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Understanding Stressors and Wellbeing among NZ High Performance Athletes 

Research Summary, March 2023 

 
 

Introduction 

 

This research into athlete stressors and mental wellbeing represents an important opportunity to gain 

critical insights into the mental health and wellbeing of New Zealand’s high performance athletes and 

evidence on which to base future wellbeing support for athletes. 

 

This investigation, designed to replicate a 2015 study on the same subject, aimed to assess the nature 

of stress elite athletes are experiencing, how many athletes within the New Zealand high performance 

sport system are experiencing depressive/low mood symptoms and to what degree.  

 

Using the same approach as the 2015 study, this research assessed athlete stress by looking at 

everyday tasks that could be viewed as ‘stress-causing hassles’ for an individual. (Hassles refer to 

day-to-day annoyances that can, when added up, become a large part of a person's overall stress.)  

 

An aim of this approach was to see if there was a relationship between stress experienced and 

symptoms of depression. This research was independent, carried out by Massey University, and 

endorsed and supported by HPSNZ. The anonymity of athletes will be protected. Raw data and sport 

specific responses will not be reported to ensure confidentiality. 

 

The findings outlined below highlight the importance of maintaining an active focus on the mental 

health of high performance athletes. The 2015 study drove the development of HPSNZ’s Mental 

Health Strategy, which was initiated in 2017, and the evidence from this latest study will help inform 

an update of that strategy. 

 

 

 

Study Information  

 

Participants:  126 TAPS athletes, 55% Female, 45% Male 

Sports: Athletics, Kayak, Canoe, Rowing, Netball, Rugby Sevens, Sailing, Triathlon, 

Paralympics, Swimming, Winter Sports, Cycling, and Equestrian.  

 (Sports invited to participate were selected to replicate the 2015 study.) 

Age Range: 18 – 35+ 

Date of Survey:  May – October 2022 
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Key Findings  

A) Stress Experienced by Elite New Zealand Athletes 

• The most commonly observed hassles causing stress for athletes: 

 

2022 Ranking 2015 Position 

1st   Rising costs of everyday items 53rd 

2nd  Thoughts about the future 1st 

3rd   Getting enough sleep 3rd 

4th   Performance pressures 2nd 

5th   Family too far away 7th 

 

• The ‘Rising costs of everyday items’ was the most common hassle and was described by 73% 

of athletes. 

• In 2022 athletes experienced, on average, 31 different hassles in a one-month period. 117 

unique daily hassles were listed on the survey, (e.g. not enough rest, trouble making decisions, 

not enough personal energy) with athletes indicating which hassles they had encountered 

over the past month. The severity of those hassles in 2022 averaged 1.27 (scoring 0 = no 

severity , 3 = extremely severe).  

• Athletes who were competing in individual events/sports, were unsure about retiring from 

sport or were experiencing symptoms of depression, described, on average, 13 more daily 

hassles than athletes who do not belong to these groups.   

B) Symptoms of Depression/Low Mood 

• One in five (21%) of New Zealand elite athletes were experiencing depressive symptoms at 

the time of the survey. This is a similar rate to the 2015 study.  

• More than half of the athletes who were experiencing symptoms of depression were 

experiencing a major rather than a moderate level of symptoms. The study showed symptoms 

of depression being more intense than were seen in 2015.  

• Younger athletes (under 25) were experiencing more depressive symptoms when compared 

to older athletes (over 25). 

• Athletes who compete as individuals were 6.8 times more likely to experience symptoms of 

depression than athletes who were part of a team.  

• Males and females experienced similar levels of depressive symptoms. 

C) Relationship Between Stress and Depression 

• There was a relationship observed between an athlete’s experience of daily hassles and the 

presence of symptoms of depression/low mood. While no causal relationship can be 

established from this research, having a greater number of hassles was found to be a risk 

factor for experiencing symptoms of depression/low mood.  
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D) Next Steps for Supporting Athletes 

 

• Future steps for proactively supporting the wellbeing of high performance athletes include 

but are not limited to: 

 

1. Establishing environments where discussion of mental health topics and seeking support is 

normalised and encouraged. 

2. Optimising the use of Performance Life and Performance Psychology resources to assist 

athletes with managing daily hassles (including career transitions). 

3. Ensuring staff and athletes participate in mental health education.  

4. Ensuring athletes have access to and awareness of internal and external clinical care pathways 

for mental health support for depression symptoms, anxiety and management of stressors. 

5. Ensuring athletes have a regular mental health screening directly linked to clinical support and 

follow-up processes. Mental health issues are pervasive; early detection and intervention will 

facilitate positive outcomes. 

6. Identification of athletes who may be at higher risk of mental health challenges due to 

circumstances (i.e., impending retirement) and/or situations (i.e., non-selection) and being 

proactive with support.  

7. Supporting continuous learning by facilitating regular reviews of mental health processes, 

support and outcomes, including collecting data and participating in future research projects.  

 

Research Team: 

• Sara Winther, Massey University (Lead Researcher - Master of Health Science/ Psychology) 

• Associate Porfessor Ian de Terte, Massey University (Supervisor) 

• Dr Warrick Wood, Massey University (Co-supervisor) 

• Dr Bruce Hamilton, HPSNZ Director of Performance Health 

• Dr Kylie Wilson, Mental Skills Consultant HPSNZ, Psychology Team Lead NZOC 

• Dr Sarah Beable, Sport and Exercise Physician HPSNZ / Axis Sports Medicine 

 

If you have any questions or comments on the research process, please contact Sara Winther:  

sara.winther.1@uni.massey.ac.nz 

 

Formal publication of the research is currently being undertaken and will be available in due course.  

 

Reference for the Original Study: 

Beable, S., Fulcher, M., Lee, A. C., & Hamilton, B. (2017). SHARPSports mental health awareness 

research project: Prevalence and risk factors of depressive symptoms and life stress in elite 

athletes. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport, 20(12), 1047-1052. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2017.04.018  
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Appendix 1: Current Options for athlete mental health support 

 

Current options for athlete mental health support include: 

 

• Medical Director or HPSNZ Medical Officer support  

• Includes telehealth from Auckland where necessary and/or appropriate 

• Athletes may be referred or contact medical practitioners directly (or via the 

Performance Health Operations Team in Auckland) 

 

• Psychology practitioners embedded within NSOs                 

• Identification, treatment and/or referral as required 

• Direct access for athletes to practitioners in the daily training environment 

 

• HPSNZ (non-NSO) Clinical Psychology 

• Clinical Psychologists independent of NSOs – confidential consultation 

• Athletes may book through the Performance Health Operations Team (or 

directly with the practitioner) in Auckland and Waikato 

 

• “Instep’” Mental Health support 

• Self-referral, external mental health support for athletes 

• Direct access through contact with Instep services 

• Independent of HPSNZ support networks with athletes controlling the level 

of communication and engagement with NSO or HPSNZ support networks 

 

• External Referral: Private Clinical Psychology and/or Psychiatry  

• Referral from medical or psychology providers inside the system for specific 

clinical requirements and/or indications 

 

• Acute public mental health services 

• Utilised in the case of serious and acute mental health concerns 

• Typically referral required from practitioner consulting athlete 

 

• Public mental health (outpatient) 

• Public health support for chronic, serious mental health issues requiring 

specific services available in the public system 

• Typically accessed on a referral basis 

 

• Athlete General Practitioners 

• Key individuals in supporting mental health issues in athletes 

• Should be part of the management of significant mental health concerns 
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• Publicly available help lines, youth lines, suicide help lines 

• Immediate access, crisis care and referral 

• Direct access by athletes 

 
(Excluding the ‘public’ mental health services, these services are financially provided and have been developed by HPSNZ.) 


