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The game of Australian Football is privileged to be at the 
forefront of community life across Australia. Alongside 
more than 1.7 million participants, our senior AFL and AFLW 
competitions provide both inspiration and aspiration for 
young people seeking to play the game at the highest level.

The AFL’s Talent Pathway creates a space to provide 
talented young footballers the opportunity to fulfil their 
potential. Our talent programs aim to transition players 
to the next phase of their lives and footballing careers 
through a holistic developmental experience.  

Foreword
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The AFL Mental 
Health Strategy

The AFL Industry Mental Health Strategy (2020-2022) is the first 
aligned strategic framework to guide an industry wide approach to 
the mental health and wellbeing of all employees, umpires, coaches 
and players across the AFL ecosystem. It aims to guide the planning 
and implementation of wellbeing initiatives, mental health promotion 
and prevention programs and mental healthcare services delivered 
across the AFL industry. 

For the National Talent Pathway, the Strategy sets a foundation from 
which to build a proactive and supportive culture of wellbeing among 
our  regions so that we can provide environments that can enable the 
future talent of our game at all levels to develop and thrive. 
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Everyone has experiences that can impact their mental health and 
wellbeing. A useful way to understand the different aspects of mental 
health is by using the Mental Health and Wellbeing Continuum. It 
represents the idea that mental health changes over time in response 
to different stressors and experiences, and that people can move in 
either direction on the continuum, from healthy functioning at one 
end to crisis and severe symptoms of mental health at the other. 

In the green area, people are mentally healthy and functioning 
well. As they move into the yellow, they may experience some/mild 
symptoms or difficulties with their mental health.  In the orange 
section, symptoms have increased in severity and people have 
difficulty coping. At the red end people may be in crisis and are likely 
to be experiencing severe symptoms of mental ill health.  

In this version of the continuum, the blue end reflects ‘mental 
fitness’ - high levels of self-management and elite mental skills that 
ensure people thrive in elite sport, highly scrutinised and competitive 
environments or during times of extreme change and stress. 

Most of us will move between the green and yellow areas in response 
to the normal ups and downs of daily life.  We can develop skills to 
help us manage symptoms and impacts and increase the likelihood 
that we will stay in the green area. 

The Mental Health 
Continuum Mental 

fitness Healthy Reacting Injured Illness

 » Superior emotional 
and social 
functioning

 » Ready for and 
energised by 
challenges

 » Mood resilient to 
acute stressors

 » Strong impulse 
control

 » Aware of emotions

 » Consistent sleep 
patterns

 » Motivational  
drive high

 » Leading others 
to achieve 
outstanding 
results

 » Anxiety control

 » Energised by work

 » Superior focus, 
problem solving 
and memory

 » Self aware and 
able to reflect

 » High social 
and emotional 
functioning

 » Mood recovers 
quickly from stress

 » Manages anxiety

 » Good impulse 
control

 » Normal sleep 
patterns

 » Physically well,  
full of energy

 » Consistent 
performance

 » Socially active

 » Ready and able 
to face work 
challenges

 » Enjoying work

 » Responsive  
to others

 » Patient

 » Flexible

 » Focus, memory 
and problem 
solving are high

 » Self aware

 » Impacted social 
and emotional 
functioning

 » Reactive to anxiety

 » Nervousness

 » Irritability

 » Sadness

 » Trouble sleeping

 » Physically tired

 » Low motivation 
and energy

 » Muscle tension, 
headaches

 » Procrastination

 » Indecisiveness

 » Decreased social 
activity

 » Lowered resilience 
to daily stressors

 » Reactive to others

 » Some impulse 
control difficulties

 » Problem solving, 
focus and memory 
changeable

 » Impaired social 
and emotional 
functioning

 » Uncontrolled 
anxiety, anger

 » Pervasive sadness, 
hopelessness

 » Disturbed sleep

 » Physical fatigue, 
low pain threshold, 
aches and pains

 » Impaired problem 
solving, unable 
to focus, memory 
disruption

 » Decreased work 
performance

 » No enjoyment 
from work or 
hobbies

 » Social avoidance 
or withdrawal

 » Impulsive

 » Reactive or 
disinhibited

 » Using alcohol  
to cope

 » Self aware limited 
when distressed 

 » Social and 
emotional 
dysfunction. 
Unable to function

 » Excessive anxiety, 
depressed mood

 » Thoughts of  
self-harm or of 
hurting others

 » Blunt, numb or 
highly-reactive 
moods

 » Unable to fall  
or stay asleep

 » Exhaustion, 
physical illness

 » Unable to 
perform duties, 
absenteeism

 » Impaired cognitive 
functioning

 » Social isolation, 
avoiding others

 » Abuse of alcohol

 » Limited self 
awareness  
or insight
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To date, the current strategy for supporting mental health in the AFL’s Talent Pathway 
has focused on building mental health literacy among our athletes. Wellbeing roles 
in Clubs and Academies have been generally supportive yet reactive in nature, 
responding to issues and challenges of young people after they have occurred, and 
presenting educational material focused on identifying signs and symptoms of mental 
ill-health. This focus has been in line with the current state of play in elite sport, 
focused on building mental health literacy in athletes.

Recent research has shown that mental health literacy whilst important, on its own is 
not enough to support the wellbeing of our players (1). 

The AFL understands and acknowledges that adolescence and young adulthood are 
critical life stages for the development of physical, social and emotional wellbeing. It is 
further acknowledged that high performance sporting environments and cultures for 
young athletes are important influences during this developmental stage because of 
their impact on both on field and off field development.

The AFL mental health and wellbeing strategy acknowledges that individual athlete 
characteristics are unique and high performance sporting environments and cultures 
have enormous potential to promote wellbeing to protect young athletes against 
mental health challenges during their sporting careers and later in life.  Equally, high 
performance environments have sport related risks for mental ill health and unless 
wellbeing is prioritised, have the potential to contribute to mental health challenges 
during the athlete’s elite sporting career and later in life. Finally, high performance 
environments that are mentally healthy and capable have the potential to facilitate 
the remediation and recovery from mental ill health.

The balance of these risk and protective factors for young athletes in elite pathways 
has made it evident that what is required is an adaptable framework for athlete 
wellbeing that is responsive to developmental stages and varied mental health states 
of athletes in the AFL Talent Pathway.

The wellbeing framework requires an approach that emphasises the prevention of 
mental health challenges, along with early detection of mental health symptoms and 
intervention to restore athlete wellbeing & ideally optimise performance for our young 
athletes. 

A primary prevention and early intervention framework can optimise athlete wellbeing 
and positive functioning to develop knowledge and skills conducive to flourishing for 
individuals and sporting communities. In addition, a prevention framework can respond 
rapidly to mental health symptoms & challenges as they emerge, to best maintain the 
athlete’s overall function and ability to fulfil their own potential in the Talent Pathway 
programs. 

The Case for 
Primary Prevention



POSITIVE EMOTION
Knowing the behaviours 
that bring you daily joy 

and happiness

ENGAGEMENT
Understanding what 
you’re good at and 
using your personal 

strengths

RELATIONSHIPS
Fostering meaningful  

and energizing 
connections  
with others

MEANING
Discovering a sense  

of purpose that 
is greater than 

ourselves

ACCOMPLISHMENT
Persisting to believe  

in and grow the things 
that matter to us most

HEALTH 
Maintaining 

quality nutrition, 
sleep and  
movement

The Building Blocks of Wellbeing
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Despite over 20 years of concentrated investigation into the science 
of wellbeing, there is yet to be global consensus on what constitutes 
a definition of wellbeing. There is however agreement on the 
multifaceted nature of wellbeing, and in line with current positive 
educational practices in Australia the AFL’s definition of wellbeing is 
derived from the PERMA Theory of flourishing (2).

PERMA is a theory that proposes the building blocks of wellbeing, in 
which flourishing is defined in the terms of five pillars: Positive emotion, 
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment (2; 3).

The building blocks of wellbeing for young people can promote 
strengths, wellbeing, and other positive outcomes, setting up a positive 
life trajectory for typically developing children (4).

Findings of a recent longitudinal study suggest that promoting the 
multidimensional nature of wellbeing in adolescence (such as the 
PERMA theory of wellbeing) could be a viable way to promote healthy 
transitions into young adulthood (5). 

The AFL wellbeing curriculum has a strong emphasis on the building 
blocks of wellbeing, and the healthy and mental fitness areas of the 
mental health continuum. 

Wellbeing: 
The AFL definition
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In recent times the term mental fitness has enjoyed growing use in popular language, 
both within the sporting context and outside of it. It is often used interchangeably with 
mental health, positive mental health or as an attainable state of improved wellbeing.

Although a popular term, the concept of mental fitness has had little consensus 
related to theory, definition, or measurement. A recent study endorsed the first working 
definition of mental fitness to be: 

“the modifiable capacity to utilise resources and skills to flexibly adapt to 
challenges or advantages, enabling thriving” (6)

This definition suggests that a mentally fit person has a reserve of psychological 
resources and skills that can be called upon in times of opportunity or adversity 
to increase the probability of successfully navigating life events. Further, this 
conceptualisation of mental fitness expects individuals to have high self-awareness 
and self-regulation to elicit psychologically flexible responses.  

‘Fitness’ is a term that enjoys central meaning and understanding in the community. 
In introducing the concept of wellbeing and inviting discovery in a developmental 
environment, mental fitness can be aligned to physical fitness as an analogy to 
promote learning (7).

Physical fitness is a simple concept to support, especially in high performance athletic 
settings. There is a physical fitness literacy that exists and is taught from a young age 
in schools and sporting programs in which young people with all levels of capabilities 
can relate to. 

Physical fitness (for example building strength, speed, endurance & flexibility) is an 
enabler toward realising the potential of an athlete through the practicing or training 
of intentional physical activities. These activities require sustained motivation and 
intentionality, and all athletes know that without continual practice their physical 
fitness with diminish over time. 

Mental Fitness is proposed as something very similar: a proactive and preventative 
strategy to support higher levels of mental health, requiring continual effort and 
motivation over time, based on regular activities and practices.  Using language that is 
already known and understood, and that is easy to relate to may improve the learning 
outcomes connected to wellbeing in high performance sport environments. 

Mental Fitness: 
A language capability

Language to support the 
development of young 
athletes is critical for 
their conceptualisation 
of wellbeing
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The Mental Fitness Model
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What does a primary prevention 
and early intervention framework 
look like? An adaptable framework 
that emphasises the building 
blocks of wellbeing, along with 
early detection and intervention to 
support any symptoms of mental 
ill-health in young athletes. 

A Framework to 
Support Wellbeing
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