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Following the global spread of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), the
majority of colleges and high schools canceled all face-to-face courses and athletic activities. In response
to these cancellations, the National Collegiate Athletics Association and National Junior College Athletics
Association voted in favor of granting student-athletes who participated in spring sports and met certain
criteria an extra year of eligibility. At this time, research is being conducted to evaluate the epidemiology,
recognition, treatment and prevention of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), the disease associated
with SARS-CoV-2. However, there does not appear to be any published research on the attitudes and
motivations of the athletic trainers caring for student-athletes following the cancellations 2020 spring
athletic and academic semesters. Therefore, the purpose of this pilot study is to describe the attitudes
and moods of certified athletic trainers during the COVID-19 pandemic. A total of 284 certified athletic
trainers participated in this study (age= 37 ± 11, certified experience = 13 ± 10). Participants were
sent an electronic survey via email that collected demographic information and assessed attitudes and
motivations regarding the shortened season and an extra year of eligibility. Data were downloaded and
analyzed using a commercially available statistics package. The overwhelming majority of certified
athletic trainers surveyed, in this study, were disappointed about the 2020 spring semester being
shortened (Disappointed = 82.7%). Additionally, the mean scores on the PHQ-9 and GAD-7 indicated
that on average athletic trainers are currently experiencing symptoms of mild depression and/or anxiety.
These two questionnaires are screening tools, and as such should not be used as the only criteria for
diagnosing depression and anxiety. However, these scores do indicate that many athletic trainers would
benefit from advanced mental healthcare during the COVID-19 pandemic. These findings also suggest that
the mental health of athletic trainers should be a consideration as schools begin to make determinations
about returning to campus and athletic activities.

Introduction

Coronavirus disease 19 (COVID-19) is an increasingly serious respiratory disease caused
by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) [1]. COVID-19 was first
detected in December 2019 in Wuhan, China [1]. The disease has been found to be highly
infectious and features symptoms including, fever, dry cough, fatigue, loss of smell, loss of
taste, muscle and joint pain, and shortness of breath [1]. In advanced cases, patients have
been reported as developing potentially fatal pneumonia, septic shock, metabolic acidosis,
and coagulation dysfunction [2]. In the absence of a proven treatment or vaccine, the primary
recommendations to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 has been social distancing, recognition
through testing, contact tracing, and enhanced hygiene precautions [3,4].
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As the COVID-19 pandemic advanced, more communities and
organizations began making decisions in an attempt to slow the
spread of COVID-19. To this end, the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA) chose to cancel all remaining spring and winter
championships [5]. After this decision was made, the majority of
institutions and conferences chose to cancel the remainder of their
seasons [6]. Given that student-athletes competing in spring sports
had the majority of their seasons ended prematurely, due to these
cancellations, the NCAA voted to provide student-athletes meeting
certain criteria with an extra year of eligibility [7]. In addition to
the cancellations made at higher education institutions, secondary
schools also canceled or suspended athletic activities for the
remainder of the 2020 spring semester [8]. Not only were athletic
activities canceled, but the majority of higher education institutions
and secondary schools in the United States canceled face-to-face
learning as well [9,10].
Currently, research is being conducted to evaluate the
epidemiology, recognition, treatment and prevention of COVID-19
[1-4]. However, there does not appear to be any published research
on the attitudes and moods of certified athletic trainers following
the cancellations of athletic activities and face-to-face instruction
for the 2020 spring semester. Thus, the purpose of this study is
to describe the attitudes and moods of certified athletic trainers

following the suspension of athletic activities and face-to-face
instruction for the 2020 spring semester.

Methods
Design

This study was conducted using a cross-sectional design
utilizing an internet-based survey for data collection.

Participants

Participants were recruited for this study by emailing the
head athletic trainers at NCAA Division I, Division II, and Division
III institutions, and Commission on Accreditation of Athletic
Training Education (CAATE) accredited program directors. These
individuals were also asked to send the survey invitation to any
fellow staff members or preceptors associated with their programs.
To ensure that an adequate number of high school athletic trainers
were surveyed, invitations were also sent through the email groups
for several regional athletic training professional organizations.
A total of 284 participants (age= 37 ± 11, certified experience =
13 ± 10) opened the survey link and completed the instrument.
Demographic information for participants is presented in Table
1. All participants were informed of the survey’s purpose and
informed consent was obtained.

Table 1: Totals and percentages for participant demographic information.
Demographic Factor
Sex

Clinical Practice Setting

Criteria

Responses

Female

166, 58.5%

College/University

223, 78.5%

Male

118, 41.5%

Secondary School

48, 16.9%

Clinic/Hospital

9, 3.2%

Emerging Settings

3, 1.1%

Professional Sports

Professional Bachelor’s
Highest Degree Earned

Data collection

51, 18%

Professional Master’s

62, 21.8%

Post-Professional Master’s (not in Athletic Training)

93, 32.7%

Post-Professional Masters (in Athletic Training)
Post-Professional Clinical Doctorate
Academic Doctorate

An email was sent to head athletics trainers and CAATE
accredited program directors at colleges and universities. These
individuals were asked to complete the survey and to forward
the message to any fellow athletic training staff members or
preceptors they might work with. Survey invitations were also sent
out through several regional athletic training organizations in an
attempt to collect the most responses possible. The email included
an invitation to participate in an electronic survey via a hyperlink
from a web-based server (Qualtrics Inc., Provo, UT) from April to
Res Inves Sports Med

1, 0.4%

62, 21.8%
6, 2.1%

10, 3.5%

May 2020. The inviting message contained information about the
investigators, the purpose of the study, the nature of the survey,
and assurances that the participants could opt to not complete the
survey at any time. A follow-up email was sent a week after the
initial email, and the survey was left open for a week prior to the
survey being closed for statistical analysis.

Instrument

Following the informed consent and demographics section, the
instrument contained items related to practice setting and hours
Copyright © S Andrew C
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spent performing athletic training-related duties before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic stay home order. Other items gathered
information on the attitudes of participants toward the shortened
2020 academic and athletic spring semester, as well as questions
based on the PHQ-9 and GAD-7. These questionnaires ask patients
to report attitudes, emotions, and activities based off how frequently
they occur during a one-week period. Based off responses, the PHQ9 rates depression on a scale of No Depression, Mild Depression,
Moderate Depression, Moderately Severe Depression and Severe
Depression. The GAD-7 rates general anxiety on a scale of No
Anxiety, Mild Anxiety, Moderate Anxiety, and Severe Anxiety. These
questionnaires are valid methods for screening for symptoms of
depression and general anxiety disorder respectively [11,12].
The survey consisted of 34 total questions. These questions
included: one question regarding consent to participate in the study,
two fill in the blank and two multiple choice questions regarding
demographic information, two fill in the blank questions regarding
time spent on athletic training-related duties before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic, 10 multiple choice questions regarding
attitudes and emotions toward the shortened 2020 academic and
athletic spring semester, and 14 multiple choice questions from the

PHQ-9 and GAD-7 intended to screen for symptoms of depression
or general anxiety disorder.

Statistical analysis

Information from participant responses was downloaded
and analyzed using a commercially-available statistics package
(SPSS Version 26, IBM, Armonk, NY). A total of 284 athletic
trainers responded and completed the study. All 284 responses
were included in the data analysis. Measures of central tendency
(means, standard deviations, frequencies) were calculated where
appropriate.

Results

Attitudes toward the shortened 2020 academic and
athletic semester
The majority of responding athletic trainers felt disappointed
upon receiving the news that the 2020 semester had been ended
prematurely (82.7.%, n=235). More respondents reported feeling
worse for their patients or the coaching staff they worked with
than themselves. Table 2 provides a breakdown of the questions
that gathered information on respondents’ attitudes toward the
shortened 2020 academic and athletic spring semester.

Table 2: Responses for questions on the emotions and attitudes experienced upon learning that the 2020 athletic and
face-to-face academic spring semester had been canceled.
Attitude/Emotion

Most Common Response (%)

Surprised

Agree, 73 (25.7%)

Stunned

Somewhat Agree, 59 (51.4%)

Happy

Disagree, 89 (31.3%) and Strongly Disagree, 89 (31.3%)

Angry

Disagree, 84 (29.6%)

Excited

Disappointed

Disagree, 91 (32%)
Agree, 104 (36.6)

Neither Positive Nor Negative

Neither Agree nor Disagree, 92 (32.4%)

I felt worse for myself.

Disagree, 121 (42.6%)

I felt worse for my patients.

I felt worse for the coaching staffs I work with.

Depression & general anxiety disorder

Table 3: PHQ-9 and GAD-7 results among responding
athletic trainers.
Questionnaire

Scores (%)
No Depression, 87 (30.6%)

PHQ - 9

Mild Depression, 95 (33.5%)

Moderately Depression, 52 (18.3%)

Moderately Severe Depression, 30 (10.6%)
Severe Depression, 20, (7%)

GAD-7
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No Anxiety, 91 (32%)

Mild Anxiety, 98 (34.5%)

Moderate Anxiety, 66 (23.2%)
Severe Anxiety, 29 (10.2%)

Agree, 120 (42.3%)

Somewhat Agree, 94 (33.1%)

Out of the responding athletic trainers, 69.4% reported scores
suggesting they were experiencing at least some level of depression
(n=197). Furthermore, the majority of respondents reported scores
suggesting they were experiencing at least some level of general
anxiety (67.3%, n=191). When means and standard deviations
were taken, results suggested that on average athletic trainers were
experiencing mild depression (PHQ-9 score = 8.22 ± 6.39) and mild
anxiety (GAD-7 score = 6.97± 5.47). Table 3 provides a breakdown
of these scores.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to describe the attitudes, and
moods of athletic trainers following the premature conclusion of
athletic activities and face-to-face instruction for the 2020 spring. A
secondary purpose was to anonymously screen athletic trainers for
Copyright © S Andrew C
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signs and symptoms of depression and anxiety during the current
pandemic.

Our findings suggest that the majority of respondents surveyed
were disappointed (2.7.%, n=235)that the 2020 spring semester
was altered. It is interesting to note that more respondents reported
being disappointed rather than angry. Furthermore, athletic trainers
reported feeling the worst for their patient population rather than
themselves or the coaching staffs at their institutions. This suggests
that some of the attitudes being experienced by athletic trainers
might be due to sympathy for their patient population.

On average, athletic trainers reported experiencing signs and
symptoms of mild depression (PHQ-9 score = 8.22 ± 6.39) and mild
anxiety (GAD-7 score = 6.97± 5.47). It should be noted that the
PHQ-9 and GAD-7 are screening tools, and should not be used as the
only criteria for diagnosing depression or anxiety [11,12]. However,
these findings suggest that the majority of athletic trainers would
benefit from a diagnostic session with a mental healthcare
professional to assess the need for therapeutic interventions.

A possible limitation of this study was the relatively low
number of participants. While the total number of responses
is similar or higher than other survey-based studies conducted
on athletic trainers, an exhaustive and definitive statement on
the psychosocial effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on athletic
trainers would require a larger scale study [13,14]. However, the
completion of this study provides a framework for conducting
a study that collects data from a larger number of respondents.
Another possible limitation was that a question was omitted from
both the GAD-7 and PHQ-9 questionnaires. At the time, this was
done in the interest of shortening the survey but may have led to
some results not depicting the full extent of depression and anxiety
being experienced by athletic trainers. Given that the GAD-7 and
PHQ-9 rely on cumulative totals as opposed to averages, there is
not a possibility that this omission led to more athletic trainers
being identified for signs of depression and anxiety. Therefore, the
authors believe that the reported results still suggest the need for
further mental healthcare for athletic trainers in need at this time.
There is a need for additional research into the attitudes, moods,
and psychosocial states of athletic trainers following the shortened
2020 academic and athletic spring semester. The cancellation
of a spring semester of sports and face-to-face instruction is
unprecedented, and as such requires examination of all potential
implications. Future research could also be conducted on the role
of the attitudes and moods of athletic trainers who have specific
academic responsibilities such as teaching and advising following
the premature end to the 2020 academic and athletic spring
semester. The mental health of athletic trainers is a topic that has
been previous studied as an area of concern by athletic training
researchers [15,16]. As such, athletic trainers may be a population
Res Inves Sports Med
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that warrants attention when stressful events occur within the area
of athletics and sport.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the majority of surveyed athletic trainers were
disappointed and/or angry about the 2020 spring semester being
canceled. Although athletic trainers reported these negative
emotions, they also stated they felt worse for their patients than
they did for themselves or the coaching staffs at their institutions.
Additionally, the majority of athletic trainers reported signs and
symptoms that suggested the need for further screening for
depression and anxiety. As athletic trainers, coaches, studentathletes, and administrators move forward it is important to
consider the impact that the suspension of the 2020 spring semester
has had on athletic trainers’ attitudes, moods, and mental health.
Consideration of these details may provide the opportunity to
intervene should athletic trainers experience particularly negative
emotions or moods.
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