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Isolated athletes face mental health risks

HONG KONG: Fear, stress and money worries: Coro-
navirus lockdown is hard for anyone, but athletes are
facing extra mental health risks as they go from highly
active lifestyles to isolation and boredom, experts
warn. While some housebound athletes have posted
upbeat videos of themselves training or attempting
internet challenges such as juggling toilet rolls, the
stress caused by the extreme adjustment and uncer-
tain future looks likely to take its toll.

Long-term effects on athletes after the SARS and
swine flu outbreaks included anxiety, obsessive hand-
washing and fear of getting too close to people, Car-
olyn Broderick, Tennis Australia’s chief medical
officer, told AFP.

But the impact of the current pandemic is un-
precedented, with athletes sidelined worldwide after
COVID-19 forced most sports into hibernation and
put billions of people in lockdown.

Those affected range from well-paid superstars
such as tennis’s Serena Williams, who has suffered
from depression in the past, to journeyman pros and
Olympic hopefuls whose lives have been thrown into
turmoil. Williams, 38, who only needs one more Grand

Slam title to equal the all-time record of 24, admitted
that social distancing because of coronavirus had left
her feeling “a ton of stress”.

“Every little thing makes me crazy. And by anxiety
I mean I’m just on edge. Any time anyone sneezes
around me or coughs I get crazy,” she said on TikTok.
Even before the virus, a steady
stream of people involved in
sports — often an insecure and
high-stress profession — have
wrestled with depression, from
Williams to Olympic swimming
great Michael Phelps, MMA
fighter Ronda Rousey, boxer
Mike Tyson and All Blacks
rugby player John Kirwan.

The athletes currently out of
action include thousands of would-be Olympians,
many of whom have put careers on hold to chase
medal dreams but now face extra disruption after the
Tokyo 2020 Games were postponed for a year.

“I would be lying if I said I was all right. Just like
most people I’m struggling in my own ways,”

Olympics-bound American weightlifter Kate Nye,
who has been diagnosed with bipolar disorder, told
America’s WOODTV.com.

Concerns have also been raised about Australia’s
swimmers and cricketers, after athletes in both sports
suffered well-documented psychological problems in

the past. “The mental health
thing, we talked about it in a
conference call this week,” said
Australian men’s cricket coach
Justin Langer.

“Particularly for any of our
staff or players who are home
alone basically. We have to
keep an eye on those guys and
girls to make sure they’re OK.”

Broderick, who was deputy
medical director for Australia’s 2016 Olympics team,
and sits on an advisory panel for the National Rugby
League, said the effects of isolation can be felt more
acutely by athletes. “They have all the same psycho-
logical issues that everyone does but also the stress
and anxiety about their futures that they cannot easily

control,” she said. “They don’t know what the next
stage is going to be or how long they’re going to have
to quarantine or isolate for.”

Many sports bodies have reacted by offering sup-
port to athletes. However, some sports are making
cuts to avoid going bust, reducing their ability to help.

Substance abuse, such as drinking or using drugs,
is one tell-tale sign of problems, Broderick said.

“Stress and anxiety can manifest in substance
abuse. That’s what I’d look out for, if they’re using al-
cohol as a support,” she said.

“There has certainly been some anxiety,” added
Broderick, who said Australia’s tennis players receive
regular communications and can call on medical sup-
port. “The high-level, high-profile professional ath-
letes can handle this loss of income but there are a lot
of athletes on the fringe,” she said.

“If you have a few months of loss of activity there’s
a significant loss of income as well.”

She recommended athletes stick to routines, focus
on what can be controlled and use their extra time for
a hobby or online training to maintain their mental
health.—AFP

Athletes are facing extra mental health risks as they go from highly active lifestyles to isolation and boredom.

From winners 
to worriers

MADRID: Lionel Messi confirmed on Monday that
Barcelona’s players will take a 70 per cent pay cut
and make financial contributions to ensure the club’s
other employees are paid in full during the state of
alarm in Spain.

In a lengthy message posted on his Instagram ac-
count, Messi also took another swipe at the Barca
board, led by president Josep Maria Bartomeu, whom
he accused of undermining the players during recent
negotiations. 

Other Spanish clubs are expected to follow suit in
applying temporary pay cuts, as football’s hiatus due
to the coronavirus pandemic leaves a number of them
fighting for financial survival.

Atletico Madrid have said the club will impose
salary reductions on staff whose hours have been af-

fected while Espanyol have also confirmed pay cuts,
although for sporting staff only.

“For our part, the time has come to announce that,
as well as the reduction of 70 per cent of our salary
during the State of Alarm, we will also make contri-
butions so the club’s employees can collect 100 per
cent of their salary while this situation lasts,” Messi
wrote. 

He added: “We want to clarify that our desire has
always been to apply a drop in salary because we
fully understand that this is an exceptional situation
and we are the first ones who have ALWAYS helped
the club when asked. 

“Many times we have even done it on our own ini-
tiative when we thought it necessary or important.
“Therefore, it never ceases to amaze us that from
within the club there were those who tried to put us
under the magnifying glass and tried to add pressure
to do something that we always knew we would do.” 

‘MUST BE DONE’ 
Messi’s message was soon posted on the pages of

nearly all of his Barcelona teammates, including Ger-
ard Pique, Sergio Busquets, Luis Suarez, Jordi Alba,
Antoine Griezmann, Frenkie de Jong, Arturo Vidal and

Marc-Andre ter Stegen. 
The relationship between Barca’s players and

board has been tense for several months, with Messi’s
public criticism of technical secretary Eric Abidal in
February just one of a number of off-field controver-
sies.  Bartomeu said later on Monday the senior play-
ers were on board with taking pay cuts right from the
start. “From the first moment I wanted it be something
agreed and not imposed even if I could do it by law,
but we wanted to reach an agreement because it’s
best for Barca and shows their commitment,” Bar-
tomeu told Catalan sports daily Mundo Deportivo.

“From the first moment, Messi said that this must
be done,” he added in an interview with Sport.
Barcelona also released their own statement on Mon-
day, which said members of “all professional sports
teams and most of the basketball team” had agreed
to reduce their salaries. 

It added: “In the case of the football first team the
reduction will be more than 70 per cent as agreed
with the club. This additional contribution by the
team, plus the contribution from the club itself, will
guarantee 100 per cent of the salaries of all non-
sporting staff, who will be subjected to temporary re-
dundancy this week.”  — AFP
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