Generation Interrupted: College Athletes, Mental Health, and the Post-COVID Reality
By Alexa Lyons

On a cold March afternoon in 2020, when locker rooms went dark, campuses emptied
overnight, and entire seasons vanished with a single email, college athletes across the country
realized their world had changed. What should have been the most formative years of their lives
became a patchwork of quarantined workouts, Zoom meetings, and quiet, lingering uncertainty.

In the decade since, the terrain of college sports hasn’t settled. Instead, it has shifted again and
again through lockdowns, NIL deals, exploding social media influence, and the lingering
aftershocks of a pandemic that reshaped a generation.

Pandemic Pressures: Isolation and Adaptation

For athletes competing during COVID-19, the rhythm of daily life collapsed instantly. The
pre-dawn lifts, the crowded training rooms, the locker-room music everything that made a team
feel like a team was replaced by bedrooms doubling as weight rooms and team meetings
happening in tiny squares on a laptop screen.

Madisyn Lyons, now a recruiter for the University of Arkansas football program, remembers the
shift with perfect clarity. “You went from the locker room and stadium to your bedroom
overnight,” she says. “Social media was your only way to stay connected, to feel part of
something bigger. It wasn'’t always healthy, but it kept me sane.”

Spring 2020 meant virtual conditioning sessions, digital recruiting, and endless uncertainty
about whether a season even a partial one would materialize. “There was this constant worry:
Will | stay in shape? Will scouts still see me? Will | even have a season next year?” Lyons
recalls. “It was stressful in a way most people couldn’t really understand.”

The Post-COVID Generation: New Pressures, Old Tools

Fast-forward to 2024—-2025. The athletes now filling college rosters never experienced canceled
seasons or empty stadiums. Their lives look normal, at least on the surface. But the pressures
they carry are heavier and more complex.

Social media, once a lifeline during isolation, is now a spotlight that never switches off. NIL
deals once unthinkable have turned college athletes into brands before they’'ve even earned a
starting spot.

“Younger athletes today grew up watching the rise of NIL,” Lyons explains. “They’re expected to
be influencers, marketers, and performers—all while balancing academics, athletics, and their
personal lives. The mental load is incredible. Some athletes are burning out before they even hit
junior year.”



The tool that once kept athletes connected now feeds comparison, insecurity, and constant
self-evaluation. And national mental-health data shows what many coaches and trainers already
feel in their locker rooms every day: Gen Z is anxious, exhausted, and under an unprecedented
level of scrutiny pressure amplified for student-athletes living in public.

Stories That Matter: Humanizing the Crisis

The Generation Interrupted campaign aims to bring these experiences out of the shadows. By
placing pandemic-era athletes alongside today’s freshmen and sophomores, the campaign
reveals not just what has changed but what hasn’t healed.

Lyons sees the strain long before athletes even reach campus. ‘I talk to high school athletes
every week,” she says. “Some are worried about how they’ll look on Instagram. Others feel like
they have to build a personal brand before they even step on campus. It’s a lot of pressure, and
it's affecting mental health.”

These are the stories that rarely make headlines:

the fear of being forgotten during a canceled season,

the stress of maintaining a perfect online image,

the identity crisis that comes with being “public property” at nineteen.

By pairing these narratives with expert insight and national data, the campaign makes clear that
this isn’t just an athletic issue it's a generational one.

Interactive Storytelling: Engaging a Generation

To reach the audiences who need these conversations most, Generation Interrupted uses a
multi-platform approach. Short-form videos, interactive interviews, and social-first features allow
athletes to speak in their own voices and on their own terms.

“Storytelling is powerful,” Lyons says. “When you hear someone say, ‘I've been through this too,’
it changes everything. It reduces stigma. It makes help feel possible.”

Looking Ahead: Awareness Into Action

At its core, Generation Interrupted asks a simple, urgent question: How do we support the
athletes shaped by the pandemic and navigate the digital pressures that came after?

By elevating voices like Lyons’ and spotlighting the lived realities of today’s athletes, the
campaign pushes for more than awareness. It pushes for accountability from institutions, from
fans, and from the systems that profit from young athletes’ visibility while often overlooking their
vulnerability.



For every college athlete navigating the post-COVID world, the message is this: your challenges
are real, and you are not alone.

For everyone watching from the stands or the sidelines, it's a reminder that behind every
highlight reel is a human story, one still unfolding, still healing, still worth listening to.

And the images and documents preserved from the pandemic years home-gym setups, empty
stadiums, masked huddles serve as more than memories. They are evidence of a generation
interrupted, and a call to support the one now rising in its place.

These are pictures and documents that give a great inside into the lives of the athletes during
the pandemic.
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