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Project Overview 

​ "Coaching for Wellness" is a creative, research-driven coaching manual that will help 

coaches in aesthetic and high-performance sports create mentally healthy, supportive, and 

trauma-informed training environments. Supported by the current literature, athlete reflections, 

and clinical research, the guide addresses the rising mental health challenges faced by athletes, 

with a particular emphasis on those who are judged in body-focused sports such as gymnastics, 

dance, and figure skating. 

This manual integrates both psychology and prevention sciences into coaching education. 

Its goal is to help coaches identify red flags and respond to athletes who struggle with mental 

health. This manual should teach coaches how to center practices toward promoting good habits 

rather than harm. Checklists, scenarios, case studies, Q&As, and visual tools are used to help 

both learning and real-world applications. 

At its heart, the project reinforces the idea that coaches are not just instructors but role 

models in an athlete's life. This manual will redefine coaching as a centerpiece of athlete welfare 

and long-term success by providing educational information on safe sport principles, trauma 

awareness, and protective coaching styles. 
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Stages of Project Development 

​ The abuse and trauma in aesthetic sports did not become mainstream until the 2021 

Summer Olympics, when Simone Biles stepped away from the team—Biles, who had dominated 

women’s artistic gymnastics since 2013 and went on to win four gold medals at the 2016 Rio 

Olympics (team, individual all-around, vault, and floor exercise) plus a bronze on the balance 

beam. She was favored to win again in 2021. Still, she stepped down after suffering from the 

"twisties," where Biles explained the "twisties" happen when her mental health and physical 

health do not align, and she gets lost in the air while flipping, leading to detrimental mistakes 

(McDermott, 2024). Biles explained that in professional sports, it is looked down upon to discuss 

experiencing a mental health crisis. Athletes are not allowed to show any weakness, which leads 

society to forget that they are human, too. By not competing at the Olympics, Biles opened the 

door for professional athletes to question these narratives and expectations, and to prioritize their 

mental well-being. (McDermott, 2024).  

​ During my research, I found 62% of studies found negative body image common in 

aesthetic sports, 69% of athletes reported eating disorders linked to body image, 61.5% showed 

mental health outcome (anxiety, depression, etc), and 38.5% reported external influences 

(coaches, judges, social media) played significant roles, (Willaims et. al, 2025). I reference 

studies that demonstrated how emotionally abusive coaching increases the likelihood of mental 

health crises, eating disorders, trauma, and addiction. In a 2022 study by Salim and Winters, 11 

retired gymnasts all reported emotional abuse by coaches, resulting in 82% being diagnosed with 

Post-Traumatic Stress Symptoms, highlighting the long-term psychological consequences of 

harmful coaching techniques. Another study done in 2010 looked at 16 female professional 

ballerinas; 38% smoked cigarettes and 19% used appetite suppressants for weight management 
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(Sekulic, 2010). These statistics started to reveal the patterns of how aesthetic sports promote 

environments where disordered behaviors and emotional harm are normalized as coping 

mechanisms. I also noticed that these issues affect athletes not only psychologically but also their 

physical health. In my review, I found that athletes face reproductive problems like menstrual 

irregularities and fertility issues, low bone mineral density leading to stress fractures, hormonal 

imbalances, and raised cortisol levels (Mountjoy et. al, 2014). I learned that these issues are not 

rare among aesthetic athletes: up to 69% of dancers, 65% of long-distance runners, 22% of 

cheerleaders, divers, figure skaters, and gymnasts are high-risk athletes for Relative Energy 

Deficiency in Sports, better known as RED-S, a state where an athlete is not consuming enough 

to meet the demands of their training, resulting in insufficient energy for the body to function 

normally (Mountjoy et al., 2014), the impact does not end when the season or career is over. I 

noticed that the consequences of RED-S, psychological damage, and disordered eating carry into 

life after retirement. I found that former aesthetic athletes often report lasting issues with body 

image, perfectionism, and difficulty with self-worth (Reardon et. al, 2016). Building upon 

lifelong challenges after retirement from sports, I was interested in learning how coach-athlete 

relationships intersect within the aesthetic sports environment.  

As a Human Development and Family Studies major, I drew on my background in human 

development, trauma, and family systems to better understand how coaching styles shape 

athletes' long-term well-being. It became clear through my research that emotionally supportive, 

autonomy-focused coaching can buffer athletes from risks such as anxiety, low self-esteem, and 

disordered eating (Salim and Winter, 20220). In contrast, controlling and authoritative coaching 

environments hinder the athletes' experience in the sport and cause psychological distress (Salim 

and Winter, 2022). 
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Steps in the Creative Process 

I chose the topic of coaching habits and athletes' well-being in aesthetic sports for my 

Honors Thesis because I am passionate about athlete mental health, youth development, and the 

lasting impact of relationships after retirement. As a retired gymnast, I have firsthand experience 

with the harmful coaching era that once existed. I have seen the effort and changes made in the 

sport to prevent all forms of abuse and trauma. SafeSport has been a great start in 2017, as it 

includes mandatory training on athlete safety and emotional well-being. It requires mandatory 

reporting of harmful behaviors, showing that healthy coaching practices and the protection of 

athletes are finally being prioritized in their training environment. However, this is just the 

beginning; there are still generations of damaged athletes and coaches who continue to ignore 

these trainings and use outdated coaching methods. As a Human Development and Family 

Studies major, I have spent years studying how early environments, power dynamics, and 

attachment relationships shape long-term well-being. This project allowed me to bring those 

concepts into the athletic space, where coaching relationships often carry intense psychological 

weight and where many athletes spend more time training with their coaches than with their 

family. I wanted to create something that would educate, empower, and inspire change for 

generations to come. 

I chose the coaching manual format over a traditional research paper to deliver work that 

would serve future generations. As I have stated, this is only the beginning of healing in aesthetic 

sports, but I like my coaching manual to serve as a step and a resource in the right direction. 

Coaches do not need another 20-page report on the statistics. We are familiar with the years of 

abuse, trauma, and harm that have been in aesthetic sports. Coaches need visuals, real-world 

scenarios, and quick-reference tools they can actually use day to day. This digital format allowed 
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me to combine rigorous research with creative expression, using color, icons, infographics, and 

interactive tools like checklists and sample weekly plans. 

I identified my audience as aesthetic coaches at all levels and ages, including youth and 

collegiate coaches. I began coaching gymnastics at age 14, even though I was just coaching at 

the recreational level; this manual is tailored towards all ages and levels. It allows youth coaches 

to build lasting, beneficial practices and healthy habits, and for veteran coaches to grow their 

knowledge and implement new practices.  

This manual considers athletes' ​​demands and limitations and then organizes the most 

relevant topics: trauma-informed coaching, body image, mental health stigma, and early 

intervention. I summarized my research findings and used them to create a manual that equips 

coaches with the tools they need, including conversation starters, checklists, and a sample 

weekly schedule, to keep the reader engaged. Using my knowledge in Human Development and 

Family Studies helped me connect theories to real-world applications, turning risks into solutions 

coaches can use to protect athlete wellness. 

A challenge I faced in creating my manual was narrowing emotional topics into concise, 

digestible content. Athlete trauma, mental health, and substance use are complex and very 

personal issues. There are many stories, statistics, and research on the challenges athletes face. 

Interpreting the research, identifying common themes, and presenting them in ways that did not 

overwhelm the reader were very important to me during this process. I pushed myself to go 

beyond awareness of mental health and into prevention by providing ideas that change coaching 

culture rather than only reporting the numbers and statistics of cognitive harm. 
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Connection to Present-Day Issues 

My Honors Thesis is not only an essential subject to me but also a response to the current 

challenges faced by youth, collegiate, and elite athletes in aesthetic sports. My primary audience 

for this project includes coaches; however, it also offers insight for athletic departments, trainers, 

and anyone involved in supporting athletes. Though mental health issues, trauma exposure, and 

body image struggles are increasingly recognized across all sports, they are particularly intense 

within judged and appearance-based disciplines, such as gymnastics, dance, and figure skating. I 

never reached the elite level of sports, but through this manual, I have gained more insight into 

the effects of elite sports and elite coaching. Through this project, I furthered my understanding 

of how the culture in aesthetic sports influences athlete identity, development, and well-being. 

The pressure to maintain an ideal body type, perform flawlessly, and satisfy subjective standards 

of judgment may introduce specific psychological demands that can begin in childhood and 

continue into adulthood. Issues like this can be prevented by educating coaches on 

trauma-informed practices, to stop hurtful training behaviors and power imbalances between 

coaches and athletes. 

In doing so, it became real to me that most of the risks aesthetic athletes face are either 

downplayed or normalized, pressures to body ideals, silences around emotional hurts, and low 

levels of mental health screening set them up for long-term harm. Athletes internalise these 

stressors to develop anxiety, disordered eating, and burnout-and they often do not receive the 

support they need. This manual will provide coaches with the resources to identify red flags and 

to actively create a safe training environment through diligent research and statistics. 35% of 

aesthetic athletes in one study showed signs of eating disorders vs. 0% in non-aesthetic sports 

(Williams et. al, 2025). This statistic alone indicates that sports focused on skill, strength, and 
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growth, rather than body image or appearance, create a healthier environment that reduces 

athletes’ risk of disordered eating. Yet, in aesthetic sports, the narrative shifts from performance 

to physical appearance. With mental health and disordered eating rates rising over the last 

decade, I cannot overlook how these expectations create significant risks for athletes.  

Coaches play a vital role and are often the most consistent adult figures in an athlete's 

life. The greater purpose of this manual is to bridge the gap between research and real-world 

application by assisting coaches in reframing their role not simply as a manager of performance, 

but as a role model. More than 60% of elite female athletes report body-shaming pressure from 

coaches (Reardon, 2016). This statistic highlights the influence coaches have not only on 

athletes' training but also on their self-perception, confidence, and mental health years after 

retirement. Recognizing the influence coaches have is the first step in moving toward more 

intentional practices that create an environment for athlete well-being alongside performance. 

Aesthetic athletes often practice over 20 hours a week; many athletes view their coaches as 

parental figures (Salim & Winter, 2022). Coaches being aware of their position of authority and 

the influence they have on their athletes' mental health allows them to be the frontlines for 

recognizing warning signs for mental health crises. Coaches can also model good practices by 

being vulnerable and seeking help for their own struggles, encouraging athletes to do the same 

(Bissett et al., 2020). This guide contributes to that movement by offering practical, 

prevention-focused strategies that protect both performance and personal life. 
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Impact and Personal Growth 

​​In addition to expanding my knowledge of the psychological experiences of athletes in 

aesthetic sports, my honors thesis sparked my desire to continue advocating for the mental health 

of athletes who are often overlooked in sports culture, not only through coaching but also on a 

larger scale to reach a wider audience. Growing up, as a gymnast, I have seen the standards that 

aesthetic athletes are held to; beauty and precision are usually valued above health. No matter 

your age, you didn't need to size up in your competition leotard. No matter how small you were, 

you were required to lose more weight. No matter how tired you were, it meant you needed to 

push yourself harder. I have experienced the long-term impacts of a high-pressure environment 

and of authoritative coaching. However, it wasn't until I dove headfirst into conducting this 

research that I realized just how profound the mental health risks and long-term emotional effects 

were on all aesthetic athletes. 

One of the most critical points learned was from the qualitative work, such as Salim & 

Winter (2022), which reported emotional abuse, low self-worth, and post-traumatic stress 

symptoms from retired gymnasts even decades after they left the sport, ot the research by 

Williams et al. (2025), finding that 35% of collegiate gymnasts scored low on resilience at some 

point in the season. These studies helped me realize that poor mental health in athletes is not just 

burnout but a pattern influenced by coaching styles, body image pressure, and perfectionism. 

This pushed me to frame my thesis not just as an academic project but as a platform to raise 

awareness. 

Writing this thesis has had a significant impact on me, both personally and academically, 

including learning to efficiently organize my findings from several articles into an easily 

understandable format. I improved my ability to spot trends across studies, such as how 
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resilience is directly related to well-being scores at key moments in the athletic season or how 

perfectionism and low energy availability often correlate with disordered eating. (Williams et al., 

2025). Learning how to spot trends allows me to apply what I have learned in my Human 

Development and Family Studies courses to think critically about athlete well-being from a 

developmental perspective. The process of creating a manual itself challenged my time 

management and long-term planning as I balanced months of research, outlining, writing, and 

visual formatting with discipline and flexibility. 

I have also further developed my ability to communicate complex psychological and 

physiological issues in a manner that is engaging and accurate. It was vital to me that my 

coaching manual remained sensitive and supportive of athletes. This project has not only left me 

in awe of the struggles many athletes face behind the scenes, but has also made me feel justified 

in the emotions I've had as a retired aesthetic athlete. The struggle among aesthetic athletes was 

not limited to my gym; it was present at all levels, in all nations, and across all aesthetic sports. 

I've committed to promoting mental health in all performance-based sports as a result of this 

project. I've discovered that support networks, self-worth, and well-being are more than just 

academic concepts—for far too many young athletes, they are lifesavers. 
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