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The relationship between mental illness and impaired function, including occupational functioning, 
has long been recognised and formalised within clinical diagnostic frameworks. The bidirectional 
nature of this relationship is also recognised, with studies demonstrating that occupational stressors 
and hazards are causally related in many instances to poor mental health.  
 
It may be intuitive, therefore, to assume that such a bi-directional relationship applies within elite 
sporting contexts. Cross-sectional studies show an association between mental health symptoms, 
such as anxiety, depression and psychological distress and sport-related outcomes including drop-
out, burnout, overtraining and injury. Eating disorders are associated with adverse performance-
related outcomes through reduced energy availability, impaired recovery, increased injury risk and 
diminished training capacity. Furthermore, high competitive anxiety is associated with risks of 
performance decrements under pressure (so called ‘choking’) or lack of confidence in performance. 
Nonetheless, few, if any cross-sectional studies show a direct relationship between mental health 
symptoms and performance outcomes (e.g. competition results, rankings).  
 
Conversely, emerging (albeit limited) narratives from qualitative studies and athlete lived experience 
indicate that training and performing at the highest level is possible despite mental ill-health.  
 
To date, there are no prospective studies examining a causal link between mental health and elite 
sports performance. This is likely hampered by the complexity of defining, in an ecologically valid 
sense, what constitutes ‘performance’, as well as accounting for the array of confounding, 
moderating or mediating factors relevant to performance outcomes (including environmental 
conditions).  
 
This presentation will canvass and critically appraise the literature regarding the relationship 
between mental health and performance in elite athletes and propose research approaches that will 
advance understanding and practice in the field. In the absence of such a link, a more nuanced 
approach to this association is advocated to avoid inadvertent and adverse consequences that may 
arise from assuming that mental health is necessary for sport performance.  
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