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Abstract: Introduction: The media coverage of high-profile sporting events can bring increased pressure to athletes’ psychological wellbeing.
There may be speculation regarding athletes’ mental state before, during and after competition potentially impacting on both the athlete’s
wellbeing and public perception of the individual if a negative tone is attached to an article. As mental health understanding and literacy
develop, media reporting of elite athlete mental health may contribute to shaping of opinions and help seeking behaviour. Thus, we have aimed
to understand and analyse the tone and content of media reporting on a high-profile sporting event using qualitative methods to explore key
aspects of the articles sampled. Methods: We selected two UK broadsheet newspapers available online (The Guardian and The Telegraph) and
identified all text articles including the terms “Mental Health” and “Olympics” or “Paralympics” published between 23rd July 2019 and 30th

November 2021. We selected articles relevant to the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games and including mental health as a subject.
Relevant articles were read in full, and we conducted a thematic analysis to explore how mental health was portrayed. Results: 581 results
were generated from our initial search. Following screening and removal of irrelevant articles, we had 95 articles for analysis. We identified four
themes relating to portrayal of mental health: Pressure, impact of COVID, Lack of specific diagnostic terms, and athletes as humans.
Conclusion: Media portrayal of mental health at the Tokyo Games was generally positive and portrayed athletes as relatable, inspiring, and
“human” rather than superhuman. Reporting particularly focused on athlete-specific factors in mental health conditions and the pressures of
high-level competition.
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Introduction

Coverage of mental health issues within the sports medi-
cine literature is becoming increasingly prominent [1, 2, 3,
4], partly driven by high profile disclosure of athletes’ psy-
chological challenges within traditional and social media
outlets. Elite athletes face particular challenges associated
with sports participation including competition related
physical injury and rehabilitation, financial uncertainty,
sports related brain injury, team dynamics, dietary require-
ments, and travel for competition or training [3, 4]. The
impact of these factors isn’t routinelydisclosed to thepublic
for fear of stigma associated with perceived weakness.

Media outlets can positively influence the perception of
mentalhealthbyusingdirect quotes fromthosewithmental
health problems or including experiences of recovery and
rehabilitation. However, newspaper reporting of mental
health problems appears to be less frequent than of physical
problems, with the majority of reports being negative in

tone [5, 6]. Stuart suggests some of the psychological dam-
age this can cause – including adversely affecting health
seeking behaviour and impairment to overall recovery-
recommending a focus oncultivating amorepositivemedia
narrative [7].

The Olympic and Paralympic Games are viewed as the
pinnacle of sporting achievement with over 200 countries
competing in 55 sports. The Tokyo Games were delayed
for 12months because of COVID-19 resulting in disruption
of ‘four-year plans’ and training schedules. Quarantine
requirements and immunisation decision-making further
contributed to uncertainty in the lead-up, competition and
post-competition periods.

The media coverage of high-profile sporting events such
as theOlympicGames can apply increased pressure on ath-
letes’ psychological wellbeing. There may be speculation
regarding athletes’ mental state before, during and after
competition. This has the potential to impact upon both
the athlete’s wellbeing and public perception of the
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individual if a negative tone is attached to an article. As
mental health understanding develops and literacy
improves, media reporting of mental health issues in elite
athletes may contribute to shaping of opinions and help
seeking behaviour for others. Thus, we have aimed to
understand and analyse the tone and content of media
reporting on a high-profile sporting event using qualitative
methods to explore the key aspects of the articles sampled.

Methods

Our study researched two UK national newspapers avail-
able to read online. We chose broadsheet newspapers as
articles tend to be longer, more detailed, and factual in nat-
ure when compared with tabloid media. We selected The
Guardian and The Telegraph, two newspapers with rela-
tively highUK circulation.We sought tomaintain a balance
between left- and right-leaning socio-political ideologies;
with the Guardian and Telegraph newspapers providing
moderate leanings to each of these respectively. Addition-
ally,TheGuardianwas freelyavailableonlineandTheTele-
graph was selected as an equivalent paper with a small
paywall fee. We limited this study to published articles,
not including social media posts of these outlets which
tended to be short and generally linked back to the pub-
lished articles.

We conducted searches of The Guardian and The Tele-
graph websites. Using a Google “advanced search”, we
sought articles containing the terms “Mental Health” and
“Olympics” or “Paralympics”.We included all articles pub-
lished between 23rd July 2019 and 30th November 2021 to
include articles published in the year preceding the original
TokyoGames before their postponement to 2021 due to the
coronavirus pandemic. We included a period after the
Tokyo Games ended on 5th September 2021 to capture
any stories relating to post-event mental health problems,
as well as any reporting on stories that emerged after the
games completed.

The search process identified 581 articles. These were
screened by authors JK and JW to filter out irrelevant arti-
cles. Articles were deemed relevant if they related to the
2020TokyoOlympics orParalympics and included content
on the topic ofmental health.Articleswerediscarded if they
were duplicates, in a non-text format (e.g. video, audio),
clearly unrelated to theTokyo 2020Olympic or Paralympic
Games, clearlyunrelated tomentalhealth,were summaries
of live reporting, or were daily briefing articles that con-
tained information that would also be included in more
detailed reports.

As the aim of our study was to look at the media’s repre-
sentation of mental health during the 2020 Olympic and

Paralympic Gameswe opted for a reflexive thematic analy-
sis.We chose thematic analysis for its theoretical flexibility.
We took a mostly inductive, semantic approach to identify
and progressively refine themes in the articles.

A final list of 95 articles was generated and this became
the dataset for our analysis. We conducted the thematic
analysis according to the six stages described by Braun
andClarke [8,9]. Articleswere distributed equally between
the researchers and read in full to develop familiarity with
the contents. We then discussed initial observations which
would guide further analysis of the articles. Next, we re-
read the articles and coded the data. Discussion took place
between the researchers at several stages to aid consistent
and comprehensive coding, taking an iterative approach
to the analysis. The codeswere reviewed, andwe conceptu-
alised recurring patterns as themes. We then reviewed the
potential themes, grouping and refining them to finish with
the four themes discussed in this paper. We undertook a
detailed analysis of each of these themes.

Results

581 articles were identified after the initial search. Once
articles that did not meet our criteria were discarded, we
had 95 articles to include in our analysis. There was greater
reporting of the Olympic Games than the Paralympic
Games.We identified four key themes in themedia report-
ing onmental health at the Tokyo 2020Games: 1) Pressure
on athletes, 2) Impact of COVID, 3) Lack of specific diag-
nostic terms, and 4) Athletes as human.

Pressure on athletes reflected the multiple pressures ath-
letes faced including the pressure to perform well on the
international stage, towinmedals, tomaintain their funding
status, to please their coaches, and to engage with the
media.

Impact ofCOVID covered the effects of uncertainty about
whether the Games would go ahead and if athletes could
travel, as well as the mental health aspects of quarantine
proceduresand isolation fromsupportnetworks. It also cov-
ered teams’ responses to the need for additional resources
to focus on mental wellbeing of athletes and their support
networks.

Lack of specific diagnostic terms reflected the tendency to
report onmental health using non-specific language, rather
than identifying particular diagnoses, symptoms or
treatments.

Athletes as human grouped together subthemes of ath-
letes being viewed as ‘normal’ people rather than super-
human or extraordinary, athletes’ portrayal as relatable
for the public, and the idea that athletes speaking up could
impacts society’s view of mental health problems.
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Pressures on athletes

Several articles commented on the specific pressures expe-
rienced by athletes and this being a factor formental health
problems.

“Coming out of the Olympics. . . athletes have finally
been able to talk about the impact that these pressures
have on their mental health.”
“she had struggled with the demands of being one of the
most famous athletes in the world, the unique pressure of
these Games and the added challenge of being stuck in a
Covid secure bubble.”
“Too Much Pressure could well stand as the unifying
theme for [these] Games”

The pressures described included pressure to qualify for
competition, to win medals, to represent particular sub-
groups of the population (e.g. the LGBTQ+ community,
female gender, ethnic groups) and to comply with addi-
tional expectations such as engaging with the media,
including having a presence on social media.

“Playing for your country in a once-in-a-career home
Olympic Games is difficult enough, but doing so after
essentially being elected the face of the whole event is
another level altogether.”
“Today’s sporting heroes face unprecedented pressure, not
just to perform on the sporting field, but on social media
and as the face of their own brands and businesses.”

Other pressures included meeting expectations of coaches
and teammanagers,needing togainormaintain funding for
training, and team selection. Articles reported on negative
experiences of pressure leading to athletes feeling they
had failed themselves or others and the experience of
disappointment.

“It was one of the biggest moments in my career, but
when I watch it. . . rather than euphoria all I feel is relief.
Prior to the Games we had been told that if we didn’t
medal in Athens we’d lose all our funding.”

Athletes who do experience pressure and its consequences
feel unable to talk openly about it, viewing struggling with
pressure as a weakness.

“That’s another kind of pressure that athletes feel, many
of us suffer from impostor syndrome. . . but as elite ath-
letes you’re not supposed to talk about it, or show any
signs of weakness.”

Many articles commended athletes who spoke about their
difficulties, but others regarded mental health as a cause
for poor performance and something that needed to be
overcome. The stance of the two newspapers studied was

broadly supportive of athletes who experienced mental
health problems and took a critical tone when reporting
on other media sources that were less empathetic:

“Despite her obvious burden and the fundamental
importance of mental health. . . some [media platforms]
have portrayed Biles’s decision to withdraw not as a
brave stand but rather as quitting in the face of
adversity.”

Multiple articles reportedoncompetitorswithdrawing from
competition for mental health reasons, often using lan-
guage to suggest the withdrawal was ‘shocking’ or
unexpected.

“dropped a bombshell. . . when she pulled out of the
Games, citing mental health concerns”
“sent shockwaves across sport by admitting her “mind
and body are not in sync” due to mental health issues.”
“The news followed her dramatic decision to stop com-
peting in the women’s team event”

Impact of COVID-19

The impact of COVID-19was a unique factor for the Tokyo
2020 Games. Articles commented on the mental health
consequences of COVID-19 and the associated quarantin-
ing, isolation and complex testing procedures. Athletes
reported that the measures in place were detrimental to
their mental health - causing or worsening anxiety and
reducing their access to informal support networks such
as friends and family.

“[Athlete] admitted he was struggling mentally after
spending the past six days in his room at the UK Athlet-
ics camp in Yokohama, being allowed out only to train.”

A number of articles referred to specific mental health sup-
port offered by organisations, highlighting a willingness to
factor it into athletes’ needs at theGames, but therewas lit-
tledetail givenaboutwhat formthis took in termsof thepro-
fessionals involved or input offered. This may be because
organisations did not share such information with the
media. The exception to this was that somedetail was given
around theTeamGBset-upat theTokyoGames, suchas the
24-hour helpline.

“Anson also confirmed measures would be in place to
protect the mental health of athletes, who will have to
quarantine and face severe restrictions on their
movements.”
“Calls to the Australian Institute of Sport’s mental
health referral network have surged.”
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“there will be unprecedented mental health and wellbe-
ing support on offer for both athletes and staff as they
head into a unique competitive environment.”

Quarantine requirements added to disruption of competi-
tion, training programmes and travel plans. One positive
result from this delay was greater prioritisation of mental
wellbeing and resource allocation than previously, with the
reporting including quotes from team officials regarding this.

“We have overhauled a lot of our medical practices. A
big shift in how we approach mental health. We believe
happy riders are fast riders.”
“We have been putting in place mental health guidance
for our own staff as well because it’s a tough environ-
ment for the team around Team GB. They’re very much
confined to the village in a very hot country, in a very
tight village – it’s tough for everyone.”

Lack of specific diagnostic terms

Despite recent interest intomental health in sporting popu-
lations in sportsmedicine literature, the nuanced aspects of
identification and sports specific treatment options are rel-
atively new concepts.

Generic terms seem to be favoured by both the athletes
and themedia rather than specificmental health diagnoses.

“For anyone saying I quit, I didn’t quit, my mind and
body are simply not in sync... Physical health is mental
health.”
“Mental health is not a sign of weakness.”

The term ‘mental health’ was also favoured by journalists
when explaining why an athlete may have withdrawn from
an event.

“ . . .. pulled out of Australia’s Tokyo campaign in the
days . . . due to mental health concerns.”

Disclosure of mental health difficulties by elite athletes
within the articles suggested a variety of symptoms dis-
cussed both as precipitants to and as part of the psycholog-
ical experience.

Terms such as ‘stress’, ‘struggling’, ‘pressure’, ‘difficul-
ties’, ‘grief’ or ‘numbness’ tended to predominate in the
articles to describe athletes’ psychological experience.
Infrequent exceptions to this include the inclusion of the
diagnostic terms ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’ and ‘at-
tention deficit hyperactivity disorder’.

Athletes as human

A common theme identified was that experiencing mental
healthdifficultiesmadeathletes ‘human’, and that elite ath-
letes are ‘just like us’.

“we are acknowledging a very human response to pres-
sure even when athletic ability can seem impossible to
comprehend.”
“Maybe not even looking at them as an athlete, but see-
ing them as a human is what people should try to do”

The articles contrasted this with previous portrayals of ath-
letes as ‘superhuman’ or ‘machine-like beings’ with their
self worth and public credibility relying upon sporting
achievement.

“Her clip was a display of . . . just some of the qualities
that often compel us to view sportspeople in a sort of
invincible, superhuman light.”
“we watched as the superhumans who had won record
hauls of shiny medals revealed their vulnerabilities. . .
they told us about the human side in so much more
detail.”

Also within this theme was the portrayal of athletes who
spokeoutasbeingbraveor inspiring.Athletes’humanexpe-
rience of mental health difficulties was validated, indepen-
dent of their sporting achievement.

“She has made it legitimate for any sportsperson to ques-
tion whether sport is the most important thing on
Earth. . . admitting the truth about her exit truly felt like
the mark of a proper champion.”
“Her decision not to compete was courageous and extre-
mely important for pushing the subject of mental health
in sports forward.”
“It was brave of her to tell the world about her mental
health issues.”

Additionally speaking about mental health difficulties was
portrayed having a positive impact upon other athletes;
reminding them of their humanity, regardless of their
athleticism.

“Hearing the biggest names in sport talk so openly has
helped athletes to own their emotions, and not feel
ashamed.”

Experiencingmental healthdifficulties and seeking support
was portrayed as relatable for the public, and links made
between the pressure ofOlympic sport and that of everyday
life.

“if supreme performers are just like us after all, the field
of sports psychology – traditionally the preserve of elite
performers – has perhaps never been more relatable.”

Additionally, themedia suggested that experiencingmental
health difficulties made athletes valuable role models,
reducing as the gap between them and ‘normal people’.

“It shows she is human and mental health still affects
her just as it would other people.”

Sports Psychiatry. 2022;1(2):41–46 �2022 The Author(s) Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under
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Discussion

The purpose of our studywas to review the portrayal ofmen-
tal health inmedia reportingon the2020TokyoOlympic and
Paralympic Games. These games were noted for a greater
focus on mental health than in previous competitions, in a
large part thanks to high-profile events bringing attention to
mental health issues: such as Simone Biles’withdrawal from
competition in the women’s artistic gymnastics and Naomi
Osaka’s decision not to attend press conferences at the
2021 French Open just a couple of months earlier.

Media reporting gave an insight into the multiple pres-
sures elite athletes faced at the Olympic and Paralympic
Games. This offered some context to the stresses, and in
some cases consequential mental health problems, for ath-
letes despite the games often being a pinnacle of their
careers.

Reporting focused on the mental challenges of perform-
ing under high pressure circumstances and the additional
impact of COVID-19 protocols, but with less focus given
to the pressures outside of the competition period that can
also contribute to mental health problems, both specific to
athletes and more general factors [3]. Some exceptions
however were experiences of grief and bereavement.

Althoughmuchof the reportingwas about individual ath-
letes’ personal experiences and symptoms, there was also
some coverage of the support offered emphasising that
mental health problems can be managed proactively and
are worthy of resource allocation. What was perhaps less
well covered in the reporting is the fact that support staff
made asmuch, if not more, use ofmental health provisions
at the games [10].

One could postulate reasons for the non-specific lan-
guage used in the articles; for example, athletes may not
divulge a diagnosis due to potentially incurring stigma or
fearing that a specific diagnosis could be misunderstood,
misconstrued, or amplified. The athlete and/or journalist
may not be literate with mental health terminology, requir-
ing further education and development in this regard. Brief
anti-stigma interventions and mental health literacy pro-
grammes that seek to increase knowledge of mental health
symptoms have been shown to improve help-seeking inten-
tions in elite athletes [11]. It is also possible that some ath-
letes avoided going into detail so as not to detract from
fellow competitors or other serious issues facing their coun-
tries in the light of a pandemic.

None of the articles sampled highlighted delays or con-
cerns about accessing of psychological support. This disclo-
sure can be a challenging aspect of the athlete’s journey
with reluctance to jeopardise any relationship with govern-
ing or funding bodies.

It was interesting to note that dealingwith the psycholog-
ical and mental health consequences of pressure was

reported in both negative and positive lights. There is still
a stigma attached to experiencingmental health difficulties
and perhaps an expectation that copingwith extreme levels
of pressure is part of elite athlete life [12]; thatmental health
shouldn’t get in theway of successful performances.On the
other hand, there is acknowledgement that even high-level
athletes arenot immune tomental healthproblems [13] and
that those who speak up exemplify healthy attitudes to
protecting their wellbeing. The UK broadsheet reporting
appears generally empathetic and there is an air of criticism
of those who are unsupportive of athletes’ difficulties. That
thebroadsheet papers feel theneed topublisharticles coun-
tering negative opinions however demonstrates that stig-
matising views are still held more widely within the media.

There is an interesting dilemma around the role of the
media when it comes to athlete mental health. On the one
hand there is potential benefit when athletes feel able to
speak openly about their experiences. It can help highlight
the prevalence ofmental health problemswithin elite sport,
enable more athletes to seek help, and influence howmen-
talhealth is viewedwithin societymoregenerally.Theother
sidehowever is that themedia canhaveadetrimental effect
if athletes find it intrusive or pressurising. Media scrutiny is
a psychosocial stressor for elite athletes [3] however
research into its impact on mental health is lacking. One
would hope that the spotlight on mental health difficulties
during the Tokyo Games will increase awareness of such
personal challenges of elite athletes. Over time, enhanced
mental health literacymay lend itself to athletes beingmore
open about specific diagnoses with concurrent sensitive
reporting by the media.

Limitations

There is a vast availability of media sources reporting on
mental health and our research only looked at a small sec-
tion of this limited to two print newspapers due to time
and resource constraints. Review of wider media reporting
mighthavegeneratedadditional themesaswould including
alternativemethodsof reporting suchasaudioorvideo.Our
search method of using a Google advanced search is not as
robust as the Boolean search operation available when
searching a database of articles and the algorithmic nature
means some relevant articlesmay not have been identified.
This was mitigated however by manually reviewing rele-
vant sections of the two websites to identify any additional
articles that met our criteria.

Conclusion

In recent years there has been greater awareness of ath-
letes’ susceptibility to mental health problems and the
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media reporting at the 2020 Tokyo Olympic and Para-
lympic Games would appear to reflect this. Reporting
tended to focus on the links between competitive sport
and mental health and to highlight the unique experiences
of elite athletes in this regard.

We did not seek to quantify what proportion of articles
took a positive or negative stance on athlete mental health
however this might be an interesting further study. Broadly
however itwouldappear that articleswereeither supportive
or neutral in their reporting. Scope for further work in this
area might include a more quantitative assessment and
breakdown of the number of articles published according
to each sport or by athlete gender to identify any patterns
in reporting on mental health within certain fields.

Based on our findings we concluded that broadsheet
newspaper reporting onmental health at the 2020Olympic
and Paralympic Games was generally factual in nature,
avoided sensationalist content and tended to take a neu-
tral-to-positive attitude.We felt that they could have sought
morecommentary fromqualifiedmental healthprofession-
als to strengthen the accuracy and credibility of the
reporting.

The media remains closely linked to sport and has the
potential power to influence the mental health agenda in
sport via athletes’ willingness to discuss or disclose mental
health conditions. There is undoubtable value in patients,
whether elite athlete or not, having a voice when it comes
to speaking about mental health and being heard.
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