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Abstract
Black male athletes are at a greater risk of not seeking treatment for their mental health
issues due to cultural stigmas and expectations. The purpose of this qualitative secondary
data research study was to understand the experiences of Black NBA players regarding
their mental health and the sociocultural factors that influence their decision making
regarding participation in mental health services, as revealed through podcast
appearances. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory was applied in this study to suggest that
learning is an integral part of the social process and that culture contributes to how and
what one learns. This study asked about what podcast episodes on mental health revealed
about Black NBA players’ experiences with mental health, what those podcasts revealed
about their perceptions about the sociocultural factors influencing their decision to seek
help, and how players perceived disclosing mental health experiences while playing in
the NBA. The secondary data collected for this study consisted of 20 podcast episodes in
which 30 NBA players discussed their mental health experiences while playing in the
NBA. Content analysis was used to analyze the data that consisted of a systematic eight
step process. The results of the data analysis revealed three main themes including the
role of the social/cultural environment on mental health perceptions, factors contributing
to seeking help or not, and normalizing mental health during and after the NBA career.
This study is important to social work research and social change as it provides additional
insight into the mental health of elite athletes and the potential role of social workers in

advocating for mental health support for these athletes when a need is identified.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

When considering the role of social work in athletics, one thing that has been a
popular topic for athletes is their mental health and wellbeing, and the need for more
mental health support. Research supports the notion that elite athletes struggle with their
mental health because they believe they cannot have mental health issues if they are
successful, perpetuating the stigma of mental health and seeking support being viewed as
a weakness (Lavelle, 2021; Parrott et al., 2020). Recently, the National Basketball
Association (NBA) has drafted and implemented policies specifically addressing the
mental health needs of its players (Lavelle, 2021). Mental health policies and protocols
first started in 2009 for the NBA (Lavelle, 2021). The Professional Athletic Association
for Professional Sports has taken the lead in recognizing and addressing the mental health
needs of its players. Research shows players have suffered mental health issues that have
gone untreated for years (Lavelle, 2021; Rice et al., 2016). NBA players have begun to
discuss their mental health more openly, posting comments on Twitter, speaking on radio
shows, and participating in podcasts and interviews that focus on mental health, taking
the conversation into their own hands (Casares, 2022; Parrott et al., 2020). The NBA’s
commitment to implementing policies and facilitating conversations about mental health
is important in breaking down the stigma and supporting athletes in seeking support.

According to the research, elite athletes struggle with and are more vulnerable to
mental health issues at the same rate, if not higher, than their peers who are not engaged
in professional sports (Lavelle, 2021; Rice et al., 2016; Souter et al., 2018). Black male

athletes are at a higher risk of mental health issues and are more resistant to seeking



services (Lavelle, 2021; Parrott et al., 2020). Research shows the perception is that
athletes cannot have mental health issues, which creates a risk for this population
(Lavelle, 2021; Parrott et al., 2020). Research suggests Black male athletes are more
susceptible to struggling with mental health issues due to the mental health stigma in the
Black community and lack of trust in providers, as many providers are White (Barry et
al., 2017; Lavelle, 2021). Many players have reported having early experiences in their
lives that led to mental health challenges (Abdul-Rauf & Chiles, 2022; Anthony &
Watkins, 2021; Lavelle, 2021). Black males make up approximately 74% of the NBA
rosters, which makes supporting these individuals important for social work due to the
apparent marginalization of Black men in our society (Lavelle, 2021). Researchers
discuss further disparities in the Black community when seeking services, as many
individuals are often not identified by primary care doctors as having a mental health
issue when using primary care services (Lavelle, 2021). Black men tend to refrain from
seeking out mental health services due to the preconceived belief that mental health
issues are a sign of weakness and seeking out services is highly stigmatized and seen as a
liability (Barry et al., 2017; Lavelle, 2021; Parrott et al., 2020). Podcasts about men’s
mental health have aided men in decreasing the stigma and increasing help-seeking
behaviors (Carrotte et al., 2023). Addressing the mental health needs of Black
professional athletes requires a deeper understanding of sociocultural barriers, proactive
efforts in challenging cultural stigmas, and building trust in mental health supports.
Podcasts have become an alternative learning tool, providing listeners with

educational content and experiencing a drastic increase in popularity over the last five



years (Carrotte et al., 2023; Casares, 2022; Quintana & Heathers, 2021). Podcasts have
been utilized for educational purposes for over a decade and have seen increased usage
across various areas, including mental health settings, education, clinical practice,
research, and advocacy (Carrotte et al., 2023; Casares, 2022; Quintana & Heathers,
2021). Many mental health podcasts have helped evolve the conversations and awareness
around critical mental health information, education, and resources (Casares, 2022). The
sharing of personal experiences on podcasts has been known to increase knowledge,
empathy, and compassion for others within their social environments (Carrotte et al.,
2023). Therefore, the integration of podcasts into the mental health discussion has the
potential to raise awareness, reduce stigma, and encourage seeking support.

As the issue of mental health care for elite athletes has more recently become a
focal point of discussion in professional athletic discourse, one key question to consider
is the experiences of athletes with mental health concerns. The sociocultural factors that
influence players’ decision making when it comes to players’ hesitation to acknowledge
mental health concerns and seek mental health services when needed are also worth
investigating.Research has been minimal for this approach, and with mental health being
stigmatized. Still, there are risks associated with participating in research studies.
However, podcasts can offer a unique view into the personal conversations of athletes
discussing their mental health in a setting where they are more comfortable and have
control over their narratives (Quintana & Heathers, 2021). Podcasts offer a platform for
sharing mental health experiences, providing education, and fostering empathy while

challenging cultural stigmas. Exploring Black NBA players’ mental health experiences



4

through podcasts can offer insights into the sociocultural factors that influence decision-
making and provide an understanding of barriers players face.

Sociocultural factors can promote mental health awareness and increase service
usage (Pham et al., 2017). Therefore, the more providers understand what the
sociocultural factors are that continue to reinforce barriers, the more beneficial it would
be in creating social change. Using podcasts as a means of examining sociocultural
perspectives can enhance the understanding of podcasters’ experiences in the narratives
they share (Sharon, 2023). As the professional practice field of social work in sports
continues to develop and grow, social workers can show the need for and development of
social work services at all levels of sports (Gill, 2008; Moore et al., 2018). In this study, I
focused on these questions and explore how further research in this area can support
sports social work as a discipline, using the lens of podcasts featuring NBA players'
mental health experiences, as well as their potential for social change.

Problem Statement

Social work practice in sports is gaining recognition as a specialty within the
social work profession. Social workers can provide athletes with a range of services, from
case management, advocacy, and clinical services (Gill, 2008; Grobman, 2017). In 2015,
the Alliance of Social Workers in Sports (ASWIS) was established, focusing on
demonstrating how social work practice can contribute to all levels and sectors of the
sports world (Gill, 2008; Grobman, 2017). In 2019, the NBA furthered its mental health
program to increase access to mental health professionals by requiring each team to hire

its own mental health specialist (Lavelle, 2021). Social workers provide clinical services
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for athletes to deal with depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and anger issues, as well as
reduce the stigma around mental health issues and services, and have a social change
impact on the community (Grobman, 2017). Sports social workers assist players with
mental health issues and specialized treatment tailored to the unique aspects of their
sport, which has implications for services at both the college and professional levels
(Gill, 2008). Gill (2008) argued that social workers help athletes find a balance between
their athletic roles and their roles outside of the sport. This is particularly important when
considering the mental health needs of athletes and the role a social worker can play in
addressing these needs. The problem Black professional male players face is that they are
at a high risk of mental health issues and are the least likely to seek services due to the
lack of understanding of their sociocultural experiences with mental health (Lavelle,
2021). Many players have started or participated in mental health podcasts to discuss
their experiences with mental health and mental health services (Cassilo, 2022). A sports
social worker can address the mental health challenges professional athletes face while
supporting the NBA organization with mental health policies, procedures, and services to
support the players’ overall wellbeing.

As a caretaker of a Black male elite athlete who has gone on to play basketball at
a professional level, I was particularly interested in the mental well-being of players and
their ability to access mental health services when needed. My experience has shown that
there has been a lack of support for players, particularly early on in high school sports, as
evidenced by my interactions with Division 1 university athletes and now in professional

basketball. I have seen several players in these environments who need support for



various reasons and then hear them talk about how it is being ignored. Black male
basketball players who aspire to play at a professional level will face multiple life
challenges in general and experience heightened levels of stress due to the expectation
that they perform at a level that supports elite athlete status (Lavelle, 2021). These young
players often have life stressors that have not been addressed in any meaningful way and
result in future mental distress as they progress through their rise to a hopeful collegiate,
Division I level, and eventual professional level. Issues that might affect the players’
mental well-being do not seem to be considered at the different stages of status, and the
idea that an elite athlete cannot have mental health issues continues to increase (Lavelle,
2021). Researchers reported that student-athletes are at risk of depression and will tend
not to seek services outside of the athletic department, putting them at a higher
disadvantage (Wolanin et al., 2016).

I found a significant lack of peer-reviewed articles on the NBA and mental health.
While there are books, documentaries, interviews, podcasts, and social media disclosures
that contain a wealth of information on NBA players’ mental health journeys, little
scholarly information has been published. This presented an interesting dilemma, as the
research has been more closely related to other issues facing athletes over the years, and
mental health has only recently become a focus of study, limiting the amount of available
research. Ramaeker and Petrie (2019) discussed how masculine ideologies and help-
seeking behaviors are inversely related to one another, which perpetuates the stigma
attached to asking for help or disclosure of mental health diagnoses. Sociocultural biases

surrounding mental illness treatment include stigmatization, minimization, and negative



perceptions towards individuals with mental health disorders (Corrigan, 2004; Corrigan
& Matthews, 2003; Pavelko & Wang, 2021). If providers can better understand the
sociocultural factors that create barriers, this information can help in removing them.
Podcasts have become a platform for NBA players to discuss their experiences with
mental health, share their thoughts on mental health services, and explore the impact this
has on the broader public (Cassilo, 2022). The lack of scholarly research on mental health
in the NBA highlights the importance of further investigation into the sociocultural
barriers to seeking services for mental health needs.

Parham, the NBA Players Association’s former director of mental health and
wellness, has reported that more than 40% of NBA players have mental health issues
(Aldridge, 2018). Some teams have mental health professionals on staff, and players are
mandated to utilize the service when needed; however, this is currently a team-by-team
decision (Aldridge, 2018). Parham hosts a mental health podcast featuring players and
other professionals discussing their mental health experiences. The NBA has created and
implemented new programs and policies to address the mental health needs of players
over the past few years. Still, it is unclear whether players are receiving the mental health
care they need or if they are accessing mental health care through services provided by
the NBA. One of the noted concerns is that many owners are requesting mental health
records of their players, which not only breaches confidentiality (Aldridge, 2018) but also
may suggest potential barriers for players to reach out for services when needed and
create further distrust in providers. There is a lack of interventions for athletes in general,

but especially once they have reached a higher level in the profession (Walton et al.,



2019). Much of the research is targeted at elite athletes from various sports and diverse
cultural backgrounds. Many podcasts have emerged discussing mental health and the
NBA, providing a platform for players to share their experiences. DeRozan, Griffin,
Kevin Love, and Parham have podcasts specifically focused on mental health. At the
same time, many other players have discussed mental health as guests on various
podcasts. Men who listen to mental health podcasts are less likely to feel isolated or
lonely, more likely to seek help, and more engaged in their community (Murphy et al.,
2024). The NBA has made strides in addressing mental health challenges; however, there
is a need for continued reform in ensuring mental health care for all athletes is
normalized.

Professional basketball player Royce White exemplified the need for mental
health care among NBA players (Cassilo, 2022; Lavelle, 2021). White suggested that
mental health care should be as much of a priority as keeping players physically healthy.
He publicly called attention to dealing with significant anxiety and not feeling like the
NBA supported him when he asked for support to address his mental health needs
(Cassilo, 2022; Lavelle, 2021). When he left the NBA, he advocated for better mental
health support for basketball players and athletes in general and challenged the NBA’s
previous policies regarding players mental health needs, suggesting that many of the
policies did not adequately respond to the health needs of players, particularly when it
came to the mental health needs of players (Lavelle, 2021). Professional NBA player
Love wrote a piece about his experience with mental health as an active NBA player.

Love discussed his experience with the hypermasculine NBA environment and the



conflict between mental health and masculinity (Lavelle, 2021; Pavelko & Wang, 2021;
Silverman, 2019). Love stated that, historically, players have accepted that, due to their
elite status, they are somehow unable to have mental health issues and, therefore, unable
to discuss these issues without feeling weak (Lavelle, 2021; Pavelko & Wang, 2021;
Silverman, 2019). Love, being a White player, is said to have had more encouragement
for his mental health disclosure, whereas his Black counterparts would be more likely to
experience criticisms (Lavelle, 2021). DeMar DeRozan discussed his struggles with
mental health via X (Twitter) and has since become an advocate for breaking the stigma
and discussing mental health with other players (Cassilo, 2022). The media's coverage of
players’ mental health has been as varied as the players’ experiences themselves and their
impact on social change. Podcasts allow players more control (Cassilo, 2022). The
advocacy and contributions of vocal players emphasize the importance of normalizing
mental health conversations, especially around masculinity and cultural stigmas.

Hanton et al. (2005) completed a study that explored anxiety among athletes and
how, with significant anxiety symptoms, the athletes were still able to perform at their
elite level. Hanton et al. described the “elite” athlete as an individual who performs at a
higher level in their sport. They highlighted the need for more research in areas of athlete
anxiety, and further research that looks at mental health concerns among athletes in
specific sports (Hanton et al., 2005). Castaldelli-Maia et al. (2019) found that there are
more barriers for elite athletes when addressing their mental health, which include a
negative experience with mental health treatment, stigma to mental illness,

hypermasculinity, and low mental health literacy.
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Social workers have developed organizations, such as the Alliance of Social
Workers in Sports, which aims to enhance the partnership between social work practice
and all segments of the sports industry. This group is working to establish a network for
social workers interested in working with athletes. Social workers in sports can advocate
for the rights of athletes and participate in the development of safety standards and
protocols, including those related to mental health services (Gill, 2008). Social workers
can support high-achieving athletes through direct and indirect services at the micro,
mezzo, and macro levels of sports (Gill, 2008). More research is needed to continue to
understand the needs and experiences of professional athletes with mental health to aid in
help-seeking services. Research has shown that podcasts can help reduce the stigma,
increase help-seeking behaviors, and promote mental health literacy, especially among
underserved populations (O Caoilte et al., 2024). Many NBA athletes have spoken openly
about their mental health through podcasts, offering valuable insights into their personal
experiences.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data research design was to understand
the experiences of Black NBA players, including their mental health, and the
sociocultural factors that influenced their decision-making regarding participation in
mental health services, as examined through a content analysis of NBA player podcasts.
The purpose was to understand the experience of NBA players through their own words
when discussing mental health and services on podcasts. Research from the literature

review identified several fundamental sociocultural factors to consider, including mental
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health stigma, cultural beliefs of specific sociocultural groups, social status,
socioeconomic status, and attitudes about seeking help. Researchers argue that podcasts
on mental health, featuring individuals discussing their lived experiences, are essential to
listeners, as they provide hope and aid in personal development, while also increasing
compassion and empathy (Carrotte et al., 2023; O Caoilte et al., 2024). A podcast on
mental health provides listeners with a diverse perspective on mental health issues and
helps reduce the stigma (Murphy et al., 2024; O Caoilte et al., 2024). This qualitative
secondary data research design provides insight into the experiences of Black NBA
players’ mental health experiences as discussed on podcast platforms.

Research Questions

RQ1: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about the
experiences of Black NBA players while in the NBA?

RQ2: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA
players’ perceptions of the sociocultural factors and their role in the players seeking
mental health services while in the NBA?

RQ3: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA
players’ perceptions of mental health disclosures?

Theoretical Framework

Dealing with mental health challenges and seeking help for mental health support
can be related to one’s cultural background and social environment. The stigma for
mental health conditions or support in the Black community creates difficulties for men

seeking mental health services (Francis, 2018, 2019). Podcasts have been used in various
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ways to discuss mental health, serving as an educational tool for research and advocacy
(Carrotte et al., 2023). Social-cultural theory examines how individuals learn through the
cultural system to which they belong, adopting a more holistic approach that promotes
the individual’s development and achievement through culturally accepted norms
(Demirbaga, 2018; Fendt-Newlin et al., 2020). Sociocultural theory provides a lens to
understand how cultural backgrounds and social environments shape Black NBA players’
mental health experiences.

Podcasts featuring Black men discussing their mental health and mental health
services enable listeners to hear about mental health experiences through a sociocultural
lens (Carrotte et al., 2023). Researchers believe that podcasts featuring the narratives of
social and cultural icons can provide insight into social environments and cultural
systems when addressing mental health and seeking services (Carrotte et al., 2023; Ferrer
et al., 2021; Francis, 2018, 2019). Sociocultural theory posits that learning is an integral
part of the social process, shaped by the society and culture to which an individual
belongs (Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Demirbaga, 2018). Vygotsky attributed culture
and its historical development as a fundamental factor to the development of cognition or
learning for individuals (Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Demirbaga, 2018). Vygotsky’s
idea is that one's perception of the world is shaped by the experiences one has had with
that world (Demirbaga, 2018). Podcasts with digital narratives enable individuals to have
control over when and how they access these stories, making them more accessible to
larger audiences who can relate to similar experiences, which can positively impact

consumers (Ferrer et al., 2021). Podcasts provide Black NBA players with a platform to
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discuss their mental health experiences, share sociocultural perspectives, raise
community awareness, and foster a deeper understanding and empathy.

When considering the role of culture on individual experiences with topics or
issues that might be perceived as taboo or hold some type of social stigma, like mental
health, sociocultural theory suggests that culture influences mental health, and podcasts
can make these conversations easier for the participants and educational for the listeners
(Carrotte et al., 2023; Eshun & Gurung, 2009; Ferrer et al., 2021). Sociocultural theory
suggests mental health can be influenced by the four concepts: an individual’s own
experience with mental health; how one expresses their experiences in context to cultural
norms; how symptoms are identified, reported, and diagnosed; and lastly how the
disorder is treated and the outcome of treatment (Eshun & Gurung, 2009). Podcasting
offers NBA players a platform to share their experiences in a social and cultural context,
allowing them to explore their experiences on their terms through their podcasts or by
participating in others' conversations on mental health, where they can share their
emotions, cultural reflections, and insights (Abdessamed et al., 2024). Athletes’
disclosures about mental health through podcasts enable players to shape the
sociocultural narrative surrounding mental health in the world of elite sports
(Abdessamed et al., 2024; Francis, 2018, 2019). Sociocultural theory emphasizes how
culture influences mental health perspectives, and podcasts provide a platform for sharing
experiences and challenging cultural stigmas.

Sociocultural theory relates to the research questions about the specific

sociocultural factors associated with the mental health experiences of Black male players.
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Being able to understand the role of the social environment and the cultural systems when
dealing with mental health and stigmas around seeking services can assist in how social
workers approach the mental health needs of athletes and individuals who identify with
players identifying cultural factors also help in being able to identify ways to decrease the
mental utilization stigma in the Black community and increase service usage (Francis,
2018, 2019). Ultimately, understanding the sociocultural factors influencing Black NBA
players’ mental health experiences through sociocultural theory can inform more
effective strategies for providing culturally competent practices for social workers.

Vygotsky believed that the internalization of culture occurs when higher mental
functions emerge from interactions with the community or individuals around them
(Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Demirbaga, 2018). The internalization of culture that
shapes social interactions can determine how one understands and seeks out help when
dealing with mental health issues (Demirbaga, 2018; Fendt-Newlin et al., 2020).
Vygotsky’s theory emphasizes the internalization of cultural norms and social
interactions, as well as the influence they have on developing mental health perspectives
and challenges.

Sociocultural theory provided a sound theoretical framework for this study,
offering insight into the relationship between how individual beliefs are shaped at the
microlevel and how those beliefs are sustained and/or challenged by social and cultural
influences at the mezzo- and macrolevels. Sociocultural theory aids in understanding that
an individual’s perception and response to something are often influenced by the

perceptions and behaviors of the surrounding environment (Daneshfar & Moharami,
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2018; Demirbaga, 2018). Sociocultural theory was employed to facilitate an
understanding of how NBA players experience mental health while playing and the
factors influencing their decision-making regarding the need for services, as discussed in
podcasts. Since the environments and cultural groups would have shaped the perceptions
and utilization of mental health services, they have been influenced; this can help to
create social changes around better serving the players while playing and after and how
that expands to the larger culture (Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Demirbaga, 2018).
Sociocultural theory provides a framework for understanding how cultural and social
norms influence mental health experiences, offering insights into providing better
community supports and services for individuals.

Using podcasts to gather data related to the research questions was based on
sociocultural tradition, as podcasts themselves are considered a cultural practice that
allows individuals to create, consume, and communicate through this social construct
(Sharon, 2023). Players discussing mental health is a new development, and how this
affects their careers is a valid concern. Therefore, players sitting down to discuss their
mental health with someone they do not have a relationship with can find it almost
impossible. Players using podcasts to discuss their digital narratives about mental health
and seek services enable researchers to hear the narratives from players within their
control, as well as gather valuable information from these experiences (Abdessamed et
al., 2024; Francis, 2019). Podcasting supports a sociocultural framework, as there is a
connection between how podcasts are consumed and how the audience engages with the

format, based on cultural practices and evidence proving the learning experience of
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listeners (Sharon, 2023). Podcasts also provide a unique digital narrative for researchers,
offering insight into the sociocultural factors that are everyday experiences among
players with similar sociocultural backgrounds (Abdessamed et al., 2024). Podcasts can
foster a sense of community among listeners, prompting them to engage in conversations
with each other and the podcast producers to explore taboo topics further and promote
awareness and compassion among listeners (Sharon, 2023). In conclusion, podcasts have
become a sociocultural tool to help understand the mental health experiences of NBA
players.
Nature of the Study

For this study, I used a qualitative secondary data analysis approach through the
content analysis of podcasts featuring Black NBA players discussing their mental health.
This research approach involved the content analysis of secondary data from podcasts
related to the experiences of Black NBA players with mental health and the sociocultural
factors around seeking services or not. A qualitative secondary data research design was
best for this research because it allowed the exploration of the experiences of the target
population with the phenomenon being researched from their past and present
experiences and the impact of change but through secondary data sources since first-hand
interviews with players on this topic provide beyond challenging due to the nature and
risks involved (see Cheong et al., 2023; Hill & Burrows, 2017; McAlpine, 2016).
Podcasts are credited with being a diverse platform that contributes to giving a voice to
the voiceless and sharing the experiences of individuals who have been traditionally

oppressed with a broader audience. They can also be used for qualitative data collection
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and analysis, as well as for critical inquiry and knowledge mobility (Day et al., 2017).

The structure and format of podcasts contribute to the suitability of the medium for
digital narratives, using these narratives as qualitative secondary data sources (Day et al.,
2017). In addition, qualitative secondary data research design, through content analysis of
podcasts, supported me in ensuring the data remains intact and that the meaning making
the participant asserts regarding their experience is accurately captured by the researcher
to maintain validity (see McAlpine, 2016; Riessman, 2008). Using a qualitative
secondary data analysis approach through content analysis of podcasts through the
exploration of Black NBA players’ mental health experiences, ensuring validity in data
collection and interpretation.

Content analysis is a qualitative research method that identifies the presence of
words, themes, or concepts in various textual data (Lee & Peterson, 1997; Stemler, 2015).
The variety of data can come from different sources such as speeches, government
records, interviews, and public broadcasts (Lee & Peterson, 1997). Content analysis
requires the systematic coding of data, which involves the researcher following a specific
protocol. This protocol typically includes having suitable material, establishing a coding
protocol, ascertaining the reliability and validity of coding, and reporting limitations (Lee
& Peterson, 1997; Stemler, 2015). Content analysis is suitable for this research, as it aims
to understand the context of observed behavior, thoughts, or emotional responses and
identify any correlations between concepts and behaviors (Stemler, 2015). The
advantages of using content analysis in this study include the flexibility to identify

emerging themes and the unobtrusive nature of data collection (Lee & Peterson, 1997;
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Stemler, 2015). The disadvantages of using content analysis are that it can be time-
consuming due to the need to analyze different datasets, is reductive, and can introduce
bias based on the researcher’s coding and interpretation (Stemler, 2015). Podcasts offer
educational and firsthand accounts of NBA players' experiences with mental health, as
transcripts can be used for data analysis and provide insight into an otherwise challenging
topic (Sharon, 2023). Content analysis is a valuable research method for identifying
emerging themes and understanding the contextual factors of NBA players’ mental health
experiences.

To mitigate the disadvantages, any podcast used must have met the following
criteria: it must feature at least one NBA player or former player discussing their mental
health experience, the podcast must be over 20 minutes in length, and it must have been
published between 2015 and 2024. Due to the limited number of podcasts that meet the
criteria, all transcripts that meet the criteria were analyzed (see Stemler, 2015). Relational
content analysis will follow the following steps:

1. Determine the type of analysis,

2. Reduce the text to categories and code for words or patterns,

3. Explore the relationship between concepts,

4. Code the relationships,

5. Perform statistical analysis,

6. Map out representations (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

This research can inform the development of future research tools and provide future

researchers with qualitative data (see Stemler, 2015). Adhering to the structured analysis
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protocol, this research approach can help in uncovering the meaningful patterns in Black
NBA players’ mental health experiences.
Definitions

These terms are defined as they are used throughout this research study:

Black or African American: The racial classification of individuals whose
ancestors are of African descent. It is worth noting that the researcher has chosen to use
the language “Black” as opposed to “African American” in relation to the target
population. There has been ongoing debate about the use of both words and which one is
preferable over the other (Martin, 1991; Sigelman et al., 2005). The U.S. Census (2017)
indicates that "African American" describes ethnicity, while "Black" describes racial
categories. A recent survey conducted by Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter found that
those surveyed who identified with African ancestry preferred to be called Black over
African American or Person of Color (Brinkman, 2018). Survey participants stated that
using the language “Black” meant an identity more inclusive of the experience of people
of African ancestry in America (Brinkman, 2018).

Culture: The way of life for a group of people and includes beliefs, behaviors,
values, shared social experiences, and norms, which are learned by the individual (Eshun
& Gurung, 2009).

Elite athlete: Athletes playing at the higher levels of their sports (Walton et al.,
2019).

Mental health: A state of mind characterized by emotional well-being, good

behavioral adjustment, relative freedom from anxiety and disabling symptoms, and a
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capacity to establish constructive relationships and cope with the ordinary demands and
stresses of life (American Psychological Association, 2021).

Podcast: A digital file with audio that is transcribable and made available by
downloading or streaming on the internet and contains a series of files which can be
accessed by listeners when new installments are available and can be based on
educational information/data (Sharon, 2023). Podcasting can be defined as a cultural
practice, and the sociocultural approach focuses on the point where podcasting and
journalism intersect and provide audio narratives (Sharon, 2023).

Sociocultural factors: Environmental conditions that play a part in healthy and
adaptive behavior and well-being, or in maladaptive behavior and the etiology of mental
disorder and social pathology (American Psychological Association, 2021).

Stigmatization: A process involving stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination
that operates within an environment of power (Link & Phelan, 2001).

Assumptions

This research was based on a few assumptions. First, [ assumed that the NBA
players discussing mental health were being honest in their conversations on the
podcasts. They are more in control of their stories through this platform and have more
authority on how they are presented (Day et al., 2017). The second assumption was that
Black NBA players would hesitate to participate and openly share their experiences
because men are less likely to be open about discussing mental health issues, especially
with someone unknown to them, increasingly so for Black men (see Bauer et al., 2020;

Parrott et al., 2020). This assumption is minimized by choosing podcasts where there is a
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familiarity between the individuals or from a player who has frequently discussed their
mental health openly. Podcasts have become learning tools and a medium for storytelling
as they are well-suited for sharing life experiences (Diebold et al., 2021). The
assumptions underlying this research, including the honesty of NBA players’ discussions
on mental health, a normal hesitancy of Black NBA players to discuss their experiences
openly, are accounted for in the podcast selections, to help ensure a more authentic
account of mental health experiences.

Scope and Delimitations

The scope of the study was Black NBA players and their experiences with mental
health and sociocultural factors that influenced seeking mental health services. The
research study was restricted to Black NBA players due to the literature review showing
the lack of information about mental health in current NBA players. By focusing on
Black NBA players, I aimed to fill a gap in existing literature, offering an understanding
of the mental health experiences and how sociocultural factors shape the willingness to
discuss and seek out mental health services.

In this research, identifying the sociocultural factors specific to NBA players can
inform the stigmatization of seeking mental health services and provide researchers with
a better understanding of how to reach these players. According to Parrott et al. (2021),
the way the media handles athletes disclosing mental health conditions plays a part in the
stigmatization of mental health. Research continues to support the destigmatization of
mental health, which will help remove barriers to individuals seeking services (O Caoilte

et al., 2024; Parrott et al., 2020, 2021). Ultimately, identifying the sociocultural factors
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that have influenced Black NBA players’ mental health experiences can provide insight
into cultural stigmas and foster an environment that encourages seeking support.

Limiting the research to professional basketball players is due to the unique aspect
that, in prior research on the mental health of elite athletes, this area has not been a focus
from the players' perspective. More basketball players have been talking about mental
health more recently, but no research has been reported. Limiting the research to NBA
players addresses the gap in research and evolves the conversations around the unique
challenges faced by NBA players.

Limitations

Potential limitations of this study included the inability to ask the podcast
participants additional questions to explore their experiences further or seek clarification
(see Elo & Kyngis, 2008). In addition, the amount of information to be analyzed may
daunting due to its sheer volume; therefore, keeping the research questions as the guiding
principle (see Creswell, 2009). This is a typical limitation of qualitative secondary data
research, as it relies on existing information.

The mental health stigma in the NBA was a limitation due to more players who
are openly talking about mental health issues seeming to elicit negative comments from
commentators, fans, and other players (Parrott et al., 2020). According to Tomalski et al.
(2019), after educating athletes about mental health symptomology and resources,
athletes still find themselves fighting against speaking out about mental health concerns.
The persistence of mental health stigma, despite awareness education, underscores the

complexity of mental health conversations in professional sports and how public
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perceptions continue to influence seeking help behaviors for athletes (Parrott et al.,
2020). They are thus less likely to want to talk about it in general. Podcasts where players
openly discuss mental health are crucial to this research, as several athletes continue to
promote the importance of addressing this topic.

A potential barrier to the study could be my race, given the potential for racial
bias, since the experiences of African Americans are the target (Clark, 1973). This had
minimal impact, as I assessed any bias and used support to seek an understanding of any
unknown vocabulary or information. Additionally, I checked for bias as each podcast is
coded. By employing rigorous self-reflection, my aim was to maintain objectivity and
integrity of this research’s interpretations.

Significance of the Study

The issue of mental health in Black communities has long been stigmatized to the
extent that individuals in the Black community often struggle with the decision to seek
mental health services, and thus, struggle with addressing mental health issues that may
be rooted in historical negative sociocultural factors (Lavelle, 2021). Young Black men
are at a greater risk of developing mental health issues due to exposure to traumatic
events in their lives (Bauer et al., 2020). I aimed to explore the sociocultural factors that
Black NBA players encounter when seeking mental health services, as presented through
podcasts.

I examined the sociocultural factors influencing athletes who seek mental health
services. It is expected that this study can aid in improving sports social workers’

understanding of barriers to mental health care for Black NBA players who, like other
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athletes, tend to resist seeking services when services are needed (Lavelle, 2021). I
believe the benefit of exploring the experiences of Black NBA players is that society
places a high value on the celebrity of athletes, particularly regarding their perspective on
specific topics, such as mental health, which can ultimately influence others in reducing
the stigma surrounding mental health needs and services. Podcasts have been able to
increase service-seeking behaviors among men who listen to mental health podcasts
(Murphy et al., 2024).

The research has the potential to influence young Black males and their
perceptions of mental health, and whether they seek services when needed, as it did with
Magic Johnson and HIV/AIDS (Lavelle, 2021). In understanding the experiences of
players regarding mental health, and what prevents these players from seeking needed
mental health services when required, sports social workers can be better prepared to
identify ways to better engage professional athletes on dealing with mental health
concerns; identify improved ways to support the team in helping players who might need
mental health support; and in a societal sense, identify effective strategies to raise
awareness about mental health in general among Black athletes (Watkins et al., 2015). By
gaining a better insight into barriers that Black athletes face in seeking mental health
supports, this research can contribute to individual and societal change by advocating for
better supports and normalizing conversations within communities.

Positive social change can occur by bringing attention to the issue of mental
health among Black athletes and potentially addressing the stigma of seeking mental

health help. When Magic Johnson disclosed his HIV/AIDS status, this changed
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perceptions of the disease and how it was transmitted (Lavelle, 2021). It is anticipated
that my study can provide a framework through which sports social workers and
individuals in the athletic community can learn from the sociocultural experiences of
these athletes, thereby becoming more responsive when these athletes seek mental health
services.

Summary

In professional basketball, the NBPA continues to develop its mental health
program, a relatively new initiative for the NBA. Players have suffered mental health
issues throughout the history of the sport; however, they have gone untreated for years
(Rice et al., 2016). The onset of many mental health disorders coincides with most elite
athletes’ peak and at the same rate, if not higher than non-athletic peers (Rice et al., 2016;
Walton et al., 2019). This increases the difficulty of treatment due to the mental health
stigma carried by the sport and the Black community.

Black males are the majority in the NBA (Kjerulf Dubrow & Adams, 2012;
Lavelle, 2021), and the perceived identity of the Black male ball player is that of strength,
masculinity, and talent (Pavelko & Wang, 2021; Silverman, 2019). These identities create
sociocultural barriers to seeking mental health services since many in the Black
community do not believe in getting mental health care when needed and are often not
identified by primary care doctors as having a mental health issue when using primary
care services (Lavelle, 2021). Research suggests that Black male athletes are more
susceptible to struggling with mental health issues and not seeking out services that could

assist them due to mental health being viewed as a weakness and seeking out services
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being highly stigmatized and frowned upon (Barry et al., 2017). Podcasts can support the

sociocultural lens when learning from the narrative stories of NBA players’ experiences

(Murphy et al., 2024). Therefore, this research shows the value in understanding how the
intersection of sociocultural factors, identity, and cultural stigmas influences Black male
athletes’ willingness to seek mental health services.

The role of social work in athletics is changing and becoming more prevalent.
Addressing mental health issues in athletics has become a priority for professional teams.
The growing practice of social workers in sports and associations dedicated to this field is
promising to the profession and the mental health of elite athletes, especially basketball
players (Gill, 2008; Moore et al., 2018). The focus on mental health in a popular sport,
such as basketball, can have benefits, including reducing mental health stigma in the
Black community, as well as increasing or developing specific interventions for athletes
(Walton et al., 2019). As the profession of social work grows and evolves in the
professional sports world, it increases support for athletes, lowers mental health stigmas,
and assists in creating effective care strategies for professional athletes.

In Chapter 2, I present an in-depth discussion of the available literature on the
Black male athletes, mental health services available, podcasts and mental health, and
sociocultural factors the athletes faced. I discuss the research on the theoretical
foundation and its relationship to the study. The literature related to similar variables,
given the limited research on the combination of variables discussed in this study, is also

discussed. Finally, Chapter 2 concludes with a summary based on the available literature.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Social work practice in sports and organizations, such as the Alliance of Social
Workers in Sports, is helping to move the profession toward recognizing Sports Social
Work as a specialty practice. The most common mental health issues facing athletes have
been identified in previous literature as eating disorders, adjustment disorders,
depression, anxiety, trauma-related disorders, and substance abuse disorders (McCarthy,
2017). Social workers are developing programs and providing clinical services for
athletes dealing with depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and anger issues, as well as
reducing the stigma around mental health issues and services, and for all levels of sports
(Gill, 2008; Grobman, 2017). According to research, the common barriers to mental
health support for elite athletes are stigmas and stereotypes, gender norms and
expectations, lack of awareness of symptomology, and being unaware of mental health
treatment options (McCarthy, 2017). Mental health podcasts and those featuring
celebrities have seen a rise in understanding and compassion for individuals with mental
health diagnoses and have proven to be a positive force for men (Carrotte et al., 2023;
Casares, 2022; Cassilo, 2022). The recognition of Sports Social Work as a specialty
practice enhances the support of advancing mental health supports within athletic
programs and helps to promote the overall well-being of athletes.

Sports social workers can assist players with mental health issues and specialized
treatment tailored to the unique aspects of their sport, which has implications for services
at both the college and professional levels (Gill, 2008; Moore, 2016b). Gill (2008)

discussed how social workers can be effective in helping athletes find a balance between
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their athletic roles and their roles outside of the sport. This is particularly important when
considering the mental health needs of athletes and the role social workers can play in
addressing these needs. Sports social work is a relatively new specialty within the social
work profession; research is limited, and further studies are necessary to continue
supporting the profession. Moore (2016b) stated that social work is the appropriate
profession for working with athletes due to the unique competencies and perspectives that
support athletes when they experience psychological distress. Sports social workers have
the ability to support athletes’ mental health by navigating the intersection of personal
identity and athletic identity.

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data research design was to use podcasts
to conduct a content analysis of the experiences of Black NBA players, focusing on their
mental health and the sociocultural factors that influenced their decision-making
regarding participation in mental health services. The purpose was to understand the
experiences of NBA players through their own words, and the podcast platform allows
for a more natural and comfortable discussion of mental health and services (see O
Caoilte et al., 2024). My qualitative content analysis of the data enabled the collection of
cognitive data from podcast transcripts, aiming to gain insight into the mental health
experiences of NBA players. Podcasts offer a unique insight into conversations among
friends, coworkers, peers, teammates, and others within the same environment and
culture, allowing speakers to address a stigmatized topic from a level of familiarity or
comfort (Ferrer et al., 2021). Using podcasts as a secondary data source offered insight

into Black NBA players mental health experiences, understanding the sociocultural
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factors that influence the help seeking behaviors, and normalizing mental health
conversations.

This chapter contains an in-depth discussion of the literature on social work in
sports, podcasts and mental health, podcasting in social work, podcasts and digital
narratives, mental health issues elite athletes face, Black male athletes and mental health,
mental health and sociocultural factors when seeking services, particularly in the Black
community, and advocacy and podcasts. I discuss the research on the theoretical
foundation and its relationship to the study. The literature related to similar variables,
given the limited research on the combination of variables discussed in this study, is also
discussed.

Due to the complex nature of mental health in the Black community and mental
health in sports, I explored the sociocultural factors that contribute to the stigma of
mental health services for Black male athletes through a qualitative lens via podcast
interviews in which players have participated. The review of the literature yielded several
studies on the sociocultural factors that impact mental health for Black men. Adapting
this theory to professional athletes can help increase the awareness of mental health
issues, and the services sports social workers can offer, and normalize getting support for
mental health needs.

Literature Search Strategy

The library databases used for finding relevant peer-reviewed research articles

were EBSCO, PsychINFO, PsychARTICLES, SAGE Journals, ProQuest, ERIC, and

Google Scholar. Several keywords are specifically related to this topic and were used in
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search inquiries: elite athletes, mental health, sports social work, professional athletes,
Black male basketball players, factors, podcasts and sports, psychological distress,
National Basketball Association (NBA), sociocultural theory, Black men, mental health
services, social change in sports, and athletes’ mental health.

Reviewing literature utilizing the identified keywords involved Boolean
Operators. Boolean Operators define the relationship between words or groups of words
using “and”. Utilizing Walden library psychology database, I used the Boolean operators
of “professional athletes” and “mental health”; “elite athletes” and “mental health”,;
“Black men” and “mental health stigma”; “Black men” and “mental health “; “NBA”
and “mental health”; “elite athletes” and “mental health services”; “college athletes”
and “cognitive development”; “elite athletes” and “mental health stigma”; “elite
athletes” and “psychological distress”; “elite athletes” and “sociocultural factors”;
“sports” and “social work”; “professional athletes” and “mental health programs”’;
“elite athletes” and “coping behavior.” Most articles reviewed were published in the last
10 years from starting this review. There were limited articles on this topic, and therefore,
the timeline was expanded from 5 years since publication. During the research of articles
related to the theoretical framework, some original literature was reviewed, dating back
to 1978.

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts
Theoretical Framework: Sociocultural Theory
According to Vygotsky (1978), sociocultural theory is grounded in the theory of

cognitive development, which posits that development occurs through interactions with



31

social and cultural environments. Research supports that one’s culture can create the
mental and emotional structures through which people understand their actions
(Armstrong & Jennings, 2018). Cultural norms and social beliefs can provide a group
with a similar outlook on specific issues individuals face. Podcasts as a practice are
rooted in sociocultural tradition and are defined as a cultural practice (Sharon, 2023).
Sociocultural theory provides a framework for understanding how cultural influences
emotional understanding and how podcasts contribute to societal views on mental health
and seeking help.

Sociocultural theory maintains that individuals learn through the cultural system
to which they belong, employing a more holistic approach that promotes the development
and achievement of the individual through culturally accepted norms (Demirbaga, 2018;
Fendt-Newlin et al., 2020). Sociocultural factors encompass economic systems, belief
systems, social structure, gender norms, political organizations, and leisure activities
(Denison, 2016; Vygotsky, 1978). Sports culture and social stigma keep the perception
going that mental health issues are weaknesses and that addressing mental health issues is
avoided (Gavrilova & Donohue, 2018). Sociocultural theory posits that learning is an
integral part of the social process, shaped by the society and culture to which an
individual belongs (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, one's view of mental health is
influenced by culturally accepted norms, as well as whether seeking services is discussed
or perceived by others (Denison, 2016). Black men discussing their mental health has
been seen as a weakness or somehow a “traitor” to others in their community (Francis,

2018). Researchers believe that the shaping of new podcast genres and cultural practices
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warrants further research, as this is an impact they are observing in the sociocultural
aspects of podcasting (Sharon, 2023). The intersection of cultural systems and mental
health perceptions highlights the importance of understanding cultural influences to
effectively advocate for a supportive mental health environment.

In the Black community, the view of mental health and mental health services is
negative, making it more difficult for Black men to seek out services when needed
(Francis, 2018). Vygotsky considered culture a fundamental factor in the development of
cognition for individuals (Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Demirbaga, 2018). Podcasts are
part of society’s participatory culture, allowing anyone to participate in the creation and
consumption of content (Sharon, 2023). Mental health awareness and acceptance are
becoming increasingly culturally accepted within the Black community, which could
save lives and foster social change. Podcasts have provided a platform for digital
narratives, promoting a space to raise awareness about critical issues and engage in
respectful conversations (Casares, 2022). Podcasts offer a platform for the Black
community to disclose mental health experiences and challenge the negative stigma
surrounding mental health and sociocultural factors that affect seeking support.

When considering the role of culture on individual experiences with topics or
issues that might be perceived as taboo or hold some social stigma, like mental health, for
example, sociocultural theory suggests that how we respond to one’s mental health is
learned by the culture to which one belongs (Denison, 2016; Vygotsky, 1978). Podcasts
are a product of cultural practices, placing both the creator and listener in control over

how and what is consumed, which is usually a highly intimate act (Sharon, 2023). Mental
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health awareness and acceptance of seeking treatment were cultural norms and socially
discussed; subsequently, the stigma decreased (Pham et al., 2017). Podcasts discussing
mental health have encouraged a shift in the perspective of listeners and reduced the
stigma surrounding mental health, fostering compassion and understanding (Carrotte et
al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2024). Reducing the mental health stigma and increasing access
to mental health services is a social change that would be beneficial to individuals,
families, and communities.

Vygotsky (1978) theorized that individuals develop cognitive abilities and
perspectives through social interactions, education, and effective teaching, which can
alter their attitudes, behaviors, and understanding of accepted norms. By providing Black
men, families, and communities with education regarding mental health wellness and
local resources, social work practitioners could potentially reduce the stigma associated
with seeking mental health treatment, however having Black male celebrities being the
voice of normalizing mental health and treatment can increase the number of Black men
seeking and engaging in necessary treatment (Denison, 2016; Pham et al., 2017).
Podcasts, as a form of education and entertainment, have increasingly given a voice to
individuals who would not otherwise have a platform to share their stories and control
over how their story is published (Carrotte et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2024). Podcasts are
capable of being both entertaining and educational, which allows people access to mental
health conversations and resources in a way that normalizes the conversation.

Vygotsky believed that the internalization of culture occurs when higher mental

functions emerge from interactions with the community or individuals around them
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(Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Demirbaga, 2018). The internalization of culture that

shapes social interactions can determine how one understands and seeks out help when
dealing with mental health issues (Demirbaga, 2018; Fendt-Newlin et al., 2020). The
principles of sociocultural theory are appropriate for this study due to the key concepts of
how knowledge is personally constructed and influenced by cultural norms, language,
and the way others interact with the podcast. According to Lavelle (2021), professional
athletes who discussed their mental health experiences all reported how their experiences
were shaped by their family history and cultural and economic environments. Podcasts on
mental health often feature multiple presenters or guests, sharing first-person narratives
through conversational-style interviews that are available to the public and possess
therapeutic qualities for listeners (Carrotte et al., 2023). Podcasts are a platform for
promoting mental health in the Black community and can support normalizing mental
health discussions encouraging cultural shifts to lower stigmas.

An understanding of mental health and acceptance of mental health services can
become a cultural norm that can be changed from a negative to a more normalized
behavior (Pham, 2017). Sociocultural theory provided a sound theoretical framework for
my study, offering insight into the relationship between how individual beliefs are shaped
at the microlevel and how those beliefs are sustained and/or challenged by social and
cultural influences at the mezzo- and macrolevels. Applying sociocultural theory
illuminates the intersectionality of personal beliefs and societal influences, thereby

contributing to the understanding of beliefs surrounding mental health.
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It is essential to understand the role of the sociocultural factors in Black
communities when it comes to seeking healthcare services, and specifically mental health
services because these experiences may impact the decision making of Black male
athletes to seek mental health services under their community’s sociocultural
experiences, health beliefs, and perceptions of mental health which invariably affect the
utilization of mental health services (Francis, 2019). Podcasts discussing the mental
health experiences of Black NBA athletes allow listeners to understand the mental health
challenges they face and can bring about an attitude change regarding Black men and
mental health (Carrotte et al., 2023). Research shows a lack of application of
sociocultural theories to the mental health of elite athletes; however, it has been used in
discussing mental health factors. Two articles were discovered that relate the
sociocultural framework to mental health, one research article explores the impact of
sociocultural factors on the psychological health of students attending college in
Bangladesh and the other article discusses the sociocultural factors associated with
mental health and quality of life of individuals in violent areas (Cruz et al., 2020; Hossain
et al., 2019). Understanding the impact of sociocultural experiences on Black male
athletes’ and their decision making about mental health services is important for
developing culturally appropriate strategies for enhancing service options.

Mental Health and Professional Athletes

Mental health issues and conversations about the mental health of athletes

continue as more news hits the headlines (Lavelle, 2021). Athletes face additional

pressures and expectations that nonathletes do not, which contribute to the mental health
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challenges they encounter (Lavelle, 2021). Athletes feel stigmatized when coming
forward about mental health issues or concerns, and when problems are discussed, they
do not get the support needed for services (Hammond, 2010; Lavelle, 2021; Strohle,
2018). Athletes tend not to seek out mental health services as it can be perceived as a
weakness, is highly stigmatized, and goes against the masculinity and competitiveness of
cultural norms (Cassilo, 2022; Lavelle, 2021; Ryan et al., 2018). Gavrilova and Donohue
(2018) reported that the mental health issues athletes face are related to high stress,
anxiety, depression, sleep deprivation, substance use, eating disorders, relational issues,
and negative self-talk. For many athletes, disclosure of mental health issues can have a
negative stigma and will often be unreported (Lavelle, 2021; Moore et al., 2018; Ryan et
al., 2018; Strohle, 2018). Mental health issues left untreated can decrease functioning and
prompt dependence on unhealthy coping mechanisms (Lavelle, 2021; Moore et al.,
2018). The mental health disclosures of DeRozan had a different reaction from fans and
listeners as he has challenged public perception by using first-person accounts of his
experiences (Cassilo, 2022). In order to create a supportive environment for athletes to
feel empowered, addressing the stigma and ideas of masculinity are important factors.
Ramaceker and Petrie (2019) argued that male athletes have a “man struggle” or
masculinity issue with reaching out for help due to the stigma attached to asking for help
and admitting that they may be dealing with something that requires assistance from
others. Research suggests that Black men construct their masculinity through popular
culture, drawing on three subgroups: social movement figures, athletes, and entertainers

(Goodwill et al., 2019). The influence of athletes on Black men’s development of
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masculinity can influence the ideas around mental health and seeking services (Goodwill
et al., 2019). Podcasts about men’s mental health and services have challenged the
traditional concepts of masculinity and created a space for men to be more open and
vulnerable (Carrotte et al., 2023). The literature discusses how male athletes not only
view themselves but are also perceived as masculine; therefore, they cannot express
emotions or perceived weakness, as this would alter their competitive perception (Ismail
et al., 2020). The intersection of masculinity, mental health and cultural influences
highlight the importance of challenging social norms.

The literature specific to elite basketball players is mainly comprised of articles in
newspapers, and very little formal research has been conducted on this population
(Lavelle, 2021). The literature supports the need for increased mental health awareness
and support in the NBA, and further research is warranted (Aldridge, 2018; Athletes
Boldly Discuss Mental Health, 2017; Giannoulakis & Drayer, 2009; Lavelle, 2021).
There are a few articles that examine the disclosure of mental health issues from specific
players, but not about the mental health experience of players. One research article looks
at the disclosure of mental health from a White player, Love’s, perspective and discusses
his White privilege and how that affected his seeking services (Cassilo, 2022; Lavelle,
2021). Lavelle (2021) also addressed the different reactions from other Black players
who were dealing with mental health issues at the time. DeRozan disclosed his
depression before Love in the same year, and the media coverage favored Love’s anxiety
disclosure and minimally mentioned DeRozan (Cassilo, 2022; Lavelle, 2021). The

research supports several factors that contribute to players withholding disclosures of
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mental health diagnoses, such as masculinity, stigmatization, discouragement from
showing negative emotions, and racial disparities (Cassilo, 2022; Lavelle, 2021).
Podcasts that discuss the personal narratives of men and their experiences with mental
health have helped decrease the stigma surrounding mental health, providing listeners
with empathy and compassion (Carrotte et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2024). Athletes can
challenge stigmas and foster empathy by sharing personal experiences on podcast
platforms, opening the door for other players to feel more supported in athletic
environments.

The NBA has struggled in the past with its athletes' image and has experienced
several adverse events that have impacted the sport, prompting the NBA to take notice
and increasing pressure on players to serve as role models (Giannoulakis & Drayer,
2009). “Malice in the Palace,” a fight between players and fans, was a display of
behaviors from NBA players that later came out as having mental health issues, which
contributed to the incident (Lavelle, 2021). More than 40% of NBA players have mental
health issues (Aldridge, 2018). The NBA has created and implemented new programs and
policies to address the mental health needs of players in the past few years (Parrott et al.,
2021). Research is limited on whether these programs and policies have changed the
experiences for players. The ongoing stigma of mental health issues in athletics continues
to create a challenge when researching in this population (Wolanin & Marks, 2019). As
the NBA continues to confront the mental health challenges faced by players, more

research is important to understand the impact of mental health policies on the players.
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Researchers have approached the problem by scraping the surface, as there is a
lack of literature on the mental health of Black male athletes and the mental health of
male basketball players. The literature uses a multisport approach when discussing
mental health (Castaldelli-Maia et al., 2019; Walton et al., 2019). Some research, which
focuses on Black male athletes, also concentrates on a specific sport, such as football, at
the collegiate level (Armstrong & Jennings, 2018). Research supports further
investigation into the mental health, stigma, and service utilization of professional
athletes, particularly in specific sports (Parrott et al., 2021; Pavelko & Wang, 2021).
Several researchers have taken a qualitative and explorative approach due to the limited
research in this field (Armstrong & Jennings, 2018). Research gaps in this area are related
to specific athletes and sports, the development and implementation of sport-specific
interventions, treatment outcome studies, and the experiences of players (Armstrong &
Jennings, 2018). These areas discussed support the need for more research due to the gap
within the literature about the personal experiences of athletes as it relates to mental
health and seeking out mental health services, especially for Black men.

Black Men and Mental Health

Mental health is one of the more stigmatized topics for Black men (Watkins et al.,
2015). Researchers have been researching the topics of mental health stigma in the Black
community and factors that contribute to individuals not seeking mental health services
(Campbell & Allen, 2019; Eshun & Gurung, 2009; Gill, 2017). Podcasts discussing
men’s mental health have increased in popularity and often promote a version of

masculinity that is more inclusive of mental health and supports and fosters male
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intimacy (Murphy et al., 2024). Social workers are recognizing the lack of efforts made
to address the mental health needs and social concerns for Black men, and now the focus
is changing in research (Watkins et al., 2015). The literature around Black men and
mental health issues has become a more recent focus than in the past (Watkins et al.,
2015). The role of the social worker in destigmatizing the mental health needs of Black
men has been underutilized in the past; however, this is changing (Watkins et al., 2015).
Social work services would be highly beneficial for Black men as they have the fewest
socioeconomic supports (Watkins et al., 2015). Social workers play a role in reducing
stigmas and providing support to Black men.

Research has shown that Black individuals are less likely to utilize mental health
services but seem to experience more severe bouts of depression (Campbell & Allen,
2019; Williams et al., 2022). The more exposure Black men have to psychosocial and
socioeconomic stressors, the higher the probability of mental health issues going
untreated (Watkins et al., 2015). Black men report having a level of distrust for
healthcare providers and often experience discrimination when seeking services,
furthering the stigma around seeking services or participating in research (Watkins et al.,
2015). The stigma and discrimination that Black men face in healthcare settings further
exacerbate the mental health disparity for them, increasing the need for culturally
competent mental health services.

Black student-athletes do not seek out services for mental health issues due to the
stigma around these issues in the Black community (Moreland et al., 2016). This leaves

Black male student-athletes at the most significant risk for not utilizing mental health
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services when needed. A counseling center was studied in 2020, following the COVID-
19 pandemic and the racial injustices its students were experiencing at the university. The
center utilized podcasts to address these injustices, validate the experiences of Black
students, and remove barriers to treatment (Miller, Long, & Nash, 2021). Using podcasts
to discuss the unique challenges faced by Black student athletes can begin to reduce the
mental health stigma and provide a supportive environment for seeking supports.
Watkins et al. (2015) suggest Black men will experience more negative mental
health experiences due to the adverse life experiences they will experience than their
counterparts. This research shows that the mental health of Black men has been under-
researched, and several areas for more research around Black men and mental health
experiences (Watkins et al., 2015). Due to the lack of research on the topic of Black men
and what influences their mental health and seeking services, the group continues to be
marginalized (Watkins et al., 2015). Researchers Mays et al. (2018) reported that the
reason for the underutilization of mental health services for Black men may be attributed
to sociocultural issues and the use of alternative care. Podcasts have recently been
explored to investigate how men respond when listening to mental health podcasts, which
can increase compassion and facilitate a more nuanced perspective on masculinity (Mays
et al., 2018). The economic barriers, mistrust of providers, racism in services, and low
perceptions of the need for services from Black men tend to have them reach out to non-
mental health providers (Mays et al., 2018). There is a need for targeted research to better

understand the mental health experiences and sociocultural barriers to seeking supports.
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Black Americans face many issues that others do not have to experience. The
mistrust of medical providers has a historical and racial context (Hammond, 2010;
Watkins et al., 2015). Black Americans deal with racism, institutional oppression,
cultural misunderstandings, and misdiagnoses, primarily from White providers (Mays et
al., 2018; Stare & Fernando, 2019). Stare and Fernando (2019) discussed that participants
in their research reported sociocultural factors that contributed to their mental health
issues, such as oppression from police, high rates of incarceration, addiction, poverty,
discrimination, social exclusion, and stigmatization. Participants disclosed further mental
health stigmatization when they experienced ridicule and a general misunderstanding
when discussing mental health with family, community members, and law enforcement,
which increased feelings of isolation (Stare & Fernando, 2019). A counseling center was
studied in 2020, following the COVID-19 pandemic and the racial injustices its students
were experiencing at the university. The center utilized podcasts to address these
injustices, validate the experiences of Black students, and remove barriers to treatment
(Miller et al., 2021). Using podcasts to help validate and acknowledge the experiences of
Black men and the intersections of race, healthcare mistrust and sociocultural factors and
mental health challenges can enhance culturally competent mental health services.

Black men are considered an at-risk population for mental health issues due to the
high number of individuals who have negative beliefs about mental health treatment and
will not seek out treatment (Francis, 2018). Research also shows that Black men are less
likely to access mental health services due to stigma, distrust in medical providers, and

access to care (Thomas Tobin et al., 2022). Research suggested that to serve the Black
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community better, it would be beneficial for mental health screenings to be a part of
primary care appointments to identify mental health needs (Thomas Tobin et al., 2022).
The research shows that Black men have a higher rate of substance disorders due to using
substances to deal with societal racism and dehumanization (Thomas Tobin et al., 2022).
This research is limited and suggests that further research should take a deeper look into
more social, cultural, historical, and societal factors contributing to the gap in mental
health care in the Black community (Stare & Fernando, 2019; Thomas Tobin et al.,
2022). Many Black men will seek out support from family, friends, clergy, or other
alternative supports, and are not getting the services they need (Mays et al., 2018). In
order to address the mental health disparities Black men face, mental health screenings
within the primary care settings and more research into the factors deterring access to
care.

Stare and Fernando (2019) reported that counselors were encouraged to
acknowledge the multiple intersecting identities, oppressive societal factors, and holism
to build a better therapeutic relationship with Black men. Researching from a
sociocultural perspective can provide the research with a more contextualized and
comprehensive picture of factors influencing Black men’s mental health, like the research
on factors affecting students’ anxiety (Shirvan et al., 2016). Researching mental health
experiences of Black NBA players from a sociocultural perspective can help in

understanding the factors that are playing a part in help seeking behaviors.
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Mental health podcasts have become increasingly popular, as they provide
listeners with a convenient way to access educational information on their own time and
cover a wide range of topics from various professional levels (Casares, 2022). Most
mental health podcasts range from 20 to 120 minutes per episode, discussing mental
health issues through open discussions and sharing personal experiences (Casares, 2022).
The discussions around mental health can range from clinical perspectives, expertise, and
evidence-based practices to personal narratives about mental health experiences (Carrotte
et al., 2023; Casares, 2022). Podcasts have become an educational tool to help social
workers understand the real-life experiences of individuals. Narratives in this form can
provide a more emotional voice, deepen the listener’s understanding, and are more
powerful than other forms (Diebold et al., 2021). Educators have discussed the
importance of using historically accurate pop culture podcasts with narratives, as this has
given a voice to those who have been traditionally underrepresented (Diebold et al.,
2021). Research supports the idea that listeners of men’s mental health podcasts have
helped men expand their notions of masculinity to include reflecting on their emotions
and emotional intelligence, fostering male intimacy, reducing stigmas, and increasing
help-seeking strategies (Carrotte et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2024). Mental health
podcasts can serve as a powerful tool for providing both clinical insight and personal
narratives encouraging the reshaping of societal views on masculinity and reducing

stigma.
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Researchers reported how podcasts reduce barriers to learning about mental health
and mental health strategies since many individuals with mental health issues do not
access services, and the quality of low-cost options for mental health services is limited
(Murphy et al., 2024). Researchers have discovered that consumers of mental health
podcasts seek out information based on their desire to improve mental health literacy, and
as a result, they are more likely to seek out services (Murphy et al., 2024). Murphy et al.
(2024) gained new insight into how men who listen to mental health podcasts are more
likely to seek out mental health services, feel less lonely, and have new opportunities to
experience male intimacy (Murphy et al., 2024). Participants in the study reported that
listening to podcasts featuring men discussing their mental health experiences made them
feel more connected to other men (Murphy et al., 2024). Men find the guests and hosts of
mental health podcasts to be emotional role models, and therefore engage in more
reflective thinking and processing after listening to other men’s experiences (Murphy et
al., 2024). Mental health podcasts play a role in bridging the gaps in mental health
awareness, breaking down stigmas, and promoting a safe space for discussions about
mental health experiences for men.

Mental Health of Black Athletes

The lack of research in Black male athletes and mental health shows an
overlooked population that could have a significant impact on the community and can
change the stigma around mental health. According to researchers, among racial—ethnic
minority athletes, 78% reported some form of mental health need; and it is reported that

only 11% of these athletes reported seeking mental health services (Ballesteros & Tran,
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2020). Research showed that Black male athletes have historically been

disproportionately abused, exploited, and subjected to unethical practices of sports
programs, and this has contributed to mental health issues (Palmer, 1994). The historical
and political culture of society has a direct influence on how Black players have been
treated in sports (Stahura et al., 2016). Given the historical exploitation and mistreatment
of Black male athletes, further exploring the disparities and creating a supportive
environment is essential.

Research on mental health in Black athletes primarily focuses on athletes of all
ages; however, little attention has been given to professional athletes, with research
predominantly centering on female athletes (Armstrong & Jennings, 2018; Bimper,
2017). The mental health of Black male student-athletes has become a topic of research
over the last several years, with a focus on race (Armstrong & Jennings, 2018; Bimper,
2017; Wilkerson et al., 2020). Stahura et al. (2016) discussed how the social climate of
sports is directly related to the social environment of America and, therefore, Black
athletes experience more negative factors that contribute to mental health issues than their
White counterparts. These researchers also discussed the powerful influence sports can
have on American culture due to the idolization of entertainers (Stahura et al., 2016).
Given the negative sociocultural factors that Black athletes face, understanding the
intersection of race, sports, sex, and mental health is important for promoting better
mental health outcomes.

According to research, many universities in the NCAA have implemented

mentorship programs to support students in addressing sociocultural issues that hinder
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their development (Armstrong & Jennings, 2018; Born, 2017). Bimper (2017) researched

a mentorship program for Black student-athletes in a predominantly White university and
explored how the athletes experienced the sociocultural issues they faced through the lens
of critical race theory. Armstrong and Jennings (2018) reported that the participants in
their research were aware of the correlation between race and its influence on the cultural
dispositions and socialization process of the student-athletes. Palmer (1994) reported that
Black male athletes have sociocultural factors such as race, poverty, and lack of
supportive educational preparedness, and the dream that sports is the only way out of
poverty. Wilkerson et al. (2020) reported that Black male student-athletes do not seek out
mental health services due to their status on campus. The research was around football
players at the Division I level. These researchers also reported how the mental health of
Black male athletes is not well researched as a whole, which leaves space for the current
research to aid in expanding the research base (Wilkerson et al., 2020).

We have seen more recent celebrity disclosures of mental health issues in sports
(Francis, 2019). Francis (2019) suggests that when Black male celebrities speak out on
mental health issues and seek services, they are raising awareness and reducing the
stigma of mental health, especially in the Black community. This research showed that
half of the participants reported seeking information about mental health issues after a
Black male celebrity disclosed mental health status and treatment (Francis, 2018).
Wilkerson et al. (2020) discussed how seeking mental health services are not sought out
due to socio-economic status and mental health stigmas. Research also suggests that

Black male athletes are more susceptible to struggling with mental health issues and not
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seeking out services that could assist them due to mental health being viewed as a
weakness and seeking out services as highly stigmatized and frowned upon, an example
of the hypermasculinity (Barry et al., 2017; Campbell & Allen, 2019; Wilkerson et al.,
2020). Black male celebrities openly discussing their mental health challenges have
helped in normalizing mental health discussions in the Black community.

Francis (2019) reported that research findings indicate Black men are open to
discussing mental health in public, leading to a willingness to participate in scholarly
research. Francis (2019) suggested that further research is needed in the areas of how
health announcements from celebrities can influence cultural norms related to mental
health and mental health services. Podcasts with narrative data can serve as tools for
advocating social change, as they enable disenfranchised groups to disseminate
information and data, thereby empowering communities (Wilber et al., 2022). Podcasts
provide a platform for the Black community to influence the public discourse on mental
health and influence a societal shift in the perspectives of mental health especially with
celebrity disclosures.

Social Work and Podcasts

The social work field has utilized podcasts for learning and educational purposes
for many years, primarily to support lectures and provide easy access to information
related to the field (Ferrer et al., 2021). Social workers taking an ethical approach to
narrative inquiry on podcasts should allow individuals to have as much control over how
they tell their stories and should center these stories on the individuals themselves (Ferrer

et al., 2021). Social workers view digital storytelling as a form of narrative data, and
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podcasts can be included since they allow individuals to discuss their life experiences
within their control, often providing a richer account and depth to the narrative process
(Ferrer et al., 2021). Podcasts offer access to stories of individuals who are often
underrepresented in scholarly articles or journals, and social workers can play a
significant role in driving social change (Ferrer et al., 2021). Podcasts are still under-
researched and under-analyzed, but the trend is shifting towards podcasts as a distinct
educational media form (Casares, 2022). As the use of podcasts continues to grow in
social work research, they offer a unique platform for sharing diverse experiences that
can drive social change.

Podcasts have provided social workers with a means to engage with the digital
narratives of individuals, increasing the accessibility of these stories and thereby
enhancing knowledge from diverse forms and cultures (Ferrer et al., 2021). Podcasts are
seen as a potential for increased collaboration, skill-building, understanding of social
justice issues, and knowledge mobilization (Ferrer et al., 2021). Due to the relatively new
nature of using podcasting in social work research, there is no established formal ethical
framework to guide the ethical use of digital narratives (Ferrer et al., 2021). To mitigate
any ethical issues when using podcasts, social workers should consider that digital
narratives are a gift and should be treated with care and responsibility, ensuring that the
nature, desires, and intentions behind the stories accurately represent the storyteller
(Ferrer et al., 2021). Podcasts can open the door to these more challenging conversations,
and the openness of the platform allows various perspectives to share experiences as a

social learning opportunity, providing a platform to reach people who are not otherwise
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open to mental health services (Ferrer et al., 2021). Podcasts can serve as a tool for social
workers to engage in conversations on social justice and mental health, however it is
essential in developing a formal ethical framework to guide the use of podcasts in social
work research.

Social Work in Sports

Social worker values and ethics are unique to the social work profession and
guide the practice to help any disenfranchised group (Newman et al., 2019). In sports,
many players come from disenfranchised groups and communities, and sports serve as a
means of escape from their circumstances (Newman et al., 2019). Sports culture and
athletes are captivating to the broader public, which, in turn, provides athletes with a
platform to discuss societal issues and serve as advocates for social justice and change
(Newman et al., 2019). Social workers are trained to practice from the perspective that all
possible systems and factors that could influence an individual should be considered
(Newman et al., 2019). Social workers can advocate for social justice, address systemic
issues, and empower athletes’ mental well-being when social work values and ethics are
integrated into athletic environments.

Social workers can assist athletes in various ways, including supporting social
change, promoting access to mental health services, and providing mental health
education (Newman et al., 2019). Social workers can help be a deterrent for sexual abuse
of student-athletes and support any victims (Teasley & Gill, 2015). Social work practice
in sports is gaining recognition as a specialty within the social work profession (Newman

et al., 2019). Ryan et al. (2018) reported that athletes are more apt to utilize services if
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practitioners are associated with the sports department. Research supports social workers
applying social work values to working with athletes and sports in community
development, providing equitable sports programs, promoting positive mental health,
enhancing education and training for coaches, advocating for social justice, and
upholding culturally competent practices for athletes in all settings (Newman et al.,
2019). Social workers can provide athletes with a range of services, from case
management, advocacy, and clinical services, as well as promoting social justice and
social change driven by research (Gill, 2008; Grobman, 2017; Newman et al., 2019;
Teasley & Gill, 2015). Sports social workers have the opportunity to advocate for
systemic changes while providing essential support to athletes.

Sports social workers work from several perspectives to address the well-being of
athletes. Social workers can use the ecological perspective, systems theory, self-efficacy
theory, strengths perspective, and critical social policy to support athletes in engagement,
assessment, planning, and interventions when experiencing mental health challenges
(Moore, 2016a; Newman et al., 2019). Current literature examining sport social worker as
a professional area supports the profession can provide athletes with clinical services to
deal with depression, anxiety, substance abuse, post-traumatic stress disorder, sexual
abuse, and anger issues, as well as reducing the stigma around mental health issues and
services (Grobman, 2017; Moore, 2016a). Research further supports the role of social
work in sports, particularly from an ecological perspective, which enables social workers
to approach issues facing athletes (Newman et al., 2019). This ecological perspective

offers a rationale for research within a sociocultural framework, grounded in the idea that
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the mind develops through interactions with the world around us (Shirvan et al., 2016;
Vygotsky, 1978).

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, there were approximately 13,600
professional athletes in the U.S. in 2019 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). In 2013,
there were approximately 450,000 college athletes in the United States (Moore, 2016a).
This is a small population of individuals; however, due to the elite often being many
athletes, mental health needs are usually hidden or overlooked (Moore, 2016a). In 2015,
the Alliance of Social Workers in Sports (ASWIS) was established, focusing on
demonstrating how social work practice can contribute to all levels and sectors of the
sports world (Gill, 2008; Grobman, 2017). The unique challenges faced by elite athletes
often go unnoticed and sports social workers can address these challenges and help raise
awareness and advocate more support for mental health needs.

One researcher discussed how social workers in sports can start early in youth
sports to help athletes develop a positive self-identity by teaching about emotions and
emotional expression, which in turn elevates self-esteem and self-confidence, and instills
professional athletes with a better awareness of their mental and emotional well-being
(Ismail et al., 2020). Teasley and Gill (2015) discussed how school social workers could
be a powerful tool in assisting student-athletes who suffer sexual abuse from trainers,
coaches, and sport support staff. These researchers reported that school social workers
could help in lowering the accounts of sexual abuse in athletic settings due to the ethical
guidelines, ability to collaborate with other staff with concerns, provide emotional

support to student-athletes, provide objectivity, and understand the signs and symptoms
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of sexual abuse victims (Teasley & Gill, 2015). Social workers can support athletes at
every level and contribute to their long-term mental health supportt.

Sports social workers can assist players with mental health issues and specialized
treatment tailored to the unique aspects of their sport, which has implications for services
at both the collegiate and professional levels (Gill, 2008). Social work takes a holistic
approach to an individual within a specific environment, and athletic culture is a distinct
culture from that of non-athletes (Newman et al., 2019). Currently, sports leagues and
teams at every elite level are employing social workers to support their athletes and
athletic programs (Newman et al., 2019). More research is needed on the programs
currently in place and how to improve development programs. Gill (2008) argues that
social workers can help athletes find a balance between their athletic roles and their roles
outside of the sport. Wilkerson et al. (2020) discussed how teams should encourage
players to participate in mental health treatment. This is particularly important when
considering the mental health needs of athletes and the role social workers can play in
addressing these needs. Creating more literature about social work services and mental
health programs in sports can support the growth of this specialty in the profession.

There is an increasing amount of research and literature being published about
sports social work; however, it remains limited due to the discipline's infancy. There are
gaps in the research regarding the impact of sports social work programs and their
utilization. More research is needed to integrate social workers into athletics, develop
effective programs and practice models, and establish certificate programs for social

workers to legitimize the specialty (Moore, 2016b). Addressing the gaps in sports social
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work research will help to establish a foundation for the discipline and ensure social
workers are prepared to meet the unique needs of elite athletes.
Summary

The literature on the role of social work in athletics is expanding as the specialty
of this field grows and becomes more prevalent. Athletes’ mental health is an area of
research recommended for further study to aid in developing more effective strategies to
address and assess the mental health of athletes, and to utilize better available services
(Henriksen et al., 2019; Lavelle, 2021). Addressing mental health issues in athletics has
become a priority for professional teams. In professional basketball, the NBPA continues
to develop its mental health program. Players have suffered mental health issues within
the history of the sport; however, they have gone untreated for years (Rice et al., 2016).
The growing focus on mental health in professional sports highlights the needs for
developing more comprehensive strategies and services.

Black men are the majority in the NBA, and the perception of Black male ball
players is that of strength, masculinity, health, and talent, leaving few opportunities for
mental health disclosures (Lavelle, 2021). The stigma around mental health is because
many in the Black community do not believe in getting mental health care when needed
and are often not identified by primary care doctors as having a mental health issue
(Lavelle, 2021). Podcasts about mental health and Black men discussing their mental
health have proven to change men’s perspective on mental health issues (Carrotte et al.,
2023; Casares, 2022). Research suggests that Black male athletes are more susceptible to

struggling with mental health issues and not seeking out services that could assist them
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due to mental health being viewed as a weakness and seeking out services being highly
stigmatized and frowned upon (Barry et al., 2017; Lavelle, 2021). NBA Player Ben
Gordon reports his personal experience with mental health and having suicidal thoughts
every day for 6 weeks, and was unaware of his mental health issues until being
committed to a psychiatric hospital and being diagnosed with bipolar disorder (Gordon,
2020). NBA players Gordon, Dooling, West, Meta World Peace, and Love are only a few
players who have spoken out about their mental health issues and how they experienced
mental health and mental health services (Gordon, 2020; Lavelle, 2021). Players are
finding a platform to discuss mental health issues and seek services through podcasts
about mental health, and the number of podcasts has steadily increased over the last five
years (Casares, 2022; Murphy et al., 2024). As more NBA players disclose their mental
health experiences on podcasts, opportunities to challenge cultural stigmas and foster a
supportive environment are available.

The growing practice of social workers in sports and associations dedicated to this
field is promising to the profession and the mental health of elite athletes, especially
basketball players (Gill, 2008; Lavelle, 2021; Moore et al., 2018). Focusing on the
secondary data obtained by the podcasts on mental health in a popular sport, like the
NBA, can have benefits by reducing the mental health stigma in the Black community as
well as increasing or developing specific interventions for athletes and creating a shift in
views of masculinity (Carrotte et al., 2023; Walton et al., 2019). Research to further
define this area, improving mental health and quality of life for professional sports

players, would be a significant contribution to the limited research base in this field and



the emerging social work practice in sports social work. Chapter 3 consists of the
research design and rationale, the researcher’s role, the method employed for sample

selection, the data collection and analysis plan, and ethical considerations.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data research design is to understand the
experiences of Black NBA players in terms of their mental health and the sociocultural
factors that influenced their decision making regarding participation in mental health
services, as examined through a content analysis of podcasts. The purpose was to
understand the experience of NBA players through their own words and platforms when
discussing mental health and services. The d qualitative content analysis of the data
enabled my collection of cognitive insights from podcast transcripts. My aim was to gain
a deeper understanding of the mental health experiences of NBA players. The
experiences of Black NBA players in using mental health services would best be
explored by qualitative secondary data research because it explores experiences with
mental health that have not been researched, and through data, we have information to aid
in addressing the lack of literature. The mental health experiences of Black NBA players
through qualitative research have yet to be explored in the literature. Research that
explores the experiences of these athletes seems timely as social work seeks to become an
emerging profession in the athletic world (Gill, 2008). By conducting qualitative
secondary data research through content analysis of podcasts, this research aims to
contribute to the gaps in research, provide insight into the mental health experiences of
Black NBA players, and contribute to the sport social work field.

A qualitative secondary data approach, using content analysis of podcasts, was
appropriate for this research. I aimed to understand the mental health experiences of

athletes, an area with limited research currently, and a population that is challenging to
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access for first-hand data collection. Qualitative secondary data research design is used to
explore how individuals perceive, approach, and experience the world, as well as how
they make sense of their experiences and phenomena (Joseph et al., 2009; Ravitch &
Carl, 2016). Qualitative methods enable the in-depth study of a phenomenon, providing
detail and openness (Patton, 2015). Due to the lack of research on the area of mental
health in professional basketball, this study uses a qualitative approach to better
understand the experiences with mental health from these professional athletes’ accounts
on podcasts. In this chapter, I provide a comprehensive explanation of the research design
and rationale, including the role of the researcher, methodology, instrumentation,
procedures for recruitment, participation, and data collection, as well as the data analysis
plan. I also address issues related to trustworthiness and ethical guidelines.
Research Design and Rationale

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data research design was to understand
the experiences of Black NBA players, including their mental health, and the
sociocultural factors that influenced their decision-making regarding participation in
mental health services, as examined through a content analysis of NBA player podcasts.
The purpose was to understand the experience of NBA players through their own words
and platforms when discussing mental health and services. The qualitative content
analysis of the data enabled my collection of cognitive insights from podcast transcripts,
allowing me to gain a deeper understanding of the mental health experiences of NBA
players. Podcasts provide a unique insight into conversations among friends, coworkers,

peers, teammates, and others within the same environment and culture, allowing speakers
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to discuss a stigmatized topic from a level of familiarity and comfort (Ferrer et al., 2021).
Podcasts featuring personal narratives have been a valuable resource for men seeking
support, as they provide an opportunity to listen to men discussing their personal
experiences on podcasts (Murphy et al., 2024). The use of podcasts as a tool for exploring
Black NBA players’ experiences with mental health will offer valuable insight into how
sociocultural factors shape decisions on seeking out services.

The understanding of Black NBA players’ experiences and conversations on
mental health and services is appropriate for a qualitative secondary data research
because it explores a subject area and population that has limited research due to the
negative impact it can have on players and their careers. The mental health experiences of
Black NBA players through qualitative research have yet to be explored in an in-depth
way in the literature. I explored the gap in the research and aims at understanding the
mental health challenges Black NBA players face.

Policies and programs have been developed for elite athletes, particularly those
competing in Division I universities and the NBA (Kaminski, 2016). However, there
remains a significant gap in the literature regarding the experiences of NBA players when
it comes to their mental health. As social work seeks to become a key player in the
provision of mental health services for elite athletes (Gill, 2008), the need for research
that explores the experiences of these athletes is crucial, as is understanding the thoughts
surrounding mental health services. This content analysis of data aims to understand how

NBA players communicate about mental health on podcasts.



60

The purpose of using podcasts to gather secondary data was due to the challenges
associated with recruiting players to participate in research. Many players have
documented their lived experiences with mental health in podcasts. I aimed to understand
how NBA players communicate about mental health through their participation in
podcasts.

Research Questions

RQ1: What do podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about the
experiences of Black NBA players while in the NBA?

RQ2: What do podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA
players’ perceptions of the sociocultural factors and their role in the players seeking
mental health services while in the NBA?

RQ3: What do podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA
players’ perceptions of mental health disclosures?

Role of the Researcher

In qualitative research, the role of the researcher is that of a participatory nature,
as the researcher gains access to the participants’ natural environment (Ravitch & Carl,
2016). In this research, the active role involves analyzing data from the podcasts of NBA
players. A researcher’s perspective, beliefs, and background can introduce bias and
negatively impact a study (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Since researcher bias is always a
potential issue, researchers should have a plan with appropriate strategies to decrease
possible bias (Creswell, 2009). Researchers should focus on being reflexive when

outlining their study, which should include consideration of their perspective and
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potential bias (Sutton & Austin, 2015). To minimize my bias toward the study, I used the
suggestion of Sutton and Austin and was reflective during this process to help reduce
bias. The issue of cultural bias could be a potential bias as the participants are Black men,
and I am a White female. I have chosen to address these potential biases by reviewing
podcast interview transcripts featuring NBA players speaking with other Black men, with
whom there is a level of familiarity or comfort.

For this research study, I aimed to understand the experiences of Black NBA
players with mental health and mental health services, and a qualitative secondary data
research approach is the most suitable. I began this study with the notion that there would
be research specific to NBA players since there have been some players who have talked
openly about their mental health and experiences when playing in the NBA, and rules
around mental health have changed. I soon discovered there is not much research on
mental health and professional athletes, and very little about NBA players specifically. A
qualitative study is the most appropriate approach, as per Polit and Beck (2014), since a
generic qualitative inquiry methodology is employed when a phenomenon is not well
understood, which is the case in this study.

The research led me to a few questions that I wanted to understand better. First, I
tried to understand the experiences of players and their mental health care. Since many
players are Black men and the players come from all different areas and backgrounds, I
wanted to understand if any sociocultural factors play a role in their ideas around mental
health and mental health services. Lastly, I tried to understand why players take on the

responsibility of discussing mental health and the issues current players are facing.
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After reviewing the research, I found that many studies on mental health and
professional or elite athletes were qualitative, focused on college athletes, and primarily
concerned with injuries (e.g., Baumann, 2016; Gill, 2008; Jones, 2016). However, there is
a need to explore the experiences of professional NBA players and their mental health
using a qualitative approach, as many NBA players are speaking out about their
experiences through social media without having an injury as a catalyst (Lavelle, 2021;
Pavelko & Wang, 2021). While several qualitative approaches can be employed, the
design that best suited the purpose of my study was a qualitative secondary data research
design, using podcasts as the primary data source. This approach is the best option due to
the limited research on the topic, as it lacks theoretical assumptions or guidelines to
follow, unlike other methodologies, and the sensitive nature of mental health research
involving public figures and their participation (Creswell, 2009). Given the lack of
existing research on mental health experiences of NBA players, using podcasts in this
research is appropriate to explore these experiences on such a sensitive topic.

Methodology

In this section, I outline the methodology of this qualitative secondary data
research design, which involves content analysis of podcasts featuring NBA players
discussing their mental health. I discuss my content selection logic, data collection
procedures, data analysis plan, and the trustworthiness and validity of my research.
Secondary data refers to information collected by someone other than the current
researcher for a purpose unrelated to the current research (Tantawi, 2024). Secondary

data, which can be publicly available online, such as interviews in the form of podcasts,
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is often used in social science research (Cheong et al., 2023). Data identification, data
evaluation, data analysis, and ethical considerations are steps to ensure the validity of
data used from online resources (Cheong et al., 2023). In this section, I outline the
methodology for using qualitative secondary data, adhering to ethical standards to ensure
the trustworthiness and validity of this research.
Podcast Selection Logic

For this study, I employed a qualitative secondary data analysis approach, using
content analysis of podcasts featuring Black NBA players discussing their mental health.
This research approach involves the content analysis of data from podcasts related to the
experiences of Black NBA players with mental health and the social-cultural factors
around seeking services or not. A qualitative secondary data research design was best for
this research because it allowed the exploration of the experiences of the target
population with the phenomenon being researched from their past and present
experiences and the impact of change but through secondary data sources since first-hand
interviews with players on this topic provide beyond challenging due to the nature and
risks involved (Cheong et al., 2023; Hill & Burrows, 2017; McAlpine, 2016). This
research design allows a comprehensive examination of the experiences of Black NBA
players with mental health, while mitigating the risks and challenges inherent in direct
participant engagement.

Podcasts are credited with being a diverse platform that contributes to giving a
voice to the voiceless and sharing the experiences of individuals who have been

traditionally oppressed with a broader audience. They can also be used for qualitative
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data collection and analysis, as well as for critical inquiry and knowledge mobility (Day
et al., 2017). The structure and format of podcasts contribute to the suitability of the
medium for digital narratives, using these narratives as qualitative secondary data sources
(Day et al., 2017). In addition, qualitative secondary data research design, through
content analysis of podcasts, supported me in ensuring the data remains intact and that
the meaning making the participant asserts regarding their experience is accurately
captured by the researcher to maintain validity (see McAlpine, 2016; Riessman, 2008).

Content analysis is a qualitative research method that identifies the presence of
words, themes, or concepts in various textual data (Lee & Peterson, 1997; Stemler, 2015).
The variety of data can come from different sources such as speeches, government
records, interviews, and public broadcasts (Lee & Peterson, 1997). Content analysis
requires the systematic coding of data and includes the researcher following a specific
protocol such as having suitable material, having a coding protocol, ascertaining the
reliability and validity of coding, and reporting limitations (Lee & Peterson, 1997;
Stemler, 2015).

Content analysis is suitable for this research, as it aims to understand the context
of observed behavior, thoughts, or emotional responses and identify any correlations
between concepts and behaviors (Stemler, 2015). The advantages of using content
analysis in this study include the flexibility to identify emerging themes and the
unobtrusive nature of data collection (Lee & Peterson, 1997; Stemler, 2015). The
disadvantages of using content analysis are that it can be time-consuming due to the need

to analyze different datasets, is reductive, and can introduce bias based on the
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researcher’s coding and interpretation (Stemler, 2015). Podcasts offer educational and
firsthand data on the experiences of NBA players with mental health, as transcripts can
be used for data analysis and provide insight into an otherwise challenging topic (Sharon,
2023).

To mitigate the disadvantages, any podcast used must meet the following criteria:
it must feature at least one NBA player or former player discussing their mental health
experience; the podcast must be over 20 minutes in length; and it must have been
published between 2015 and 2024. Due to the limited number of podcasts that meet the
criteria, all transcripts that meet the requirements will be analyzed (Stemler, 2015).
Relational content analysis will follow the following steps:

1. Prepare the data.

2. Determine the type of analysis.

3. Develop categories and a coding scheme.

4. Test the coding scheme on a sample of text.

5. Code all the text.

6. Assess coding consistency.

7. Conclude coded data.

8. Report methods and findings (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
This research can inform the development of future research tools and provide future
researchers with qualitative data (Stemler, 2015). In qualitative research, the primary
instrument is the researcher, who collects data through focus groups, observations,

interviews, and note-taking (Ravitch & Carl, 2016).
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Eligibility Criteria and Search Strategy

Once the institutional review board (IRB) board approves the study, I will start
data collection. I will be transcribing podcasts in which Black NBA players discuss their
mental health with others. Any podcast used will meet the following criteria: it must have
at least one NBA player or former player discussing their mental health experience; the
podcast must be over 20 minutes in length; and it must have been published between
2015 and 2024. The podcast selection process began by identifying podcast episodes
where Black NBA players discussed their mental health. A search criterion was
developed, starting with a search for NBA players' mental health experiences on podcast
platforms, including YouTube Podcast and Apple Podcast. This yielded an extensive list
of podcast episodes.

This list of episodes included podcast discussions about players’ mental health
from sports commentators, rather than players themselves, which were eliminated. From
this list, date restrictions were applied to be between 2015 and 2024. This narrowed the
list to several podcast episodes. While the podcasts and NBA player information are all
public, all podcasts will be coded, and any names will be withheld to help protect the
identity of the podcast participants. Podcasts will be transcribed and coded until
saturation is reached or all participants have been included, as many players appear on
multiple podcasts.

Procedures for Data Collection
Secondary data will be collected from podcasts that feature verbatim transcripts of

NBA players discussing their mental health experiences. I will have a codebook that
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includes information on each podcast episode, such as the number of podcast participants,
their demographics, podcast publication information, and the podcast environment, if
applicable. The codebook will have sociocultural factors discussed in the podcast
episode.

Data Analysis

When analyzing secondary data, Percy et al. (2015) discussed how researchers
choose a thematic or content analysis approach for qualitative secondary data analysis.
Relational content analysis will follow the following steps:

1. Prepare the data.

2. Determine the type of analysis.

3. Develop categories and a coding scheme.

4. Test the coding scheme on a sample of text.

5. Code all the text.

6. Assess coding consistency.

7. Conclude coded data.

8. Report methods and findings (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

This research can inform the development of future research tools and provide
future researchers with qualitative data (Stemler, 2015). In qualitative research, the
primary instrument is the researcher, who gathers data through focus groups,
observations, interviews, secondary data, and note-taking (Ravitch & Carl, 2016).

Content analysis was selected as the method to analyze the textual data through coding,
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as this enables researchers to interpret the meaning of the patterns and themes that
emerge (Stanley & Atari-Khan, 2024).

The goal of content analysis is to make sense of the recorded accounts from
participants by identifying themes or concepts within the data (Zhang & Wildemuth,
2009). I will look for similar concepts that emerge in the data analysis. The analysis of
the data will follow the eight phases of Zhang and Wildemuth’s (2009) content analysis
approach.

The first step in my data analysis will involve familiarizing myself with the data
(Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). This process will involve transcribing the selected podcasts
for analysis, then reading and rereading the transcript, and subsequently recording any
initial ideas or impressions in the codebook (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009; Percy et al.,
2015). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) asserted that one of the most efficient and meaningful
ways to analyze data in a qualitative study is to begin analyzing inductively during the
data collection process. Collecting data after conducting each interview will enable me to
observe the patterns and concepts evolve as the data is collected and coded (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009; Percy et al., 2015; Saldafia, 2016).

Step two of the data analysis process is defining the unit of analysis, which refers
to the text to be classified and coded (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Coding units may be
single words, a few sentences, or paragraphs, and are relevant to the research questions
(Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). During this stage, qualitative data analytic software can be

helpful, such as NVivo or Microsoft Excel.
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The third step in content data analysis involves developing categories and a
coding scheme (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Categories and coding schemes can be
derived from the data, theories, or previous related studies and can be inductive or
deductive (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Since my research lacks a theoretical framework
to begin with, inductive content analysis, combined with the constant comparative
method, will facilitate the identification of differences within categories (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009). The constant comparative method is broken into two parts: a
systematic comparison of every text assigned to a category with any other text in that
category, integrating categories and their properties through interpretive memos, which
will be included in the codebook (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Qualitative content
analysis allows a unit of text to be assigned to multiple categories

The fourth step of my data analysis will be testing my code scheme on a sample
of text (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Developing and validating my coding scheme will
be crucial in the early stages of the process. I will test the clarity and consistency of my
category definitions by coding a sample of my data (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). I should
be able to achieve consistency in my coding by coding a sample text, revising coding
rules, and checking for coding consistency (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

The fifth step of data analysis is to code all the text (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
Once consistency is achieved, then apply the coding rules to the entire text, and during
this process, check the coding repeatedly to prevent drifting (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

When new themes or categories emerge, they will be added to the codebook as well.
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The sixth step of data analysis is to assess your coding consistency (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009). After the entire data set has been coded, rechecking for consistency of
coding and double-checking the coding consistency of the whole text helps ensure
reliability and filters out human error (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

The seventh step in data analysis is to conclude the coded data (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009). Making sense of themes or categories identified and making
inferences and meanings from the data is an essential part of this step (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009). This step involves exploring categories, identifying relationships
between categories, uncovering different patterns, and testing the categories against the
full range of data, all of which are critical in this step (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

The final step in data analysis is to report the methods and findings (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009). Reporting the analytical procedures and processes as completely and
truthfully as possible, the study can be replicated (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Reporting
the decisions and practices about the coding process, as well as the methods used to
establish the trustworthiness of the research (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Content
analysis reveals patterns, themes, and categories that are significant to a social reality and
should be presented in a balanced combination of descriptions and interpretations of the
data (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

Issues of Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is a crucial aspect of content analysis, as it enhances the value of

the study. There are four main areas of trustworthiness to be addressed in the proposed

research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Zhang &



71

Wildemuth, 2009). According to Cypress (2017), trustworthiness serves as the evaluation
standard in qualitative research, ensuring the quality of the research.
Credibility

To enhance the credibility of content analysis, researchers should design data
collection strategies that solicit diverse representations and establish transparent
processes for coding and interpreting the data (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Training the
coders is a concern in content analysis; however, I am the sole coder for this data in this
research.
Transferability

Transferability is achieved when the research can be applied, dependable and
stable data can be replicated, and the findings are consistent (Cope, 2014; Korstjens &
Moser, 2018). To ensure transferability in this study, I will provide a detailed description
of all relevant steps associated with data collection and analysis activities (Korstjens &
Moser, 2018). The researcher’s task is to provide data sets and descriptions that are rich
enough for other researchers to make judgments about the transferability of the findings
to different settings or contexts (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
Dependability

Dependability ensures that the findings are consistent and reliable, involving the
monitoring of procedures throughout the research process to determine validity (Cope,
2014; Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Dependability in my study will be ensured through
well-documented notes, procedures, data collection methods, analysis, and an audit trail

that records the research (steps Korstjens & Moser, 2018).
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Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the extent to which the characteristics of the data can be
verified by others who have read and reviewed the research results (Zhang and
Wildemuth, 2009). This can be achieved through audits of the research process and
findings, which are determined by verifying the internal coherence of data, as well as the
findings, interpretations, and recommendations (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).

Ethical Procedures

It is the ethical responsibility of the researcher to maintain the integrity of the
research (Creswell, 2009). No part of the actual research for this study will be conducted
until a full review by Walden University’s IRB has been completed and the research data
collection and design have been approved. To ensure Walden’s IRB guidelines are
followed, the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) course was completed.
All identifying information will be treated as confidential, and pseudonyms will be
assigned to each podcast episode and participant to conceal their identity (e.g., PT1,
PT2). All podcast episodes will be transcribed in their entirety and stored in compliance
with HIPAA regulations.

Summary

In Chapter 3, I discussed a qualitative secondary data research design, and content
analysis of podcasts is the ideal qualitative approach for this study. The chapter also
provided an in-depth view of the research design and methodology, data collection and
analysis, participant selection, and recruitment. The purpose of this qualitative secondary

data research and content analysis of podcasts is to understand the experiences of Black
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NBA players regarding their mental health and the sociocultural factors that influence
their decision-making regarding participation in mental health services when needed. The
data analysis process is described using Zhang and Wildemuth’s (2009) process, which
involves eight phases of analysis. The four primary areas of trustworthiness to be
addressed in the proposed study, credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability are discussed.

The sociocultural factors of Black NBA basketball players in utilizing mental
health services are appropriate for qualitative secondary data research because it analyzes
the data in podcasts of NBA Black players and their experiences with mental health. Due
to the lack of research on the area of mental health in professional basketball, this study
uses a qualitative secondary data approach to better understand the current data in
podcasts of NBA players discussing their mental health experiences. In Chapter 4, I will

present the research results, including the data collection and analysis process.



74
Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data study was to explore the
experiences of Black NBA players, their mental health, and what sociocultural factors
present as influencing their decision to participate in mental health services or not. The
analysis was conducted through a content analysis of NBA players' appearances on
podcasts. The purpose was to understand the experience of NBA players through their
own words when discussing mental health and mental health services on podcasts.
Research from the literature review on sociocultural theory identified several
sociocultural factors to consider when coding, including mental health stigma, cultural
beliefs from identified sociocultural groups, social status, socioeconomic status, and
access and attitudes toward seeking help.

Researchers have explained that podcasts on mental health, featuring individuals
discussing their personal experiences, are essential to listeners, as they provide hope, aid
in personal development, and increase compassion and empathy (Carrotte et al., 2023; O
Caoilte et al., 2024). A podcast on mental health provides listeners with a diverse
perspective on mental health issues and helps reduce the stigma (Murphy et al., 2024; O
Caoilte et al., 2024). The three research questions for this study were (a) What do podcast
episodes on mental health issues reveal about the experiences of Black NBA players
during their time in the NBA?, (b) What do podcast episodes on mental health issues
reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of the sociocultural factors and their role in

the players seeking mental health services while in the NBA?, and (c) What do podcast
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episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of mental
health disclosures?

In this chapter, I present the research demographics, report on the data collection
process, discuss the data analysis process, and describe the trustworthiness of the
analysis. I also present the results of the data analysis, including the final content
identified. Content analysis was employed to address each of the research questions.

Setting

To analyze the secondary data in this study, I first identified the podcasts to be
used for the study. The data consisted of podcasts featuring Black NBA players who
discussed their mental health experiences. After obtaining IRB approval for the inclusion
criteria for podcasts, which included NBA players discussing their mental health
experiences, 30 podcasts were viewed, resulting in 20 matches. The IRB approved the
use of podcasts as secondary data because players can discuss their mental health
experiences in a setting in which they feel comfortable enough to be vulnerable.

The podcast transcripts were analyzed through a thematic analysis process that
included viewing the video recording of the podcast episode, transcribing the podcast,
reviewing the podcast transcription for accuracy, developing a coding scheme, coding the
transcriptions, and then analyzing the data. I had no personal, professional, or financial
ties to the selected episodes or any of the players who participated in them. Transcripts

were analyzed using the Delve software tool.
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Demographics

Secondary data pertained to the mental health experiences of NBA athletes. These
podcasts were viewed and transcribed verbatim, sourced directly from their respective
podcast websites. Demographic data were not collected because no interviews were
conducted with participants. Secondary data analysis results were based on the NBA
players’ comments on the podcasts. However, I was able to gather some demographic
data on the 30 NBA players who participated in the selected podcast episodes for the
study. This was done by viewing NBA players’ profiles on NBA.com.

The demographic data I was able to determine includes the following: (a) All
players participated in at least 1 year of college; (b) the ages of players ranged from 28-
60 years old; (c) the players have a range of time in the NBA from two seasons up to 19
seasons; (d) many of the players were former players except for six players who were on
rosters in the NBA as of the 2024-2025 season; and (e) eight of the players were single,
four were divorced, and the rest were married at the time of the research. In Table 1, the
demographics, including age and years played in the NBA, are displayed.

Table 1

Participant Demographics

Demographic  Category Frequency
Age 20-30 2
3040 12
40-50 12
50-60 3
60+ 1
Yearsin NBA  1-3 2
4-10 11

11-20 17
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Data Collection

The secondary data collected for this study consisted of 20 podcast interviews in
which 30 NBA players discussed their mental health experiences. The search terms used
to identify potential podcasts included mental health in the NBA, NBA players, and
mental health. Podcasts were searched on YouTube Podcasts provided both video and
audio, and I was able to view and hear the podcasts to understand the tone and body
language in conversations before transcriptions.

I collected data from July 1, 2024, and continued to search for podcasts until
February 9, 2025, to ensure that the most recent podcasts were included, as most players
participate in podcasts during the off-season. Data collection was approved by Walden
University IRB (04-18-22-0805979). Podcasts were viewed, transcribed, and coded in
conjunction with the selected coding process, which was then reviewed to ensure
consistency. There was no variation to the data collection plan, as presented in Chapter 3.
All videos and transcripts were saved on an external, password-protected drive and the
Delve software. Podcasts were identified as podcast transcripts (PT), and the number of
them was recorded for coding purposes. Data collection took longer than anticipated
because of the need to capture the most current podcasts.

Data Analysis

The podcast transcripts were analyzed through a thematic analysis process that
included viewing the video recording of the podcast episode, transcribing the podcast,
reviewing the podcast transcription for accuracy, developing a coding scheme, coding the

transcriptions, and then analyzing the data. The first step in analyzing the data was
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creating the coding scheme. The coding scheme was preselected due to the content
analysis process (see Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). The coding scheme is the framework
that includes both indicative and deductive categories for RQ2. These categories were
based on sociocultural factors that related to the theoretical framework. These categories
consisted of sociocultural factors, including gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and
cultural identity. Deductive coding allowed other codes and categories to emerge during
the coding of the transcripts, and these were then added to the coding scheme to ensure
consistency in the data coding of each transcript. After applying the coding scheme and
coding the first transcript, additional codes were added, including vulnerability,
masculinity, life after the NBA, and contributing factors. The inductive coding was based
on the research questions and then applied to all transcripts.

Each podcast was transcribed into a Word document and verified for accuracy by
rewatching the podcast, reviewing the transcription, correcting any errors, and assigning a
unique name (e.g., PT1, PT2) to the transcript before uploading it to Delve. Once all
transcripts were verified and uploaded to Delve, the coding scheme was tested on PT1,
the first podcast transcript. To ensure consistency in coding, I developed a codebook and
used the coding scheme with each podcast transcription. All secondary data were saved in
Delve and on a password-protected external hard drive.

Process for Coding and Analysis

The Delve software tool was used to categorize the secondary data collected. The

coding methods used in the study were inductive and deductive coding. These codes were

based on sociocultural factors that related to the theoretical framework. These codes



79

consisted of sociocultural factors, including gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and
cultural identity. Additional codes were created inductively during the coding of the first
transcript, based on the research questions. These codes were created after viewing the
podcasts and before the analysis of secondary data. In vivo coding was used to maintain
research notes and find codes that related to the research questions.

I selected a content analysis approach for qualitative secondary data analysis.
Once the coding scheme was tested and all other transcripts had been coded, coding
consistency was achieved by having only one person code the transcripts, completing
researcher notes during the coding process, and adhering to the established coding
scheme. The codes, categories, and themes that emerged from the data analysis are
represented in the descriptive text sections related to the research questions.
Descriptive Text in Relation to RQ1

RQ1 was the following: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal
about the experiences of Black NBA players while in the NBA? The central theme for
RQI is the role of the social/cultural environment on mental health perceptions. The
subthemes related to RQ1 were personal experiences and reflections, support systems,
life and career balance, identity and public persona, and stigmas. An example of this
descriptive text from PT1, NBA1 stated

You know what I mean? And during that whole time, you know, my dad was sick

the whole time. It was countless times I was flying from San Antonio to L.A. just

to see him. Minnesota to L.A. Wherever I had two days in between, if [ was on

the road, I was flying home just to be able to have moments with him. You see
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what I’'m saying? [ was carrying that on my shoulders of the only man that I ever

feared and gave me everything that I’d known up to that point.
Players discussed their personal experiences, the importance of having a support system,
finding a life and career balance, how athletic identity and the perception of the public
can influence one’s mental health, and how known stigma plays a part in players’
experiences with mental health. These subthemes support the overall theme of the role
that the social/cultural environment plays in shaping mental health perceptions.
Descriptive Text in Relation to RQ2

RQ2 was as follows: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal
about Black NBA players’ perceptions of the sociocultural factors and their role in
seeking mental health services while in the NBA? The central theme for RQ2 was factors
contributing to seeking help or not for mental health. The subthemes associated with RQ2
were sociocultural factors, vulnerability and masculinity, contributing factors, therapeutic
practices, and the role of the NBA. To example this, PT2: NBA3 said

So. I fell in love with the basketball culture. I was adopted by it. I was tall. You

know, I was fast. You know, I had these attributes that were attractive and fit into

the game. But a lot of it didn't resonate with my soul, honestly.”
Players discussed the sociocultural factors that lead to mental health perceptions, how
venerability and masculinity play a role in mental health perceptions, what factors
contribute to mental health challenges, the therapeutic techniques and practices that are

helpful, and what role does the NBA play in furthering mental health resources,
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awareness, and support to current, past, and future players. These subthemes support the
overall theme of factors contributing to seeking help or not for mental health.
Descriptive Text about RQ3

RQ3 was the following: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal
about Black NBA players’ perceptions of mental health disclosures? The overall theme of
normalizing mental health during and post NBA careers discussed how players are telling
their stories to change the way mental health is viewed and to help others address mental
health issues when they arise. These disclosers show how players feel the responsibility
to use their platform to help others. The subthemes supporting the central theme were
personal disclosures, mental health awareness, normalization of mental health
conversations, and life after the NBA. The theme of normalization of mental health
conversations is explored in PT9, by NBA15 when he stated:

I started with Doc when I was at UCLA. I was a freshman at UCLA. So Doc and I

have a history, a long history. I had a lot of pressure on me being a McDonald’s

All-American coming into UCLA with all of these expectations of bringing a

national championship. We had a really good team there. So the pressure, when

you wear those four letters.
Players discussed the amount of pressure they experience as athletes and how
normalizing conversations about other players’ experiences can create opportunities for
social change and reduce mental health stigmas. This theme demonstrated how players
can learn from the vulnerability it takes to share and how they can grow and become

stronger players and individuals.
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Evidence of Trustworthiness

I used validation methods related to trustworthiness, including credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The evaluation method selected for this
study was based on my notes to understand the meanings and experiences of NBA
players. Using these validation methods in the content analysis will ensure the accuracy
of the findings, facilitate replication, maintain objectivity, and enable the application of
findings to other contexts (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).
Credibility

The credibility of my study was determined through descriptive and interpretive
text exploring the mental health experiences of NBA players discussed on podcasts. To
ensure credibility, I established and adhered to clear coding definitions. To establish
credibility, I verified interpretations against the raw data to ensure consistency with the
transcribed data. Persistent observations of the video podcasts were another way
credibility was established. Persistent observation means repeatedly and consistently
reviewing data to gain insights and ensure accuracy in interpretations (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2009). I initially watched the podcasts to determine if they met the criteria. I
then rewatched the podcast to ensure accuracy in the transcription and rewatched the
video podcast after initial coding to make notes on the behaviors and interactions of the
NBA players. I then watched the podcast a final time after all coding was completed and
reviewed the notes regarding the NBA players’ behaviors, interactions, and experiences
to ensure accuracy. Triangulation against the literature was the third way credibility was

established for this study.
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Transferability

The transparency and detailed descriptions of the procedures in this study have
demonstrated transferability by allowing the research to be conducted using secondary
data obtained from podcast episodes featuring NBA players discussing their mental
health experiences. Detailed descriptions of the contextual details were included in the
collected data, such as demographic information, cultural backgrounds, sociocultural
factors, and the selection process for the podcasts. Descriptive data were compared to the
current literature to validate transferability.

Dependability

The study’s dependability was ensured through the documentation of the
procedures and methods used, thereby providing consistency. The consistency and
stability of this research were determined by double checking the application of the
coding scheme to the data collection after each transcript was coded. Any changes to the
codes were documented and applied to the previous transcripts before moving forward.
These audits helped ensure dependability by ensuring accuracy in the coding.
Confirmability

The confirmability of this study is based on the detailed process of how secondary
data were collected, verified, and analyzed. The confirmability was established by
maintaining detailed records of the data collected, specifically, records that reflected the
steps in the data collection process, coding, and analysis. Coding selections provided a

clear explanation of how the raw data was developed into the final interpretations. The
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findings were based on the data collected, and personal biases and interpretations were
excluded from the results.
Results

The results of this study were applied to each research question. The pertinent
data identified related to the mental health experiences of NBA players, as presented in
podcasts, supported the study’s purpose. The purpose of this general qualitative inquiry
was to explore secondary data from published podcasts of firsthand accounts of NBA
players’ mental health experiences. The emerging themes are reported in relation to each
research question. Table 2 shows the research question, theme, and frequency of the
themes.
Table 2

Research Questions and Themes

Research question Theme Frequency
of themes

RQI Personal experiences 127
Support systems 351
Life and career balance 55
Identity and public persona 145
Cultural stigma 47

RQ2 Sociocultural factors 535
Vulnerability and masculinity 76
Contributing factors 372
Therapeutic practice 271
Role of NBA 34

RQ3 Disclosures and responses 112
Mental health awareness 85
Normalize mental health 180
conversation

Life after NBA 67
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Results for RQ1

The first research question was “What did podcast episodes on mental health
issues reveal about the experiences of Black NBA players while in the NBA?” The
collected snippets from the secondary data revealed the following themes: personal
experiences and reflections, support systems, life and career balance, identity and public
persona, and cultural stigmas. The themes were identified from the codes, such as
personal growth and reflections, disclosures in NBA, personal mental health disclosures,
perceptions of disclosures, athletic persona, personal outlook, expectations of athletes,
stigma of athletes, social stigmas, expectations of Black men, attitudes within the Black
community, generational perspectives, cultural heritage, family dynamics, personal
sacrifices, creating supportive environments, vulnerability and supports, mentorship,
family supports, team supports, and social supports.

Theme: The Role of Social/Cultural Environments on Mental Health Perceptions

Many NBA players discussed how social and cultural environments influenced
their perception of mental health. NBA24 in PT20 discussed the NBA culture and how it
plays a role for athletes stating, “that made me ask real questions about the overall culture
of the NBA and what the media's role was and just the perception of athletes and the and
the perception of health,” after he disclosed his mental health prior to his draft date.
Players discuss the ways they could have felt better supported when discussing their

personal stories and what this means for themselves and others.



86

Personal Experiences and Reflections
The subtheme of personal experiences and reflections was defined by snippets
that addressed individual feelings of depression, struggles with emotional balance, and
the personal journey toward seeking help. This subtheme captured personal narratives
and reflections on mental health experiences and realizations during the NBA. This
subtheme emerged from the codes of personal growth and reflections, disclosures in the
NBA, individual mental health disclosures, and perceptions of disclosures. In PT2, NBA3
discussed his experience by stating
I had just came out of rehab for 30 days. I put myself. I put myself in for not
drugs, but for anxiety and depression. And it was the first time I actually made a
decision for myself. So then I take my wife at a time. We go to St. Lucia. It's all-
star. And, you know, they're calling me '"The Bucks.' They're like, you know, you
got to come back. You got to show up. You know, if you don't, you know, we're
going to sue you, all this stuff.
In PT6, NBAS stated, “so in 2015, I went into like a depression. You know, the
basketball stopped bouncing for me. And it’s common with athletes, you know, when
you’ve been playing basketball most of your life.”
Players discussed their experiences openly to peers, the public, and their teams. The
disclosure of his mental health was in PT1 by NBA1:
I know for me, growing up in an urban community, you never talked about the
effects of mental health or what you’ve seen every single day on a daily basis

affecting your mental health. You know, it was never a discussion during the All-
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Star weekend. Just being overwhelmed with everything that was going on. I put
out a tweet expressing my depression. You know, it was just an emotional
response. Really didn’t expect too much of it.
These examples of personal disclosures show how mental health perceptions started from
sociocultural factors, including trauma, and not having outlets or coping skills to deal
with this. NBAG6 discussed his sexual abuse in PT4, “At the heart of it, [ was sexually
abused when I was 7 years old. And I had never really, you know, dealt with any of the
tragedies. And so I was forced to deal with that. I took that into my adulthood”. He
continued to discuss his personal experience,
Well, I think they go hand in hand because when you, you've gone through
trauma, there's going to be some mental health issues that come along with that.
They say the, the, the top four symptoms for somebody who’s been abused,
whether it’s physical abuse, mental abuse, sexual abuse, or whatever abuse in
general, um, are anxiety, which I suffered from depression, which at one point in
my life, I experienced, um, sexual dysfunction and PTSD. And at some point in
my life, I struggled with all those different things at different moments in my life.
Mental health disclosures and players discussing their personal experiences serve as a
learning tool for those around them. In recognizing the similarities in personal
experiences and feeling less alone.
Support Systems
The subtheme of support systems was defined by snippets highlighting the role of

family, friends, mentors, and teammates in navigating mental health challenges and their
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influence on mental wellness. This subtheme emerged from the codes of vulnerability

and supports, mentorship, family support, team support, and social support. In PT8

NBA10 stated
it’s what I’m training my son to do. And right now, I’m training my son, who’s
14, to, I don’t train him so much in basketball as I do how to control his emotions.
And I think the more you can control the emotion when you’re doing something,
the greater you will become at it, at that particular endeavor. Absolutely. You
know, my stepfather passed away when I was a rookie. He was my oracle. He was
my muse.

In PT1 NBAZ2 stated
I’ve always had one. That’s one of the things that’s been like a blessing for me,
actually, is the people I’ve had in my life. Now I would say probably right now at
this time in my life is probably the most important time for me. Right? Because I
don’t have, I don’t have hoop no more. Like hoop can cover up a lot of things and
because I don’t have hoop to cover up things no more. Now I got to deal with
everything, like I got to deal with life, you know what I’m saying? And so. I love
the fact that my support system is there. Like obviously my family is, you know,
your family going to be there.

Players discuss the importance of the type of support system that is around and the effects

this has on a player and how to build a healthier support system by finding supports that a

player is comfortable being vulnerable with and changing things to provide their children

with different experiences.
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Other players discuss how they had to build their support network as their family
was not a source of support for them. In PT17, NBA21 stated, “You'll see the same
people around me every time you see me. And it's like, for me, if I didn't have that mental
support from my family”.

Players also discussed the need for other players to be part of the support systems.
In PT9, NBA1S5 stated,

I was a chubby kid, low self-esteem. The only place I had confidence was on the

court. As you move through that, the trauma of, the injury, basketball being taken

away, the pressures of getting to UCLA and having that pressure and trying to
make it to the NBA because my parents are getting passed over on promotions
and they're training people to take their jobs, right? And the stresses of that, it
builds up. Finally, get there and it's a dog-eat-dog business. Not everybody in the
locker room was for you. You have maybe a vet that will reach around, put his
arm around you and help you.

Life and Career Balance

The subtheme of life and career balance was defined by snippets highlighting the
challenges of managing family responsibilities alongside a demanding career in the NBA.
PT1 NBAI discussed

there have been times. I remember last year I struggled. It was a time, you know,

my second-oldest daughter had said something about all my friend’s dad being at

the dance. You know what I mean? It’s like, I got to go get ready for this game.

You know what [ mean? And it’s like, you know, the emotional roller coaster that
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that brings right before you go play a game, you know what I mean, becomes
heavy. You know what I mean? Because you feel like you’re missing something
with your baby. You want to be there. You want to be there. Have those moments.
And you know, a lot of times I even tell a lot of youngsters, it’s like, you know,
you got to enjoy it because when you take on real responsibilities, real feelings,
and a lot of stuff come with that. That becomes heavy, and you’re going to have
to figure out quickly how to balance it, especially if you want to be good.
NBA players discuss the challenges they face in balancing work and home life, which
include the extensive amount of travel and the frequent trades to different teams. Players
discuss the toll this has on their mental health and the sacrifices they make that are not
considered.
Identity and Public Persona
The subtheme of identity and public persona was defined by snippets that
highlighted navigating between personal identity and public persona. This subtheme
emerged from the codes of athletic persona, personal outlook, expectations of athletes,
the stigma associated with athletes, and social stigmas. NBA players discussed the issues
they have with being a public figure and how this becomes an identity they conform to,
as described by NBA 2 in PT1:
I got taller. I started playing ball. Started getting good at this shit. And next thing
you know, you know what I’'m saying, I’m in the league. And just having to, like,
conform to, like, someone else’s standards all the time was just an issue. You

know what I’m saying? I like living life on my terms because I can and thrive.
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You know what I’m saying? I don’t really need to do that. You know what I’'m
saying? You know, I love playing basketball. You know what I’m saying? I just
know I can get it. So being talked to a certain kind of ways, kind of that bought
and sold atmosphere, you know what I’'m saying? Like, I just, I ain’t really like
that shit for real, man. You know, like, have a conversation with me. Don’t let me
see some shit on the news about where I’'m going.

NBA players also discussed how they are perceived as “not human” and the emotional

impact this has, as NBA1 in PT16 stated:
Think about how many people we know just in our occupation, that, that, that
hides behind so many so much stuff because they’re lonely. They hide behind the
money, the fame, the attention, the going out, all these different types of things
because you empty, you know what I mean? And it’s like, like that’s a real thing
for not just our league, just anybody who, who’s looked at not like a human. You
know, at the end of the day, we are human.

NBA players also discussed how they are talked about as public figures without

consideration of the things they are experiencing in life, as NBA1 discussed in PT1:
But if you have a bad game, they want to trash you for something. They want to
say this. They want to have all these opinions. They want to have all this. But you
don’t know this shit that I’'m carrying, that I’'m going through every single day.
On top of, even before that, one of the hardest shit I did see, the call I got. My dad

went to the hospital a couple days before he passed.
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NBA players discuss how they feel about their roles as public figures and how they deal

with the public’s viewpoint and expectations of them as players. Players discuss the ways
they feel less than human due to some of these perceptions.
Cultural Stigma

The subtheme of cultural stigma was defined by snippets that addressed the
stigma associated with mental health as a Black man, especially in the context of
masculinity, vulnerability, and the expectations placed on players. This subtheme
emerged from the codes of expectations of Black men, attitudes within the Black
community, generational perspectives, and cultural heritage. NBA players discussed how
cultural stigmas contributed to mental health, as NBA2 described in PT1:

I remember thinking when I, when I would hear those conversations, like that's,

that's for the weak. I'm not weak. I don't need nobody who doesn't know me to tell

me nothing about myself, right? That was my, that was my mentality as a young
person, because that's what we were told or told or what I seen, what I thought we
needed to, to portray.

NBA players also discussed how there is mental and cultural pressure experienced
by Black men. NBA15 in PT9 stated, “you know, you do have that pressure of being
African-American men. And we have the opportunity to try to not just better our lives,
but better everybody's lives around us. That's an extra pressure that you're putting on
yourself too.” Another way NBA players discussed racial and ethnic stigma was by
exploring the way Black people experience more trauma in our society. NBAG6 stated in

PT8
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and I believe we come from some of the most traumatic experiences in this
country. And I believe that there's so much room for healing if we, if we start
embracing our mental health the way that we have embraced our physical health.
NBAZ24 in PT20 discussed the culture in the NBA, stating:
But there's a culture, there's a culture that is prominent from a young age for most
of the athletes that make it to the NBA that says this is the best possible
opportunity you could possibly imagine as a human being in modern society and
in modern life. So you must protect this opportunity at all costs. And most of the
time, that's going to mean that you operate as a somewhat drone-like being and
say whatever you need to say or, or forego saying whatever it is that you feel you
may need to say in order to secure this opportunity and to protect it.
NBAI18 in PT14 discussed other factors, stating:
And some of the misconceptions, you know, also that, you know, let's just call it
Black people, people that grow up in urban communities, not excluding any other
ethnicities, you know, or groups, you know, that we need help because we're
traumatized, and we need therapy and that's it. That's not only it, our families are
also separate. So, you know, we want to remove the stigma that it's only mental
health and it's only in your mind, it's only because you're struggling.
NBA players discussed cultural stigma from a racial and ethnic, religious, and
class and poverty viewpoint, and the experiences showed that the idea of having
mental health stigmas was learned from the different cultural groups and

environments.
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Black male players discussed that the mental health stigmas are learned from the cultural
and social perceptions, especially in the context of masculinity, vulnerability, and the
expectations placed on players as athletes.
Results for RQ2

The second research question was the following: What did podcast episodes on
mental health issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of the sociocultural
factors and their role in the players seeking mental health services while in the NBA? The
collected snippets from the secondary data revealed themes and subthemes. The main
theme for RQ2 was factors contributing to seeking help or not, and the subthemes were
sociocultural factors, vulnerability and masculinity, contributing factors, therapeutic
practices, and the role of the NBA. The themes and subthemes related to this research
question emerged from the coding process, which identified the following codes: family
structure, background, economic status of family, ethnicity, athletic identity, gender,
current economic status, education, religion, stigma and masculinity, emotional struggles
and vulnerability, emotional challenges, negative coping strategies, mental strain,
traumas in childhood, media impact and influence, positive coping skills, introduction to
therapy, current therapeutic strategies, therapeutic outlets, benefits of therapy, NBA
impact and influences, organizational change, and services offered in NBA.
Theme: Factors Contributing to Seeking Help or Not

The main theme, which was identified through the snippets and subthemes related
to players discussing their therapy experiences and exploring different ideas about what

therapy services are, as well as reasons why they have not accessed services, was
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addressed in RQ2. NBA18 in PT14 discussed the climate around mental health when they

played, stating:
You know, Chicago Bulls was way ahead of the game back in 1999. The climate
of talking about mental health was a little bit stigmatized so even the corporations
didn't understand how do you protect the player. At the same time help the player
so you can help the organization without exposing anything that's going to make
that player look weak or make that player feel disrespected because the media
wasn't that sensitive.

Players discussed the preconceived ideas and stigmas around what therapy services are

and how hearing from other players about what to expect has opened their minds to

therapeutic techniques.

In PT15, NBA19 stated
And I've said to my teammates, there's been times where I'm like, oh, man, I'm
going to go to therapy. Like, yeah, I'm ready to go. It's the time now.
I'm ready to do it. And every time I talk myself out of it, like, oh, nope, I just
figured this out. I don't need to go. Like, and like, for me personally, I don't
understand how somebody can push themselves to go to therapy. I have not been
doing it. I identified that I probably needed to go. Like, to speak to somebody,
maybe like, at least four years ago. We'll just stuff it. At least four years ago.
I still haven't went. I talk myself out of it every time. Like, ah, you know what, I
needed to go for this, this, and this thing. Nope, actually, this just happened. I'm

fine. I don't need to go. I've talked myself out of it a million times. And, you
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know, I worry for people that may not be as mentally strong as I am, that may not
have as tough skin as I have, that they deal with that same fear. Like, yeah, I need
therapy. But find a way to talk themselves out of going. And they may not have
this relationship, you know, where, like, you can call somebody and talk and, like,
not get judged and just get it all out.
Sociocultural Factors
The subtheme of sociocultural factors was defined through a dialogue that
explored how culture, community, and societal expectations influence Black NBA
players' perceptions of mental health, including their roles, responsibilities, and historical
context. The codes related to this subtheme included the following: family structure,
background, economic status of family, ethnicity, athletic identity, gender, current
economic status, education, and religion. NBA players discussed their perspective on
finances and the influence this has. NBA19 in PT15 stated
so I hit my mom to get the pay stub. And she's like, all right. Week go by, I hit her
back. Like, ma, I still need to pay stub. Like, you know, and she's like, all right,
I'll give it to you. So finally I get it. And my mom was making $16,000 a year,
$16,000 a year. And then what I struggled the most with now is like, you know
that. And so you almost feel obligated to help with anything because you now
know that reality.
In PT1, NBA1 also discussed his family’s economic status growing up :
I remember growing up. Growing up, we didn't have a refrigerator. We had a

cooler. Cooler. And every three, four days, we had to go to a gas station, get ice,
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fill a cooler up, keep the sandwich meat, keep the milk, keep the water cold. You
know what I mean? And it's like, I come from that. You know what I mean? Not
having furniture until I was 11 or 12 years old.
NBA players discussed the influences they experienced during their formative years. In
PT1, NBA2 stated, “I think most of the things, when you grow up in the community you
know, like we grew in, you probably you know we grew up in, you process things
internally we don't really share our feelings.” College experiences were discussed by
several players such as NBA1 in PT1:
I think a lot of people don't even realize, how early, a lot of stuff for us starts,
when we start to sweep a lot of our own emotions underneath the rug, and a lot of
those emotions don't come out until later on where we may explode or you may
see another side from us, and somebody may be like, 'Man, where that come
from? Where did that stem from?' I think I dealt with that a lot going to college
obviously, like I was shell shocked when I went to college bro, like, being grown
up in Compton all of a sudden even though SC was 20 minutes away.
NBA players discussed the lack of exposure to therapy or learning how to deal with
mental health issues. In PT4, NBAG6 stated
I just didn't embrace mental health. I didn't know what it looked like. I didn't see
many examples of people, you know, going to therapy, and so I've also, also was
very successful at every intersection in life. I had, like, to bust through and break
through and become, and a lot of times when you're successful and you're

climbing, you don't get to process what you've experienced, especially as athletes.
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Players discussed the sociocultural factors that contribute to their viewpoints on mental
health and seeking services. Many players discussed how these factors had a negative
impact on their mental health and how they viewed mental health growing up.
Vulnerability and Masculinity

The subtheme of vulnerability and masculinity was defined by snippets discussing
NBA players' feelings about vulnerability, societal pressures on masculinity, and the
stigma surrounding men's mental health. This subtheme emerged from the codes of
stigma and masculinity, emotional struggles and vulnerability, and emotional challenges.
In PT4, NBA 6 discussed how men are taught not to cry: “as men, a lot of times, we're
told to shut up, suck it up, be tough; when the first natural language that we speak is a
cry.” NBA2 in PT1 discussed “we're not like, I always talk about, we're not, we don't
know how to be vulnerable, it wasn't passed down to us.” In PT3, NBAS stated, “So, I
think that if it's not a therapist, then a friend, a family member, and just to be really
vulnerable about your feelings. Like, everything that you're going through, like, get that
out on the table.” In PT11, NBA14 discussed the perceptions from fans, stating:

Why are athletes out making themselves so vulnerable and in clubs and drunk and

doing all these things, right? Because they have so much to lose, right? But we

don’t think any differently from you. We are just like you. We are as insecure as

you may be.
In PT3, NBAS5 discussed,

I think it was a little bit of like I don't want people to judge me in these, you

know, executive roles who like maybe people don't want to have me because I've
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been going through something, or maybe I wouldn't sign this next contract
because... it's a sign of weakness, you know.
Many players discussed how the idea of discussing their issues was perceived as weak
and how this was not what men are supposed to do. Players discussed how, once they
started to be more vulnerable with others, they didn’t feel like they carried as much.
In PT1, NBA2 discussed being comfortable with showing vulnerability, stating,
Since I retired from the NBA, one of my biggest things that's brought comfort to
me is because, like, I'm okay with being weak then, like, cause you know, we
don't want to be weak, but I'm actually got other men that I'm okay with being
like, yo, I don't know this or, or, you know, someone telling me, 'Hey, you ain't
doing X, Y, and Z. You should do that.' You know what I mean? Like we got that
kind of relationship with my chef and be like, yo, you need to take care of this.
You're focusing too much time over there.
Contributing Factors
The subtheme of contributing factors was defined by snippets about mental health
triggers or issues presented in relation to NBA Players. In PT15, NBAT stated, “nobody
had a clue about this. So emotionally, the highs and lows that I was going through was
beyond what outside people could ever understand.” This subtheme emerged from the
codes of negative coping strategies, mental strain, traumas in childhood, and media
impact and influence. In PT9, NBA1S5 stated, “but the whole mental trauma I went
through before that with five doctors taking away the only thing I loved in life besides my

family, it was traumatic. It was traumatic for a 13- 14-year-old kid.” The experiences and
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traumas players have gone through on and off the court that contributed to having mental
health issues were discussed by multiple players. In PT6, NBAS stated

Yes, [ was depressed, man. And it's crazy because, you know, going through that

time, it was tough. I always felt like I was by myself. You know, I didn't have

anybody that I can call on, all the friends that I had, you know, you know, I think

I was more embarrassed to even have those kind of conversations with them

because I was always the guy that's cracking the jokes and, you know, laughing

and having fun. You know, like, how am I supposed to transform myself to have
these serious conversations with my friends? So I didn't feel and then, you know,

I didn't trust anybody. Just being a professional athlete, you kind of block people

off to be able to have those kind of conversations. So it was kind of like I was

going through this process all alone. And that really, really made it tough on me.
NBA17 stated his traumas in trusting others in PT13: I had not one person in this
motherfucker, like like that didn't steal, I don't know, I don't know nobody, not one
motherfucker that ain't stole from me period.”

Several NBA players discussed the negative environments they grew up in and
how they were not discussing mental health. NBA22 in PT18 discussed his upbringing
and stated:

And I was, you know, I was born in San Jose. Pops sold drugs. He was a butcher

by day, sold drugs by night. So just kind of was introduced to the street life, saw

drugs really heavy in the 80's. You know what I mean? And we had the party

house, too. So, I was seeing people do what they do. At an early age, right um,
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you know I'm Italian and Black, um, so biracial but I really like can, you know,
kind of grew up in the streets as you know, but my parents were, you know, I
called them functioning drug addicts because we never went without, you know.
NBAZ22 in PT 18 discussed a contributing factor to his mental health, stating, “I just feel
like it's just such a thing-there's just so much negative energy sometimes, it's overkill;
yeah, it's just so much.”
Therapeutic Practices
The subtheme of therapeutic practices was defined by snippets discussing various
forms of therapy and coping mechanisms that players have found helpful. This can
include writing, therapy sessions, and other wellness practices. This subtheme emerged
from the codes related to positive coping skills, introduction to therapy, current
therapeutic strategies, therapeutic outlets, and the benefits of therapy. NBA18 in PT14
discussed how it’s important for everyone to have skills to address their mental health:
As we know, there's a lot of horror stories of very successful people who commit
suicide, become super depressed and these are like very wealthy, wealthy people.
So, from that perspective, whether you're rich or poor, you need to have these
tools, you know, something you can fall back on, right, and therapy should be one
of them.
In PT11, NBA13 stated, “and it's, it wasn't until after I stopped playing that I went to
therapy. And the first thing we talked about was, you know, how do you identify with
your emotions.” NBA players have different experiences with therapy, as NBA2 stated in

PTI:
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Who am I going to talk to about this? And that started my journey into what
therapy was. And then once I got into therapy, then I realized there were so many
other ways, you know, like then I was like, 'Oh, shit, I can now meditate.
In PT4, NBAG6 discussed his therapy experience, stating,
But therapy, therapy to me was a place where I really, really got a lot of healing. I
spent four days in a mental institution. And for me, I didn't get healing there. But I
got the epiphany there that I needed to do my work. So, you know, I appreciate
that experience for that alone. The therapy process, in three weeks of therapy, 1
was able to dump off about 25 years of baggage that I had been holding on to, that
I had never processed, allowed myself to feel, and that I was still carrying. And
every time I would go to therapy, and I would drop off some of this baggage, |
would feel a little lighter when I came out.
Players discussed what therapy means to them and how they can still maintain their sense
of identity after consulting a therapist and addressing past traumas. Players discussed the
benefits as well as the challenges they have experienced with therapy services.
Players are discussing what they have learned about therapy and various forms of
therapy, as well as coping mechanisms that have been helpful to them. Players discussing
therapy and therapy services can help other players broaden their understanding of mental
health strategies and resources.
Role of the NBA
The subtheme of the role of the NBA was defined by snippets about the NBA's

influence on players' mental health, including league policies, support resources, and
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whether the environment encourages seeking help. This subtheme emerged from the
codes related to the NBA's impact and influence, organizational change, and services
offered within the NBA. NBA 14 stated in PT11, “so, in being in my era of having of the
people around you to talk to and use those professionals, and not have to feel some way
of going to somebody's office because they were in-house already.” This addressed the
change of having mental health providers accessible to players. NBA19 talked about his
thoughts on seeking services in PT15:
I've always said, and I've said this to my teammates, in front of my teammates
before, the NBA had, you know, the NBA, they'll have a clinical psychologist
come in and speak to the team and let you know, hey, if you need to speak, if you
need therapy, we're a resource for you, blah, blah, blah. And in those meetings,
I've said to my teammates, and every time the guy comes, I say, yo, can I get your
card? Like, I'm going to reach out to you.
NBA24 in PT20 discussed how the NBA responded to his mental health disclosure,
stating:
My original story with the NBA was that [ was one of the few players to get
drafted, having spoken publicly about my struggles with anxiety. Prior to getting
drafted, and because of that, there was huge questions during that draft cycle
about mental health as a general topic, especially as it pertained to how the NBA
community and specifically the NBA front office personnel viewed mental health

as a character flaw or as a genuine medical condition.



104
NBA24 in PT20 further discussed his experience with the NBA organization after his

mental health disclosure and how he was treated:

For me, I was just happy to make it to get drafted at all, because given the
narrative and the conversation around mental health, during that time, as it
pertained to my draft stock, I was under the impression that it was totally possible
I wouldn't get drafted at all for talking about my anxiety prior to the draft. And
that kind of preempted me to really question the NBA as a microcosm of the
overall global corporate community. And what were the implications of a young
person like myself uh being expected almost to not be forthright about who I was
about the things the things that I dealt with the the not only the things that I dealt
with uh from a from a victim I need special treatment standpoint but like the
things that I had dealt with and triumphed triumph right you know like when I
came into the league it wasn't like I had uh needed special accommodations or
anything like that at lowa State where I had played my college ball.

NBA24 in PT20 continued to discuss his agreement:

And when we went back and looked at the collective bargaining agreement,
myself and my agent and my doctor, my family doctor, even some of their doctors
from the NBA side were shocked to realize there wasn't a single mention of
mental health in the entire collective bargaining agreement. There wasn't a single
mention of mental health in the entire agreement. So that shot up red flags in my

mind as a 21-year-old, because now I'm sitting there going, it doesn't seem like
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this is by accident, but I'll play along. I mean, you know, in good faith, I'll play

along.

NBA players discussed how the NBA approached and treated individuals who
disclosed mental health issues. The NBA organization has developed policies and has
addressed mental health awareness in new ways since some initial disclosures of players
in the past. Players discussed their roles in continuing this work and moving the
organization forward.

Results for RQ3

The third research question was the following: What did podcast episodes on
mental health issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of mental health
disclosures? The collected snippets from the secondary data revealed themes and
subthemes. The main theme for RQ3 was normalizing mental health during and post
NBA careers, and subthemes were personal disclosures, mental health awareness,
normalization of mental health conversations, and life after the NBA. The themes and
subthemes related to this research question emerged from the coding process, which
identified the following codes: personal growth and reflections, experiences speaking out
and feedback received, perceptions of disclosures, disclosures while in NBA, personal
mental health disclosures, learned about mental health, mental health perspectives
growing up, mental health discussions in NBA, education on mental health, conversations
about mental health, breaking the stigma, discussions with other players on mental health,
teaching children about mental health, social change, activism, and personal

responsibility after retirement.
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Theme: Normalizing Mental Health During and Post NBA Careers

NBA18 in PT 14 discussed his experience by stating:
You know, Chicago Bulls was way ahead of the game back in 1999. The climate
of talking about mental health was a little bit stigmatized so even the corporations
didn't understand how do you protect the player. At the same time help the player
so you can help the organization without exposing anything that's going to make
that player look weak or make that player feel disrespected because the media
wasn't that sensitive.
The overall theme of normalizing mental health during and post NBA careers discussed
how players are telling their stories to change the way mental health is viewed and to help
others address mental health issues when they arise. These disclosers show how players
feel the responsibility to use their platform to help others.
Personal Disclosures
The subtheme of personal disclosures was defined by snippets that discussed
individual feelings of depression, struggles with emotional balance, and the personal
journey toward seeking help, capturing personal narratives and reflections about mental
health experiences and realizations, including moments when players shared their
struggles and growth. This subtheme emerged from the codes of personal growth and
reflections, experiences speaking out and feedback received, perceptions of disclosures,
disclosures while in the NBA, personal mental health disclosures, learned about mental
health, mental health perspectives growing up, and mental health discussions in the NBA.

NBAG6 in PT4 stated
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you know, you build up these walls. Another thing in my behavior is, you know,
being promiscuous early in life is something that I, you know, had to overcome.
But the PTSD didn't manifest until I was triggered, you know, at 32 years old. So
I was able to manage the anxiety, self-care, you know. But when I got triggered,
like those, those little techniques that I had, they were out of the door because that
was too powerful for those little mild techniques to work on.

NBA22 in PT18 stated
But, you know that's why I really feel like getting to the next point, cannabis has
really helped me out, you know what [ mean? Because as black men it's not it we
it's just starting to the mental health thing is new but we were never like you talk
you whine and you tell more than one person you're looking for attention you
know what I mean like we don't really tell our how hard it is to go play a
basketball game knowing that you're going through a divorce and haven't seen
your kids in three months like they don't give a fuck about that like we pay you
million the dollars you got to go out there and perform so if I didn't have weed I
don't know what where I would have been or what would have happened um you
know along my journey because it was the one thing that you know kind of kept
me like okay, exhale, you know; see the big picture now, you know?

In PT19, NBA24 discussed how he fell into a dark place and stated:
I threw all my NBA life savings into it, trying to save that hundreds and hundreds
of thousands of dollars. And at the end, I wasn't able to save it. I had to finally

close it down in 2018. And that took me into a world of depression and anxiety
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and suicidal ideations that I don't work on my worst enemy. I mean, this is 2018
was 12 months of just pure hell and darkness. And, you know, when I finally
started to emerge out of that. The darkness started to lift a little bit. I regained a
sense of purpose of what it is I can do with my life. I lost everything. I lost my
home that I lived in for 40 years, lost my business, lost my life savings, my wife,
my mom, my health, and lost everything except my life, which I was threatening
to take at any moment at my own hands. But I made it through all of that at the
end of 2018. And as that veil of darkness started lifting, I realized then that, hey, I
still have a platform, a platform of a very community-minded person, a
businessperson, a former professional athlete, a male, especially an Aftrican-
American male, who can get out there and tell a story about what it is like to go
through mental health challenges. And not even brought on by my own doing. It
just was life events, one thing after another, that finally caught up with me and
had me to the verge of taking my own life.

Players are discussing their mental health experiences and telling their stories about how

they address their mental health issues. Players discuss the reasons they believe personal

disclosures are essential, how they contribute to mental health awareness, and how they

can help others.

Mental Health Awareness
The subtheme of mental health awareness was defined by snippets discussing the

importance of mental health and the struggles players face, including the need for

education about mental health within the community and among players. This
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emphasizes the importance of understanding mental wellness as a critical aspect of life
and performance. This subtheme emerged from the codes of learned about mental health,
mental health perspectives growing up, mental health discussions in the NBA, and
education on mental health. NBAG6 stated in PT4
I think a lot of times we're told within families, 'Shut up. What happens in this
house stays in this house. You know, it never happened. Don't tell anybody our
business.” And what happens is, you know, these cycles continue, not only in our
families, but in our safe havens and schools and churches and all these places
where it should be safe havens. So I wanted to make sure that I reached out.
NBA14 in PT11 discussed barriers to seeking services stating:
And I think that's the barriers of a lot of people in my life. They don't want to go
and talk to somebody because they think it's weird, or no, like we seek them; we
have to seek these people out in our lives, now and now not in the basketball
setting. I have to go seek out somebody to talk to and find out. Find a resource
because that helps me be a normal human being.
NBAZ22 stated the following in PT 18 about discussing mental health:
Like I said, we got to tell our stories. Like I said, we talked off-camera. But like I
want to know: what it's like backstage? I don't know what it's like on the tour bus.
I want to know what it's like.
In PT19, NBA24 discussed mental health awareness:
So we need to do a better job of providing these kinds of resources and services to

everybody, because you never know. You never know when your life is going to
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turn totally upside down, totally beyond your control. And then what? You know,
and so my encouragement to everybody is to keep on hanging in there. Please,
please don't give up. There is a tomorrow. There is a bright side.
Players discuss how mental health awareness starts with telling their own stories and
using their platform to address mental health stigmas. Players discuss the mental health
stigmas they have faced in their families and communities.
Normalization of Mental Health Conversations
The subtheme of normalization of mental health conversations was defined by
snippets reflecting the NBA players' desire to normalize discussions around mental health
to lower the stigma around mental health. This subtheme emerged from the codes of
conversations about mental health, breaking the stigma, discussions with other players on
mental health, and teaching children about mental health. NBAG6 stated in PT4
but I'll speak from my experience as a, as a member of the Black community. I
think that, you know, less than 6% of Black men get therapy. So, a crazy number
like that. Less than 6% of us get therapy. And I believe we come from some of the
most traumatic experiences in this country. And I believe that there's so much
room for healing if we, if we start embracing our mental health the way that we
have embraced our physical health. And if we start, you know, kind of really
locking in and diving in and trying to understand our experience, understand what
we went through, understand what, what makes us hurt. I think it's a, it's a great
opportunity for us to grow and get better and, you know, do a, do a, do a better

job of just, you know, fighting that negative stigma of mental health.
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NBAI18 in PT 14 discussed how they talk about their experience to assist others, stating:
so that's something that I always tell my story because I know for a fact, before
me, it was athletes that was under stress, depressed, and indulging in different
activities, whether it's marijuana or alcohol, during my time, and maybe even after
my time.

NBA14 in PT11 discussed
And I think that's the barriers of a lot of people in my life. They don't want to go
and talk to somebody because they think it's weird, or no, like we seek them; we
have to seek these people out in our lives, now and now not in the basketball
setting. I have to go seek out somebody to talk to and find out. Find a resource
because that helps me be a normal human being.

NBA14 in PT11 discussed the impact of the people around him:

And I think that's the barriers of a lot of people in my life. They don't want to go
and talk to somebody because they think it's weird, or no, like we seek them; we
have to seek these people out in our lives, now and now not in the basketball
setting. I have to go seek out somebody to talk to and find out. Find a resource
because that helps me be a normal human being.

NBA players discuss how normalizing the conversation around mental health can

continue to break down mental health stigmas and reinforce seeking help if needed,

without the fear of being perceived as weak. Players even discuss how hearing about
other players’ mental health has helped them address some of their own issues.

In PT4, NBAG6 stated,
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We believe that we can raise awareness around mental health. I believe the

numbers are one out of every four young ladies. One out of every six young men

are abused in this country as children, right? And there's about 30% that are like

me who don't talk about it. And so I learned in doing my research and doing this

work that if we equip our kids and if we equip people with the knowledge, they

can help prevent some of these things.
Players are discussing the need to help others, not just their peers. Normalizing the
conversations around mental health and coping skills can better arm younger people in
not having to have similar experiences and prevent traumas from occurring.
Life After NBA

The subtheme of life after the NBA was defined by snippets discussing mental
health in the context of life after their playing careers and the challenges of adapting to a
new identity. This subtheme emerged from the codes of social change, activism, and
personal responsibility after retirement. NBA6 discussed what he is doing after the NBA
to continue mental health work in PT4, “we can give you a good positive message and
give you some great tools to be able to, you know, help your family maybe, you know,
prevent getting abused one day. And if you have been abused, what healing looks like.”
Other players discussed how they give back by working with youth in youth camps.
NBAS player in PT6 stated

I still do camps you know I’ll never be able to get away from you know basketball

but the camps that I do is more than just basketball I like to get in and do the skills

and drills and you know mentor these kids, but I also like to talk to them you
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know about decision making because you know the way the world is going right

now

In PT18, NBA22 discussed how he gives back after retiring:
But I just kind of felt like if I was ever fortunate enough to make it, that it's my
job to give back and be a voice. And like I said, I told you, you know, in the first
part of the interview, like the reason why I felt like I needed to speak up because I
had been through so much crazy racism, hate. [ mean, shit; we didn't even get into
that I had been through. So I just felt like, you know, I was someone who was
fortunate enough to make it. You know, let me utilize my platform and my voice

because I know a lot of people that are just like me are going through the same

stuff that don't have a voice.
NBAZ22 in PT18 discussed his life after retirement:
And I felt like once I retired, I wanted to be an advocate for those guys so that
they don't have to worry about it, because smoking weed in the NBA was like a
whole 'nother job.
NBA24 in PT19 stated that he plans to give back after retirement, “by having a website
and a platform that has all these resources attached to it, that I can help direct people to
who are suffering from mental challenges of any sort.” NBA players discuss how they are
engaging in mental health awareness and mental health services since leaving the NBA.
Many players are continuing to discuss their personal responsibility for addressing mental

health on larger platforms and starting or working with organizations in their home
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communities further to support mental health changes through social change and
advocacy.
Summary

In this chapter, I discussed the research demographics, reported the data collection
process, discussed the data analysis process, and described the trustworthiness of the
analysis process. I also presented the results of the data analysis by each research
question. Secondary data from podcasts about the personal experiences of NBA players
with mental health and mental health services were collected and analyzed. The data
analysis process was described, and examples for each theme and subtheme based on the
research questions were provided. The first research question was: What did podcast
episodes on mental health issues reveal about the experiences of Black NBA players
while in the NBA? The data revealed the following theme and subthemes for this
research question: the main theme is the role of social/cultural environment on mental
health perceptions, with subthemes of personal experiences and reflections, support
systems, life and career balance, identity and public persona, and cultural stigmas. The
second research question was the following: What did podcast episodes on mental health
issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of the sociocultural factors and their
role in the players seeking mental health services while in the NBA? The data revealed
the following themes and subthemes: the main theme is factors contributing to seeking
help or not, and subthemes are sociocultural factors, vulnerability and masculinity,
contributing factors, therapeutic practices, and the role of the NBA. The third research

question was the following: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal
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about Black NBA players’ perceptions of mental health disclosures? The data revealed
the following theme and subthemes: the main theme is normalizing mental health during
and after an NBA career, with subthemes including personal disclosures, mental health
awareness, the normalization of mental health conversations, and life after the NBA.

In Chapter 5, I will further discuss the study's purpose and nature, explain the
study's research findings, and describe how they relate to current literature. I will
interpret the research findings and how they relate to the theoretical framework used in
this study. I will discuss any limitations and recommendations for future research. I will

also discuss the positive implications for social change.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data study was to explore the
experiences of Black NBA players regarding their mental health and the sociocultural
factors that influenced their decision to participate in or not participate in mental health
services, as revealed through a content analysis of podcasts featuring NBA players. Three
research questions were explored during the analysis of the secondary data from the
podcast transcripts: (a) What do podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about the
experiences of Black NBA players while in the NBA?, (b) What do podcast episodes on
mental health issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of the sociocultural
factors and their role in the players seeking mental health services while in the NBA?,
and (c) What do podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA
players’ perceptions of mental health disclosures?

An inductive qualitative research design and a content analysis process were
employed during the data collection and analysis. The results of the data analysis
revealed three themes and 13 subthemes related to the three research questions. The
themes and subthemes were derived from secondary data, including transcripts of
podcasts in which NBA players participated, discussing their mental health experiences.
The theme related to RQ1 was the role of the social/cultural environment on mental
health perceptions and had five subthemes identified associated with this theme. The
theme related to RQ2 was factors contributing to seeking help or not and had four
subthemes that emerged. Initially, during the initial analysis process, there were five

subthemes identified; however, after interpreting the data, it was clear that the subtheme,
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contributing factors, was better explained as sociocultural factors and therefore, the two
were combined into one subtheme. The quotes from the contributing factor subtheme in
Chapter 4 are better identified as sociocultural factors, as further explained in the
implication section of this chapter. The final theme identified, related to RQ3, focused on
normalizing mental health during and post NBA careers, and four subthemes emerged. In
this chapter, I present an interpretation of the findings, discuss sociocultural theory and
emerging themes, outline the research limitations, offer recommendations, and explore
the study's implications.
Interpretations of the Findings

The purpose of this qualitative secondary data study was to explore the
experiences of Black NBA players regarding their mental health and the sociocultural
factors that influenced their decision to participate in or not participate in mental health
services, as revealed through a content analysis of podcasts featuring NBA players.
Sociocultural theory serves as the theoretical framework explored and applied in this
study, supported by sociocultural findings related to the research questions. NBA players
discussed how they felt about mental health and stigmas surrounding mental health were
based on their social and cultural environments, and how personal disclosures and
normalizing conversations around mental health can help reduce the stigma attached to
mental health issues and seeking services. This section will identify the three main

themes and 13 subthemes that emerged.
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Theme 1: The Role of Social/Cultural Environment on Mental Health Perceptions

The first theme I identified from the research findings was the role of the
social/cultural environment on mental health perceptions. This theme is related to the first
research question. Five subthemes emerged under the central theme. The subthemes for
this main theme were personal experiences and reflections, support systems, life and
career balance, identity and public persona, and cultural stigmas. These subthemes
examine how NBA players discussed their perceptions of mental health and how social
and cultural norms, expectations, and perceptions of identity shaped these perceptions.

The social and cultural environment shapes how individuals perceive mental
health, stigmas, coping strategies, and mental health services (Pester et al., 2023).
Negative personal experiences, such as living in poverty, dealing with food insecurity,
witnessing violence, or experiencing housing issues, will lead to more chronic stress,
depression, and anxiety (Pester et al., 2023). In the podcasts, many of the NBA players
discussed their personal experiences, including how they grew up in impoverished
communities, growing up around drugs and violence, experiencing housing issues, being
victims of abuse and violence, and facing different cultural expectations. Researchers
have explored how cultural stigmas and social supports influence mental health-seeking
behaviors (Harrison & Buscombe, 2023).

Many discussed how they did not grow up in environments where mental health
was discussed, and talking to others about problems was discouraged. Some players
discussed the support or lack thereof they experienced growing up, and how this shaped

their thoughts. Players discussed how the media covered their mental health disclosures
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and how their followers received them on social media. Media and social media play a
significant role in shaping how players’ personal experiences and disclosures are received
by the broader community (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2024; Sherman, 2020). Players discuss
how the media's response to their disclosures or those of other players influenced their
public persona and how they were treated on social media. Players discussed within the
Black community how they were taught cultural norms that negatively affected how they
perceived mental health, such as how to be strong and tough, pray about problems, not to
tell people their problems, and that issues stay within the house. These cultural norms
supported mental health stigmas and contributed to mental health issues (Smith-Woods &
Diggs, 2024; Turner et al., 2024).

The subthemes encompass personal experiences and reflections, support systems,
life and career balance, identity and public persona, and cultural stigmas, all of which are
related to the central theme of the role social and cultural environments play in mental
health perspectives. The central theme and subthemes related to the research question are
based on the intersection of community and cultural norms, race, masculinity, and
systemic pressures that players discussed in their podcast appearances. These subthemes
provide a comprehensive understanding of mental health perspectives through multiple
cultural frameworks, as explored in further detail in this section.

Subtheme: Personal Experiences and Reflections

NBA players are leading the charge for mental health advocacy, and their

personal experiences, as discussed, are changing the league’s cultural landscape (Scott &

McLean, 2022). NBA players discussed their mental health experiences on the public
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forum of the podcasts, and some addressed the way they disclosed their mental health
issues to the public. Players discussing their personal experiences in a social forum allow
them to share their internal conflicts, struggles with identity, and enlightened moments
regarding their mental health in their own words (Cassilo, 2022; Wilkerson et al., 2020).
One player used social media to talk about his depression, other players have discussed
their mental health experiences in books or podcasts, and another named his therapist in
an acceptance speech. These disclosures have had mixed reviews from the public and the
NBA. Cassilo (2022) discussed the differences between the mental health disclosures of
two NBA players, how the public and media perceived them, and the effects this had on
the players. One was a rookie and was critiqued and considered confrontational as he
challenged the NBA’s policies around mental health and how the framing of his
disclosure negatively affected his mental health (Cassilo, 2022). The all-star player was
treated as an advocate and seen as courageous and compassionate, fitting into a safer
narrative without the systemic critique (Cassilo, 2022). Both players discussed their
stories and showed a level of vulnerability that was shaped by the media (Cassilo, 2022;
Parrott et al., 2020).

In this study, players discussed the courage, strength, and risks they take when
talking about their mental health publicly; however, the benefits that come from these
disclosures enable the conversation to happen and policies to change. It takes courage to
share mental health struggles publicly, but there are risks involved for Black male
athletes, which allows for a broader conversation about mental health (Parrott et al.,

2020; Scott & McLean, 2022). Players discussed suffering in silence and the norm of
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emotional suppression they experienced before their public disclosures. Black NBA
players are both praised and policed when they make public disclosures, occupying a
unique cultural space (Cassilo, 2022; Parrott et al., 2020). Players share why they chose
to disclose their struggles to the broader public, as they wanted to seek help for
themselves and help others in the process. Public mental health disclosures are
challenging the norms of stoicism, masculinity, vulnerability, and performance (Parrott et
al., 2020). NBA players’ public disclosures challenge cultural norms and humanize the
players, showing that mental illness can affect anyone (Scott & McLean, 2022). Players
discussed how they grew up in environments that promoted silence when it comes to
discussing mental health or addressing mental health issues, making public disclosures
impactful towards cultural change.
Subtheme: Support Systems

The second subtheme that emerged from the research was their support systems.
Players discussed how their support systems enabled them to navigate through difficult
times and mental stressors. Players stated their support systems were often encouraging
them to seek out mental health services and would continue to offer coping skills to
address symptoms. Players discussed how the more vulnerable they were able to be with
their support system, the better they felt mentally. Players who feel supported in their
mental health are more likely to seek out mental health care and experience better
outcomes from these services (Harrison & Buscombe, 2023; Pilkington et al., 2024).
Some players discussed that their support system included NBA team mental health

professionals, family, friends, teammates, coaches, significant others, and veteran
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players. Athletes’ willingness to seek mental health support is shaped by group norms,
peer expectations, cultural identity, and team values (Reardon et al., 2023). Players
discussed the conversations they had with their intimate partners that encouraged them to
seek out mental health support. According to Eley et al. (2019), Black men are more
likely to seek help when encouraged by female partners and through the insistence of
their children, as well as when examining the issues elderly family members experience.
Players discuss being the social supports for their kids and providing them with safe
spaces to express their feelings, as well as encouraging therapy for their kids when
needed.

Players also discussed the challenges they faced when they did not have a strong
support system, and their families took advantage of them during their playing years,
only seeing the player for what they could provide, and how this took a toll on their
mental health. Researchers have discussed how family and peers have a significant
influence on help-seeking behaviors, particularly among Black men (Eley et al., 2019).
Players discussed the importance of being aware that not everyone’s family is a source of
support, and to build a support system around oneself that offers mutual benefits. For
many Black male players, safe, supportive, and understanding spaces are absent for them
to discuss or process their mental health struggles (Wilkerson et al., 2020). Friends and
teammates can be a positive or negative influence when it comes to help seeking, as NBA
players discussed on the podcasts. Players reported the encouragement they try to provide
to other players they see struggling with mental health challenges. Other players

discussed how they perpetuated the stigma around feeling it was weak when hearing
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teammates discuss therapy in the locker rooms. Players who speak to media outlets
focused on mental wellness are changing the conversation around mental health, which
helps create stronger support systems for athletes (Cassilo, 2022). The cultural norms of
players’ support systems can significantly impact players seeking help, the stigmas they
face, and play a crucial role in determining players’ mental wellbeing.
Subtheme: Life and Career Balance

Balancing career and personal life has a significant impact on the mental well-
being of professional athletes. NBA players discuss the challenges they face in balancing
their personal and professional lives, including time commitments, career instability,
traveling away from family, and breaking patterns established during their childhood.
Life and career balance is the third subtheme identified from the research. There is an
internal conflict between self-care and care for family, as well as professional
commitment to their career, particularly under pressure to constantly improve their
performance on the court (Cassilo, 2022; Reardon et al., 2023; Scott & McLean, 2022).

NBA players discussed how they are setting out to break generational cycles and
support their families; however, the challenges this creates when raising their children
and finding a balance between supporting their families financially and being present for
them. Some players discuss how growing up without a father has challenged their
emotional growth and stability, and they understand the importance of being present for
their children. Other players discussed how fatherhood made them more focused as
players and gave them a sense of purpose when playing. Players discuss the ways they

communicate with their children, which is different from how they grew up, and they
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discuss mental health challenges more openly with their children. Players discussed being
more affectionate and expressing love more openly with their children than they
experienced, and connecting with their children when traveling. Athlete fathers are
becoming more emotionally available and supportive of their children, challenging the
traditional views on masculinity (Brown & Pappous, 2023). Players discussed the mental
health challenges they experienced within their careers, as playing took them away from
family and isolated them at times when they felt their presence was needed. Athletes
experience guilt, emotional exhaustion, identity conflicts, stress, and anxiety when
spending time away from their children and missing milestones while providing for their
family (Brown & Pappous, 2023).

Athletes face rigorous schedules that include training, travel, games, and sponsor
commitments, which can contribute to mental health challenges when balancing family
and personal life obligations (Pilkington et al., 2024; Robbins et al., 2020). NBA players
discussed how there is little time for self-care or time for their interests during the
beginning of their careers, even during the off-season. Players discussed the healthier
habits they developed regarding career and life balance as their careers progressed, and
after seeking therapy services. The researchers examined how work/life balance is
challenging due to the amount of time a player is required to spend, including the time
spent during the off season, which is short, players will focus on conditioning,
rehabilitation, and other revenue streams such as sponsor deals, podcasts, or other
interests to make money after the ball stops, leaving little time to personal relationships

(Pilkington et al., 2024; Robbins et al., 2020).
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Another challenge for life and career balance that NBA players discuss in their
podcast interviews is the instability of their careers and how this negatively affects their
mental health. Players discuss that traveling to play is only part of the issue, as moving to
a new team means a geographical change in the home base. Additionally, as children get
older and attend school, the decision to move the family when they are traded becomes
more challenging. These trades often isolate a player from his relationships and family
life (Pilkington et al., 2024; Robbins et al., 2020). These moves make it harder to
participate in family life’s milestones, create relationship strains, and lead to emotional
depletion (Pilkington et al., 2024; Robbins et al., 2020). Injuries are a significant factor in
discussions about career stability and can often challenge a player’s mental health when
they occur. Players discuss how being injured or injuries that ended their career had
negative impacts on their mental health. According to research, it is suggested that mental
health care needs to be integrated into rehabilitation programs for injuries, which can
increase career stability (Rees et al., 2023). The balance of life and career for NBA
players varies due to the cultural expectations of the player. The expectations around
work and success can lead to mental health challenges and a lack of seeking help.
Subtheme: ldentity and Public Persona

This subtheme refers to the player’s identity on and off the court. There is an
external image or expectation that players experience from the opinions of the public,
fans, media, sponsors, and team organizations, which does not always align with a
player’s authentic identity (Pilkington et al., 2024; Robbins et al., 2020). This can create

a performative factor of a player’s persona, and players deal with scrutiny and
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psychological distress as a result. Black athletes are expected to exemplify strength,
endurance, dominance, stoicism, emotional control, and resilience, which limits a space
for authenticity and vulnerability (Carter-Francique & Richardson, 2021; Chen et al.,
2022). One NBA player discussed simply wanting to play basketball, but felt that this
was not possible with all the expectations and opinions being discussed about him and his
performances on the court. Several players discussed the challenges they faced and how
they tried to play through their struggles, as that was what they were taught. Some
players discussed not feeling “human” when it comes to public commentary and scrutiny
after a bad game. Errors and missteps are scrutinized by the media without consideration
of what may be happening off the court (Robbins et al., 2020).

Players become hyper-aware of their behaviors and words, fearing that any
mistakes could go viral, and then have to field negative reactions from the press after
games (Robbins et al., 2020). Players discuss how they have real-life factors and traumas
that they are not discussing, like the example of NBA1 and his experience with his
father’s illness and passing, without ever mentioning this when it comes to his less-than-
stellar performance on the court. Players often start to feel like their identity is limited to
the sport they play, and the emotional toll this has on them can contribute to a sense of
disconnection from their authentic self (Pilkington et al., 2024; Robbins et al., 2020;
Sherman, 2020). According to researchers, public persona pressures can lead to burnout,
anxiety, depression, isolation, and impostor syndrome (Robbins et al., 2020; Sherman,

2020). Some players have discussed that the more authentic they are to themselves and
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don’t pay attention to public perceptions, the stronger their self-identity becomes and the
fewer mental health stressors they experience.
Subtheme: Cultural Stigmas

The final subtheme identified from the research findings was cultural stigma and
is supported by the literature, as Harrison and Buscombe (2023) discussed in their
research that cultural stigma was a significant barrier for athletes when seeking mental
health services and supports. NBA players discussed having similar feelings and shared
how they learned to be strong, cope with problems alone, and suppress their emotions, all
while navigating the intersection of their race, athletic culture, communities of origin, and
societal expectations as men. Researchers discussed how professional athletes discussed
their concerns around being considered weak or having their capability questioned by
teammates, coaches, owners, and the public, and this led to not seeking out or accepting
mental health support (Cassilo, 2022; Chen et al., 2022; Harrison & Buscombe, 2023;
Rice et al., 2019; Wilkerson et al., 2020). Players stated they fought against these stigmas
when deciding to disclose mental health issues and seeking support. These cultural
stigmas become barriers for players who require more support and are unable to
overcome them, getting stuck in a negative cycle. Players often sacrifice themselves for
the sport or to win, to please the organization, and to be the best player; however, this can
discourage personal disclosures (Pilkington et al., 2024; Wilkerson et al., 2020).

Players discussed their cultural background and the stigma around mental health
and how this contributed to the lack of finding support. Many discussed how they never

witnessed or were taught to deal with mental stressors; they were taught to push through
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the pain, and that discussing issues with others is not acceptable. It is the traditional
ideals of Black males' toughness and stoicism that contribute to individuals not seeking
services traditionally in the Black community, exemplified by the athletic culture (Eley et
al., 2019). Players discussed coming from Black communities, and these ideas were
ingrained in them. They reported that their experiences living in impoverished
communities, witnessing or experiencing traumatic events, and a common distrust of
medical professionals have been a challenge historically to breaking these stigmas. Many
athletes are unable to recognize mental health symptoms or will underestimate the gravity
of their symptomology and have a lack of knowledge or experience related to treatment
options (Gulliver et al., 2012). There can be a socioeconomic barrier preventing players
from accessing services or hindering others from accessing services in their communities
of origin. Many mental health strategies are not witnessed or learned, therefore, leaving
athletes unable to alleviate symptoms in a healthy way (Gulliver et al., 2012). Players
discussed using basketball as their coping strategy and taking things out on the court,
which doesn’t help if they are injured or retired.

Players discussed the basketball culture of fighting hard, not showing emotions,
and playing through it, which contributed to not addressing mental health concerns. The
hyper-masculinity norms of athletic culture delay players from seeking help until after
retirement (Gulliver et al., 2012; Henriksen et al., 2019). Players discussed how they felt
the pressure from family, community, and within the basketball organization to keep
going and not to let anyone down. Players discussed the culture of athletes in the media

and how it contributes to mental health stigmas. In the comparison of rookie players and
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all-start players, the media coverage contributed to the viewpoints on mental health in the
NBA (Cassilo, 2022). There is a lack of organizational accountability for the cultural
disrespect of the players (Schinke et al., 2018). This lack of accountability can leave
players feeling unprotected and unsafe when disclosing mental health issues (Schinke et
al., 2018). Cassilo (2022) discussed how players like DeRozan were covered by the
media as a model of healthy masculinity, which helps to normalize mental health
disclosures and emotional openness without undermining athletic achievement

The primary theme identified from the research findings was the role of the
social/cultural environment on mental health perceptions. This theme is related to the first
research question: What did podcast episodes on mental health issues reveal about the
experiences of Black NBA players while in the NBA? The subthemes of personal
experiences and reflections, support systems, life and career balance, identity and public
persona, and cultural stigmas related to the main theme of the role social and cultural
environments play in mental health perspectives. The main theme and subthemes related
to the research question are based on the intersection of community and cultural norms,
race, masculinity, and systemic pressures that players discussed in their podcast
appearances.
Theme 2: Factors Contributing to Seeking Help or Not

The second theme that emerged from the research was factors contributing to
seeking help or not. This theme is related to the research question: What did podcast
episodes on mental health issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of the

sociocultural factors and their role in the players seeking mental health services while in
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the NBA? Initially, five subthemes were identified under the main theme; however, after
further analysis, the subthemes of sociocultural factors and contributing factors were
combined into a single sociocultural factor. The four subthemes discussed further in this
section are sociocultural factors, vulnerability and masculinity, therapeutic practices, and
the role of the NBA. These subthemes break down the factors that influence whether a
Black NBA player will seek out mental health services.

Black NBA players are influenced by many factors when it comes to seeking help
or not for mental health issues. Many Black men subscribe to the belief that mental
illness is considered weak and shameful, which is a stigma driven further by athletic
cultures (Willis & Neblett, 2023). The factors are broken down into the subthemes of
sociocultural factors, vulnerability and masculinity, and the role of the NBA organization,
which can contribute to players not seeking services. Therapeutic practices that NBA
players have incorporated into their lives were discussed by the players, allowing them to
learn more about therapy and dispel any preconceived notions they may have had about it
can have a positive impact on other players seeking help. Black men report a level of
expectations they experience, and when seeking services, they weigh out the
accessibility, appropriateness, and acceptability of mental health services (Turner et al.,
2024). This approach is hindered by the fears and cultural mistrust of providers as well as
the stigma of weakness and masculinity traits (Turner et al., 2024). Mental health
disclosures from teammates can help to reshape the cultural narrative around masculinity
and vulnerability and will help to reduce the stigma of seeking mental health supports

(Lateef et al., 2024). Therapeutic approaches discussed by other players can help alleviate
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fears surrounding mental health services and increase understanding of what therapy
entails for players skeptical of engagement (Bullock & Dijkstra, 2022). The NBA, as an
organization, can influence the tone of players’ openness when disclosing mental health
issues, as well as the responsibility they carry concerning mental health programs and
policies (Gunter et al., 2022; Keilty, 2025). These subthemes are further explored in the
following sections, offering insight into the topics Black NBA players discuss in their
podcast stories. These subthemes examine how players’ decisions to seek help when
experiencing mental health issues are influenced by the complex intersectionality of
cultural and gender norms, therapeutic perceptions, and the organizations in which they
are employed, thereby contributing to a broader understanding of help-seeking behaviors.
Subtheme: Sociocultural Factors

Sociocultural factors contributing to mental health include race, gender,
socioeconomic status, religion, trauma, and athletic identity, and shape the coping
strategies, help-seeking behaviors, and stigmas about mental health (Peterson et al.,
2025). The healthier Black men are in terms of their emotional and physical wellbeing,
the less impact education and income have on their mental health (McNeish et al., 2021).
This is apparent in players who discuss having difficult upbringings and living in poverty,
yet they exhibit stronger mental resilience and healthier outlooks on their mental and
physical health. Other players have similar backgrounds and discuss how income,
education, race, gender, and other sociocultural factors contributed to their mental health

challenges.
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Players discussed socioeconomic status as one of the sociocultural factors, and
they shared their experiences from their formative years, exploring how these experiences
contributed to their outlook on mental health. Players discussed how these negative
experiences shaped their feelings of responsibility to take care of people as they start
making money, and the pressures this created, contributing to negative mental health
issues. Socioeconomic status plays a part in mental health challenges, as many players
deal with expectations from others once they are playing professionally. Some players
discuss the obligations and pressures they feel in helping family and friends, while others
discuss the challenges they have faced when family and friends have stolen money or
taken advantage of them financially. These experiences increase isolation, pressure, and
depressive feelings. Players discussed how they are scrutinized by the public, as if their
financial status prevents them from experiencing life’s stressors. Players discussed the
challenges and depressive feelings they experience after retirement due to the financial
stressors. Mental performance is influenced by the socioeconomic status of athletes, who
experience more intrusive thoughts, greater self-doubt, and overthinking (Singh &
Boruah, 2024).

Race becomes a huge factor when considering sociocultural factors and mental
health challenges. Black men experience both racial and gender bias as it relates to
mental health and wellness. Researchers found that the intersection of gender and race for
Black men is a unique stressor contributing to psychological distress, and attitudes of

one’s own racial identity can increase or decrease the amount of psychological impact
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(Loiseau & Mabhalik, 2025). NBA players discuss the stereotypes they had to overcome in

order to seek mental health support from family or professionals.

Religion is a part of many NBA players’ experiences, both in positive and
negative ways. Some players discuss the mental trauma they experienced by being a part
of organized religion and the experiences they endured, and other players discuss their
faith in praising God for the blessings they have experienced in life. Some players
discussed their experiences withstanding in their faith and the backlash they received
while in the NBA, and how this hurt their mental health and career. In most podcast
interviews with NBA players, religion is not discussed in depth or as a primary focus;
however, several players mention their faith and how it is an integral part of their mental
well-being. Some players discussed speaking to their pastors rather than a mental health
professional. Recognizing the Black church and its influence and impact on Black men is
crucial when examining the role of spiritual guidance, emotional support, and a safe
space for growth in promoting the mental health of Black men (Smith-Woods & Diggs,
2024). Players discussed maintaining the tradition of attending church when they traveled
or as part of their routine while playing, and after they left the league.

Education is a sociocultural factor that many players discussed in their
experiences, and how this played a part in their mental health and support-seeking
behaviors. Players discussed the pressures they felt when attending top-tier universities
for basketball and the challenges they endured. Universities can contribute to the negative
mental health of athletes through systemic racism, “play through it” mentality, and a lack

of support in practice around mental health (Weiser & Wilson, 2023). Players discussed
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how, in college, the pressure to perform and feeling out of sorts in these environments
can be overwhelming. Players discussed the challenges of going from college to the
NBA. The culture at top NCAA universities has a deep-rooted culture of toughness,
discipline, and high performance expectations that normalizes mental health stigmas and
silences players due to a lack of personal support (Weiser & Wilson, 2023).

Athletic culture is a sociocultural factor that can have a negative impact on the
mental health of NBA players and their help-seeking behaviors. NBA players discuss the
high level of expectations and standards held for them, which are unlike those of their
non-athletic peers or family members. Players often report that once they become aware
of their skills and talents, things start to change for them. As expectations rise, those who
enter the professional or elite level of play are met with higher expectations, public
scrutiny, and lifestyle changes that many are not prepared for, which can negatively
impact their mental health (Pilkington et al., 2024). As NBA players, there is a cultural
expectation to be strong, tough, and have a level of resilience, which aids in the
stigmatization of mental health struggles and fears related to speaking out or seeking help
(Cosh et al., 2024; Harrison & Buscombe, 2023).

These sociocultural factors influence how players experience their emotional and
physical health. They explain how external belief systems can either positively or
negatively affect help-seeking behaviors. The impact of sociocultural factors has been
documented in prior research and is further supported by this current study. Cultural
norms and values shape perspectives on mental health and can either facilitate or hinder

help-seeking behaviors.
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Subtheme: Vulnerability and Masculinity

The topic of vulnerability and masculinity among NBA players was explored
during the podcast interviews, and many players shared their intersectional viewpoints as
Black men, discussing the extra pressure they face as Black men, which involves
suppressing emotions and maintaining a tough and stoic demeanor to be perceived as
masculine (Sherman, 2020). Many players discussed the high levels of vulnerability it
takes for players to discuss their mental health issues or discuss being in therapy. Some
players discussed how they feel players are making themselves vulnerable in a physical
way as well, as they are out drinking and partying. Other players discuss how they have
learned that they can be mentally vulnerable as they discuss their mental health struggles
with close friends and family and change the idea of what masculinity means. One aspect
of vulnerability is related to factors contributing to mental health issues, and the other
aspect of vulnerability are related to addressing mental health issues. Black men often
lack safe spaces where they can express vulnerability and concern about perceptions of
being perceived as soft, weak, or unstable (Sherman, 2020; Watkins et al., 2024). Players
who speak publicly about their mental health journeys are faced with a mixed response of
support and attacks that support the stigmas around mental health (Cassilo, 2022; Parrott
et al., 2020).

Players discussed masculinity and the expectations they feel they need to live up
to, as well as the limitations this imposes on emotional vulnerability. Black men face a
societal expectation of being “strong,” and any form of emotional expression is often

discouraged or met with criticism (Cofield, 2024; Watkins et al., 2024). Players discuss
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the negative messages they received from a young age and how this plays a role in how
they are perceived as they deal with more issues and stressors. Payers discussed the
messages of being taught not to cry or being told to be tough and never being taught
when and how to express the things they are dealing with, which can lead to anger,
addictions, and other mental health challenges. Players discussed the fears associated
with letting these built-up emotions out, feeling like they would be considered a “bitch”
and lose their competitive edge. Research shows that when Black men, especially, hold
on to a traditional way of thinking about masculinity and “being a man,” the more
negative the attitude is towards mental health supports (Johnson et al., 2024; McNeish et
al., 2021; Stafford, 2025). Research suggests that challenging traditional norms around
masculinity can lead to changes in the stigma and societal definition of masculinity
(Cassilo, 2022; Parrott et al., 2021; Sherman, 2020). Players discussing their mental
health on podcasts and in other public ways has an impact on their societal definition of
masculinity and seeing men being vulnerable as a positive and masculine trait.
Subtheme: Therapeutic Practice

The third subtheme identified from the research findings was therapeutic
practices, which were discussed by players in both traditional and nontraditional ways.
Players discuss the positive impact they have experienced when participating in
therapeutic services and the ongoing therapeutic practices they have incorporated into
their everyday lives. Other players discuss their fears about therapy and
misunderstandings about what therapy practices entail. Black men have high reports of

psychological distress; however, they are still underrepresented in seeking mental health
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care (Turner et al., 2024). Players discuss the enhanced abilities, both athletically and
otherwise, that they have experienced since participating in therapy services and
incorporating therapeutic practices. Some players acknowledged the importance of
consulting with various clinicians before finding the “right fit” and achieving positive
outcomes. Players discuss the fears surrounding participation in therapy and how it might
affect their edge when playing. Learning more self-management skills can help players in
minimizing mental health symptoms (Rice et al., 2019).

Research has discussed how positive expectations regarding mental health
treatment or a commitment to therapy can lead to better outcomes (Turner et al., 2024).
Players discussed how they felt once in treatment, and being able to release and
understand the experiences contributing to their mental health challenges. There are
community-driven mental health initiatives that are enhancing the mental well-being of
Black men and lowering mental health issues for participants (Smith et al., 2024). Players
discussed the programs they have formed to educate their communities about mental
health and mental health practices. Programs specifically designed for Black men or
clinicians with cultural competencies have a more positive impact on outcomes (Williams
et al., 2022). The research and players’ podcast discussions support the importance of
learning and teaching mental health therapeutic strategies to better support athletes in the
challenges they face. Players exposed to culturally relevant and effective therapeutic

methods have increased their help-seeking behaviors, as have their peers.
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Subtheme: Role of the NBA

The role of the NBA was a subtheme that emerged in relation to Research
Question 2 and the main subtheme of factors related to seeking services. Players
discussed the NBA's changes to its policies, including the inclusion of mental health
professionals in team staff and the provision of mental health service options for players.
In 2023, the NBA established clearer procedures regarding mental health, including
defined timelines for mental health leave, transparent communication, and encouraging
collaborative approaches (Keilty, 2025; Sherman, 2020). Players discussed the changes
that have occurred over time in the league regarding mental health and the support
players receive. Players discuss how the NBA organization is more accepting of players
discussing their mental health issues publicly, whereas before they would fear their career
ending or money being withheld. In 2018, there was a notable increase in public mental
health disclosures by NBA players, which has continued to rise steadily every year
(Kamal et al., 2020). In 2019, the NBA had staffing mandates for mental health
awareness and support for players (Kamal et al., 2020). The purpose of these changes is
to foster a more supportive mental health environment within the league, supporting both
players and the organization (Keilty, 2025; Sherman, 2020).

Players also discussed the support the National Basketball Players Association has
led in changing mental health policies and how players receive additional support before
and after retirement. In 2017, the NBPA established its own mental health program,
which Dr. William Parham later led. According to Pintoon (2025), the union stated that it

would pay for teams to have mental health clinicians on staff, prioritizing players'
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confidentiality. The NBPA is the union that protects players and former players, and it
has been a trendsetter in its mental health policies since 2023 (Keilty, 2025).. The union
has focused on changing policies to be more inclusive of mental health needs and
promoting mental wellbeing as part of athletic performances (Keilty, 2025).

The NBA'’s positive responses to the mental health challenges and disclosures of
players influence the cultural dynamics around mental health conversations (Kamal et al.,
2020). Players continue to advocate for mental health, and the impact of their disclosures
is changing NBA policies surrounding them. The NBA Cares program, Mind Health,
focuses on mental health awareness and community outreach (Lee et al., 2021). The NBA
has an impact on players seeking mental health services and destigmatizing mental health
issues and they can use their platform to further this impact and create a more supportive
environment for players.

Theme 3: Normalizing Mental Health During and Post NBA Career

The third research question was the following: What did podcast episodes on
mental health issues reveal about Black NBA players’ perceptions of mental health
disclosures? The collected snippets from the secondary data revealed the following
theme: normalizing mental health during and post NBA career. NBA players discussed in
their podcast appearances the need for normalizing conversations about mental health and
seeking help. Players discuss the fact that mental health awareness has increased;
however, there is a need for more personal discussions about experiences, and for players
to be able to discuss their experiences without fear of affecting their careers. Players

discussed the positive impact they have experienced from seeing other players openly
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discuss their mental health. Research suggests that when teammates openly discuss
mental health, it creates a shift in athletic culture and supports help-seeking behavior by
normalizing these experiences (Cosh et al., 2024; Sherman, 2020). Four subthemes were
identified under the main theme: personal disclosures, mental health awareness,
normalizing mental health conversations, and life after the NBA. These four subthemes
are discussed further in this section.
Subtheme: Personal Disclosures

Research indicates that high-profile athletes who discuss and disclose their mental
health issues have contributed to an overall shift in the public view of their experiences,
resulting in a more positive and impactful outcome for the athletes and the normalization
of mental health (Billings & Hardin, 2023; Sherman, 2020). Several players were on
podcasts specifically to discuss mental health and share their own experiences. Players
discussed the importance of speaking or writing about their experiences, and they found
that this act is therapeutic for them. Personal disclosures continue to normalize mental
health and combat the cultural pressures that athletes face, encouraging openness
(Sherman, 2020; Walton et al., 2019). Disclosures allow players to take control of their
narratives and can be empowering, fostering solidarity among their peers (Sherman,
2020). Players discuss their reactions to mental health disclosures of teammates or peers
and how this allowed them to find comfort in the experiences they were going through at
the time. Some players discussed what they have learned about mental health from other
players. Players discussed viewing these public disclosures as empowering and having a

better understanding of their colleagues or friends.
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Researchers have pointed out the progression of more athletes across several
professional sports disclosing their mental health issues and seeking treatment (Billings
& Hardin, 2023; Sherman, 2020). The conversation around the importance of mental
health disclosures allowed players to vocalize their stigmas prior to the number of
professional athletes disclosing their mental health journeys. Some players discussed how
far public support and organizational support have come due to the personal disclosures
of athletes over the years. Some players’ experiences were vastly different due to
disclosures happening at a time when mental health was not a topic of conversation, and
the stigmas were at a heightened state. The way these disclosures are viewed through
today’s lens is evident in how mental health is discussed when current players make
personal disclosures.

Subtheme: Mental Health Awareness

Players discussed the awareness and sometimes lack thereof, they have as
professional athletes, about mental health issues and services. Research has shown that
mental health awareness has increased over the last several years; however, awareness
alone is insufficient to promote active engagement in mental health services among
professional athletes (Rice et al., 2019; Sherman, 2020). Public disclosures from NBA
players have contributed to the development of policies and procedures for mental health
advocacy, as well as increased awareness of mental health in the media, particularly on
social media (Kamal et al., 2020; Sherman, 2020). Players discussed the influence they

felt from their peers who spoke out publicly and how this allowed them to feel more
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comfortable addressing their issues and changing the way they viewed stigmas, which
had previously promoted silence.

Mental health awareness is a crucial first step; however, it is also important to
advocate for athletes in learning self-management skills, training other professionals in
recognizing and responding to mental health concerns, and providing access to
multidisciplinary teams that can support athletes with mental health needs (Rice et al.,
2019; Sherman, 2020). Players discuss the conversations within the NBA and the changes
they have seen since entering the league, and how they feel that players speaking out
have been a significant contributing factor.

Subtheme: Normalization of Mental Health Conversations

Normalizing mental health conversations has become a leading factor in breaking
the stigma and creating supportive environments for athletes. Players who have publicly
disclosed their mental health issues and their experiences with therapy discuss how they
tell their stories to normalize this conversation and are trying to help others in need.
About 22% of athletes seek out mental health supports (Cosh et. al., 2024). Players
discussed how they encourage younger teammates to seek out therapeutic services when
they notice a teammate struggling. Discussing mental health in the same ways teams and
organizations discuss physical health helps reduce the stigma surrounding mental health
and fosters a culture shift (Cosh et al., 2024).

Players discuss having conversations about mental health in locker rooms and
further engaging with younger players who appear to be struggling once they enter the

league. When coaches and teammates normalize mental health conversations, there is a
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significant increase in players' willingness to seek out mental health services (Cosh et al.,
2024). Some of the players have started podcasts, created 504 organizations, and written
books around mental health and mental health conversations in the hope of helping
others. Research discusses the need for sports media to include mental health narratives
in their coverage, as this can significantly destigmatize mental health issues for athletes
(Billings & Hardin, 2023).
Subtheme: Life After the NBA

The fourth and final subtheme identified from the research findings was life after
the NBA, as many players have discussed how they are currently leading organizations or
non-profits that work with kids and mental health. These after-retirement paths have
allowed players to redefine their purpose and identity off the court. Players discussed
feeling lost and unsure of their direction immediately after leaving the league, as life
changes drastically. Many players experience an increase in depression and anxiety after
retiring from the league (Turkoglu & Hosver, 2020). Players often struggle with identity
loss after retirement, as they usually identify strongly with their sports persona, leaving a
lack of purpose once they retire (Turkoglu & Hosver, 2020). Players discussed entering
the league at a young age and feeling unprepared for the fame or fortune they
experienced, and how this led to feeling unprepared after leaving the league. Players also
discussed that retiring was the catalyst for facing the mental health issues and financial
hardships they were experiencing, as they did not have basketball as a coping mechanism

anymore.
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Many players do not leave the league by choice but rather leave before they are
ready due to injuries. Chronic pain and physical limitations contribute to depression,
anger, and isolation, causing many retired players to have more mental health challenges
than when playing (Khan et al., 2020). There are limited resources for post-career support
and mental and medical services offered to players, and over 50 percent of players leave
the league with significant injuries (Khan et al., 2020). Given the high number of injured
players and the correlation between chronic pain and depression, it is important for
resources to support players after retirement. Many players have discussed how the
NBPA now offers programs to support players in retirement, help them find alternative
career paths, and provide mental health resources. Players with plans and purpose outside
of their playing years have more opportunities for a successful retirement (Keilty, 2025).
The NBPA is taking steps to prepare players for life outside the league while they are still
in the league, aiming to facilitate smoother transitions for players.

Players continue to contribute to the mental health conversations in many ways
and to lower the stigma and normalize mental health conversations. Normalizing mental
health conversations has become a focus for many players, which contributes to reducing
the stigma attached to mental health, but it changes the sociocultural norms of being
masculine and vulnerable as well. Players discuss how they continue to encourage others
to seek help and discuss their mental health with others they can trust.

Sociocultural Theory and Emergent Themes
Sociocultural theory was applied in this study, as the themes and subthemes that

emerged were representative of key arguments within the theory. Sociocultural theory’s
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key concepts are social interaction, Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), cultural tool
and mediation, language and thought, and scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978). The key
concepts reveal how social, cultural, and communicative contexts influence mental
wellbeing, identity, and help seeking behaviors (Gulliver et al., 2012).

The sociocultural theory’s concept of social interactions refers to the ways in
which individuals are influenced by their interactions with others, which can have either a
positive or negative impact (Vygotsky, 1978). The sociocultural theory’s concept of the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) refers to the range between what a person can do
independently and what they can achieve with guidance (Vygotsky, 1978). Mental health
challenges can be lowered when individuals use therapeutic supports or guidance from
peers, versus trying to manage challenges on their own. The sociocultural theory’s
concept of cultural tools and mediation refers to how individuals understand and manage
their world through language, symbols, and norms (Vygotsky, 1978). Sports culture
values emotional suppression, stoicism, and toughness, which contributes to cultural
stigmas (Gulliver et al., 2012). Cultural stigma or beliefs shape how individuals
recognize, perceive, and approach mental health symptoms and seek help (Turner et al.,
2024). The sociocultural theory’s concept of language and thought refers to the role of
language in thought development and emotional regulation, as well as how personal
disclosures, storytelling, and dialogue can contribute to changing one’s thoughts
(Vygotsky, 1978). Encouraging an open dialogue about mental health within cultural
environments will help athletes identify and normalize their experiences (Etzel &

Watson, 2021). The sociocultural theory’s concept of scaffolding refers to how temporary
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support structures can enhance the development of coping strategies in individuals,
ultimately leading to more independent thought or behavior (Vygotsky, 1978). Support
from mental health providers can provide scaffolding, and over time, an athlete will
internalize the coping skills they learned from others, which increases their resilience
(Turner et al., 2024). These concepts are validated by the themes and subthemes that
emerged in this research.

The theme and subthemes related to research question one were the role of the
social/cultural environment on mental health perceptions, with five subthemes: personal
experiences and reflections, support systems, life and career balance, identity and public
persona, and cultural stigmas. These themes and subthemes are related to all five of
Vygotsky’s sociocultural concepts. Mental health development and perceptions are
shaped through social and cultural experiences, connecting to the concepts of cultural
tools and mediation, as well as social interaction (Gulliver et al., 2012). In professional
sports, cultural norms have shaped how NBA players experience mental health
challenges. Black NBA players face additional cultural pressures related to race,
masculinity, and emotional suppression (Gulliver et al., 2012). Personal experiences and
reflections, which lead to disclosures, are a form of social modeling that has challenged
cultural stigmas and expanded what is considered acceptable within the different cultures
of the player. Support systems can scaffold emotional openness and impact perceptions
and seeking help for athletes in a positive or negative way. Social learning occurs through
dialogue and modeling behaviors (Vygotsky, 1978). Life and career balance issues can be

influenced by sociocultural expectations around performance and productivity, leaving
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little downtime and creating emotional stressors for NBA athletes (Henriksen et al.,
2019). These cultural norms and internalized tools lead athletes to prioritize their careers
over their emotional and mental wellbeing (Henriksen et al., 2019). Sociocultural theory
highlights the socially constructed and culturally embedded nature of mental health
perspectives of NBA players.

The theme related to research question two was factors contributing to seeking
help or not, and four subthemes emerged: sociocultural factors, vulnerability and
masculinity, therapeutic practices, and the role of the NBA. Cultural norms, internalized
beliefs, and support within players’ ZPD influence seeking mental support or suppressing
mental health challenges (Gulliver et al., 2012; Turner et al., 2024). Black NBA players
face an intersectionality of sociocultural influences and expectations that shape their
perception of therapy or therapeutic practices (Gulliver et al., 2012; Turner et al., 2024).
Black NBA players have internalized cultural norms and tools that inhibit vulnerability
and support emotionally suppressive masculinity, which, through social modeling, is
starting to change, showing that vulnerability can be a masculine trait (Carter-Francique
et al., 2020; Sherman, 2020). Scaffolding and ZPD are applicable to therapeutic practices,
as therapy assists NBA players through unfamiliar emotional situations and teaches
coping strategies that players would not have been able to find without support (Etzel &
Watson, 2021; Henriksen et al., 2019). Language and thought are connected to
therapeutic practices as these concepts assist with emotional awareness and reshaping
negative self-talk (Etzel & Watson, 2021; Henriksen et al., 2019). The NBA and NBPA

mental health programs serve as scaffolds for change, helping to model the cultural shifts
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within the organization (Etzel & Watson, 2021). These programs and player disclosures
support a change of systemic stigma and allow for vulnerability; however, more is needed
in these areas (Etzel & Watson, 2021).

The final theme and its subthemes, related to research question three, focused on
normalizing mental health during and after NBA careers. Four subthemes emerged:
personal disclosures, mental health awareness, normalizing mental health conversations,
and life after the NBA. The concepts of sociocultural theory related to this theme and
subthemes are social interactions, cultural tools and mediation, ZPD, and language and
thought. As more athletes openly discuss their mental health experiences, there is a shift
in the cultural norms of mental health and a stigma reduction, which normalizes others'
experiences (Etzel & Watson, 2021; Sherman, 2020). Public platforms become cultural
tools for normalizing mental health conversations (Cassilo, 2022; Etzel & Watson, 2021;
Sherman, 2020). Players who speak on their mental health, socially modeling openness,
which influences the ZPD of other players (Cassilo, 2022; Etzel & Watson, 2021;
Sherman, 2020). Normalizing the mental health conversation acts as a cultural tool that is
reshaping perspectives around mental health and seeking help.

Limitations of the Research

Secondary data has limitations when it comes to research; however, there are
steps to help mitigate these limitations. The secondary data research limitations include
lack of control, contextual information, and limited depth of information (Cheong et al.,
2023; Gibson & Brown, 2009). The use of podcasts as a secondary data source in

qualitative research has increased over the last few years, particularly in fields such as
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mental health, sports studies, and sociocultural analysis (Cheong et al., 2023). Podcasts,
as a secondary data source, are subject to the same limitations, as well as ethical
considerations, contextual limitations, analytical challenges, and representation and bias
(Cheong et al., 2023).

To mitigate the limitation of a lack of control in secondary data, the selected
podcasts had to meet the specified selection criteria (Cheong et al., 2023). They were
chosen based solely on these criteria, rather than on the specific players themselves.
There were several shorter podcast interviews with players who have publicly discussed
their mental health challenges; however, due to not meeting the selection criteria related
to the length of the podcast, these interview appearances could not be utilized.

The additional limitation in secondary data is the limited depth of information.
The limited amount of information can be a limitation due to the initial focus of data
collection, mainly if more structured questions or a summary of the information provided
by the data source were used (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Kulkov et al., 2024). To mitigate
this limitation in this research, the data collected adhered to the selection criteria, which
included the length of the podcast and the discussion of mental health by the NBA
players themselves. Podcast interviews that were shorter or focused more on other topics
were eliminated from the selection process.

The lack of context limitation in secondary data refers to the limited information
about the contextual background of the podcast interview. The lack of full context can
impede the depth of data interpretation and analysis (Gibson & Brown, 2009).

Researchers using podcasts as a data source may have a limited understanding of the
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background, setting, and tone of the conversation, as well as the meaning behind the
participants’ statements (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Kulkov et al., 2024). Podcasts can also
be edited and produced to promote a specific agenda or commercialized product (Cheong
et al., 2023). To minimize this limitation in this research, some contextual data were
collected on the background of the guests to understand the context of the podcast
interview better. Podcasts promoting commercialized products were excluded from the
selection process to minimize any perceived promotional bias. The use of more
complementary secondary data could have provided a better context for this research,
such as written articles and a comparison of media interviews, which should be a
consideration for future research.

Podcasts, as a secondary data source, have limitations related to ethical
considerations, analytical challenges, and representation and bias (Cheong et al., 2023).
The limitation of using podcasts as a secondary data source has some ethical concerns, as
participants may be unaware that their interviews will be used in academic research. The
ethical issue of public or private data in the context of podcasts is somewhat mitigated by
the fact that podcast content is intended for public consumption and is publicly accessible
to consumers (Cheong et al., 2023; Gibson & Brown, 2009). The podcasts used for this
research were compiled from public sources. Podcasts used in this study were publicly
available. Publicly available podcasts typically have not obtained consent from the
participants to use the interviews for academic research (Gibson & Brown, 2009). To
address these ethical issues, this study maintained the confidentiality of the NBA players

and the podcast by using coded names for each and providing a layer of anonymity.
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Mitigating this ethical concern, mainly when podcasts discuss sensitive topics, involves
treating the content as sensitive and anonymizing both content and participants (Cheong
et al., 2023). Podcast titles, player names, and identifying information were concealed to
ensure anonymity, as consent could not be obtained. Due to the sensitive nature of the
study, maintaining the anonymity of the podcast and its participants helps protect the
interviewees’ privacy and mitigates the potential risk of harm to the participants (Cheong
et al., 2023; Gibson & Brown, 2009).

A limitation of using podcasts as a secondary data source is the analytical
challenges posed by transcription practices, coding frameworks, and the lack of control
over the data (Cheong et al., 2023; Kulkov et al., 2024). These challenges were mitigated
by using transcription tools, which were then manually reviewed to ensure accuracy,
tone, and non-verbal cues. The use of a content analysis framework and codebooks
ensured that the analysis framework was grounded in established qualitative methods.
The acknowledgment of a lack of control over the data has been stated; therefore, the
depth and clarity of the information are limited, and the findings are considered more
interpretative rather than definitive.

A limitation of this study, due to the use of podcasts as a secondary data source, is
the potential bias and representation in podcast content. Podcasts are created for various
reasons, but typically have specific goals set by the host or creators (Cheong et al., 2023;
Kulkov et al., 2024). Hosts and creators usually have a predetermined agenda and frame
the topics of their podcasts, often inviting specific guests to align with their own

objectives, which may not align with those of the researchers and can limit representation
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(Gibson & Brown, 2009; Silverman, 2006). To address the bias and representation in
podcast content, an evaluation of the diversity of podcast perspectives and a critical
examination of the framing of podcasts are necessary (Cheong et al., 2023; Silverman,
2006). In this study, during the selection process, several different podcasts were utilized,
focusing on a range of guests from various hosts and creators to minimize bias and ensure
diverse representation.

The last limitation to this study is researcher bias, as researchers using podcasts
rely on their interpretations since the depth and comprehensiveness of the interview are
limited (Gibson & Brown, 2009). One aspect of research bias stems from the researcher's
race and gender. Steps were taken to address any bias as a White female; there may be
information that could have been captured by a Black male researcher with a sports
background, especially if interviewing participants. Research reports that Black men are
more engaged and receptive to research experiences when working with a researcher of a
similar racial and gender identity (Smith & Jones, 2023). In this research, I reflected on
my own biases, perspectives, and experiences as I analyzed the data. This issue could
have been addressed by employing multiple analysts or utilizing peer debriefing to
mitigate further research bias (Gibson & Brown, 2009). These were not options in the
current study but should be considered in future research.

Recommendations

There are several recommendations for future research, based on research

observations, which include the following: exploring athletes’ lived experiences,

conducting longitudinal studies on the mental health of NBA players, and investigating
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the role of mental health professionals, especially sports social workers, in supporting
NBA players. Further research is needed to establish firsthand accounts of individuals
lived experiences. Individuals lived experiences would provide additional data and
information that can be documented for the sport of basketball and the differences in
cultural experiences (Andrews et al., 2008; Hill & Burrows, 2017). Longitudinal studies
on the mental health of NBA players would be a key area for future research. A
longitudinal study could follow NBA players from their rookie year to post-retirement,
examining the mental health challenges they experience at various stages of their careers
and lives. A further research opportunity to enhance understanding of mental health in
NBA players is to explore the role of mental health professionals, particularly sports
social workers, in supporting them. This research could expand the knowledge of
supporting athletes’ mental health through the perspective of the mental health providers
(Gill, 2008).
Implications

This research has implications for positive social change. These findings build
upon existing research and support the need for culturally informed interventions,
particularly for elite athletes. The need for social work advocacy at the macro level in
sports, as well as the continued need to educate professionals working with professional
or elite athletes (Newman et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2019). According to research,
approximately 84% of clinicians in the US are white, and by addressing racial disparities

and dynamics, clinicians can enhance the outcomes of mental health treatment with
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athletes (Williams et al., 2022). The importance of cultural competencies for clinicians is
crucial in providing the best support for professional athletes in therapy.

This study’s findings contribute to a clearer understanding of how sociocultural
factors have influenced the mental health discussion and help-seeking behaviors of NBA
players. This understanding highlights the need for specific cultural competencies when
working with Black professional athletes, which is more pronounced for particular sports,
and the policies can vary significantly among these sports. This can also underscore the
need for the NBPA and the players' union to prioritize cultural competencies and mental
health programming, as well as establish connections with other sports unions, to best
support players. This discourse can help shape organizations to become more inclusive in
mental health language and policies (Wiggins & McCreanor, 2023).

Previous research has primarily focused on elite athletes or specific sports other
than basketball. These studies have shown that NBA basketball players and the NBA
continue to develop support for players and address the unique aspects of one of the most
popular and publicized sports in the US. While all sports have systemic issues related to
racism, the NBA is taking steps to support social justice, as players have advocated for
change by protesting during games (Thomas & Wright 11, 2021). The NBA still struggles
with systemic racism, and players experience hate speech online. The unique experiences
that NBA athletes have are worth exploring further, as racial injustices affect the mental
health of players.

Based on the results of this study, the plausible implications for social change are

normalizing the conversation around mental health, allowing individuals to seek help



155

without the idea of appearing weak. Normalizing mental health conversations in sports
can help reduce the cultural stigma and promote a culture where seeking help is viewed
as a sign of strength (Cosh et al., 2024; Stevens et al., 2024). Normalizing mental health
conversations in the team environment can encourage athletes to openly discuss their
mental health experiences, and it allows players to show up for one another in an
empathic way (Stevens et al., 2024). Normalizing the mental health conversation in
sports environments enables representation for broader communities, fostering safer
spaces for individuals to share their experiences (Cosh et al., 2024).

An additional implication for social change is growing the profession of social
work in sports. Sport social workers can play a critical role in supporting athletes,
coaches, and staff with mental health and wellbeing needs (Bates & Multer, 2025;
Newman et al., 2024). Social workers offer support beyond counseling and can include
crisis intervention, advocacy for athletes, injury recovery, and building strong support
systems for athletes (Bates & Multer, 2025; Newman et al., 2024). Social workers in
professional sports can support ethics and confidentiality for athletes in their respective
sports, assist in balancing organizational goals while maintaining the importance of
athletic wellbeing, and offer evidence-based strategies for the mental health challenges
athletes face (Newman et al., 2022). Growing the social work profession in sports
contributes to the ability to normalize mental health conversations, changing the cultural
perspectives of mental health services, supporting individuals to seek help when

necessary.
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Conclusions

NBA players discussing their mental health experiences on podcasts continues to
grow as more players create and participate in podcasts. The purpose of this qualitative
secondary data study was to explore the experiences of Black NBA players regarding
their mental health and the sociocultural factors that influenced their decision to
participate in or not participate in mental health services, as revealed through a content
analysis of podcasts featuring NBA players. Three research questions were explored
during the analysis of the secondary data from the podcast transcripts. Three main themes
emerged, along with 13 subthemes, and their relationship to the research question and
sociocultural theory. The three main themes were the role of the social/cultural
environment on mental health perceptions, factors contributing to seeking help or not,
and normalizing mental health during and post NBA career. The positive impact of
mental health disclosures of NBA players has on changing the cultural norms and
expectations of Black men is echoed in the research. Pushing the conversations past
awareness and focusing on normalizing mental health experiences is changing the
cultural stigma attached to seeking help. This shift in conversation is enabling Black men
to express vulnerability while still maintaining their masculinity. Black men continue to
need a space to feel safe and supported when having mental health challenges, and the
importance of culturally competent mental health providers in providing these spaces.
Based on the results of this study, the plausible implications for social change are
normalizing the conversation around mental health, allowing individuals to seek help

without the idea of appearing weak, changing the cultural stigmas around mental health
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and seeking help, and solidifying the need for culturally competent clinical social

workers supporting NBA players and the NBA organizations.
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