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1.0verview of Child & Young People’s Mental Health

Mental health is a critical component of the overall well-being of children, including young
athletes. In gymnastics, the physical and mental demands on gymnasts are unique and
challenging, making it essential for clubs, coaches, judges, parents, and the gymnasts
themselves to understand the impact of the sport on mental health. This document is
designed to provide guidance on how to identify, support, and promote positive mental
health within the Independent Gymnastics Association (IGA). It also serves to raise
awareness about potential mental health risks and how to mitigate them through proactive

and supportive practices.

0f children and young people who
experience a mental health
problem have not had appropriate
Interventions at a sufficiently early
dye.




2. Overview of Child Mental Health

Child mental health is a critical aspect of overall well-being and development. It encompasses a child's
emotional, social, and cognitive health and influences their ability to interact with others, manage
emotions, and handle the stresses of life. In the context of sports like gymnastics, where children often
face intense pressure and expectations, mental health becomes particularly important. Understanding
the nature of mental health, recognising its challenges, and supporting positive mental health
practices are essential for promoting healthy development in young gymnasts.

2.1. Definition and Importance

Child mental health refers to the emotional, social, and cognitive well-being of children. It affects how
they feel, think, and interact with others. Mental health is crucial in shaping how children understand
themselves, form relationships, and navigate the world around them. A child with good mental health
can:

e Develop resilience: The ability to bounce back from setbacks and adapt to change is essential in
all areas of life, especially in sports like gymnastics, where overcoming challenges and failures is a
part of the process.

e Build and maintain positive relationships: Social skills are essential for forming meaningful
connections with peers, coaches, and family. Children with good mental health can communicate
effectively, manage conflict, and support others in their social circles.

e Cope with daily life stresses: Whether it's academic pressures, social challenges, or the physical
demands of gymnastics, mentally healthy children are better equipped to handle stress. This
includes managing emotions like frustration, disappointment, and anxiety that can arise in
competitive environments.

e Engage in problem-solving and decision-making: Cognitive well-being allows children to make
sound decisions and approach challenges thoughtfully. This is particularly important in
gymnastics, where athletes must continuously assess risks and make quick decisions during
training and competition.

Good mental health does not mean the absence of stress or emotional challenges. Instead, it reflects
a child’s ability to manage these difficulties effectively. For gymnasts, this means coping with
competition anxiety, handling criticism from coaches, and balancing the demands of training with
school and social life.

2.2. Prevalence of Mental Health Issues in Children

The prevalence of mental health issues among children is a growing concern worldwide. According to
data from the World Health Organisation (WHO) and other research bodies, 1in 6 children between



the ages of 2 and 8 experience some form of mental, behavioral, or developmental disorder. This
statistic highlights the need for awareness and early intervention, as untreated mental health issues
can have long-term effects on a child's overall development.

Common Mental Health Issues in Children

1. Anxiety Disorders: Anxiety is the most common mental health disorder among children. Studies
show that up to 10% of children and adolescents may experience some form of anxiety, ranging
from generalised anxiety (excessive worry about a wide range of things) to social anxiety (fear of
social situations) or performance anxiety (worry about performing in specific activities like sports).
Anxiety can become overwhelming, affecting a child’s ability to engage in daily activities or enjoy
their experiences in sports like gymnastics.

2. Depression: Depression is another prevalent mental health issue in children, characterised by
persistent sadness, loss of interest in activities, or feelings of hopelessness. Depression in
children is often overlooked because it may not manifest in the same way as it does in adults. In
young athletes, depression may show as disinterest in training, declining performance, or
withdrawal from social interactions. 2-3% of children aged 6 to 12 may experience depression,
and it becomes more common during adolescence.

3. Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): ADHD affects approximately 5-7% of
children and can significantly impact their ability to concentrate, control impulses, and manage
their emotions. For gymnasts, ADHD can make it difficult to focus during training, follow complex
instructions, or stay calm under pressure. However, with the right support and strategies, children
with ADHD can thrive in structured sports like gymnastics.

4. Behavioral Disorders: Behavioral disorders, including Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) and
Conduct Disorder, are less common but still significant. Children with ODD are characterised by
patterns of defiance, anger, or argumentative behaviour toward authority figures. Conduct
Disorder is more severe and may involve aggression or rule-breaking. Such behaviours can disrupt
team dynamics in sports, strain relationships with coaches, and affect the child’'s overall
experience in gymnastics.

2.3. Common Mental Health Challenges in Children

Children face a variety of mental health challenges that can impact their performance and enjoyment
of activities like gymnastics. While some challenges are general, others may be exacerbated by the
pressures of competitive sports.

Anxiety Disorders

Anxiety disorders involve excessive worry or fear that interferes with daily activities. In children, anxiety
can manifest as:

e Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD): Worrying excessively about everyday activities, including
schoolwork, friendships, or sports performance.



e Separation Anxiety: Fear of being away from family members or caregivers, common in younger
children.

e Social Anxiety Disorder: Fear of social situations, such as interacting with peers or performing in
front of others. In gymnastics, social anxiety may manifest as extreme nervousness during
competitions or reluctance to participate in group activities.

e Performance Anxiety: In gymnastics, where routines are judged on precision, children may feel
intense fear about performing well. This can lead to mental blocks, where a gymnast is physically
unable to perform a skill they have mastered in practice.

Signs of anxiety in gymnasts include avoidance of competitions, frequent stomachaches or
headaches before events, irritability, or restlessness during training sessions.

Depression

While sadness is a normal part of childhood, depression is a more persistent and serious condition that
can affect a child's ability to function. In gymnastics, the pressures of perfectionism and high
expectations can contribute to feelings of inadequacy and hopelessness, particularly if a gymnast
struggles with injuries or performance setbacks.

Symptoms of depression in children may include:

e Persistent sadness or low mood: A child may appear withdrawn or disinterested in activities they
once enjoyed, including gymnastics.

e Loss of interest in hobbies or friends: Depressed children may isolate themselves, no longer
finding joy in social activities or sports.

e Fatigue or low energy: This can be especially challenging for gymnasts who require high levels of
energy for training and competition.

e Changes in sleep or eating habits: Depression may result in insomnia, excessive sleeping, or
changes in appetite, all of which can negatively affect a gymnast's performance and well-being.

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

ADHD is characterized by symptoms such as difficulty focusing, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. These
behaviors can present challenges in structured activities like gymnastics, which demand focus,
discipline, and attention to detail. Children with ADHD may:

e Struggle to concentrate during coaching sessions or while learning complex routines.

e Actimpulsively, increasing the risk of injury in a sport like gymnastics.

e Feel frustrated by theirinability to stay on task, leading to emotional outbursts or disruptive
behavior.

Despite these challenges, gymnastics can offer benefits for children with ADHD, such as the
opportunity to release energy in a structured way and build self-discipline.

Behavioral Disorders



Behavioral disorders such as Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) and Conduct Disorder (CD) are
characterised by ongoing patterns of uncooperative, defiant, or hostile behavior toward authority
figures. In gymnastics, children with behavioral disorders may:

e Resist instructions from coaches or disrupt training sessions.
e Engage in aggressive or rule-breaking behavior, which can be harmful in a team environment.
e Struggle with interpersonal relationships, leading to conflicts with peers or coaches.

While these behaviours can be challenging, early intervention, clear communication, and consistent
boundaries can help children manage their behaviour and succeed in gymnastics.

Why Early Identification and Intervention are Crucial
Early identification of mental health challenges is essential for several reasons:

e Prevention of escalation: Mental health issues that are identified early are often easier to
address before they become more severe.

e Supporting academic and athletic success: Children who receive mental health support can
better manage the emotional and cognitive demands of school and sports.

e Improving relationships: Mental health interventions can help children develop better social and
emotional skills, allowing them to form stronger bonds with peers, coaches, and family.

e Building lifelong resilience: Addressing mental health early can equip children with coping
mechanisms that will benefit them throughout their lives.

For gymnasts, early intervention ensures they can continue enjoying the sport without the burden of
untreated mental health issues holding them back. Gymnastics can be both mentally and physically
demanding, and without proper mental health support, children may feel overwhelmed and
disengaged. Early intervention strategies can help children thrive both in and out of the gym,
promoting well-rounded development and long-term success in their sport and life.

This expanded section provides a comprehensive view of child mental health, emphasising its
importance and exploring common challenges, particularly for those involved in sports like
gymnastics.



2.Child & Young People’s Mental Health in Sport

Participation in sports, especially at a young age, is known to have numerous physical, emotional, and
social benefits. For children, sports are often a key component of their overall development, providing
not just a form of physical exercise but also opportunities to build self-esteem, develop social
connections, and learn life skills such as discipline and teamwork. However, while sports can be a
positive force in children's lives, they also come with potential mental health risks, particularly in
competitive sports environments like gymnastics. Understanding both the benefits and the risks of
sports participation is critical for fostering a healthy balance in young athletes' lives.

3.1. The Role of Sports in Promoting Mental Health

Sports can be a powerful tool for promoting mental health in children. Gymnastics, in particular, offers
unique benefits that contribute to overall emotional and psychological well-being. These benefits
include physical activity, social interaction, and personal development, all of which are essential for
maintaining good mental health.

Physical Activity and Endorphin Release

One of the most well-documented benefits of sports is the release of endorphins, the body’s natural
"feel-good" chemicals. Physical activity, such as gymnastics, triggers the release of these endorphins,
which can:

e Improve mood: Exercise has been shown to reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression,
offering a natural way for children to manage stress.

e Boost energy and focus: Physical activity helps improve concentration, memory, and cognitive
function, which can enhance both academic and athletic performance.

e Reduce stress: Engaging in sports provides a healthy outlet for releasing built-up tension,
helping children relax and cope with life's challenges.



In gymnastics, where athletes often push themselves physically to master new skills and routines, the
sense of accomplishment and the endorphin release that comes with physical exertion can lead to
greater emotional resilience. The regular physical activity involved in gymnastics helps maintain not
only physical health but also emotional stability.

Enhancing Self-Esteem and Confidence

Participation in sports can have a profound effect on a child's self-esteem. For young gymnasts, the
process of learning new skills, overcoming challenges, and seeing progress in their abilities
contributes to a stronger sense of self-worth. This confidence is not just tied to their performance in
the sport but can extend to other areas of their life, including school and social interactions.

e Achievement and mastery: The process of mastering complex gymnastics routines or achieving
personal milestones, such as landing a difficult move, can give gymnasts a sense of
accomplishment and pride.

e Building resilience: Overcoming setbacks, such as falling during a routine or not scoring as high
as hoped in a competition, teaches gymnasts how to manage disappointment and bounce back.
This resilience is a valuable life skill that can benefit their overall mental health.

A child’s confidence grows when they receive positive feedback from coaches and peers, reinforcing
their belief in their abilities. This self-esteem boost can be especially important during childhood and
adolescence when feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt can be common.

Fostering Social Connections

Sports provide children with opportunities to form meaningful social connections, which are crucial for
mental health. In a gymnastics club, children develop friendships with teammates, learn to work
collaboratively, and build a sense of belonging within their training community. These social bonds can
act as protective factors against mental health problems by:

e Reducing loneliness and isolation: Engaging in a sport creates a sense of camaraderie among
gymnasts, reducing feelings of isolation or loneliness. Even in an individual sport like gymnastics,
the shared experiences of training and competition foster a supportive environment.

e Encouraging teamwork and empathy: Gymnasts learn the value of working together,
supporting one another through challenges, and celebrating each other’s successes. This fosters
emotional intelligence and helps children build strong, healthy relationships.

e Providing emotional support: Having a close-knit group of friends or teammates offers children
a network of emotional support. This is especially important in sports like gymnastics, where the
emotional highs and lows of training and competition can be intense.

The social aspect of gymnastics plays a key role in helping children develop a positive sense of
identity and belonging, which are critical components of mental health.

3.2. Mental Health Risks in Youth Sports



While the benefits of sports for children’s mental health are substantial, the risks should not be
overlooked. Youth sports, especially at a competitive level, can present unique challenges that put
children at risk for developing mental health issues. In gymnastics, where precision, performance, and
aesthetics are emphasised, these risks can be amplified. Some of the most common mental health
risks include performance pressure, fear of failure, and overtraining and burnout.

Performance Pressure from Coaches and Parents

One of the most significant mental health risks in competitive gymnastics is the intense pressure
placed on young athletes to perform well. This pressure can come from various sources, including:

e Coaches: While coaches play a critical role in a gymnast’s development, they can sometimes
unintentionally contribute to high levels of stress. Coaches who focus solely on performance
outcomes, such as winning competitions or perfecting difficult skills, may create an environment
where gymnasts feel constant pressure to succeed. This can lead to feelings of inadequacy or
anxiety, particularly if the child feels they are not meeting expectations.

e Parents: Parents who have high expectations for their child's success in gymnastics can also
contribute to the stress a gymnast feels. When a child's self-worth becomes tied to their athletic
achievements, they may experience anxiety and fear of disappointing their parents. Well-meaning
parents who place too much emphasis on competition results or push their child to train harder
can inadvertently harm their child’'s mental health.

This pressure can lead to performance anxiety, where children become overly anxious about their
ability to perform well during competitions. They may worry excessively about making mistakes, which
can interfere with their ability to enjoy the sport and perform at their best. In severe cases, this
pressure can contribute to the development of anxiety disorders or depression.

Fear of Failure or Letting Others Down

The fear of failure is a common experience for young gymnasts, particularly in a sport that emphasises
precision and execution. The nature of gymnastics, where every small mistake can lead to lower scores
or disappointment, can heighten a child’s fear of not living up to expectations.

e Fear of making mistakes: Gymnasts may become overly focused on avoiding errors, leading to
high levels of anxiety before or during competitions. This fear can cause mental blocks, where a
gymnast struggles to perform skills they have previously mastered.

e Letting down coaches and parents: Children who believe their worth is tied to their performance
may fear they will disappoint their coaches or parents if they do not perform well. This fear can
result in feelings of shame, guilt, or low self-esteem, particularly if they internalise the belief that
their value comes solely from their success in gymnastics.

Over time, this fear of failure can lead to perfectionism, where gymnasts set impossibly high standards
for themselves and are never satisfied with their performance. While striving for excellence can be



beneficial, perfectionism can become a significant mental health challenge, contributing to chronic
stress, anxiety, and self-criticism.

Overtraining and Burnout

Overtraining is another mental health risk in gymnastics, particularly for children who train intensively
from a young age. Gymnastics is a sport that demands long hours of practice, physical conditioning,
and mental focus, which can lead to burnout if not managed carefully. Burnout is characterized by
emotional exhaustion, reduced performance, and a loss of motivation, and it can have severe
consequences for a gymnast’'s mental health.

e Physical and emotional exhaustion: Overtraining can lead to both physical fatigue and
emotional exhaustion. When children do not have enough time to rest and recover, they may
begin to feel overwhelmed by the demands of the sport. This exhaustion can contribute to
feelings of frustration, irritability, and a sense of being “burned out” on gymnastics.

e Loss of interest in the sport: Burnout can also cause gymnasts to lose their passion for the sport
they once loved. They may feel disengaged or unmotivated during training, leading to declining
performance and a negative emotional state. This can be particularly distressing for gymnasts
who have invested years into their training.

e Increased risk of injury: Overtraining can also increase the risk of injury, which can have a
cascading effect on mental health. Injuries can lead to feelings of frustration, helplessness, or
depression, especially if the gymnast is sidelined for an extended period.

Balancing training with adequate rest, encouraging gymnasts to take breaks, and fostering a
supportive, low-pressure environment are essential steps in preventing burnout. Coaches and parents
must work together to ensure that young athletes are not overworked and that their mental well-being
is prioritised alongside their physical training.

Balancing the Benefits and Risks

For children participating in gymnastics and other sports, the key to promoting mental health is finding
the right balance between reaping the benefits of physical activity, social interaction, and personal
growth while managing the potential risks of pressure, fear of failure, and overtraining. This requires a
holistic approach that involves coaches, parents, and the gymnasts themselves, ensuring that mental
health is always a priority alongside physical performance. By fostering a positive, supportive, and
pbalanced environment, gymnastics can be a source of joy, confidence, and mental well-being for
young athletes.



3.Unique Mental Health Considerations in Gymnastics

Gymnastics, with its unique demands and early commitment, presents specific mental health
challenges for young athletes. Understanding and addressing these challenges is crucial for
promoting both the psychological and physical well-being of gymnasts.

4.1. Early Specialisation and Pressure
Early Specialisation

¢ Intense Training Regimens: Gymnasts often begin their training at a very young age, sometimes
as early as 3 or 4 years old. The commitment to the sport usually involves several hours of training
each week, often alongside schooling and other activities. This intense focus on gymnastics from
ayoung age can lead to significant psychological and physical stress.

e Developmental Considerations: Early specialisation can impact a child’s overall development.
The emphasis on gymnastics may limit opportunities for diverse experiences and activities that
contribute to well-rounded development. This narrow focus can affect social skills, academic
performance, and general well-being.

Pressure to Excel

e Performance Expectations: The competitive nature of gymnastics often means that young
athletes are under constant pressure to perform at a high level. This pressure can come from
various sources, including coaches, parents, and even peers. The drive to achieve excellence and
win competitions can create immense stress for young gymnasts.



e Fear of Failure: The pressure to meet high expectations can lead to a pervasive fear of failure.
Young gymnasts may experience anxiety related to making mistakes or not performing up to their
own or others’ standards. This fear can undermine their enjoyment of the sport and contribute to
mental health issues such as anxiety and depression.

Risk of Burnout

e Symptoms of Burnout: Burnout in gymnasts is characterised by emotional exhaustion, reduced
performance, and a sense of disillusionment with the sport. Symptoms may include irritability,
loss of motivation, and physical fatigue. Burnout can significantly affect a gymnast’'s mental
health and overall quality of life.

e Prevention and Management: Preventing burnout involves recognising the signs early and
implementing strategies to manage stress. This may include adjusting training schedules,
ensuring adequate rest and recovery, and maintaining open communication between athletes,
coaches, and parents.

4.2. Perfectionism and Body Image Concerns

Perfectionism

e Demand for Precision: Gymnastics is a sport that requires exceptional precision and control. The
constant pursuit of flawless performances can foster perfectionist tendencies among gymnasts.
Perfectionism often manifests as an intense focus on achieving error-free routines and constant
self-criticism when standards are not met.

e Impact on Mental Health: The pressure to achieve perfection can lead to increased levels of
anxiety and stress. Gymnasts may experience dissatisfaction with their performance, even when
they meet or exceed expected standards. This dissatisfaction can erode self-esteem and lead to
mental health issues such as chronic anxiety and depression.

Body Image Issues

e Emphasis on Aesthetics: Gymnastics places significant emphasis on body control and
aesthetics. This focus can lead to body image concerns, particularly among young athletes who
may feel pressured to maintain a specific physique. The sport’'s emphasis on leanness and
muscularity can contribute to unhealthy behaviors and attitudes towards body image.

e Risk of Disordered Eating: Young gymnasts, especially girls, may be at higher risk for developing
disordered eating behaviors. The pressure to conform to certain physical ideals can lead to
restrictive dieting, unhealthy eating practices, and body dissatisfaction. Addressing these
concerns involves fostering a positive body image and promoting healthy eating habits.



4.3. Injury-Related Mental Health Challenges
Psychological Impact of Injuries

e Emotional Response: Injuries in gymnastics can have profound psychological effects. Gymnasts
may experience a range of emotions, including frustration, sadness, and anxiety. The fear of re-
injury and the impact of being sidelined can exacerbate these feelings.

e Fear of Losing Skills: Injuries can lead to concerns about losing skills or falling behind in training.
The psychological impact of not being able to participate in regular training or competition can
contribute to feelings of inadequacy and depression.

Recovery and Isolation

e Disconnection from Sport: During recovery periods, gymnasts may feel disconnected from their
sport and their social groups. This separation can lead to feelings of isolation and contribute to
mental distress. The lack of regular social interaction and participation in the sport they love can
negatively affect their emotional well-being.

e Support During Recovery: Providing emotional and psychological support during injury recovery
is crucial. This includes maintaining regular communication, offering encouragement, and helping
gymnasts stay engaged with their sport in a supportive and non-competitive manner.

4.4. The Role of Coaches and Parents

Positive Coaching Practices

e Encouragement and Support: Coaches play a pivotal role in shaping the mental health of
gymnasts. Positive reinforcement, encouragement, and a focus on personal growth rather than
just performance outcomes contribute to a healthier mental state. Coaches who prioritise the
well-being of their athletes foster a supportive and nurturing environment.

e Balanced Expectations: Setting realistic and balanced expectations helps manage the pressure
on young gymnasts. Coaches should aim to create an environment where effort and improvement
are valued over perfection, reducing the risk of performance-related stress and anxiety.

Parental Influence

e Supportive Attitudes: Parents who support their child’'s enjoyment of gymnastics, rather than
focusing solely on competition results, contribute positively to their mental health. Emphasizing
effort, personal growth, and the joy of participation helps mitigate stress and pressure.

e Open Communication: Maintaining open lines of communication between parents, coaches, and
gymnasts is essential for addressing concerns and providing appropriate support. Parents should

be aware of the signs of stress and mental health issues and collaborate with coaches to ensure
their child’s well-being.

Managing Pressure and Criticism



e Avoiding Excessive Pressure: Excessive pressure from parents or coaches can lead to anxiety,
fear of failure, and burnout. It is important for all stakeholders to understand the impact of their
expectations and feedback on a child’'s mental health.

e Constructive Feedback: Providing constructive and supportive feedback helps gymnasts build
resilience and confidence. Focused on improvement and learning rather than solely on
performance outcomes, constructive feedback supports mental well-being and fosters a positive
sporting experience.

4.Stratagies for Promoting Positive Mental Health in
Gymnastics

5.1. A supportive club culture is essential for the holistic development of young gymnasts, placing a
higher value on their mental and emotional well-being than on competitive success alone. To achieve
this, clubs must create an environment where athletes feel secure, appreciated, and encouraged to
express their feelings openly. A nurturing club culture can:

o Normalise Conversations about Mental Health: Mental health should be a regular part of team
discussions. Athletes should know that it's okay to talk about their feelings, anxiety, stress, or
mental fatigue. Coaches and staff should foster this openness by regularly checking in on
gymnasts’ emotional states.

e Focus on Long-term Development: Clubs need to adopt a long-term perspective on athlete
development. Rather than pushing young athletes solely toward competition results, a supportive



culture prioritises personal growth, resilience, and enjoyment of the sport. When the focus shifts
to individual progress, gymnasts are less likely to feel overwhelmed by pressure or fear of failure.
Create Safe Spaces: Clubs should ensure gymnasts feel safe discussing any mental health
concerns without fear of retribution or judgment. This involves training coaches, staff, and older
athletes to recognise warning signs of emotional distress and intervene with empathy.
Professional Support Integration: Mental health professionals should be integrated into the
club environment, either through regular consultation or by providing educational resources.
These professionals can offer guidance on emotional resilience, stress management, and mental
health awareness.

5.2. Coaching Best Practices for Mental Well-being

Coaches play a pivotal role in shaping the mental health of young gymnasts. Their influence goes
beyond just physical training and extends into emotional and psychological support. To foster a
mentally healthy environment, the following best practices should be adopted:

Effort over Outcome: Shifting focus from results to the effort athletes put into their training is
key. This helps reduce performance anxiety and builds a growth mindset. Praising hard work,
persistence, and improvement over medals or scores reduces the perfectionist mentality that
can harm gymnasts’ self-esteem.

Open Communication: Regularly checking in on athletes, both informally and during scheduled
times, helps coaches gauge their mental and emotional well-being. Creating opportunities for
gymnasts to voice concerns or discuss how they feel encourages a culture of honesty and
transparency.

Rest and Recovery: Balancing high-intensity training with appropriate rest and mental recovery
is essential to prevent burnout and overtraining. Coaches should monitor signs of fatigue, both
physical and emotional, and adjust training schedules accordingly. Rest is not only about the
body—it allows gymnasts to recover mentally from the pressures of training and competition.
Positive Reinforcement: Coaches should use positive reinforcement techniques to encourage
athletes rather than punishment-based methods. Positive feedback increases motivation and
confidence, while harsh criticism can lead to self-doubt and anxiety.

Tailored Coaching: Every gymnast is different, and understanding each athlete’s emotional and
mental state is crucial for effective coaching. Tailoring feedback and support to the individual
athlete helps reduce stress and fosters a trusting relationship.

5.3. Parental Support and Involvement

Parents play a critical role in their child's mental health, particularly in the context of youth sports. The
way parents approach their child's gymnastics experience can either alleviate or exacerbate stress.
Parental involvement should be balanced to promote emotional well-being while avoiding undue
pressure on performance. Key strategies include:

e Prioritising Enjoyment over Performance: Parents should focus on their child's enjoyment and

love for gymnastics rather than emphasising winning or competitive outcomes. This mindset



promotes a positive, pressure-free environment where the child can thrive emotionally.

e Open Communication: Maintaining an open line of communication between parents, their child,
and the coach is vital. Regularly checking in on how the child feels about their gymnastics
experience, how they're coping with challenges, and what they enjoy most fosters trust.
Additionally, parents should encourage their children to express any concerns they have about
their training, physical condition, or emotional state.

e Balancing Lifestyle: Encouraging a balanced lifestyle outside of gymnastics is important for
mental well-being. Children should have time to engage in non-sport activities, pursue hobbies,
and nurture friendships, which contribute to their overall emotional health. Parents should
emphasise the importance of a well-rounded life that includes social, academic, and leisure
activities.

e Emotional Support: Parents must provide emotional support, especially in times of failure or
injury. By helping their child understand that setbacks are a part of the learning process, parents
can reduce the risk of feelings of inadequacy or disappointment. Supportive behaviour from
parents helps instill resilience and a positive attitude toward challenges.

5.4. Self-Care for Gymnasts

Self-care is a critical part of mental health management for young gymnasts. Teaching gymnasts how
to take care of themselves physically, emotionally, and mentally ensures that they are well-equipped
to handle the pressures of training and competition. The following self-care practices should be
encouraged:

e Rest and Recovery: Gymnasts should be given ample time to rest and recover between training
sessions and competitions. Adequate sleep and downtime are essential for mental restoration,
which helps prevent emotional fatigue and physical burnout.

¢ Mindfulness and Relaxation: Incorporating mindfulness techniques, such as deep breathing
exercises, meditation, oryoga, into a gymnast's routine can help manage stress and anxiety.
These techniques encourage emotional regulation, improve focus, and promote a sense of calm
before competitions or after intense training.

e Stress Management Skills: Young gymnasts should be taught practical stress management
techniques, such as journaling, talking to a mentor or coach, or engaging in calming hobbies.
These tools help gymnasts process emotions and reduce the overwhelming effects of stress.

e Balancing Sport and Social Life: Encouraging gymnasts to maintain a healthy balance between
their sports life and their personal life is crucial. Spending time with friends, family, and engaging
in activities outside of gymnastics prevents athletes from feeling isolated or consumed by the
pressures of the sport. Social connections also provide emotional support and help build
resilience against setbacks.

e Encouraging Hobbies and Interests: Outside interests and hobbies can help gymnasts feel
more balanced and less defined solely by their athletic performance. Whether it's art, music,
reading, or simply spending time outdoors, having non-sport outlets contributes to mental well-
being and can serve as a healthy distraction from the pressures of competition.

In summary, fostering mental health in gymnastics is a collective effort that involves creating a
supportive club culture, implementing best coaching practices, involving parents in positive ways, and



promoting self-care for gymnasts. By prioritising mental well-being over competitive outcomes, all
stakeholders can contribute to a healthier, more balanced, and ultimately more successful athletic
experience for young gymnasts.

5.Warning Signs of Mental Health Issues

6.1. Recognising Anxiety and Depression

Recognising anxiety and depression in young gymnasts is critical, as these mental health issues can
severely impact their well-being and performance. Coaches, parents, and peers must be aware of the
common signs to intervene early and provide the necessary support.

Signs of Anxiety in Gymnasts:

Anxiety often manifests as excessive worry about performance, fear of failure, or constant
overthinking, which can undermine a gymnast's confidence and enjoyment of the sport. Key indicators
of anxiety include:

e Preoccupation with Performance: Gymnasts with anxiety may frequently express concerns
about their routines, skills, or upcoming competitions. They may feel they aren’t good enough,
regardless of their actual ability or progress.

e Avoidance of Competitions or Training: Anxiety can lead to avoidance behaviours. A gymnast
might skip training, feign iliness, or opt out of competitions to escape the pressure. This
avoidance often exacerbates anxiety as athletes begin to feel they are falling behind.

e Physical Symptoms: Anxiety often presents with physical symptoms such as headaches,
stomachaches, dizziness, or trouble sleeping. Gymnasts may report feeling physically ill without
any apparent medical cause, especially before competitions.



o Irritability or Restlessness: Gymnasts dealing with anxiety may become easily frustrated,
irritable, or restless. They might exhibit signs of agitation during training or struggle to focus.

Signs of Depression in Gymnasts:

Depression may manifest differently from anxiety, often involving prolonged periods of low mood,
decreased interest in the sport, and social withdrawal. Warning signs include:

e Persistent Sadness: A gymnast may appear unusually down or express feelings of hopelessness.
This sadness often lingers even outside of training or competition settings.

e Loss of Interest in Training: A gymnast who once enjoyed the sport may lose enthusiasm for
training or competitions. They may seem detached, unmotivated, or less invested in their
performance.

e Social Withdrawal: Depression can cause gymnasts to withdraw from their peers, coaches, or
family members. They might isolate themselves during practice or avoid social activities they
used to enjoy.

e Fatigue or Changes in Sleep Patterns: Depression often results in constant fatigue, even with
adequate rest. Conversely, some gymnasts may experience sleep disturbances, such as difficulty
falling asleep or staying asleep, which can further affect their performance and mood.

6.2. Identifying Perfectionism and Burnout

Perfectionism and burnout are prevalent in gymnastics due to the sport's focus on precision, high-
level performance, and aesthetic appeal. While these traits may push gymnasts toward excellence,
they can also lead to emotional distress and long-term mental health issues if not managed properly.

Perfectionism:

Perfectionism in gymnasts is characterised by an intense fear of making mistakes and an unrealistic

expectation of flawless performance. While striving for improvement is a healthy goal, perfectionism
can become damaging when gymnasts set unattainable standards or equate their self-worth solely

with success. Signs include:

e Self-Criticism: Perfectionist gymnasts are often overly critical of themselves, even after
performing well. They may dwell on small mistakes and find it difficult to celebrate their
achievements.

e Never Feeling Satisfied: No matter how much progress they make, gymnasts with
perfectionistic tendencies rarely feel content with their performance. They often dismiss praise
from coaches or peers and remain focused on perceived shortcomings.

e Fear of Failure: Perfectionism can lead to an overwhelming fear of failure, resulting in avoidance
of risks or trying new skills. Gymnasts may become more conservative in their training, limiting
their progress to avoid potential mistakes.

Burnout:



Burnout in gymnastics typically results from prolonged physical and emotional exhaustion, driven by
high levels of training and pressure to perform. Burnout is dangerous because it can lead to athletes
quitting the sport altogether or suffering from long-term mental health issues. Commmon signs include:

e Emotional Exhaustion: Gymnasts experiencing burnout may feel drained, both mentally and
physically. They might express frustration, hopelessness, or resentment toward the sport.

e Loss of Motivation: A clear indicator of burnout is when a gymnast loses motivation to train or
compete. They may dread going to practice or display a lack of enthusiasm during training
sessions.

e Declining Performance: Burnout often correlates with a noticeable drop in performance.
Gymnasts may struggle to perform routines that once felt easy, and their overall ability may suffer
due to mental fatigue and disinterest.

6.3. Eating Disorders and Body Image Issues

Gymnastics is a sport that places considerable emphasis on aesthetics, making gymnasts vulnerable
to body image issues and eating disorders. These conditions can have devastating effectson a
gymnast's physical and mental health if left unaddressed.

Signs of Eating Disorders:

Eating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and disordered eating patterns, may
develop when gymnasts feel pressure to conform to certain body standards. This pressure can come
from within the sport or from societal expectations. Coaches, parents, and teammates should be
vigilant for the following signs:

e Obsession with Weight or Body Shape: Gymnasts with eating disorders often develop an
unhealthy preoccupation with their weight, body fat percentage, or physical appearance. They
may constantly compare themselves to others, express dissatisfaction with their body, or make
extreme efforts to change it.

e Restricting Food Intake: Gymnasts may engage in restrictive eating, drastically cutting calories
or avoiding specific food groups in an effort to lose weight or achieve a certain physique. This
behavior can lead to malnutrition, fatigue, and impaired performance.

e Bingeing or Purging: Some gymnasts may exhibit signs of binge eating followed by purging
behaviours (e.g., vomiting or using laxatives) in an effort to control their weight. This pattern is
especially concerning and can have severe physical and psychological consequences.

e Excessive Exercise: In addition to their regular training, gymnasts struggling with body image
issues may engage in excessive, unsupervised exercise as a way to control weight. This
overtraining can lead to physical injury and further emotional distress.

e Changes in Mood or Behaviour: Eating disorders are often accompanied by mood swings,
irritability, or social withdrawal. A gymnast may become more secretive about their eating habits,
avoid social situations involving food, or isolate themselves from peers.

Body Image Issues:



Body image issues in gymnastics arise due to the pressure to maintain a lean, toned physique. The
sport’s focus on appearance, combined with judging criteria that sometimes factor in body aesthetics,
can lead to unhealthy comparisons and dissatisfaction with one’s body. Key concerns include:

e Body Dysmorphia: Gymnasts with body dysmorphia may obsess over perceived flaws in their
appearance, even if these concerns are not based on reality. This can fuel low self-esteem and
negative self-perception.

e Pressure from Coaches or Peers: In some cases, gymnasts may feel pressure from coaches,
peers, or the sport itself to achieve a certain body type. Comments or criticism about weight or
shape, even if well-intended, can trigger disordered eating or negative body image.

e Early Intervention and Support: It's critical that coaches and parents address eating disorders
and body image issues promptly. Early intervention by a mental health professional specialising in
eating disorders can provide gymnasts with the tools and support they need to build a healthier
relationship with food and their bodies.

6.Mental Health First Aid in Gymnastics
~ ||

7.1. Responding to a Mental Health Crisis

In the event of a mental health crisis, swift, calm, and compassionate action is essential to support the
gymnast effectively. Mental health crises can involve intense emotional distress, panic attacks,



suicidal thoughts, or severe anxiety, and they must be handled with sensitivity and care. When
responding to such a situation, the following steps are crucial:

e Stay Calm: It's important for coaches, parents, or peers to remain calm and composed during a
crisis. A calm demeanor helps to de-escalate the situation, providing the gymnast with a sense of
security and reassurance.

e Listen Without Judgment: One of the most important actions in a mental health crisis is to listen
actively and empathetically. Avoid interrupting or offering immediate solutions, and instead,
provide the gymnast space to express their feelings openly. Judgment or dismissive comments
can exacerbate their distress, while validation and understanding can help them feel heard.

e Encourage Expression of Feelings: Gymnasts in a crisis often struggle to articulate their
emotions. Encourage them to talk about what they're feeling, whether it's fear, anxiety, sadness,
or confusion. This process can relieve emotional pressure and allow for greater clarity in
understanding the root of their distress.

e Offer Immediate Support: Immediate support should involve both emotional and practical
assistance. Emotional support can include reassuring the gymnast that they are not alone and
that their feelings are valid. Practical support involves taking necessary actions, such as
contacting a mental health professional or ensuring they are in a safe environment.

e Avoid Pressure or Quick Solutions: It is important to avoid pressuring the gymnast to "get over"
their emotions quickly or offering oversimplified solutions like "just relax." Mental health crises
require thoughtful intervention and often take time to resolve. Showing empathy and patience
can go a long way toward helping them feel supported.

e Seek Help from a Mental Health Professional: In most cases, a mental health professional
should be involved as soon as possible during a crisis. A trained counselor, therapist, or
psychologist can assess the situation, provide immediate care, and outline next steps for
treatment. Prompt intervention from a professional reduces the risk of long-term harm and
ensures the gymnast receives the appropriate level of care.

7.2. When to Seek Professional Help

Knowing when to seek professional help is critical for addressing mental health concerns before they
escalate into crises. While it is normal for gymnasts to experience occasional stress or emotional
difficulties, persistent or severe mental health symptoms should not be ignored. Key situations where
professional help should be sought include:

e Persistent Signs of Anxiety: If a gymnast frequently exhibits signs of anxiety, such as chronic
worry, avoidance behaviours, physical symptoms (e.g., stomachaches or headaches), or difficulty
concentrating, a mental health professional should be consulted. Early intervention by a therapist
or sports psychologist can help the gymnast develop coping mechanisms and reduce the impact
of anxiety on their performance and overall well-being.

e Prolonged Depression Symptoms: Depression in gymnasts may manifest as a loss of interest in
training, ongoing sadness, fatigue, or withdrawal from social activities. If these symptoms persist
for more than two weeks, or if they worsen over time, professional help should be sought
immediately. A therapist or counselor can work with the gymnast to address the underlying



causes of depression and offer appropriate treatment, such as counseling or cognitive-behavioral
therapy.

e Signs of Severe Distress or Emotional Instability: If a gymnast shows signs of severe emotional
distress, such as uncontrollable crying, panic attacks, or thoughts of self-harm, it is critical to seek
help from a mental health professional without delay. These symptoms indicate an urgent need
forintervention and support.

e Decline in Performance and Motivation: If a gymnast's performance drops significantly or they
lose motivation to train, this could be a sign of burnout, anxiety, or depression. While performance
dips can happen for a variety of reasons, persistent emotional exhaustion or lack of interest in the
sport warrants professional assessment. A sports psychologist can help address these issues,
providing tools to manage stress and rekindle motivation.

e Struggles with Perfectionism or Body Image Issues: Gymnasts who struggle with
perfectionism, body dysmorphia, or eating disorders require the expertise of mental health
professionals who specialise in these areas. Early intervention can prevent these issues from
escalating into more serious mental health problems. A trained professional can guide the
gymnast through recovery, ensuring they develop a healthier relationship with themselves and
the sport.

7.Building a Mental Health Support Network

8.1. Collaboration Between Coaches, Parents, and Mental Health Professionals

A collaborative approach between coaches, parents, and mental health professionals is essential to
providing comprehensive mental health support for gymnasts. Each party plays a unique role, and



together they can create a well-rounded support system that addresses the emotional, psychological,
and physical needs of young athletes. Key elements of effective collaboration include:

e Clear Communication Channels: Regular communication between coaches, parents, and
mental health professionals ensures that everyone involved in the gymnast’'s well-being is
aligned. Clubs should establish formal communication systems, such as regular meetings or
check-ins, to discuss the gymnast's emotional health, training progress, and any concerns. This
allows for early identification of issues, ensuring gymnasts receive prompt support when needed.

e Sharing Insights and Observations: Coaches often notice changes in a gymnast’s behaviour,
mood, or performance that might indicate emotional distress. Sharing these observations with
parents and mental health professionals can provide a more complete picture of the gymnast’s
mental health. Similarly, parents can offer insights into their child's behavior at home, while mental
health professionals can interpret these signs and recommend appropriate interventions.

e Creating a Holistic Support System: When coaches, parents, and mental health professionals
work together, they create a well-rounded support network that addresses both the athletic and
emotional needs of gymnasts. Coaches can adapt training plans to reduce stress, parents can
provide emotional support at home, and mental health professionals can offer coping strategies
and mental health care. This collective approach promotes a healthier balance between
performance and well-being.

e Regular Check-ins with Gymnasts: Establishing regular check-ins with gymnasts, whether
formal or informal, encourages open discussions about their emotional well-being. This allows
coaches, parents, and mental health professionals to monitor progress, identify potential
challenges, and make necessary adjustments to support the gymnast both mentally and
physically.

8.2. Developing Peer Support Systems within Clubs

Peer support plays a vital role in reducing feelings of isolation and fostering a sense of belonging
within gymnastics clubs. Creating a culture where gymnasts support each other emotionally can
significantly enhance their mental health and overall experience in the sport. Effective peer support
systems include:

e Fostering a Culture of Empathy: Encouraging gymnasts to be empathetic toward one anotheris
key to creating a supportive club environment. Gymnasts should be taught to listen, show
compassion, and avoid judgment when their peers are struggling. Promoting kindness and
understanding helps create a team culture where emotional well-being is valued as much as
physical performance.

e Encouraging Gymnasts to Look Out for Each Other: By encouraging gymnasts to recognise
when their teammates might be struggling emotionally, clubs can create a built-in support
network. Peer support can be as simple as gymnasts checking in on each other after a tough
practice or offering encouragement during stressful periods. This support helps reduce feelings
of loneliness and reminds gymnasts that they are not alone in their experiences.

e Organising Peer-Led Initiatives: Clubs can foster peer support by organising peer-led activities,
such as mentoring programs, team-building exercises, or small group discussions about mental



health. These initiatives empower gymnasts to take an active role in supporting each other and
create a more open environment where mental health is regularly discussed.

e Peer Recognition Programs: Recognising and celebrating acts of kindness, support, and
empathy among gymnasts can reinforce a positive club culture. Implementing programs that
reward gymnasts for supporting their peers helps encourage the type of behavior that makes
everyone feel more included and valued within the team.

8.Resources and Support Contacts

UK-Based Resources

1. Mind (UK)
Website: www.mind.org.uk
Phone: 0300 123 3393
Mind offers information, support, and advice on mental health issues. They also provide a range of
resources for athletes and sports organizations to address mental health challenges.
2. Childline
Website: www.childline.org.uk
Phone: 0800 111
Childline provides free, confidential support and counseling for children and young people. They
offer 24-hour helplines, including for young athletes experiencing mental health challenges.
3. Sporting Minds UK
Website: www.sportingmindsuk.org
Email: info@sportingmindsuk.org



https://www.mind.org.uk/
https://www.childline.org.uk/
https://www.sportingmindsuk.org/

5.

A mental health charity that specifically supports young athletes. They offer free one-to-one
confidential support through partnering therapists for athletes aged 16-30.

The Mix

Website: www.themix.org.uk

Phone: 0808 808 4994

The Mix provides support for under-25s on a wide range of issues, including mental health, self-
care, and stress management. They offer counseling, a helpline, and web chat services.
YoungMinds

Website: www.youngminds.org.uk

Parents Helpline: 0808 802 5544

YoungMinds focuses on the mental health of children and young people. They provide resources
for parents, young people, and professionals, including advice on mental health in sports.

Scotland-Based Resources

1.

SAMH (Scottish Association for Mental Health)

Website: www.samh.org.uk

Phone: 0344 800 0550

SAMH provides mental health support and resources across Scotland, including specific services
aimed at young people and athletes. They also offer online resources for managing mental health

and promoting self-care.

Breathing Space Scotland

Website: www.breathingspace.scot

Phone: 0800 83 85 87

Breathing Space provides a free, confidential helpline for anyone feeling low, anxious, or stressed.
It's an important resource for athletes needing emotional support in Scotland.

Children 1st

Website: www.childrenlst.org.uk

Phone: 08000 28 22 33

Children 1st works with families and young people to offer counseling, therapy, and family support.
They aim to promote well-being and mental health, including for children involved in sports.

Ireland-Based Resources

1.

2.

Pieta House (Ireland)

Website: www.pieta.ie

Phone: 1800 247 247

Pieta House provides free therapy to people engaging in self-harm, experiencing suicidal
ideation, or bereaved by suicide. They offer mental health support to athletes and non-athletes
alike.

Jigsaw (Ireland’s National Centre for Youth Mental Health)

Website: www.jigsaw.ie

Phone: 1800 544729



https://www.themix.org.uk/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/
https://www.samh.org.uk/
https://www.breathingspace.scot/
https://www.children1st.org.uk/
https://www.pieta.ie/
https://www.jigsaw.ie/

Jigsaw offers mental health support services specifically aimed at young people aged 12-25. They
provide direct counseling and online support and have resources tailored for young athletes.
SpunOut.ie

Website: www.spunout.ie

Phone: Text SPUNOUT to 50808

SpunQut.ie is a youth information platform that offers resources on mental health, including self-
care tips and how to deal with anxiety and stress. They also provide a 24/7 text line for young
people in distress.

Mental Health Ireland

Website: www.mentalhealthireland.ie

Phone: 01284 1166

Mental Health Ireland offers resources for maintaining positive mental health and accessing
support services across Ireland. They provide materials for youth and their families.

Sport-Specific Support

1.

The British Athletes Commission (BAC)

Website: www.britishathletes.org

Phone: 0203126 4270

The BAC supports athletes, including those in gymnastics, by providing access to independent
advice and mental health services, including counseling and psychological support for
performance-related stress.

UK Coaching - Mental Health Awareness for Sport and Physical Activity

Website: www.ukcoaching.org

UK Coaching offers resources and training courses for coaches on mental health awareness to
help them better support athletes. They also provide online courses and guidance on creating
mentally healthy environments in sport.

Emergency Contacts

1.

Samaritans

Website: www.samaritans.org

Phone: 116 123

Samaritans provides a 24/7 confidential helpline for anyone in emotional distress or experiencing
a mental health crisis, available across the UK and Ireland.

. NHS 24 (Scotland)

Website: www.nhs24.scot

Phone: 111

NHS 24 provides urgent mental health care services across Scotland. They offer support for
anyone experiencing a mental health emergency, including young athletes.

HSE Mental Health Services (Ireland)

Website: www.hse.ie

The Health Service Executive (HSE) offers mental health services throughout Ireland. In a crisis,



https://www.spunout.ie/
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/
https://www.britishathletes.org/
https://www.ukcoaching.org/
https://www.samaritans.org/
https://www.nhs24.scot/

you can contact your GP, visit the emergency department, or access mental health professionals
through HSE.



