 361 

instance, Martha pointed out the challenge of travelling: “with club or college you would 362 

travel around the country and stuff but if you’re training internationally, you might be going 363 

to the likes of Spain so it’s harder to keep [in] touch [with work and friends]”. Steph’s 364 

comments supported the idea that club teammates had more flexible schedules: 365 

We have more to try and fit into a week and a lot more pressure and a lot more people 366 

wanting a lot more of us than, like, someone at my club who doesn’t play ***** stuff 367 

[and] has their two sessions a week for club and then university. And then we have the 368 

extra burden of ***** and fitting gym sessions and running sessions. 369 

In terms of their student status, participants perceived a negative impact on friendships and 370 

commitment to studies. Specifically, it was challenging being on different schedules to 371 

friends who were not particularly sport-orientated, or who were but did not compete at the 372 

same elite standard. It was widely recognised that friends had more free time to spend on 373 

university work and socialising. Jessica said, “… it just doesn’t seem right because you’re 374 

looking at all your friends and they’re all at home studying”, whilst Martha stated that she 375 

“missed a good bit of school for hockey” and that “it’s challenging academically because you 376 

miss so much, you’re spending time catching up, but you also have less time outside lectures 377 

to study”. From a social perspective, the participants acknowledged there were some clear 378 

benefits – “your teammates are your friends and they’re, like, a support because they 379 

understand and you’re all kind of on the same page” (Lucy) – but did note that others were 380 

able to socialise whenever they like, whereas the student-athletes could not because they had 381 

training or matches. Ella said: 382 

I think it’s definitely hard for your friend group who aren’t really that sporty or who just 383 

don’t get it. It’s quite difficult that they’re [friends] obviously going out all the time and 384 

you can’t…you obviously miss out on a lot of that which is kind of hard.  385 
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She explained that this naturally makes her gravitate towards other student-athletes as they 386 

could often empathise better with her situation. The responses highlight a potentially 387 

confusing and conflicting situation for the participants in that they are clearly aware of the 388 

benefits that come with being an elite athlete yet cannot help but perceive their academic life 389 

to suffer at times precisely because of that elite athlete status. 390 

Finally, participants noted that their status as a woman athlete was often perceived by 391 

others to be inferior to that of man athlete. For instance, Ella said, “…you’re nearly like a 392 

celebrity if you play for the [university men’s] 1st 15 rugby team whereas no one knows 393 

who’s on the [university] women’s hockey team…”, whilst Jessica added that “They [the 394 

university] were almost just putting them [the boys] on the pedestal.” 395 

Perhaps not surprisingly, this perceived comparative disadvantage as a woman athlete 396 

stemmed from the prejudiced attitudes of men. The extent of the sentiment is perhaps best 397 

explained by Ella, who said “I think dealing with lads in your year taking the **** out [of] 398 

girls, like **** off…I think that’s hard that nearly [always] growing up I’ve had to stand my 399 

ground for women in sport”. Likewise, Steph commented, “So many of my friends who are 400 

boys are always like oh, but you don’t even play hockey do you, you play the girl version…”. 401 

One case for optimism in this situation was made by Jessica, who said “…as the money was 402 

put in [to women’s sport] they’ve qualified for a World Cup…it’s just like if the resources are 403 

there, it’s so great what girls and females can achieve”. As the focus of the interview was on 404 

the challenges faced, it is difficult to know whether this positive perspective was shared by 405 

the other participants, but Jessica’s comments do highlight a potential solution to the 406 

comparative disadvantages experienced as a woman athlete. Further, specific aspects of this 407 

comparative disadvantage to men are identified in more detail with the singular themes 408 

relating to participants’ status as a woman. 409 
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Dyadic Themes 410 

Demanding Schedules (Elite Athlete – Student Athlete) 411 

The demanding schedules were highlighted by all participants, with particular attention given 412 

to the high volume of training and necessary travelling required for hockey. As an example, 413 

Lucy, said:  414 

[National] training consists of two gym sessions and maybe two conditioning sessions a 415 

week plus one session which takes place in [location] for the day or can sometimes be 416 

twice a week. Then I have two club sessions and a club game at the weekend.  417 

It was noteworthy that the demands were perceived to increase physical fatigue more so than 418 

mental fatigue, which likely reflects that the demands were deemed to be greater in their elite 419 

athlete role rather than their student role, again demonstrating the possible prioritization of 420 

their elite athlete status. Furthermore, the increased physical fatigue was reported to decrease 421 

both academic productivity and sporting performance. Several participants expressed concern 422 

about underperforming in their studies because of the high training load. Jessica said, “Like 423 

when you come home, you’re like I could be productive but I’m actually too tired to even 424 

make my dinner or something… we are pushing ourselves to the max every session so it’s a 425 

bit different.” Similarly, when speaking about the period in the lead up to the JWC, Lucy 426 

said: “I had to get extensions for two of my classes…I couldn’t get them done while I was 427 

over there because it would be so full on”. 428 

Travel was an added stressor. Steph explained the difficulty of living further away 429 

from the training grounds than teammates: “I feel like it just adds more time…players who 430 

live closer to the training grounds have that two hours before and two hours after when they 431 

could get university work done or whatever, whereas we’re sitting in the car for two hours.”  432 

Lucy agreed with this as she discussed how the demands of travelling caused her to 433 

miss many classes; “because I’m travelling to ****** once a week, I miss a full day of 434 
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college”. It is telling that the evidence in this theme lends further weight that participants are 435 

more willing to sacrifice their academic performance because of the demands of their elite 436 

sporting commitments, than to sacrifice their sporting performance because of the demands 437 

of their student commitments. 438 

Balancing Commitments (Elite Athlete – Student Athlete) 439 

Balancing commitments, and the need for effective balance in order to cope, was a consistent 440 

finding in the study. Each participant had a particularly memorable instance in which they 441 

found balancing commitments to be particularly difficult. Ella spoke about her experience in 442 

the senior team, “It was probably last year with seniors I just didn’t balance it at all. I was just 443 

playing hockey I didn’t really do college at all”, whilst Martha explained, “…I do think I 444 

probably could have done better in my final year exams if I didn’t have all that hockey going 445 

on in sixth year…”. From this, and other responses, it seemed that most often, hockey took 446 

priority over academic demands, though for some, the priority depended on the time of year, 447 

such as when exams were being sat: 448 

I think it [prioritising] comes at different times. Like sometimes you’re way more 449 

prioritised with hockey but then hockey will calm down and you have more time to go 450 

back to your academics so there is a bit of a balance. (Lucy).  451 

Interestingly, Steph explained how being on placement this year made her shift her priorities 452 

despite prioritising hockey in school and university:  453 

I feel like placement has kind of balanced out hockey like I’m trying to make sure I’m 454 

keeping everyone [colleagues/bosses] happy whereas I didn’t really care if a teacher got 455 

annoyed because I’m not going to be doing biology for the rest of my life anyway.  456 

Importantly, this shift in priorities has only balanced out Steph’s sporting and non-sporting 457 

commitments, underlining the fact that hockey was the priority beforehand, and that her elite 458 
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athlete status maintains as important a role in her life as anything else. Overall, it is clear both 459 

from the quotes included here and the interviews more generally that participants perceive the 460 

need to balance their competing commitments, but often do not achieve this (favouring their 461 

elite athlete status at the expense of their student status) even if they make the occasional 462 

statement suggesting differently.  463 

Mental Health Support (Elite Athlete – Student Athlete) 464 

Four of the five players reported having used mental health support systems either within 465 

their university or through hockey, but always with the focus of the support being directed at 466 

their sporting commitments rather than their academic ones. Within this, participants 467 

explained that they did so for different reasons. Jessica reached out as she was feeling 468 

overwhelmed (“I was like; oh god you’re actually going to the world’s biggest stage [the 469 

Olympics], and I just found it very overwhelming”), Ella because she had lost confidence 470 

after being dropped from a team (“there was just no real feedback from the head coach either 471 

and, yeah, I don’t know, I basically just lost all my confidence playing hockey”), and Lucy 472 

because she was struggling with team cohesion issues (“I went to a separate college therapist 473 

to just help me out with things that were going on in the team that I wasn’t happy with”). 474 

Opinions and feedback on the effectiveness were positive and the athletes perceived the 475 

support to be beneficial, “…the actual therapist or the guy that I reached out to help me even 476 

more was definitely useful, and I definitely needed it at the time.” (Lucy). Jessica stated she 477 

would access support if it was there but admitted, “I just hate that stigma on it almost, I just 478 

think a casual thing to talk about how you feel”.  479 

 An important point to be highlighted is that all athletes did not feel supported by their 480 

international governing body. Lucy said, “… I think coaches can be blinded by it and don’t 481 

really realise how much support we do need”. She went on to add, “definitely with ******* 482 
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though, I think we’re lacking that aspect [mental health support]” and highlighted that it was 483 

one of the main feedback points to the coaches at the end of the previous season. Similarly, 484 

Martha stated, “I’m definitely probably more supported by my college than [governing 485 

body]”. Finally, Ella expressed, “I think we should nearly all be pushed to go to see a sports 486 

psychologist. I feel like even if you’re playing the best possible you can still benefit so much 487 

from getting support…”  488 

By comparison, mental health support received from educational institutes was 489 

generally better (e.g., “***** [international team] not as much [mental health support] as 490 

academically”, Steph), though not all participants deemed it to be good, as emphasised by 491 

Jessica, who stated “through school even, I remember just being so overwhelmed and there 492 

was no one really there to help. I guess you have a guidance counsellor, but they just don’t 493 

get it”. The latter part of this quote demonstrating that at least in academic settings, support 494 

was available, even if it was deemed to be helpful. Overall, discussions surrounding mental 495 

health indicate that support is wanted by all participants, received by most participants, and 496 

perceived insufficient by some participants, especially regarding their elite athlete status.  497 

Singular Themes 498 

Table 1 summarises the singular themes identified, including the name of each theme, the 499 

status to which it applies, an exemplar quote, and a brief explanation. 500 

<INSERT TABLE 1 HERE> 501 

Discussion 502 

The present study took a case study approach to explore the challenges faced by elite, 503 

student-athlete, women and to gain an understanding of how these three factors impact their 504 

mental health. Specifically, thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with five 505 

members of an international women’s JWC hockey squad generated 10 themes in total. As 506 
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Figure 1 shows, the multifaceted experiences of these individuals was demonstrated, with two 507 

themes emerging in relation to all three factors (triadic themes: pressure of expectation and 508 

comparative disadvantages), three themes emerging in relation to their statuses as elite 509 

athletes and student-athletes (dyadic themes: demanding schedules, balancing commitments, 510 

mental health support), and five themes emerging that were singular to elite status (impact of 511 

injury, managing emotions after JWC postponement), student-athlete status (academic 512 

support), and woman status (lack of representation in sport, managing menstrual cycle).  513 

The impact of this work should be found in the generation of the triadic and dyadic 514 

themes. The singular themes (Table 1) have all been reported in previous studies exploring 515 

challenges faced by athletes: impact of injury for elite athletes (van Rosen et al., 2021), 516 

impact of event postponement due to COVID-19 for elite athletes (Hakansson et al., 2021), 517 

academic support for student-athletes (Hazzaa et al., 2018), lack of representation in sport for 518 

women (Lobpries et al., 2018), and impact of the menstrual cycle for women in sport (Brown 519 

et al., 2020). Whilst it is useful to provide support and validation of these challenges – 520 

particularly their maintained presence despite other, potentially competing, factors – the 521 

novelty of our work lies in how the three statuses have an additive effect which creates 522 

unique and difficult situations for the participants.   523 

The elite, student-athlete women in our study perceived the ‘Pressure of Expectation’ 524 

due to their elite athlete status, student status, and woman status. That these three roles lead to 525 

feelings of pressure is not new information, but there are two noteworthy points raised 526 

through the interviews. First, it seems that the weight of expectation is perceived to be 527 

greatest in terms of being an elite athlete, and second, the expectations perceived as a student-528 

athlete seem to be more externally driven than for the other two statuses. With regards the 529 

former of these points, there are a couple of possible explanations. It could be that being an 530 

elite athlete is simply more valued by the participants than being a student-athlete or woman 531 
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athlete, and therefore threats to this status have greater impact. Why they give greater value 532 

to this role is yet another question, and may be due to a variety of reasons, including that it is 533 

more elusive/unique, requires (greater) effort to achieve, receives more positive feedback and 534 

prestige from others, has a shorter lifespan, or forms a more important part of their identity 535 

than either their student-athlete status or woman athlete status. Alternatively, it may be that 536 

the process of becoming an elite athlete develops traits, such as mental toughness and self-537 

confidence, which reduce (but do not eliminate) the expectations perceived from being a 538 

student-athlete and woman athlete. In terms of the source of pressure, whilst external agents 539 

were highlighted for each factor (coach for elite athlete, lecturers for student, societal norms 540 

for woman athlete), it was evident that the student-athlete status differed from the elite and 541 

woman athlete status. Whether it is the case that the student-athlete status is more externally 542 

driven or that the elite and woman athlete statuses are more internally driven are not merely 543 

semantics, nor are there dichotomous points. The nuance here is important in aiding our 544 

understanding of the pressures experienced by this cohort and influencing how we may go 545 

about reducing them in the real world.  546 

Within ‘Comparative Disadvantages’, the downside of being an elite athlete, student-547 

athlete, and woman athlete at an individual level have all been identified in previous research, 548 

though our findings are new in that the comparison between these three factors afforded with 549 

our unique cohort seems to suggest a more nuanced situation for the elite athlete status. It was 550 

only towards their elite athlete status that participants acknowledged the positive aspects of 551 

the factor; referencing the social connections that it brings, the physical and mental health 552 

benefits, and the opportunities it provides for personal growth and development. Whether the 553 

lack of positivity reported towards their student athlete status or woman athlete status is 554 

because our participants chose not to verbalise these aspects, or whether it is because they are 555 

unaware of the positive aspects, is not an insignificant point from an applied perspective. If it 556 
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is the former, then it is essential that research understands why this perspective is held, whilst 557 

if it is the latter, then it suggests the need for education-based interventions to be 558 

implemented which may change help to change this belief.  559 

In terms of the dyadic themes, our elite athlete and student-athlete factors allowed us 560 

to discover differences in the perceived ‘Mental Health Support’ received by our participants. 561 

Specifically, it was found that the support provided in a sporting context (i.e., by their 562 

national governing body) was lacking or insufficient, whilst the support provided in an 563 

academic context (i.e., by their university) was mostly better, though not always considered 564 

good. This may be linked to the singular theme of ‘Academic Support’, in which participants 565 

were generally happy with how accommodating their universities and lecturers were in 566 

helping them reach their academic goals (albeit still acknowledging the considerable 567 

workload placed on them). That is, the good academic support likely reduces academic-568 

related mental health concerns, an idea that is supported by research connecting academic 569 

support and student well-being and demonstrating the important role lecturers play (Eloff et 570 

al., 2021). Thus, our findings suggest a potential important role of the coach in providing 571 

mental health support which is currently being unfulfilled. This echoes research from other 572 

sports contexts. For instance, a study in sub-elite women's soccer found that coaches at times 573 

failed to support players' mental health (Bramley et al, 2024). Additionally, Biggin et al 574 

(2017) used a Delphi survey to explore coach and athlete perceptions of mental ill-health in 575 

elite athletes. They found that while athletes felt that coaches were one of the most 576 

appropriate sources of support (along with sports and clinical psychologists) for their mental 577 

health, coaches felt that this support would be better provided by sports and clinical 578 

psychologists or a counsellor. As such, sports organisations may want to consider how to 579 

enable coaches to support athlete mental health, whilst also providing professional support 580 

from mental health professionals. 581 
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The focus of this study was on identifying the challenges faced by elite, student-582 

athlete women, but it is interesting that there was a clear, common approach in dealing with 583 

some of these challenges by the participants. As such, the approach becomes an inherent part 584 

of the challenge itself. Specifically, in the themes of ‘Demanding Schedules’, and ‘Balancing 585 

Commitments’ we see that the individuals are often placed in a situation where they have to 586 

prioritise the needs of one of their statuses at the expense of another. More often than not, the 587 

participants chose to prioritize their elite athlete status to the detriment of their student status. 588 

This supports previous research with national and international level athletes by Tosh and 589 

Cully (2015), even though we specifically recruited participants whom we believed would 590 

have high motivation towards their academic studies. Thus, it seems the prioritization of sport 591 

is more an indictment of how much our participants value their elite athlete status, than them 592 

not valuing their student status.  593 

The dyadic themes generated in our findings are in line with a wealth of previous 594 

literature. For instance, Wilson and Pritchard (2005) found that, compared to non-athlete 595 

students, student-athletes reported significantly higher stress scores for factors related to 596 

demanding schedules, such as having heavy demands from extracurricular activities. 597 

Interestingly, the student-athletes reported significantly lower stress scores for social 598 

isolation, aligning with the potential positive aspects of playing sport discussed earlier. In 599 

another study, it was found that 50% of female student-athletes were stressed because of 600 

issues related to time and scheduling and did not feel as though they had enough time to 601 

combine sport and academia to allow them to achieve their best in both (Stevens et al., 2013). 602 

Jolly (2008) summarised the literature in commenting that time demands and inflexible 603 

schedules were two factors that differentiated most the student-athletes from normal students. 604 

The prioritization of sport over education likely has an indirect effect on some of the 605 

other challenges identified as well. As mentioned earlier, the ‘Pressure of Expectation’ is 606 
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perceived to be greatest towards their status as an elite athlete, whilst it is only the elite 607 

athlete status in which ‘Comparative Disadvantages’ are caveated with the acknowledgment 608 

of its positives. These findings may be due to the prioritization placed on the elite athlete 609 

factor at the expense of the student status and highlights the importance of considering an 610 

individual’s priorities in research exploring challenges in sport. One final point on this is that 611 

for the most part, the prioritization of hockey over education was clear, though occasionally 612 

participants would report instances in which they had successfully balanced the two 613 

commitments. From interpreting the interviews more widely, it appears that this perceived 614 

balancing is either occurring for just a minority of the time – perhaps at brief, notable periods 615 

such as exams – or not actually occurring at all. That is, it is plausible that there is always an 616 

imbalance between their elite athlete and student statuses, but participants report otherwise 617 

because of cognitive dissonance in what they believe they should be doing and what they are 618 

actually doing. Investigating which of these is the case is essential if we are to ensure that 619 

student-athletes reach their academic potential as well as their sporting potential. 620 

It was interesting that in the two singular themes identified as part of being a woman 621 

athlete, one related to gender (lack of representation in sport) and one related to sex 622 

(managing menstrual cycle). At first glance, this may suggest participants’ equal 623 

consideration towards the two, however, a closer look at the woman athlete aspects of the 624 

triadic themes shows that our participants tended to focus on challenges from the perspective 625 

of gender, as opposed to sex. That is, in both ‘Pressure of Expectation’ and ‘Comparative 626 

Disadvantages’, the issues raised are ones that relate to socially constructed concepts such as 627 

how a woman should look, and which sport (men’s or women’s) is more important. 628 

Biological differences do not seem to play a role here. Across the interviews, there were six 629 

uses of the term “female” compared to 22 uses of the term’s “women” or “girl”. The apparent 630 

emphasis on gendered challenges, rather than ones relating to sex, warrants further 631 
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investigation before any implications are applied, as it may be that our choice to use the term 632 

“women” did bias responses by setting the context from which our participants should 633 

answer.  634 

As well as expanding our knowledge and understanding of the mental health 635 

challenges faced by elite, student-athlete women, our findings also have several practical 636 

implications. Most importantly, our work demonstrates how elite, student-athlete women are 637 

essentially experiencing three roles, each with its own demands, expectations, and challenges. 638 

There are key groups within each role that can make these experiences easier or more 639 

difficult depending on their actions: national governing bodies for the elite athlete role, 640 

academic institutions for the student-athlete role, and wider society for the woman athlete 641 

role. Whilst the last of these groups is a deeply ingrained issue that, unfortunately, seems 642 

unlikely to be fixed any time soon, there are a number of simple practices the other two 643 

groups can implement. For instance, sports organizations (and coaches in particular) need to 644 

increase their knowledge and awareness of the academic commitments of players. Direct 645 

communication between key stakeholders within the sport and the universities of athletes can 646 

ensure misunderstandings are avoided and sufficient support is provided. This 647 

communication could even lead to the sharing of good practices; a factor particularly 648 

pertinent given how positively all players spoke of their university support. Other possible 649 

applications of our findings include the prioritization of goal-setting actions to mitigate 650 

negative effects of postponements on motivation (‘Managing Emotions After JWC 651 

Postponement’ theme) and ensuring injured athletes maintain their social connections with 652 

teammates by having a purpose and involvement in team activities (Impact of Injury’ theme).  653 

That the study only took into consideration mental health and challenges faced at the 654 

time the research was conducted is a limitation. Mental health is a dynamic process that 655 

changes over time (Kuettel & Larsen, 2020) and our participants noted that their challenges 656 
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differ depending on the time of year. Taken together, these points demonstrate a need for 657 

more longitudinal work. Furthermore, the key findings in the present study are the triadic and 658 

dyadic themes that have been generated, however, what could not be obtained here is whether 659 

the multiple factors at play have a linear, exponential, or logarithmic impact on the 660 

individuals’ mental health. Of course, the actual relationship is likely to vary according to the 661 

individual and is not quantifiable in the traditional sense. Nevertheless, follow-up quantitative 662 

work may be able to tease out whether, say, the ‘Pressure of Expectation’ has approximately 663 

three times the impact on mental health for an elite, student-athlete woman as it does for a 664 

club-level, student-athlete man, or whether ‘Mental Health Support’ is roughly twice as big a 665 

concern for student-athletes as it is for athletes.  666 

Conclusion 667 

In adopting a case study approach in which five women from an international U21 668 

hockey team were interviewed, the study has generated knowledge and understanding of the 669 

mental health challenges that this small, but nevertheless important, cohort experience. Elite 670 

athletes are in the minority of the athlete population, student-athletes are in the minority of 671 

the academic population, and women are in the minority of the sporting population, thus 672 

these individuals are in a very unique situation. The challenges are not just singular ones, 673 

such as the impact of injury for elite athletes, the need for academic support for student-674 

athletes, and the lack of representation in sport for women athletes, but are dyadic and triadic. 675 

Elite, student-athlete women experience the ‘Pressure of Expectation’ and ‘Comparative 676 

Disadvantages’ through each of their statuses. It is the additive nature of these unique statuses 677 

which perhaps creates the greatest challenge and highlights how essential it is that sporting 678 

and academic institutions understand and act in ways that can optimise the experiences of 679 

elite, student-athlete women. This case study approach, conducted at a single point in time, 680 

provides only a snapshot of the experiences of these individuals, and therefore it is important 681 
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for future research to adopt a longitudinal approach to provide further insights into this topic. 682 

Nevertheless, it is clear that cooperation and communication between stakeholders will be 683 

key in identifying ways in which we can reduce the challenges facing elite, student-athlete 684 

women going forwards.  685 

 686 

  687 
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Figures and Tables 866 

Figure 1. Challenges faced by elite, student-athlete, women 867 

 868 

Notes. Yellow represents challenges faced by elite athletes, blue represents challenges faced by 869 

students-athletes, and green represents challenges faced by women. Overlaps indicate shared 870 

challenges (two triadic theme and three dyadic themes). 871 
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Table 1. Challenges to the Mental Health of Elite, Student-Athlete Women: Singular Themes 872 

Theme Name Status Affected Exemplar Quote Additional Explanation 

Impact of Injury Elite  “It’s hard because you’re so used to getting on, 

doing hockey all the time so when you don’t 

have hockey you just don’t really know what to 

do with yourself and like you can feel isolated 

from the team” (Lucy) 

Injuries had a direct impact on mental health via pain, but also an 

indirect impact by reducing ability to train/practice and therefore 

reducing time spent socialising with teammates. Overall, being 

injured had a significant, negative impact on mental health, but 

even the prospect of being injured seemed to provide a smaller, 

but constant, worry. 

Managing 

Emotions After 

JWC 

Postponement 

Elite  “It was just kind of like the rollercoaster had 

built up, got there, and then it was like, oh. It was 

such an anti-climax… I just had no motivation 

and to be honest felt pretty shit about myself 

really” (Jessica) 

The postponement had a mostly negative impact, affecting 

emotions and motivation. This was exacerbated by a lack of 

communication by coaches. One positive aspect reported was 

that it enabled enabling greater time to prepare physically and 

mentally. 

Academic 

Support 

Student  “The lecturers were still really sound, and they 

let me do the exams organised in January rather 

than like putting it on top of me to do them then 

[before/during the tournament]” (Ella) 

All participants reported concerns with regards the completion of 

academic work, though they generally felt well supported at an 

individual level (i.e., from lecturers) and at an organizational 

level (i.e., from university practices). 

Lack of 

Representation 

in Sport 

Woman “I remember when I was applying for the 

scholarship, they were saying we have such a big 

sign up about the [sport] boys and the [sport] 

boys and I was like, alright yeah ok so what? I 

don’t care.” (Jessica) 

Participants spoke of the unfairness and frustration in the lack of 

representation of women in sport. Comparisons with men’s sport 

were made, with perceptions reported that women are 

marginalised, and their sports considered inferior. 
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Managing 

Menstrual Cycle 

Woman “That’s definitely a huge challenge for girls 

because personally my first two or three days on 

my period I would be really sick or get really bad 

cramps.” (Martha) 

The difficulty of managing menstrual cycles around performance 

was a unique challenge identified due the physical and mental 

impact this has on the female body. Education around the topic 

was also reported to be lacking. 
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