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

Challenges of Elite, Student-Athlete Women

Abstract

Elite athletes, student-athletes, and women are reported to have an increased
risk of experiencing mental health concerns, yet little is known about how the
intersectionality of these three factors affect the individual. The present study addressed
this by interviewing members of an international women’s Junior World Cup hockey
team. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to identify two triadic themes (i.e.,
challenges encompassing all three factors) and three dyadic themes (two of the three
factors). These findings, and in particular, the triadic themes of ‘Pressure of
Expectation’ and ‘Comparative Disadvantages’, reveal the multifaceted nature of the
challenges faced by this unique cohort. We identify possible explanations for our
findings and discuss implications for optimising the experiences of elite, student-athlete

women.

Keywords: elite student-athlete women; mental health; pressure of expectation;
comparative disadvantages
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Introduction

Understanding the mental health of populations is important in optimising their experiences.
This study addresses a particularly unique population — that of elite, student-athlete women.
Specific to athlete populations, mental health can be defined as a “dynamic state of well-
being in which athletes can realise 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”
(Kttel & Larsen, 2020, pp. 253). Whilst literature exploring the mental health of each of
these three factors — elite athletes, student-athletes, women athletes — is abundant, little is
known about the intersectionality of these factors when applied in unison to a person. The
following sections explore the disparate literature surrounding the challenges faced by

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

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

Student-athletes are a subsection of the athlete population who, alongside their academic
studies, take part in competitive sport. This dual-career role has several implications as
student-athletes likely have additional obligations compared to their non-student, athlete
counterparts (e.g., attending lectures and completing assignments). Conversely, they likely
have the same everyday obligations as their non-athlete, student counterparts, whilst also
managing the extra demands of their sport (e.g., attending training, video-analysis sessions,
etc.) (Turick et al., 2021). Furthermore, student-life also comes with stressors for mental
health such as financial worries (Bennett et al., 2023), achieving academically (Ladejo,
2023), and fitting in socially (Reay et al., 2010), whilst sport brings additional pressures such
as high-performance, making selection, and avoiding injuries (Bauman, 2016). Student-

athletes may also have to manage everyday factors outside of academia and sport such as
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those relating to family, friendships, or employment (Greer & Robinson, 2006). Cosh and
Tully (2014) found that elite Australian student-athletes prioritise their sporting success and
sacrifice their academic success, such is the difficulty in balancing both domains.

Further studies have found student-athletes to have increased stress levels compared
to non-athlete student counterparts (Pritchard & Wilson, 2005), and for women to have more
stress than men (Martin, 2018). Moreover, student-athletes have been identified as a high-risk
category for other mental-health issues such as depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and
substance abuse (Armstrong et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2018). Gender differences have been
found to exist here also. Finally, student-athletes are at a stage in their lives when a lot of
change is occurring as they are transitioning both physically (growth and maturation) and
within their social environment (transitioning from school to university). At this age, the level
of competitiveness in sport, and level of difficulty in academics, also increase, and therefore
it is not surprising that mental health concerns such as anxiety and depression do so as well
(Xanthopoulos et al., 2020). It is clear, then, that research is needed which explores the
potential causes and antecedents of mental health concerns within student-athlete women.

Although the mental health of student-athletes has been explored, contradictory
results have been evident. For example, a recent systematic scoping review by Kegelaers et
al. (2022) highlights that there are studies which find student-athletes to have fewer mental
health problems compared to non-athletes, as well as studies which find the reverse to be
true. The ambiguity within the literature leads the authors to call for further research,
particularly that which takes a qualitative approach, and which also explores well-being as

opposed to only mental illness.

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

The challenges faced by elite student-athletes may be distinct to those faced by student-
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athletes competing at lower levels. At the elite level, regimented and vigorous training
programs and the demands that come along with competing at an international standard are
risk factors that can lead to mood disturbances and overtraining, thus posing a threat to
mental health (Kuettel & Larsen, 2020). Furthermore, the physical demands that elite athletes
are required to put themselves through can increase the chance of sustaining an injury which
can consequently increase the risk of poor mental health (Gulliver et al., 2015). Injuries can
also lead to other forms of anxiety, for instance, anxiety from deselection, returning to play,
or missing a crucial part of the season (Poucher et al., 2021).

Elite athletes are also under a huge amount of pressure from coaches, teammates, and
parents who help to shape the athlete’s experiences (Arnold & Fletcher, 2012). Whilst
coaches can play a vital role in recognising mental illness within athletes and assisting in the
provision of subsequent support (Biggin et al., 2017) research has also shown that coaches
can be key stressors (Thelwell et al., 2008). In addition, exacerbating the mental health
concerns of athletes is the negative connotations associated with discussing such concerns.
Ryan et al. (2018) explained that athletes have more negative attitudes towards accessing
support as there is a stigma surrounding it and reaching out for help is seen as a weakness,
which does not align with the strong, resilient characteristics usually associated with
sportspeople (Lundqvist & Andersson, 2021). Despite these risk factors identified in the
literature, a narrative systematic review by Rice et al. (2016) concluded that the prevalence of
mental illness within elite athletes may be comparable to that of the general population, but
importantly, there are likely to be sub-groups within the elite athlete population that are more

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

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

The distinction between gender (woman) and sex (female) is an important one in the present
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study, though previous research has not always acknowledged this. In the subsequent section,
the terms used are those consistent with the papers from which they are reporting. A large
body of literature suggests that depressive and anxiety disorders are more prevalent in
females as compared to males (Grigoriadis & Erlick Robinson, 2007), with some studies
reporting that females are twice as likely to suffer from these disorders (Schreiber, 1996),
irrespective of age (Herraro et al., 2020). The patterns found with females in the general
population are also reflected within elite athletes. For instance, Schaal et al., (2011) found
that compared to their male counterparts, female athletes in France were 1.3 times more
likely to have a mental health disorder. Similarly, Foskett and Longstaff (2018) investigated
mental health in elite athletes within the UK and reported that 39.9% of female athletes
reported signs of stress compared to only 17.3% of males.

One of the many challenges facing women athletes is managing societal expectations
of body image (Kong & Harris, 2013), which often leads to eating disorders (Anderson et al.,
2012). Student-athletes, in general, are a high-risk group for engaging in unhealthy eating
strategies as they try to achieve desired physiques for their sport, but within this cohort,
women are reported to be at greater risk than men (Ryan et al., 2018). In their review, Perry
et al (2021) found that the risk of disordered eating and increased issues of body image are
largely related to the type of sport. Athletes involved in sports which are deemed as lean
physigue sports and aesthetic sports, such as gymnastics, are at a much higher risk of eating
disorders (Bryne & McLean, 2002). For women athletes competing in power-based sports,
such as rugby, building muscle is a requirement to be successful, but by doing so, they stray
away from what is deemed as the ‘societal norms’ — a skinny and lean physique considered
most attractive (Papathomas et al., 2018). This may cause stress and anxiety around body

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

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

Study Aims

Existing literature clearly demonstrates that: i) elite-level athletes are exposed to risk factors
that may make them susceptible to increased mental health concerns compared to less-elite
athletes (Rice et al., 2016), ii) that student-athletes are exposed to unique stressors compared
to their non-athlete student counterparts (Pritchard & Wilson, 2005), and iii) that women may
be more susceptible to mental disorders such as anxiety and depression as compared to men
(Grigoriadis & Erlick Robinson, 2007). However, little is known about how these three
factors — elite sport status, student-athlete status, and woman status — come together to
potentially impact the mental health of such individuals. Adopting this intersectional
approach enables the examination of these statuses as connected, rather than singular,
constructs, which can help to identify the potential additive nature of each identity (Ray,
2014). Such research on the intersectionality of these social structures is important in
obtaining a deeper understanding of the area and the possible challenges that these
individuals face (Weldon, 2008), which in turn may assist in the development of strategies to
optimise their experiences. Thus, the objective of our research is to answer the question:
“What is the collective impact of an elite-athlete status, student-athlete status, and woman
status on one’s mental health experiences?”

Materials and Methods

Participants

Initial identification of the target population for this case study approach was based on
convenience sampling given the status of the second author within the team. After this,

recruitment was based on the individuals’ gender (woman), elite-performance athlete status,
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and education status (current University student). Given this criteria, 14 women were
contacted to enquire about participating in the study, with five choosing to do so, all of whom
were either 20 or 21 years-of-age. The five participants were undergraduate students (1st to
4th year of study) at universities in the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland and thus,
classified within the dual-career development environment of ‘sport-friendly universities’
according to Morris et al.’s (2021) taxonomy. To take part in the study participants needed to
report aiming to achieve a 1st class or 2.1 grade in their academic studies (the two highest
pass grades that can be achieved from the four awarded by UK/Irish universities). This
criterion was set to ensure participants had high levels of motivation towards their education
as previous research has found student-athletes can prioritise sporting success at the expense
of academic performance (Tosh & Cully, 2014). Furthermore, given that experiences may
differ depending on one’s educational path, the homogeneity in academic motivation
increases confidence that responses reflect common group perspectives. Finally, all
participants were members of an international U21 hockey team that was working towards
competing in the women’s hockey JWC in April 2022 (initially scheduled for December
2021). This aligns with Swann et al.’s (2015) classification in which international level

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

Study Design

A case study approach was carried out that utilised semi-structured interviews with five
student-athletes who were members of an international women’s Junior World Cup (JWC)
hockey squad. The complexity of this cohort, and the real-life context which the study aims
to generate deeper, multi-faceted knowledge about, makes it ideal for a case study approach
(Crowe et al., 2011). Furthermore, in seeking to understand the challenges facing individuals

holding three distinct statuses (elite athlete, student-athlete, woman) via semi-structured
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interviews, the case study can provide context-specific information about concepts that would
otherwise be difficult to operationalize empirically (e.g. mental health), thus helping to

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

Philosophical Approach: Epistemology and Ontology

An interpretivism epistemology and relativist ontology informed the study. Specifically, it is
recognised that knowledge is not a matter of discovering objective facts about the world,
rather, it is created through the interaction of individuals and their social context. By
emphasizing the subjective and social construction of reality we make clear that the meaning
of the event in question (the experience of being an elite, student-athlete woman) is
constantly negotiated and reinterpreted by the people involved (Chowdhury, 2014). Thus,
interpretivism is particularly suitable for case study research aiming to understanding the
meaning of people’s experiences from their own perspectives (Willis, 2007). The position of
relativist ontology aligns with interpretivism in that it holds that no single, objective reality
exists. Instead, there are multiple realities that are constructed by individuals and groups

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

Methodological Rigor

Within the context of this study, it is important to acknowledge that the second author, who
conducted the interviews with participants and took a lead role in the analysis, was a
teammate of the players interviewed. This enabled recruitment of a cohort (elite athletes) that
is often difficult to obtain (Coyle et al., 2017), allowed for rapport to be established prior to
the interview, and for conversations to be informed by shared knowledge and understanding.
Several steps were undertaken to ensure the rigor of our methodology, including limiting the
impact of any biases on our analysis. This included providing the opportunity for participants

to modify or elaborate any statements made at the end of each interview and carrying out
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member-checking of the data by reading and checking their respective transcripts to ensure
credibility and validity. Furthermore, the data were independently coded by both the first and
second authors, with any discrepancies discussed to reach convergence (Saladafia, 2016),
before a third author checked the codes against the transcripts to confirm agreement.
Additionally, in interpreting the categorisation of, and evidence for, each of the themes a
fourth author acted as a “critical friend’ to ensure that data had been robustly interrogated.
These actions collectively enhance the reflexivity and triangulation of the data collection

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

Procedure

Prospective participants were contacted via a multi-platform messaging app which gave a
brief overview of the study and invited their involvement. Athletes who replied showing
interest were contacted and forwarded a survey through which they provided consent. The
survey included an information sheet outlining the purpose of the study, ethical
considerations, a consent statement, and several pre-interview questions. Once completed and
returned an interview was arranged. Ethical approval was obtained from the lead researcher’s
University Ethics Committee following agreement with the Head Coach of team (ID: 21/22-

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

Interview Process

Semi-structured interviews were employed in the study. First, an interview script was
developed with reference to Gomez et al., (2018) who investigated the challenges of high-
performance student-athletes. Our interview script covered the following sections: sporting
and academic life; the balance between these commitments; their mental health; and the
unique challenges in relation their gender, playing level, and sport. Each section consisted of

questions designed to produce information about the participants’ mental health experiences

10
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pertaining to their statuses as an elite, student-athlete woman, whilst also presenting
opportunity for participants to discuss how these factors may come together to impact their
mental health collectively. In taking this approach (as opposed to less structured questioning
in which participants were asked to discuss their experiences more holistically), we were able
to effectively target the specific aims of the study. Verbal probes such as “Can you explain a
bit more?” or “How did that make you feel?”” were used to gain more information (Fylan,
2005). Aside from the opening question, when discussing hockey-related aspects, participants
were instructed to only consider their experiences within the context of their national team
setup, and not any other club or university team participation that they may engage in. The
decision to use the term “woman” as opposed to “female” was made to be consistent with that
used by the International Hockey Federation —i.e., the “Hockey Women’s Junior World
Cup”. In a study aiming to explore challenges that relate specifically to this aspect of a
participant’s status, this consistency was important, however, it was still decided that the term
would only be used when required, thus reducing any unnecessary bias in responses and
opening the possibility for discussions on both gender and sex.

The interview script was tested and readjusted based on a pilot study with a 21-year-
old, student-athlete, woman (3 year of study, competing in hockey at club level).
Amendments were made to the wording and order of questions to ensure that participants
fully understood the questions being asked, that the questions were addressing the specific
aims of the study, and that the flow of the interview was logical. The semi-structured
interviews were carried out online via the Zoom video communications platform and
recorded using the respective software following the permission of the participant. The
interviews lasted an average of 27 minutes (minimum duration of 20 minutes; maximum
duration of 30 minutes) and were held in January 2022 after the postponement of the JWC

tournament.

11
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Data Analysis

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by the second author. Reflexive thematic
analysis was used to analyse the data and identify meaningful patterns (Braun, et al., 2016),
with both the first and second author conducting independent analyses before subsequent
corroboration of results. Such an approach is appropriate given the interpretivism
epistemology approach adopted and the active involvement of the research team in the
analytical process.

The six-step guide proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used to direct the
thematic analysis of the data collected. The first phase of analysis involved immersion and
familiarisation of the data by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts and making
notes on any initial observations made. The second author was able to achieve excellent
levels of familiarisation as they had also conducted and transcribed the interviews. Phase two
involved further reading of the data set to generate any initial codes. As advised by Braun and
Clarke (2012) all transcripts were coded three times to ensure that codes sufficiently
represented the datasets and answered the research question. Transcripts were systematically
coded one-by-one. During the initial round, any information of ‘interest’ was underlined but
not given a code. The second round of coding aimed to generate initial codes by naming these
underlined pieces of data, adding information to existing codes, and creating new codes
(“tagging”; Braun et al., 2016). This round of coding produced broad and descriptive codes,
but during the third round, these initial codes were expanded, refined, renamed, and more
interpretive codes developed. In total, 62 codes were produced and were sorted with all
relevant codes organised into groups that were deemed as potential themes based on their
shared, implicit and explicit concepts (phase three). In keeping with recommendations by
Braun and Clarke (2019) and Braun et al. (2022), more practical detail of our process using a

sample from an interview transcript can found in the appendix. Phase four reviewed these

12
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themes. This involved going back through the dataset and analysing codes to ensure they
were coherent. At this stage, larger themes were divided into separate themes and were again
reviewed to ensure that the themes were present in the data, that they produced an accurate
representation of the data, and that they fulfilled the research question. Changes in the
present study at this phase included the change in hierarchy of certain themes (e.g., from
singular to dyadic, and from dyadic to triadic). Lastly, after some final refinements, the theme
names and their definitions were finalised (phase five) and the full analysis was compiled,
with particular attention again paid to ensuring that the reporting did not commit any of the

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

Transparency and Openness

The study design, methodology, and data analysis have been detailed in accordance with the
transparency and openness promotion (TOP) guidelines (Nosek et al., 2015), whilst the
structure and content of our work has been guided by Levitt et al.’s (2018) APA Style Journal
Article Reporting Standards-Qualitative (JARS-Q). All methodological material (i.e.,
interview script, information sheet, consent form) is available from the corresponding author,

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

Results

Through the reflexive thematic analysis, we developed a range of themes related to the
challenges faced by elite, student-athlete, women. Given that the present study aimed to
identify how these three factors (elite athlete status, student status, woman status) could
potentially come together to produce unique challenges for this cohort, the themes were
primarily categorised based on whether they encompassed all three factors (triadic themes) or
two of the three factors (dyadic themes). However, singular themes encompassing just one

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

<INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE>

Triadic Themes

Pressure of Expectation (Elite Athlete — Student Athlete - Woman)

The pressure of expectation was seen for all three factors — elite athlete status,
student-athlete status, and woman status — but it was generally perceived to be greatest in
relation to their status as an elite athlete. Specific to being an elite athlete, a common pattern
within responses was feeling pressure from coaches to prioritise hockey, as well as a lack of
understanding from coaches of their commitments outside hockey. Jessica spoke of a

stressful time with hockey around exams:

They were like putting me under pressure a bit to be like, well, you didn’t flag it [the
exams] with us and you told us a few weeks ago you’d be happy to come down [to the
matches] and | was like yeah but now that I’'m doing them I didn’t realise it would be
that tough to manage...I did end up going down to **** [the matches] but I just felt like

I was under pressure to do that and I was a bit like I don’t think people get it sometimes.
The quote underscores the inherent tension between the demanding expectations placed upon
them as elite athletes and the concurrent obligations associated with their roles as student-
athletes. It also evidences the prioritization that the participants give to hockey at the expense
of their other commitments. Whilst all three of their statuses are not common, it may be that
the participants perceive their elite athlete status to be most unique, and therefore most in
need of protecting. Evidence for this comes from the statements by Ella, who said, “you just
feel like there’s pressure on you and that there’s expectations to perform and stay elite”, as
well as Lucy: “you are that international player when you go back to your club or your

college and there’s just that constant pressure”.

14
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For some participants, the pressures of expectation applied to their academic studies
as well. Indeed, the quote from Jessica suggested that the pressures of being an elite athlete
may even lead to the pressures experienced as a student-athlete: “there’s this thing that people
who play sports seem to get more done and that they’re better with their time. I feel like
that’s a big stereotype thing”. Expectations from teachers with regards to assignments was
mentioned by Lucy (“before I went [to the JWC] there was a lot of pressure to get them all
done”) whilst Ella summed up the holistic experience within this theme: “you’re dealing with
a lot of stress and pressure, more so than other people”. Unlike the expectations as an elite
athlete and (to a lesser extent) as a woman athlete, the responses with regards to student-
athlete expectations appear to be driven more externally (by the perceived demands of others)
than internally (by the demands of the participants themselves).

Finally, issues with regards to expectations around body image were recognised as a
challenge. Martha said, “...yeah for girls, body image as well is big and maybe a challenge
for some people”, and that the added combination of being an elite athlete exacerbated this
because of the difficulty in fuelling herself properly; “I do find it hard sometimes to eat the
amount that I should be eating”. Lucy also recognised this challenge, “the body image thing
would be huge for female athletes that they struggle with that and like expectations to what
you should be like”. Whilst meaningful and impactful to their mental health, it nevertheless
seems that the academic expectations as a student-athlete and expectations perceived due to

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

Comparative Disadvantages (Elite Athlete — Student Athlete - Woman)

Participants perceived disadvantages compared to others within each factor of their situation,
be it as an elite athlete, student-athlete, or woman. The additive nature of all three

demonstrates the degree of comparative disadvantage experienced by this cohort. Whilst
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participants highlighted that being an elite athlete clearly comes with many positives, wide-
ranging negatives were noted such as travel, pressure, socialising, and training load. For
instance, Martha pointed out the challenge of travelling: “with club or college you would
travel around the country and stuff but if you’re training internationally, you might be going
to the likes of Spain so it’s harder to keep [in] touch [with work and friends]”. Steph’s

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

We have more to try and fit into a week and a lot more pressure and a lot more people
wanting a lot more of us than, like, someone at my club who doesn’t play ***** stuff
[and] has their two sessions a week for club and then university. And then we have the

extra burden of ***** and fitting gym sessions and running sessions.
In terms of their student status, participants perceived a negative impact on friendships and
commitment to studies. Specifically, it was challenging being on different schedules to
friends who were not particularly sport-orientated, or who were but did not compete at the
same elite standard. It was widely recognised that friends had more free time to spend on
university work and socialising. Jessica said, ... it just doesn’t seem right because you’re
looking at all your friends and they’re all at home studying”, whilst Martha stated that she
“missed a good bit of school for hockey” and that “it’s challenging academically because you
miss so much, you’re spending time catching up, but you also have less time outside lectures
to study”. From a social perspective, the participants acknowledged there were some clear
benefits — “your teammates are your friends and they’re, like, a support because they
understand and you’re all kind of on the same page” (Lucy) — but did note that others were
able to socialise whenever they like, whereas the student-athletes could not because they had

training or matches. Ella said:

I think it’s definitely hard for your friend group who aren’t really that sporty or who just
don’t get it. It’s quite difficult that they’re [friends] obviously going out all the time and

you can’t...you obviously miss out on a lot of that which is kind of hard.
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She explained that this naturally makes her gravitate towards other student-athletes as they
could often empathise better with her situation. The responses highlight a potentially
confusing and conflicting situation for the participants in that they are clearly aware of the
benefits that come with being an elite athlete yet cannot help but perceive their academic life
to suffer at times precisely because of that elite athlete status.

Finally, participants noted that their status as a woman athlete was often perceived by
others to be inferior to that of man athlete. For instance, Ella said, “...you’re nearly like a
celebrity if you play for the [university men’s] 1st 15 rugby team whereas no one knows
who’s on the [university] women’s hockey team...”, whilst Jessica added that “They [the
university] were almost just putting them [the boys] on the pedestal.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, this perceived comparative disadvantage as a woman athlete
stemmed from the prejudiced attitudes of men. The extent of the sentiment is perhaps best
explained by Ella, who said “I think dealing with lads in your year taking the **** out [of]
girls, like **** off...I think that’s hard that nearly [always] growing up I’ve had to stand my
ground for women in sport”. Likewise, Steph commented, “So many of my friends who are
boys are always like oh, but you don’t even play hockey do you, you play the girl version...”.
One case for optimism in this situation was made by Jessica, who said “...as the money was
put in [to women’s sport] they’ve qualified for a World Cup...it’s just like if the resources are
there, it’s so great what girls and females can achieve”. As the focus of the interview was on
the challenges faced, it is difficult to know whether this positive perspective was shared by
the other participants, but Jessica’s comments do highlight a potential solution to the
comparative disadvantages experienced as a woman athlete. Further, specific aspects of this
comparative disadvantage to men are identified in more detail with the singular themes

relating to participants’ status as a woman.
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Dyadic Themes

Demanding Schedules (Elite Athlete — Student Athlete)

The demanding schedules were highlighted by all participants, with particular attention given
to the high volume of training and necessary travelling required for hockey. As an example,

Lucy, said:

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

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

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

It was noteworthy that the demands were perceived to increase physical fatigue more so than
mental fatigue, which likely reflects that the demands were deemed to be greater in their elite
athlete role rather than their student role, again demonstrating the possible prioritization of
their elite athlete status. Furthermore, the increased physical fatigue was reported to decrease
both academic productivity and sporting performance. Several participants expressed concern
about underperforming in their studies because of the high training load. Jessica said, “Like
when you come home, you’re like I could be productive but I’m actually too tired to even
make my dinner or something... we are pushing ourselves to the max every session so it’s a
bit different.” Similarly, when speaking about the period in the lead up to the JWC, Lucy
said: “I had to get extensions for two of my classes...I couldn’t get them done while I was
over there because it would be so full on”.

Travel was an added stressor. Steph explained the difficulty of living further away
from the training grounds than teammates: “I feel like it just adds more time...players who
live closer to the training grounds have that two hours before and two hours after when they
could get university work done or whatever, whereas we’re sitting in the car for two hours.”

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

miss many classes; “because I’m travelling to ****** once a week, I miss a full day of
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college”. It is telling that the evidence in this theme lends further weight that participants are
more willing to sacrifice their academic performance because of the demands of their elite
sporting commitments, than to sacrifice their sporting performance because of the demands

of their student commitments.

Balancing Commitments (Elite Athlete — Student Athlete)

Balancing commitments, and the need for effective balance in order to cope, was a consistent
finding in the study. Each participant had a particularly memorable instance in which they
found balancing commitments to be particularly difficult. Ella spoke about her experience in
the senior team, “It was probably last year with seniors I just didn’t balance it at all. I was just
playing hockey I didn’t really do college at all”, whilst Martha explained, “...I do think I
probably could have done better in my final year exams if I didn’t have all that hockey going
on in sixth year...”. From this, and other responses, it seemed that most often, hockey took
priority over academic demands, though for some, the priority depended on the time of year,

such as when exams were being sat:

I think it [prioritising] comes at different times. Like sometimes you’re way more
prioritised with hockey but then hockey will calm down and you have more time to go
back to your academics so there is a bit of a balance. (Lucy).

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

despite prioritising hockey in school and university:

I feel like placement has kind of balanced out hockey like I’'m trying to make sure I’'m
keeping everyone [colleagues/bosses] happy whereas I didn’t really care if a teacher got

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

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

commitments, underlining the fact that hockey was the priority beforehand, and that her elite
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athlete status maintains as important a role in her life as anything else. Overall, it is clear both
from the quotes included here and the interviews more generally that participants perceive the
need to balance their competing commitments, but often do not achieve this (favouring their
elite athlete status at the expense of their student status) even if they make the occasional

statement suggesting differently.

Mental Health Support (Elite Athlete — Student Athlete)

Four of the five players reported having used mental health support systems either within
their university or through hockey, but always with the focus of the support being directed at
their sporting commitments rather than their academic ones. Within this, participants
explained that they did so for different reasons. Jessica reached out as she was feeling
overwhelmed (“I was like; oh god you’re actually going to the world’s biggest stage [the
Olympics], and I just found it very overwhelming”), Ella because she had lost confidence
after being dropped from a team (“there was just no real feedback from the head coach either
and, yeah, I don’t know, | basically just lost all my confidence playing hockey”), and Lucy
because she was struggling with team cohesion issues (“I went to a separate college therapist
to just help me out with things that were going on in the team that I wasn’t happy with”).
Opinions and feedback on the effectiveness were positive and the athletes perceived the
support to be beneficial, ““...the actual therapist or the guy that I reached out to help me even
more was definitely useful, and I definitely needed it at the time.” (Lucy). Jessica stated she
would access support if it was there but admitted, “I just hate that stigma on it almost, I just
think a casual thing to talk about how you feel”.

An important point to be highlighted is that all athletes did not feel supported by their
international governing body. Lucy said, “... I think coaches can be blinded by it and don’t

really realise how much support we do need”. She went on to add, “definitely with *******
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though, I think we’re lacking that aspect [mental health support]” and highlighted that it was
one of the main feedback points to the coaches at the end of the previous season. Similarly,
Martha stated, “I’m definitely probably more supported by my college than [governing
body]”. Finally, Ella expressed, “I think we should nearly all be pushed to go to see a sports
psychologist. I feel like even if you’re playing the best possible you can still benefit so much
from getting support...”

By comparison, mental health support received from educational institutes was
generally better (e.g., “***** [international team] not as much [mental health support] as
academically”, Steph), though not all participants deemed it to be good, as emphasised by
Jessica, who stated “through school even, | remember just being so overwhelmed and there
was no one really there to help. I guess you have a guidance counsellor, but they just don’t
get it”. The latter part of this quote demonstrating that at least in academic settings, support
was available, even if it was deemed to be helpful. Overall, discussions surrounding mental
health indicate that support is wanted by all participants, received by most participants, and

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

Singular Themes

Table 1 summarises the singular themes identified, including the name of each theme, the
status to which it applies, an exemplar quote, and a brief explanation.

<INSERT TABLE 1 HERE>

Discussion

The present study took a case study approach to explore the challenges faced by elite,
student-athlete, women and to gain an understanding of how these three factors impact their
mental health. Specifically, thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with five

members of an international women’s JWC hockey squad generated 10 themes in total. As
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Figure 1 shows, the multifaceted experiences of these individuals was demonstrated, with two
themes emerging in relation to all three factors (triadic themes: pressure of expectation and
comparative disadvantages), three themes emerging in relation to their statuses as elite
athletes and student-athletes (dyadic themes: demanding schedules, balancing commitments,
mental health support), and five themes emerging that were singular to elite status (impact of
injury, managing emotions after JWC postponement), student-athlete status (academic
support), and woman status (lack of representation in sport, managing menstrual cycle).

The impact of this work should be found in the generation of the triadic and dyadic
themes. The singular themes (Table 1) have all been reported in previous studies exploring
challenges faced by athletes: impact of injury for elite athletes (van Rosen et al., 2021),
impact of event postponement due to COVID-19 for elite athletes (Hakansson et al., 2021),
academic support for student-athletes (Hazzaa et al., 2018), lack of representation in sport for
women (Lobpries et al., 2018), and impact of the menstrual cycle for women in sport (Brown
et al., 2020). Whilst it is useful to provide support and validation of these challenges —
particularly their maintained presence despite other, potentially competing, factors — the
novelty of our work lies in how the three statuses have an additive effect which creates
unique and difficult situations for the participants.

The elite, student-athlete women in our study perceived the ‘Pressure of Expectation’
due to their elite athlete status, student status, and woman status. That these three roles lead to
feelings of pressure is not new information, but there are two noteworthy points raised
through the interviews. First, it seems that the weight of expectation is perceived to be
greatest in terms of being an elite athlete, and second, the expectations perceived as a student-
athlete seem to be more externally driven than for the other two statuses. With regards the
former of these points, there are a couple of possible explanations. It could be that being an

elite athlete is simply more valued by the participants than being a student-athlete or woman
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athlete, and therefore threats to this status have greater impact. Why they give greater value
to this role is yet another question, and may be due to a variety of reasons, including that it is
more elusive/unique, requires (greater) effort to achieve, receives more positive feedback and
prestige from others, has a shorter lifespan, or forms a more important part of their identity
than either their student-athlete status or woman athlete status. Alternatively, it may be that
the process of becoming an elite athlete develops traits, such as mental toughness and self-
confidence, which reduce (but do not eliminate) the expectations perceived from being a
student-athlete and woman athlete. In terms of the source of pressure, whilst external agents
were highlighted for each factor (coach for elite athlete, lecturers for student, societal norms
for woman athlete), it was evident that the student-athlete status differed from the elite and
woman athlete status. Whether it is the case that the student-athlete status is more externally
driven or that the elite and woman athlete statuses are more internally driven are not merely
semantics, nor are there dichotomous points. The nuance here is important in aiding our
understanding of the pressures experienced by this cohort and influencing how we may go
about reducing them in the real world.

Within ‘Comparative Disadvantages’, the downside of being an elite athlete, student-
athlete, and woman athlete at an individual level have all been identified in previous research,
though our findings are new in that the comparison between these three factors afforded with
our unique cohort seems to suggest a more nuanced situation for the elite athlete status. It was
only towards their elite athlete status that participants acknowledged the positive aspects of
the factor; referencing the social connections that it brings, the physical and mental health
benefits, and the opportunities it provides for personal growth and development. Whether the
lack of positivity reported towards their student athlete status or woman athlete status is
because our participants chose not to verbalise these aspects, or whether it is because they are

unaware of the positive aspects, is not an insignificant point from an applied perspective. If it
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is the former, then it is essential that research understands why this perspective is held, whilst
if it is the latter, then it suggests the need for education-based interventions to be
implemented which may change help to change this belief.

In terms of the dyadic themes, our elite athlete and student-athlete factors allowed us
to discover differences in the perceived ‘Mental Health Support’ received by our participants.
Specifically, it was found that the support provided in a sporting context (i.e., by their
national governing body) was lacking or insufficient, whilst the support provided in an
academic context (i.e., by their university) was mostly better, though not always considered
good. This may be linked to the singular theme of ‘Academic Support’, in which participants
were generally happy with how accommodating their universities and lecturers were in
helping them reach their academic goals (albeit still acknowledging the considerable
workload placed on them). That is, the good academic support likely reduces academic-
related mental health concerns, an idea that is supported by research connecting academic
support and student well-being and demonstrating the important role lecturers play (Eloff et
al., 2021). Thus, our findings suggest a potential important role of the coach in providing
mental health support which is currently being unfulfilled. This echoes research from other
sports contexts. For instance, a study in sub-elite women's soccer found that coaches at times
failed to support players' mental health (Bramley et al, 2024). Additionally, Biggin et al
(2017) used a Delphi survey to explore coach and athlete perceptions of mental ill-health in
elite athletes. They found that while athletes felt that coaches were one of the most
appropriate sources of support (along with sports and clinical psychologists) for their mental
health, coaches felt that this support would be better provided by sports and clinical
psychologists or a counsellor. As such, sports organisations may want to consider how to
enable coaches to support athlete mental health, whilst also providing professional support

from mental health professionals.
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The focus of this study was on identifying the challenges faced by elite, student-
athlete women, but it is interesting that there was a clear, common approach in dealing with
some of these challenges by the participants. As such, the approach becomes an inherent part
of the challenge itself. Specifically, in the themes of ‘Demanding Schedules’, and ‘Balancing
Commitments’ we see that the individuals are often placed in a situation where they have to
prioritise the needs of one of their statuses at the expense of another. More often than not, the
participants chose to prioritize their elite athlete status to the detriment of their student status.
This supports previous research with national and international level athletes by Tosh and
Cully (2015), even though we specifically recruited participants whom we believed would
have high motivation towards their academic studies. Thus, it seems the prioritization of sport
is more an indictment of how much our participants value their elite athlete status, than them
not valuing their student status.

The dyadic themes generated in our findings are in line with a wealth of previous
literature. For instance, Wilson and Pritchard (2005) found that, compared to non-athlete
students, student-athletes reported significantly higher stress scores for factors related to
demanding schedules, such as having heavy demands from extracurricular activities.
Interestingly, the student-athletes reported significantly lower stress scores for social
isolation, aligning with the potential positive aspects of playing sport discussed earlier. In
another study, it was found that 50% of female student-athletes were stressed because of
issues related to time and scheduling and did not feel as though they had enough time to
combine sport and academia to allow them to achieve their best in both (Stevens et al., 2013).
Jolly (2008) summarised the literature in commenting that time demands and inflexible
schedules were two factors that differentiated most the student-athletes from normal students.

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

other challenges identified as well. As mentioned earlier, the ‘Pressure of Expectation’ is
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perceived to be greatest towards their status as an elite athlete, whilst it is only the elite
athlete status in which ‘Comparative Disadvantages’ are caveated with the acknowledgment
of its positives. These findings may be due to the prioritization placed on the elite athlete
factor at the expense of the student status and highlights the importance of considering an
individual’s priorities in research exploring challenges in sport. One final point on this is that
for the most part, the prioritization of hockey over education was clear, though occasionally
participants would report instances in which they had successfully balanced the two
commitments. From interpreting the interviews more widely, it appears that this perceived
balancing is either occurring for just a minority of the time — perhaps at brief, notable periods
such as exams — or not actually occurring at all. That is, it is plausible that there is always an
imbalance between their elite athlete and student statuses, but participants report otherwise
because of cognitive dissonance in what they believe they should be doing and what they are
actually doing. Investigating which of these is the case is essential if we are to ensure that
student-athletes reach their academic potential as well as their sporting potential.

It was interesting that in the two singular themes identified as part of being a woman
athlete, one related to gender (lack of representation in sport) and one related to sex
(managing menstrual cycle). At first glance, this may suggest participants’ equal
consideration towards the two, however, a closer look at the woman athlete aspects of the
triadic themes shows that our participants tended to focus on challenges from the perspective
of gender, as opposed to sex. That is, in both ‘Pressure of Expectation’ and ‘Comparative
Disadvantages’, the issues raised are ones that relate to socially constructed concepts such as
how a woman should look, and which sport (men’s or women’s) is more important.
Biological differences do not seem to play a role here. Across the interviews, there were six
uses of the term “female” compared to 22 uses of the term’s “women” or “girl”. The apparent

emphasis on gendered challenges, rather than ones relating to sex, warrants further
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investigation before any implications are applied, as it may be that our choice to use the term
“women” did bias responses by setting the context from which our participants should
answer.

As well as expanding our knowledge and understanding of the mental health
challenges faced by elite, student-athlete women, our findings also have several practical
implications. Most importantly, our work demonstrates how elite, student-athlete women are
essentially experiencing three roles, each with its own demands, expectations, and challenges.
There are key groups within each role that can make these experiences easier or more
difficult depending on their actions: national governing bodies for the elite athlete role,
academic institutions for the student-athlete role, and wider society for the woman athlete
role. Whilst the last of these groups is a deeply ingrained issue that, unfortunately, seems
unlikely to be fixed any time soon, there are a number of simple practices the other two
groups can implement. For instance, sports organizations (and coaches in particular) need to
increase their knowledge and awareness of the academic commitments of players. Direct
communication between key stakeholders within the sport and the universities of athletes can
ensure misunderstandings are avoided and sufficient support is provided. This
communication could even lead to the sharing of good practices; a factor particularly
pertinent given how positively all players spoke of their university support. Other possible
applications of our findings include the prioritization of goal-setting actions to mitigate
negative effects of postponements on motivation (‘Managing Emotions After JWC
Postponement’ theme) and ensuring injured athletes maintain their social connections with
teammates by having a purpose and involvement in team activities (Impact of Injury’ theme).

That the study only took into consideration mental health and challenges faced at the
time the research was conducted is a limitation. Mental health is a dynamic process that

changes over time (Kuettel & Larsen, 2020) and our participants noted that their challenges
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differ depending on the time of year. Taken together, these points demonstrate a need for
more longitudinal work. Furthermore, the key findings in the present study are the triadic and
dyadic themes that have been generated, however, what could not be obtained here is whether
the multiple factors at play have a linear, exponential, or logarithmic impact on the
individuals’ mental health. Of course, the actual relationship is likely to vary according to the
individual and is not quantifiable in the traditional sense. Nevertheless, follow-up quantitative
work may be able to tease out whether, say, the ‘Pressure of Expectation’ has approximately
three times the impact on mental health for an elite, student-athlete woman as it does for a
club-level, student-athlete man, or whether ‘Mental Health Support’ is roughly twice as big a

concern for student-athletes as it is for athletes.

Conclusion

In adopting a case study approach in which five women from an international U21
hockey team were interviewed, the study has generated knowledge and understanding of the
mental health challenges that this small, but nevertheless important, cohort experience. Elite
athletes are in the minority of the athlete population, student-athletes are in the minority of
the academic population, and women are in the minority of the sporting population, thus
these individuals are in a very unique situation. The challenges are not just singular ones,
such as the impact of injury for elite athletes, the need for academic support for student-
athletes, and the lack of representation in sport for women athletes, but are dyadic and triadic.
Elite, student-athlete women experience the ‘Pressure of Expectation” and ‘Comparative
Disadvantages’ through each of their statuses. It is the additive nature of these unique statuses
which perhaps creates the greatest challenge and highlights how essential it is that sporting
and academic institutions understand and act in ways that can optimise the experiences of
elite, student-athlete women. This case study approach, conducted at a single point in time,
provides only a snapshot of the experiences of these individuals, and therefore it is important
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for future research to adopt a longitudinal approach to provide further insights into this topic.

Nevertheless, it is clear that cooperation and communication between stakeholders will be
key in identifying ways in which we can reduce the challenges facing elite, student-athlete

women going forwards.
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867  Figure 1. Challenges faced by elite, student-athlete, women
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868
869  Notes. Yellow represents challenges faced by elite athletes, blue represents challenges faced by

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

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

Theme Name  Status Affected Exemplar Quote Additional Explanation
Impact of Injury Elite “It’s hard because you’re so used to getting on,  Injuries had a direct impact on mental health via pain, but also an
doing hockey all the time so when you don’t indirect impact by reducing ability to train/practice and therefore
have hockey you just don’t really know what to reducing time spent socialising with teammates. Overall, being
do with yourself and like you can feel isolated injured had a significant, negative impact on mental health, but
from the team” (Lucy) even the prospect of being injured seemed to provide a smaller,
but constant, worry.
Managing Elite “It was just kind of like the rollercoaster had The postponement had a mostly negative impact, affecting
Emotions After built up, got there, and then it was like, oh. It was emotions and motivation. This was exacerbated by a lack of
JWC such an anti-climax... I just had no motivation communication by coaches. One positive aspect reported was
Postponement and to be honest felt pretty shit about myself that it enabled enabling greater time to prepare physically and
really” (Jessica) mentally.
Academic Student “The lecturers were still really sound, and they ~ All participants reported concerns with regards the completion of
Support let me do the exams organised in January rather academic work, though they generally felt well supported at an
than like putting it on top of me to do them then individual level (i.e., from lecturers) and at an organizational
[before/during the tournament]” (Ella) level (i.e., from university practices).
Lack of Woman “I remember when [ was applying for the Participants spoke of the unfairness and frustration in the lack of

Representation

in Sport

scholarship, they were saying we have such a big
sign up about the [sport] boys and the [sport]
boys and | was like, alright yeah ok so what? |

don’t care.” (Jessica)

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 Woman “That’s definitely a huge challenge for girls
Menstrual Cycle because personally my first two or three days on
my period | 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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