Supporting mental wellbeing
in community sport
A guide for responding
This is a four-part suite of resources
designed to help sporting organisations
support the mental wellbeing of
young people aged 12-24 years.
It includes a:
toolkit: containing eight actions,
this toolkit aims to provide sporting
organisations with a clear framework
and some practical tools to ensure that
they are supporting young peoples’
mental health and wellbeing
checklist: once you have read the toolkit,
use the checklist to tick off the ways your
club can provide a safe and inclusive
environment for players
guide: a practical guide to identifying
and helping young people with signs
of mental ill-health
video: a discussion featuring a young
person, coach and research expert
on how to have conversations about
mental health in community sport.
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Supporting young people with mental health
problems in community sports settings
A guide for responding

If you’re involved in community sporting groups –
such as being a coach, parent, volunteer or official
– this guide may help you look out for the signs that
a young person may be struggling with their mental
health, and to get advice on how you can act on
anything you notice.

How do I approach
a young person if I’m worried
about their mental health?
The main thing to remember is to talk with a young
person and to listen. This may seem scary at first
because you might not know how to respond if a
young person tells you something worrying. This first
step is important in supporting the young person to
seek appropriate help, as you may be the only person
who has given them an opportunity to ask for help.
Often, young people struggling with a mental health
problem are looking to be steered towards resources
or people who can help them, but won’t always know
how to start the conversation. As a member of the
community your role is to support the young person
to seek appropriate support, rather than feeling
as though you alone need to solve the immediate
problems the young person presents with.

About the guide
This guide offers a simple, step-by-step approach to supporting young people’s
mental health within a sporting organisation. It includes tips on how to engage
with young people and act on the things they tell you. It can be used by coaches,
administrators, teachers, and other adult role models.
FIGURE 1 A guide to responding
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ASSESS AND ACT

Determine the urgency
of the situation and respond
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If everything is ok

If you have some concerns

If there is imminent risk

Continue to follow up
and check in

Refer to
support services

Involve family and
emergency supports
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STEP 1. NOTICE

Identify the warning signs
The first step involves looking out for behaviours
that seem out of the ordinary for a particular young
person. These can be called ‘warning signs’ and might
suggest a young person would benefit from mental
health support. Although there is no single sign that
indicates mental ill-health, here are some key factors
that you can use as a guide:

• Risk can be a key warning sign
and may encompass:
–– statements or behaviours reflecting
thoughts or an intent to harm oneself,
or that life isn’t worth living
–– statements or behaviours that reflect
an intention to harm other people

• Sometimes when a person is going through
a difficult period, they withdraw from others,
either by not attending their sports activities
or by not participating as actively.

–– behaviours that might put someone
in risky situations. For example,
drug use, or reckless behaviours.

• When you have developed a relationship with
a young person, you can begin to notice signs
of change. For example, changes in how they are
communicating, their appearance, their emotions,
or their interactions with others.

FIGURE 2 Examples of warning signs you may notice

WARNING
SIGNS YOU
MAY NOTICE

FEELINGS

THOUGHTS

BEHAVIOURS

PHYSICAL CHANGES

Sadness

Problems concentrating
(e.g. seeming detached
or forgetful)

Withdrawal
from activities

Sleep disturbances
(tiredness or lethargy)

Excessive anger or
aggression in sport

Increased appetite
(weight loss or gain)

Withdrawal from
social interactions

Low energy

Anxiety or fear
Emptiness
Anger
Irritability

Confused thinking
(e.g. having trouble
remembering details)
Guilt (e.g. ‘I’m a burden;
I bring the team down’)
Worrying about things
Hopelessness
(e.g. ‘What’s the point?’)
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Drug use

Seeing or hearing things
that aren’t there

Poorer functioning
at school or work

Poorer sport performance
than usual

STEP 2. ENGAGE

Talk with the young person
Promoting mental health in community sports
settings begins with opening up conversations
with young people. This helps you get a better
idea of what is happening for them, build up
a trusting relationship, and if needed, make
a sensible plan to support the young person.

But supporting a young person you’re concerned
about is as simple as starting a conversation
and listening. Figure 3 offers some advice about
structuring the conversation.

Some of us can be uncertain when talking
to young people about their mental health
because we fear that once we raise the topic,
we need to have all the answers.

FIGURE 3 ‘Phase of response’ during a conversation

Early phase
• Greet the young person
• Ask for permission to chat (it’s ok to take no for an answer)
• Check in on how they are doing

PHASES OF RESPONSE

Middle phase
• Mention things that have concerned you
• Listen to their experience
• Convey hope & understanding
Late phase
• Come up with a shared plan
• Agree on when you will follow up
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Communication style
When engaging with a young person, it’s important
to remember that how you speak with them can be
just as important as what you are talking about.
Start out by choosing the right time and place for the
conversation, with respect for the young person’s
preferences. For example, you might suggest speaking
with the young person after training, rather than just

before a match or event. Being sensitive
to the young person’s needs will give them some
privacy and ensure that you have enough time
to go into some detail if required.
Once you’re in an appropriate setting, be mindful
of how you communicate and practice active
listening. Figure 4 has some guiding principles:

FIGURE 4 The art of the conversation

Be respectful and empathetic
• Convey the sense that you care and are available as a support
• Focus on making the young person feel comfortable
Be direct
• Use clear language
• Don’t be afraid to ask questions, in a respectful way

COMMUNICATION
STYLE

Be honest
• About what you can and can’t offer them
• About limits of confidentiality. This means you can
keep their information private but not if it will impact
on their, or someone else’s safety
Be yourself
• Speak in your own language
• Use your own strengths in connecting with young people

Pay attention
• Give your undivided attention to process what is being said
• Be flexible - some young people may prefer to talk
while walking, or kicking the footy
Listen
• Ask open ended questions (e.g. How are you feeling?
Rather than are you angry at someone?)
• Focus on hearing what the young person is communicating

ACTIVE
LISTENING

Validate
• Show you are listening by reflecting back what you are hearing
• This might include repeating, paraphrasing, or reflecting
• Communicate that you appreciate and acknowledge
their experience
Defer judgement
• Beware of the “righting reflex” – you don’t need to fix things
• Try to be understanding and non-judgemental
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STEP 3. ASSESS AND ACT

Determine the urgency
of the situation and respond
The message a young person conveys during your
conversation is useful for determining what they need
from you. Typically, there are three key messages that
will emerge from your conversation. These messages
are outlined below, along with suggestions for what
to do.

Message 3: imminent risk

Message 1: everything is ok

• describes a specific plan to end their life
at any moment

If everything seems to be going fine, you can follow
up with the young person at a later time to check
in with them about how things are going. This is
important as it conveys that your support is ongoing
and builds a supportive and trusting relationship.

Message 2: some concerns
are present
If you have some concerns about their mental health,
you can suggest to the young person that they seek
help from local support services. These kinds of
services vary by location, but might include:

Sometimes when talking with a young person,
they might say something that suggests they are
in danger or pose a threat to themselves or others.
This is called ‘imminent risk’ and it requires an
immediate response from you. Examples
of imminent risk include when a young person:

• behaves in a way that is violent towards others
• behaves in a bizarre manner that makes you feel
that they may not be able to get home safely.

Responding to imminent risk
If you’re concerned that a young person is
at imminent risk, it’s important to involve
emergency supports, which can include:

• a general practitioner (GP) or family doctor

• 000 for an emergency services response.
This should be the first contact for
situations of safety, such as an imminent
risk to self or others

• headspace: a service for counselling
or other supports

• a local mental health crisis assessment
and treatment (CAT) team.

• eheadspace: for online mental health support.
These situations also warrant contacting a young
person’s family, or other key supports, to inform them
of your concerns and involve them in planning for the
care of the young person.

6

Supporting young people with mental health
problems in community sports settings
A guide for responding

Where can I get more help?
Be sure to check out the other resources within this
suite, including the checklist, toolkit and video.

Further resources
Mythbuster: suicidal ideation
Mythbuster: self-harm
Guide writer
Dr Elon Gersh

Consultants
A/Prof Rosemary Purcell
Dr Simon Rice
Rebekah Anderson
Caroline Crlenjak

Editorial assistance
Masters of Writing and Publishing students at RMIT University.

Disclaimer
This information is provided for general educational and information
purposes only. It is current as at the date of publication and is intended
to be relevant for all Australian states and territories (unless stated
otherwise) and may not be applicable in other jurisdictions. Any
diagnosis and/or treatment decisions in respect of an individual patient
should be made based on your professional investigations and opinions
in the context of the clinical circumstances of the patient. To the extent
permitted by law, Orygen, The National Centre of Excellence in Youth
Mental Health, will not be liable for any loss or damage arising from your
use of or reliance on this information. You rely on your own professional
skill and judgement in conducting your own health care practice. Orygen,
The National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health, does not
endorse or recommend any products, treatments or services referred to
in this information.
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