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“I don’t think 

anybody really cared 

to help us. I don’t 

think anybody really 

jumped in to ask us if 

we were ok.

As long as we were 

performing, I don’t 

think anything else 

really mattered.”

Michael Phelps

“I don’t think they are 

maliciously ignoring 

our well-being. I just 

don’t know that they 

realize it’s, like a full 

crisis yet.  How many 

more dead 

Olympians do they  

need before they 

realize that there 

might be an 

epidemic here?”

Lolo Jones
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IMPORTANCE OF SPORT 
CULTURE

“optimise environments in 
which all elite athletes train and 
compete”

“create an environment that 
supports mental wellness and 
mental health help seeking”
Reardon Br J Sports Med 2019
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RISK FACTOR FOR DEPRESSION 

Environmental factors:

poor quality relationships

lack of social support

Reardon Sports Med 2010

Lancaster Clin Neuropsychol 2016
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ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES ON MENTAL HEALTH

Harassment and abuse

Mountjoy Br J Sports Med 2016
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TOXIC CULTURES

What are some toxic cultures in sport?
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TOXIC CULTURES 

1,001 current and former Canadian national team athletes

60 sports

60% psychologically harmful behavior

20% sexually harmful behavior

14% physically harmful behavior

Kerr 2019
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TOXIC CULTURES

Win at all costs

Alberto Salazar suspended by SafeSport
Track coach Alberto Salazar is temporarily suspended by the 
U.S. Center for SafeSport for unspecified allegations of 
misconduct. SafeSport is tasked with investigating abuse claims 
in Olympic sports. Salazar was previously banned...
01/31/20 - NBC Sports

Mary Cain 2019

https://cces.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=3e881bb2f35f6b1b687457259&id=b900721668&e=18af50af32
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TOXIC CULTURES

Exploitation: Media + Business

Lauren Fleshman 2019

“America loves a good child prodigy story, and business is ready and waiting to 
exploit that story,  especially when it comes to girls. When you have these kinds of 
good girls, girls who are good at following directions to the point of excelling, 
you’ll find a system that’s happy to take them.

And it’s rife with abuse.”
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TOXIC CULTURES 

Mike Babcock:  Toronto Maple Leafs

Marc Crawford:  Chicago Blackhawks

Darryl Sutter: LA Kings (Dan Carcillo)

https://www.si.com/nhl/2019/12/11/hockey-
reckoning-coaches-abuse-revelations

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/sports/hockey/art
icle-nhl-scandals-prompt-reflection-on-coaching-
culture-and-the-line/

Coaching Styles 

https://www.si.com/nhl/2019/12/11/hockey-reckoning-coaches-abuse-revelations
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/sports/hockey/article-nhl-scandals-prompt-reflection-on-coaching-culture-and-the-line/
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TOXIC CULTURES

Abuse of Power

Ice Skating: French coaches face rape claims
PARIS: Former world bronze medal winning 
skater Sarah Abitbol was at the forefront on 
Wednesday (Jan 29) of new revelations about 
sexual abuse in French sport. In a new book 
published on Wednesday and in an interview 
with the newspaper...
01/30/20 - Channel News Asia

https://cces.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=3e881bb2f35f6b1b687457259&id=d1ebbcdeea&e=18af50af32
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TOXIC CULTURES
“cultural tradition”:  country  - Taibatsu
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TOXIC CULTURES
“cultural norm”:  sport

Any conduct at the highest levels of a federation that 

permits the rule by fear, deception and corruption to 

satisfy personal desires, acts to the detriment of the 

sport’s key stakeholders: the athletes.
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TOXIC CULTURES

Failed Leadership

USA Gymnastics

Settlement offer from USA Gymnastics 
criticised by Nassar victims and lawyers
Victims of sexual abuse from Larry Nassar 
have been offered a settlement of $215 million 
(£165 million/€194 million) by USA 
Gymnastics

https://cces.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=3e881bb2f35f6b1b687457259&id=7f0a1b5481&e=18af50af32
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168 Victim Impact Statements
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ANALYSIS OF VICTIM IMPACT STATEMENTS

McCradden, M
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TOXIC CULTURES

McCradden, M
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TOXIC CULTURES

Failed leadership

lack of policies and procedures

lack of independent reporting mechanism

lack of safeguarding officer

Mountjoy Br J Sports Med 2016
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TOXIC CULTURES

“Abuse is nurtured in a sport culture where athletes 
are commodified in an environment that pursues 
‘winning at all costs’; one in which athletes have no 
power, and where abuse is either accepted as being 
normal, or is ignored.”

Mountjoy Br Med J 2018
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ADDRESSING TOXIC ENVIRONMENTS

codes of conduct

top-down approach: leadership

educate sport governing body + entourage

policies and procedures

Reardon Br J Sports Med 2019

Sport Leadership
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ADDRESSING TOXIC ENVIRONMENTS

athlete voice: valued not commodified

improve social networks

athletic and personal life balance

team cohesion

coach and team expectations

Reardon Br J Sports Med 2019

Athletes
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ADDRESSING TOXIC ENVIRONMENTS

international sport safeguarding agency

international offender database

research gap

cultural shift

Mountjoy Br J Sports Med.  2020

Systems
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PREVENTING TOXIC 
ENVIRONMENTS

Political prioritization

statement prioritizing mental health in foundational 

guiding documents

Mental health action plan

to include a social media campaign to decrease stigma

Mental Health Emergency Action + Management Plan

pre-defined steps for management of a mental health 

emergency during an event

Team physician education

educational initiatives to improve team physician 

competency in mental health
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PREVENTING TOXIC 
ENVIRONMENTS

Coaching education

coach development on prevention + detection

Inclusion of mental health support on Host Organizing Committees

to support mental health presentations during events

Inclusion of a mental health professional on Medical Committees

to provide mental health expertise

Implementation of policies to prevent harassment + abuse in sport

to prevent mental health outcomes from harassment + abuse
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TOXIC CULTURES

Hazardous to athlete mental health
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HEALTHY SPORT CULTURE

is achievable….
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