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Introduction: Neurodiversity is a concept of high sociocultural relevance, recognising that 

neurodivergence including autism and ADHD, are normal and expected variations of the human 

population. ADHD and autism may be particularly common in elite athletes given the unique 

demands of high performance sport, including specific routines, goal-oriented behaviours, and rapid 

and unique processing and response of stimuli, which can align with neurodifferences. 

Neurodiversity affirming approaches are essential to understanding mental health in the context of 

such differences, yet are rarely implemented in elite sport.  

Methods: Systematic narrative-hybrid mapping review; Delphi-consensus methods; community-

participatory methods, conceptual framework development; implementation science, pilot 

intervention for feasibility, acceptability, appropriateness.  

Results: Neuordiversity, neuordivergent views, and specific experiences of mental health in the 

context of neurodivergence, are largely missing in mental health model development and delivery in 

elite sport. A revised conceptual framework, implementation and capacity building initiatives, and an 

athelte specific screening tool for neurodiversity affirming mental health literacy are proposed. 

Recognizing the need for further conceptual evolution and empirical validation, we provide some 

actionable recommendations resulting from the collective findings for consideration. A case series 

from elite sport are discussed to demonstrate exemplers in practice. 

Discussion: Aligning with broader neurodiversity affirming approaches in education, public health, and 

disability sectors, our neurodiversity affirming mental health model for elite athletes synthesises the 

above findings, supplemented with implementation considerations across the broad range of 

programs and initiatives delivered globally. Our proposed model emphasises the need for 

understanding neurodifferences among athletes and specifcially the intersection of autism, ADHD and 

mental ill health.  

Conclusion: Our findings strengthen high performance sporting system knowledge of diverse 

presentations, address stigma as it related specifically to neurodivergent people, and advance 

mental health approaches by ensuring responsivity to neurodiversity. 
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Introduction:  Neurodiversity affirming approaches – which centre, value and respect 

neurodifferences including those occurring in the context of autism and ADHD - are increasingly 

embraced as best practice in the delivery of mental health support across the continuum. Adopting 

such approaches necessitates comprehensive re-evaluation of standard mental health practices 

historically accepted as standard practice. This is essential for elite sport given athletes experience 

similar – if not greater – likelihood of autism and ADHD owing to the unique demands of high 

performance sport meaning that neurodivergence may increase likelihood of engaging and 

succeeding in high performance sport. 

Approach: Case studies with participatory small group activities to strengthen knowledge and 

understanding of neurodiversity approaches, apply knowledge to athlete case studies, and build 

capacity to deliver neurodiversity affirming approaches, ensuring the equitable mental health 

supports for all athletes, and particularly in the context of autism and ADHD. 

Discussion: Without foundational knowledge of neurodiversity – including sensory differences, 

adaptive communciation, emotional regulation as it is experienced by neurodivergent athletes – it is 

unlikely that mental health systems in elite sport will be capable of meeting the unique and complex 

needs of athletes. Through strengthening this kowledge, and applying it to practice, the attendees are 

expected to be equipped with the initial knowledge to re-evaluate and revise health and mental health 

practices as they are delivered in high performance settings, to integrate the views, needs, and 

experiences of neurodivergent atheltes.  

Conclusion: Neurodiversity affriming approaches are increasingly accepted as best practice in 

mental healthcare delivery. This is demonstrated by the recent policy reform now mandating alll 

>30,000 Australian psychologists to ensure understanding of neurodiversity and an understanding of 

how to adapt to psychological practice. It is essential the mental health systems in elite sport are 

equipped and prepared to embed neurodiversity principles, and ensure all athletes thrive. 

 

 


