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Objectives

1. Identify mental health as a strategic priority for the 
NCAA.

2. Review data that inform NCAA mental health 
initiatives.

3. Explain several NCAA mental health initiatives. 



To promote and develop safety, excellence, and wellness 
in college student-athletes, and to foster life-long physical 

and mental development.

SSI MISSION

To be the pre-eminent sport science voice for all student-
athletes and NCAA member institutions, and to be the 

steward of best practices for youth and intercollegiate sports.

SSI VISION



1. Cardiac health
2. Concussion
3. Doping and substance abuse
4. Mental health
5. Nutrition, sleep and performance
6. Overuse injuries and periodization
7. Sexual assault and interpersonal violence
8. Athletics health care administration
9. Data-driven decisions

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES



MENTAL HEALTH OCCURS ON A 
CONTINUUM

Mental  Health
Resilience and 

thriving
Mental 
health 

disorders
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.

Academic experience & the 
collegiate environment
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Many students are entering college already feeling 
overwhelmed

Data source: CIRP Freshman Survey 2017 
(Higher Education Research Institute) www.heri.ucla.edu

39%
were frequently overwhelmed by all 
that they had to do as high-school 
seniors, women more so than men.

Wom
en51

23
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Substance Use
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Behavioral Health
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Feeling Rested Upon Waking

American College Health Association. American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment, Fall 2015, Spring 2016, Fall 2016, 
Spring 2017, Fall 2017 [data file]. Hanover, MD: American College Health Association [producer and distributor]; (2018-11-15). 

On how many of the past 7 days did you get enough sleep that you felt rested when 
you woke up in the morning?

MALES FEMALES
STUDENT-ATHLETES NON-ATHLETES* STUDENT-ATHLETES NON-ATHLETES*

0-3 52% 56% 60% 64%
4-5 34% 31% 31% 27%
6-7 14% 13% 9% 9%

*Non-athletes are full-time undergraduate students between the ages of 18-24 attending NCAA-member institutions 
who do not identify as varsity athletes. 
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What is related to sleep? 
Dual Diagnoses
• 5% (N=9,931) of respondents (student-athletes and non-athletes) reported they had been 

diagnosed with and/or treated for either insomnia or another sleep disorder.
• Of those diagnosed with a sleep disorder…

% with other diagnosis
Substance 

Abuse / 
Addiction

Depression Anxiety
Eating Disorder 

(Anorexia or 
Bulimia)

All respondents (SA and 
non-SA) 8% 61% 64% 12%

Student-Athletes 
(N=668) 11% 57% 60% 16%
Non-Athletes (N=9,123) 7% 62% 65% 12%
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ACHA-NCHA Data Disclaimer

The opinions, findings, and conclusions presented/reported in this 
article/presentation are those of the author(s), and are in no way 
meant to represent the corporate opinions, views, or policies of the 
American College Health Association (ACHA). ACHA does not 
warrant nor assume any liability or responsibility for the accuracy, 
completeness, or usefulness of any information presented in this 
article/presentation.



Depression-ACHA Data
Have you ever felt so depressed that it was difficult to function?  

(Yes, in the last 30 days)
STUDENT-
ATHLETES NON-ATHLETES* ATHLETE 

NON-ATHLETE GAP

Male 12% 18% +6%
Female 18% 24% +6%

White Male 10% 17% +7%
Non-White Male 16% 19% +3%
White Female 16% 23% +7%
Non-White 
Female 23% 26% +3%

*Non-athletes are full-time undergraduate students between the ages of 18-24 attending NCAA-member 
institutions who do not identify as varsity athletes. 

American College Health Association. American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment, Fall 
2015, Spring 2016, Fall 2016, Spring 2017, Fall 2017 [data file]. Hanover, MD: American College Health Association 
[producer and distributor]; (2018-11-15). 



Anxiety-ACHA Data
Have you ever felt overwhelming anxiety?  

(Yes, in the last 30 days)
STUDENT-
ATHLETES NON-ATHLETES* ATHLETE 

NON-ATHLETE GAP

Male 22% 29% +7%
Female 38% 46% +8%

White Male 21% 30% +9%
Non-White Male 23% 28% +5%
White Female 38% 48% +10%
Non-White 
Female 39% 44% +5%

*Non-athletes are full-time undergraduate students between the ages of 18-24 attending NCAA-member 
institutions who do not identify as varsity athletes. 

American College Health Association. American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment, Fall 
2015, Spring 2016, Fall 2016, Spring 2017, Fall 2017 [data file]. Hanover, MD: American College Health Association 
[producer and distributor]; (2018-11-15). 



Mental Well-Being, Comparison Data
FEMALES MALES

STUDENT-
ATHLETES

NON-
ATHLETES

STUDENT-
ATHLETES

NON-
ATHLETES

Within the last 12 months

Considered suicide 8.5%* 11.6% 6.5%* 10.0%
Attempted suicide 1.6% 1.7% 1.5% 1.5%

Within the last 30 days

Considered suicide 2.7%* 4.1% 2.5%* 3.8%
Attempted suicide 0.4% 0.4% 0.9%* 0.5%

*Significant within-sex difference, p<.001. 

American College Health Association. American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment, Fall 2015, Spring 2016, Fall 2016, Spring 
2017, Fall 2017 [data file]. Hanover, MD: American College Health Association [producer and distributor]; (2018-11-15). 

The opinions, findings, and conclusions reported in this presentation are those of the author(s), and are in no way meant to represent the corporate opinions, 
views, or policies of the American College Health Association (ACHA). ACHA does not warrant nor assume any liability or responsibility for the accuracy, 
completeness, or usefulness of any information presented in this presentation.
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FATALITIES IN NCAA STUDENT-
ATHLETE FROM 2004-2009

Accidents
51%

Cardiac
16%

Suicide
9%

Cancer
7%

Homicide
6%

Other Medical
3%

Sickle Cell Trait
2%

Drug Overdose
2%

Heat Stroke
1% Meningitis

1%
Unknown

2%
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Policy
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NCAA MENTAL HEALTH TASK 
FORCE NOVEMBER 2013

• Multi-disciplinary participants
• Comprehensive assessment of stressors and mental health 

disorders in college student-athletes.
• Goal: To develop best practices and to recommend research 

that support member institutions in meeting their membership 
obligations to provide a healthy and safe environment for 
student-athletes.
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Reference Document





Mental Health Best 
Practices
• To assure availability and accessibility of 
appropriate mental health care for all student-
athletes, independent of institutional resources.

• To create and maintain an environment within the 
athletics department that de-stigmatizes and 
promotes help seeking.

• Developed with input from a range of stakeholder 
groups. 



Summary of Best Practices
1. Ensure that mental health care is provided by licensed practitioners qualified to 

provide mental health services.

2. Clarify and disseminate protocols for both emergency and routine referrals.

3. Consider mental health screening in pre-participation evaluation.

4. Create and maintain a health-promoting environment that supports mental well-
being and resilience.  



Best Practice #1:
Clinical Licensure of Practitioners 

Providing Mental Health Care



Best Practices #1
• Care should be provided by:
o Clinical or counseling psychologists.
o Psychiatrists.
o Licensed clinical social workers.
o Psychiatric mental health nurses.
o Licensed mental health counselors.
o Primary care physicians with core competencies to treat mental health disorders.

• Include a registered dietitian in the multidisciplinary team for eating disorders.
• Individuals providing care should have cultural competency that addresses both 
societal diversity and the culture of sports.  



What is a Sports Psychology Professional?

Licensed Mental Health Providers Certified Sports Performance Consultants

Licensed Mental Health Providers are 
individuals who are trained in and licensed to 
provide mental health counseling. 

• Clinical or counseling psychologists.
• Psychiatrists.
• Licensed clinical social workers. 
• Psychiatric mental health nurses.  
• Licensed mental health counselors.

Certified Sports Performance Consultants are 
individuals trained and certified in sports 
performance enhancement. 

• Biomechanics.
• Physiology. 
• Kinesiology.
• Psychology (may or may not be licensed). 



Best Practice #2:
Procedures for Identification and 

Referral of Student-Athletes to 
Qualified Practitioners



Best Practice #2

• Athletic departments should have clear, written and communicated referral 
procedures for:

o Management of emergency mental health situations.

o Routine mental health referrals.



Best Practice #2-Emergency Action Plan

• Emergency action management plans should address emergency mental health-
related situations including managing:

o Suicidal and/or homicidal ideation.
o Victims of sexual assault.
o Highly agitated or threatening behavior, acute psychosis or paranoia.
o Acute delirium/confusional state.
o Acute intoxication or drug overdose.



Best Practice #2-Routine Referrals
• Routine mental health referrals:

o Provide written institutional procedures to all stakeholders within the athletics 
department regarding student-athlete mental health referrals.

o Identify a point person responsible for facilitating such referrals. (e.g. athletic 
trainer, team physician).



Best Practice #2-
Routine Referrals



Best Practice #3:
Pre-Participation Mental 

Health Screening



Best Practice #3

• Consider implementing mental health screening as part of annual pre-participation 
exams:

o In consultation with licensed mental health professionals.

o In conjunction with referral procedures.

Note: Screening tools are not validated as stand-alone assessments for mental 
health disorders.  



Strategies for Implementing 
Best Practice #3

Sample screening tools are located in Mental Health 
Best Practices Appendix F.  

http://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/MHBP%20Screening%20Tools%20General%20Index.pdf


Best Practice #4:
Health Promoting Environments 
that Support Mental Well-Being 

and Resilience



Best Practice #4

• Create a health promoting environment that supports mental well-being and 
resilience, and help-seeking behaviors.

• Educate student-athletes, faculty athletic representatives, coaches, and athletics 
personnel about the importance of mental wellness, including how to manage health 
concerns.  



Best Practice #4

• Coaches play a central role and should be:

o Educated on signs and symptoms of mental health disorders.
o Trained in empathic response.
o Encouraged to create a positive team culture.
o Advised of department referral protocols.



Strategies for Implementing Best Practice #4

Utilize interactive education modules for 
student-athletes, coaches, faculty athletics 
representatives and administrators located at 
www.ncaa.org/mentalhealth

http://www.ncaa.org/sport-science-institute/supporting-student-athlete-mental-wellness
http://www.ncaa.org/mentalhealth


Resources 
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Next Steps
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For NCAA conferences to support member schools in their implementation of 
the Mental Health Best Practices.

Prepares campus interdisciplinary teams to implement at their institution.  

Includes tools such as:
Fully scripted agenda
Accompanying slides
Worksheets
Videos

Mental Health Workshop Planning Kit



In Summary
• Mental health is not apart from, but rather, a part of athlete health.

• Athletic environments can support help seeking and facilitate early identification, 
appropriate referral and care.

• Establishing protocols for care means more equitable care across sports and 
within institutions.

• Implementation of best practice recommendations is an important step towards 
ensuring a model of care for student-athlete mental health.  



Mental Health Awareness - Video

60

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dHhjyHRvW10
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dHhjyHRvW10
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