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This commentary explores the multifaceted challenges track and field student-athletes face at Ivy 
League universities such as Harvard, through the lens of sport social work. It examines key 
issues of balancing academics and athletics, mental health, socioeconomic pressures, and 
navigating a volatile sociopolitical environment. Through tailored support and advocacy, sport 
social workers may ensure the well-being and success of student-athletes both on and off the 
track and field. 
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Life as a varsity track and field athlete at Harvard University requires navigating a 

complex and demanding landscape, confronting a unique combination of challenges that extend 
beyond the typical collegiate experience. Ivy League institutions such as Harvard are renowned 
for their unparalleled academic standards, where the bar for success is set extraordinarily high 
(Morrison, 2021). These academic demands coincide with the high-performance standards of 
varsity athletics to create dual pressure that often pushes student-athletes to their physical, 
mental, and emotional limit. Their schedules, including both intensive training sessions and the 
time commitment required for academic excellence, leave little room for rest or recovery 
(Amornsiripanitch et al., 2023). 

 
 Through my personal journey, I witnessed not only my own struggles but also those of 
my fellow student-athletes, each managing Ivy League expectations in their own way. Beyond 
the demands to excel in both academics and athletics, many faced additional stressors rooted in 
socioeconomic and sociopolitical issues, echoing concerns highlighted in the Ruderman Family 
Foundation (2018) report. This report underscored the unique mental health challenges that 
student-athletes face, particularly within elite academic environments, where the intersection of 
performance, identity, and external pressure can exacerbate feelings of isolation and stress. This 
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commentary examines those experiences for Ivy League student-athletes through the lens of 
sport social work. By focusing on critical areas such as time management, mental health, 
socioeconomic disparities, and the sociopolitical tensions raised in the Ruderman report, this 
analysis demonstrates how sport social workers can be vital in mitigating these pressures. 
Through targeted interventions, sport social work can foster a more supportive and inclusive 
environment for student-athletes, guiding them through the complexities of their university 
experience. 
 
Background 
 

Sport social work is dedicated to improving the holistic well-being of athletes by 
addressing the diverse challenges they face beyond their physical performance (Newman et al., 
2019). At elite academic institutions like Harvard, student-athletes face an extraordinary 
convergence of responsibility, with academic demands and the pursuit of athletic excellence 
pushing them to their limits. These compounded expectations create a highly stressful 
environment. Recognizing these unique vulnerabilities, sport social work has evolved to provide 
comprehensive support tailored to the specific needs of athletes. This field focuses on mitigating 
issues such as mental health concerns, identity formation, and career transitions (Moore & 
Gummelt, 2019). 

 
In addition to providing emotional and psychological support, sport social workers play a 

critical role assisting athletes navigate post-collegiate career transitions and managing injuries 
that could impact their long-term prospects (Judge et al., 2024). By collaborating with coaches, 
educational institutions, and athletic teams, sport social workers advocate for policies and 
interventions that prioritize athlete well-being within systems that often prioritize performance 
above all else. This support is especially crucial at Ivy League institutions, where the 
combination of academic and athletic pressures can result in heightened stress (Gorczynski et al., 
2024). 

 
Balancing Academics and Athletics 
 

Ivy League student-athletes endeavor to excel in both rigorous academic and competitive 
athletics. At institutions like Harvard, where academic expectations are especially high, student-
athletes often struggle to meet the demands of both arenas simultaneously (Morrison, 2021). The 
physical and emotional toll of sports, combined with scholarly commitments, frequently results 
in compromised performance in either or both areas (Nixon et al., 2014). 

 
Recent data highlights the severity of this issue: in one semester, 41% of Ivy League 

athletes took a leave of absence, and 75% of Yale’s women’s softball team did the same, 
underscoring the unsustainable pressure placed on student-athletes (Ruderman Family 
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Foundation, 2018). Research has shown that time constraints, particularly during travel for 
competitions, increase academic strain, making it difficult for student-athletes to balance their 
responsibilities (Watson & Kissinger, 2007). This unique adversity, less common at Power 5 
schools where athletic scholarships dominate, leads many Ivy League athletes to experience 
burnout, anxiety, and stress as they attempt to excel in both academics and athletics (Ruderman 
Family Foundation, 2018). 

 
Mental Health Needs of Ivy League Student-Athletes: A Distinct Challenge 
 

While mental health challenges are prevalent among student-athletes across all collegiate 
institutions, Ivy League athletes require a more specialized, multifaceted approach to mental 
health care. At Power 5 schools, athletes often grapple with maintaining athletic scholarships and 
pursuing professional sports careers, while Ivy League athletes must endure a distinct set of 
stressors. The combination of high academic standards and expectations for success in both 
athletics and prestigious non-sporting careers places Ivy League student-athletes in a category of 
their own (Amornsiripanitch et al., 2023). 

 
The convergence of pressures on student-athletes can bring about mental health 

challenges such as anxiety, depression, and stress. The competitive culture at elite institutions 
like Harvard, where academic achievement is paramount, can magnify these mental health 
concerns. Research has shown that the high intellectual demands of Ivy League schools, 
combined with athletic commitments, contribute to a unique dual stressor that increases the 
likelihood of mental health symptoms, including suicidal ideation (Cole & Korkmaz, 2013; Gill, 
2008). This is particularly pronounced in environments where perfectionism is pervasive, and 
failure is deeply feared. 

 
According to the Ruderman Family Foundation Report (2018), student-athletes across 

elite academic institutions are at higher risk for mental health afflictions compared to their peers 
at other universities. The report highlights that the unique intersection of academic and athletic 
stressors creates an environment where many student-athletes feel overwhelmed by the 
expectation to excel in all areas of life. The Ruderman Report emphasizes that Ivy League 
athletes are often subject to extreme pressure to maintain academic excellence while 
simultaneously performing at high athletic levels, a balancing act that contributes to higher rates 
of anxiety, depression, and burnout. 

 
Harvard University has made strides in supporting student-athletes' mental health by 

embedding two mental health professionals within its athletic department. Still, the Ruderman 
Report notes that the demand for mental health services far exceeds available resources, with 
many Ivy League student-athletes grappling with academic and athletic perfectionism (Billings, 
2021). The relentless pursuit of excellence, particularly at institutions like Harvard, where 
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students are surrounded by high-achieving peers, exacerbates mental health struggles, leading to 
increased social comparison, fear of inadequacy, and heightened psychological distress. The 
Ruderman Report further explains that this environment, compounded by fears of injury, 
declining athletic performance, and post-collegiate career uncertainty, increases vulnerability to 
mental health crises. 

 
In comparison to Power 5 schools, where athletic scholarships and a focus on sports often 

dominate student-athlete experiences, the academic demands at Ivy League institutions more 
significantly intensify the mental health risks. Moore et al. (2022) found that athletes at elite 
academic institutions face compounded stress due to the simultaneous pursuit of excellence in 
academics and athletics. This double burden makes Ivy League student-athletes particularly 
susceptible to mental health issues that are less common at institutions where academic 
performance typically plays a secondary role to athletic success. 

 
Sport social workers may address these difficult circumstances by offering targeted 

interventions such as stress management programs, resilience training, and mental health 
counseling. Additionally, they can work to reduce the stigma associated with seeking mental 
health support, which continues to be a significant barrier for many student-athletes (Newman et 
al., 2019). Advocacy for the expansion of mental health services, especially in elite academic 
settings like Harvard, is crucial while academic and athletic pressures on student-athletes 
continue to grow (Judge et al., 2024). The Ruderman Report underscores the need for specialized 
mental health programs that address the unique situations faced by Ivy League athletes, ensuring 
that they receive comprehensive care to thrive in their pursuits. 

 
Socioeconomic Pressures at Harvard and Ivy League Institutions 
 

Attending an Ivy League institution presents significant financial challenges, particularly 
for student-athletes from lower-income backgrounds. Harvard’s need-based financial aid adjusts 
tuition based on family income, but additional costs such as travel, athletic gear, and living 
expenses, remain significant hurdles (Harvard College, 2023). Financial strain can worsen 
feelings of social isolation, imposter syndrome, and mental health issues in an elite environment 
where wealth disparities are evident (Wilkinson, 2020). 

 
Harvard’s mental health protocol, which has involved sending at-risk students home after they 
begin medication for mental health issues, has been controversial. The Ruderman Family 
Foundation report (2018) demonstrates how this approach may interrupt student-athletes’ 
academic and athletic careers, further isolating those from lower-income backgrounds who may 
lack the financial means or support networks to support the extended leave of absence and 
conditions to be readmitted to the university. 
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In contrast, student-athletes from wealthier backgrounds are often able to afford 
additional resources, enhancing their overall college experience. These disparities create 
significant social and emotional strife, particularly for first-generation or low-income students 
who may struggle with a sense of inadequacy compared to their more affluent peers (Sacks, 
2007). 

 
Sport social workers can connect student-athletes to financial resources and support 

services, such as need-based scholarships and mental health counseling. These interventions not 
only help level the playing field but also promote an inclusive and supportive athletic 
community, ensuring student-athletes from all socioeconomic backgrounds can succeed 
(Newman et al., 2019). 

 
Sociopolitical Environment and Its Impact on Ivy League Student-Athletes 
 

Ivy League institutions are known for their progressive political climate, which fosters 
inclusivity for many students but can also create animosity toward those with differing cultural 
and political beliefs. Research shows that these campuses lean heavily toward progressive 
ideologies, which can alienate students who hold dissenting views, particularly on divisive issues 
such as racial discrimination in admissions (Gross & Fosse, 2012). The political discourse can 
add an additional layer of stress for student-athletes, who are already balancing the demands of 
academics and athletics in a highly competitive environment. 

 
Harvard’s 2019 admissions lawsuit, which addressed racial considerations in admissions, 

exemplifies how political issues can permeate the campus environment. Many Asian students 
who supported the lawsuit found themselves reluctant to voice their opinions publicly, fearing 
social backlash in a predominantly progressive atmosphere (Kyaw, 2023). Such polarization can 
be particularly difficult for student-athletes, who must face these tensions both within their teams 
and the broader campus community. The highly charged political environment at Ivy League 
schools can infiltrate team dynamics, creating conflict among athletes. Student-athletes may feel 
pushed to conform to the dominant campus ideologies, and those who resist or decline to 
participate can face social marginalization or even harassment. For instance, athletes who choose 
not to support certain causes might experience strain with activist teammates, which can disrupt 
team cohesion and add unnecessary stress (Gross & Fosse, 2012). 

 
Sport social workers’ expertise in conflict resolution and promoting human relationships 

makes them well-equipped to facilitate open conversations among athletes with differing views 
(Moore et al., 2018). By fostering respectful dialogue and promoting team unity, sport social 
workers can help student-athletes navigate political tensions without compromising their focus 
on academics and athletics. In addition, sport social workers can advocate for institutional 
policies that create safe spaces for political expression, ensuring that student-athletes can voice 
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their opinions without fear of retribution. This is particularly important in the Ivy League, where 
political discourse is often intense and publicized, putting additional pressure on student-athletes 
to align with dominant ideologies (Judge et al., 2024). By promoting environments where 
personal beliefs are respected, sport social workers help student-athletes avoid unnecessary 
political conflicts and focus on their primary responsibilities.  

 
Conclusion  
 

Life as a student-athlete at Harvard University requires balancing academic rigor, athletic 
demands, mental health, socioeconomic disparities, and sociopolitical conflict. While student-
athletes at non-Ivy League schools face similar challenges, the unique intensity of the Ivy 
League experience amplifies these stressors. The combination of high academic expectations, 
financial obligations, and elite social dynamics for Ivy League athletes makes them particularly 
vulnerable compared to elsewhere. Sport social workers can implement specialized interventions 
to help manage time, alleviate mental health burdens, and create inclusive environments that 
mitigate socioeconomic and political pressures. Tailoring support to the unique demands of Ivy 
League student-athletes will not only enhance their well-being but also optimize their athletic 
and academic performance. Ivy League Universities must invest in comprehensive and forward-
thinking strategies that reflect the distinct needs of their student-athletes, ensuring they are 
equipped to succeed in all areas of their collegiate experience. 
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