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AUTHORS’ NOTE

The Price She Pays relies heavily on telling the stories of real athletes who have coped with various mental health conditions. And for many, these conditions have intersected with their experiences of racial discrimination, colorism, misogyny, heterosexism, and gender bias. These women and girls share their deeply personal experiences, which include abuse, trauma, self-harm, substance use, mental health diagnoses, and suicidal thoughts. While some sources have agreed to be named, others have spoken on the condition of anonymity. For all cases in which a name has been changed, we mark the name with an asterisk on its first reference. To protect their confidentiality, we’ve also altered some dates, and minor identifying details have been changed.

Throughout the book we predominantly use the terms girls and women, but we know that gender exists on a spectrum. We honor the many ways that people feel connected to girlhood and womanhood. Currently, sports continue to operate on the binary with women’s teams and men’s teams. We know that stories about what it’s like for athletes on the spectrum of gender are best told by people who share in this community and can give those stories the justice they deeply deserve. We included the anecdotes that we knew we could accurately tell, while recognizing the many ways that people experience women’s sports. We look forward to seeing how sports can evolve to increase inclusion for all athletes, however they identify their gender. We also acknowledge that not all caregivers are parents—raising and supporting children is the job of many, whether it’s grandparents, foster parents, other relatives, or guardians. We use the word parents throughout the book, but we know that the definition is vast.

We believe girls and women. We also believe that when they are empowered to tell their stories, it leads to systemic changes under which they train and compete. The stories you read in this book represent many identities across ethnicity, religion, race, financial status, sexual orientation, gender, gender expression, and identity. The stories within this book are verified through medical records, supporting documents, and/or corroborated by appropriate sources.







INTRODUCTION

This all started in 2014 at a spin class. We’d find ourselves standing in that Eugene, Oregon, parking lot after each workout, talking about the heaviness we felt while working with athletes we’d been supporting as mental health professionals, mostly at the point when these young people were exiting their sports. Not only did they encounter difficulties in that big life transition but they also seemed to have so much left to process about their experiences. In our many conversations after spinning, distinct patterns about athlete mental health emerged—enough for us to know that we had a lot to explore when it came to systematic abuse, exploitation of athletes, racism, sexism, and more.

By the fall of 2021, Katie had started reexamining her own harrowing experience as an NCAA Division I track and field athlete, collecting medical documents from that chapter in her life, talking to former coaches and teammates, and writing down her own recollections. As we talked to more athletes over those years, we discovered that Katie’s experience was, unfortunately, not so different from many others, across every level of competition. We believed that to start changing systems that clearly haven’t supported the mental well-being of female athletes, we needed to tell the plethora of stories of those who have experienced them firsthand. Ten years in the making, this book is the result.

KATIE

From the start, sports have always been a means of connection for me. I cultivated my values, discussed worldviews, laughed, shared stories, and bonded with my dad during the many early morning miles we ran together. It deepened my relationship not only with him but also with myself. Living in Oregon, my favorite family ritual was our “peak of the week,” when the four of us—my mom, dad, sister, and I—climbed nearby scenic mountain tops together. Exploring the outdoors became a natural part of my life, and I realized that movement alongside the people I loved just felt good. It became transformative.

Leading up to high school, I ran in community track meets and played soccer, volleyball, and basketball. But I really took to running. The summer before my senior year of high school, the phone rang, letters arrived, and coaches told me I’d have the opportunity to run at the university of my choice. College recruiting was on, and my passion was turning into opportunity before my eyes.

I have always been driven and highly motivated, so I was fortunate that during those formative years I was surrounded by family, coaches, and teammates who created a low-pressure environment. Fun and fulfillment were the priority, allowing me to progress at my own pace with a healthy connection to coaches who believed in me regardless of my results. Nobody could put more pressure on me than I had already placed on myself, and I always felt that they valued me as a human being, not merely as an athlete. That culture produced results, too: as a high school junior I placed in the top three in the state of Oregon in the fifteen hundred and three thousand meters. I went on to win the 2003 state cross-country title as a senior, too.

NCAA coaches visited our house. I visited campuses. I was offered full-ride scholarships. Then I made an early decision to attend the University of Oregon. My choice was based less on the iconic history of the track and field program and more on the reassuring presence of Marnie Mason Binney. She had been my coach during my freshman year of high school and moved on to the program at Oregon. I trusted her. She was familiar and understood my needs as a young, developing athlete. My connection to her felt real.

But when I arrived in Eugene, I found a program much different than what I thought I had signed up for. Teammates were pitted against each other, competing for rank. I sensed unspoken rules about food—what I was “allowed” to eat and when, and, of course, how much. Based on measurements and appearance, team members were told to lose weight but never given guidance on how to sustain our health; the priority was results. The camaraderie and community that had pulled me into the sport were replaced by tension, confusion, and mixed signals. My roommate, who was also my dear friend and teammate, and I were confused about a lot of things. What were our bodies supposed to look like? What was our place on the team? What were we supposed to eat? Was it normal to feel anxious when trainers and medical staff squeezed our backs, arms, and bellies with calipers to measure our body fat? By winter, several women were cut from the team, including my roommate, leaving me without the one person who felt like an ally.

Marnie resigned from her coaching position by the end of my first year. It wasn’t until fifteen years later that she told me she found it impossible to coach with integrity in a program that fostered such a toxic culture. Her boss had watched her from the grandstands at Hayward Field and demanded that she “thin the herd of fat pigs” and “fat cows.” At staff meetings, she said, he called athletes “cunts.” Marnie documented the language and reported the behavior to the athletic director. More than a decade later, it finally made sense why the program I had entered seemed dramatically different than what I imagined it would be.

A new coaching staff arrived in Eugene in 2005, which unofficially included the now disgraced Alberto Salazar. He was involved in the program because his protégé, Galen Rupp, had been recruited to compete for the Ducks. We were all aware of the long-standing relationship between Galen and Alberto and assumed Alberto’s presence was a condition of Galen’s commitment. My new coach was Maurica Powell, then a twenty-four-year-old rookie who reported to head coach Vin Lananna, the man “responsible for creating a vision for the Oregon Track & Field program and Historic Hayward Field as the center of track and field in this country,” according to the University of Oregon Athletics website.1

Many friends held Vin in high regard, and I was excited for the opportunity to train with him. But despite working hard to earn his praise and competing well that fall, the wheels came off at the end of the season. I asked my coaches for help, unable to find my fifth gear. In hindsight, I had all the symptoms of RED-S (relative energy deficiency in sport—a mismatch between caloric intake and the body’s demand for nutrition, which can lead to amenorrhea and low bone density, resulting in injuries). I even told one coach I hadn’t menstruated for months. The response? “That’s great—your body fat is where we want it to be.” It was, of course, unsustainable, and my performances began to falter. Unable or unwilling to recognize my struggle, my coaches told me not to come to practice until I was ready to compete again.

In some ways, the writing may have been on the wall when I decided to become an NCAA Division I athlete. I’ve always operated in overdrive. When I trained, I approached it with intensity. More was better, I thought. I was going to do whatever it took to perform, at any cost. The price, as it turns out, was quite high. Now I understand that when these common traits of high-achieving athletes are nurtured with care, they can turn into big advantages on the field of play. When they’re exploited, they can break you.

I internalized my problems, took responsibility for my failures, and felt that I wasn’t living up to the standards I was recruited for—standards I knew I should have been able to achieve. By the spring of 2006, it was Alberto who approached me with a supposed solution, when I was most vulnerable. He referred me to Dr. Jeffrey Brown, a Houston-based endocrinologist who diagnosed me, at age twenty, with hypothyroidism, a condition that can lead to weight gain and fatigue. Dr. Brown prescribed medication and gave me hope. The combination of a powerful, elite coach like Alberto and a medical professional offering support made me feel heard and seen.

However, I became prone to passing out. At the emergency room in Eugene, I was diagnosed with iatrogenic (doctor-induced) hyperthyroidism, a fact I didn’t actually remember until I started investigating my medical history in 2021. The Oregon ER doctors and a local endocrinologist immediately took me off the medication and my thyroid function stabilized within two months. Shortly after, in a choice that confuses me to this day, I went back on the thyroid medication. Ultimately, I put my trust in Alberto and Dr. Brown. I felt they understood my medical needs as an athlete better than the medical professionals at the local hospital. But the medication did nothing to help my performance. Hopeless, defeated, and exhausted, I quit the team with a couple of years of eligibility left. Alberto offered me a spot on his professional (now-defunct) squad, the Nike Oregon Project, but I declined. I wanted to finish college on an NCAA team, so Alberto helped me transfer to Florida State University.

I ended up in the new program with a coach who increased my mileage quickly. Even after I got injured, I was unable to back off on my own. With a stress fracture in my foot and torn tendons in my ankle, I went on to graduate as quickly as possible. Through it all, I remained connected to Alberto and Dr. Brown, who continued my treatment and collected my blood samples long after I had stopped competitive running. My now husband, Adam, who was an NCAA track and field champion and had spent five years as a professional track and field athlete, where he observed doping and corruption unfold on the world stage, found the arrangement suspicious. I wish I had, too. I have come to believe that I was a test subject in a larger experiment that they were conducting that involved using prescription medications (not banned by anti-doping agencies) to enhance athletic performance—altering my medication and tracking weight fluctuations to determine dosages that led to ideal metabolism and weight loss. Why else would a man who was no longer my coach have continued monitoring my bloodwork?

I was fortunate that my local Oregon endocrinologist kept comprehensive notes because when I began investigating my medical history in 2021, Dr. Brown’s office stated that it had no records or documentation that I was ever his patient.

In 2015, the US Anti-Doping Agency (USADA) began investigating Alberto and Dr. Brown after several former Nike Oregon Project athletes and staff alleged that they were encouraged to take unprescribed medications, including thyroid drugs, to enhance performance. In 2019, USADA banned Alberto and Dr. Brown from the sport for four years for “orchestrating and facilitating prohibited doping conduct,”2 though the charges didn’t include the use of medication. Among Alberto’s violations was possession and trafficking of testosterone (a banned substance), as well as tampering with the doping control process. Dr. Brown was charged with tampering with patient records, illegal administration of a supplement called L-carnitine, and complicity in trafficking testosterone. Despite the sanctions, Dr. Brown was able to retain his medical license and practice.

In 2019, Mary Cain, a former teen track star who trained professionally under Alberto from 2013 to 2015 at the Nike Oregon Project, came forward with her own story of abuse.3 She said Alberto had weighed her in front of teammates, publicly body-shamed her, and offered her prescription thyroid medication to help her lose weight, after which Mary suffered depression, suicidal thoughts, five stress fractures, and didn’t menstruate for three years. She sued Nike and Alberto for $20 million in 2021, alleging emotional and physical abuse. The lawsuit was settled in November 2023, but the terms of the settlement were undisclosed.

In July 2021, the US Center for SafeSport permanently banned Salazar from coaching USA Track & Field athletes based on charges of sexual misconduct. Kara Goucher, also a former member of the Nike Oregon Project and a world championship silver medalist, later revealed in her memoir4 that Alberto had sexually assaulted her during massages.

Each time another news story like these appeared over these years, it gave me pause and reflection. I wrote letters to authorities and others who might find my experiences and insight helpful—or add context to the memories I was piecing together. I never received replies, so my default response was to compartmentalize: to leave these experiences in the past and live my own life in the present.

In 2014, at age twenty-eight, my fertility doctor told me that I had been treated for a thyroid condition I never had, just as ER doctors had determined years before. I still take the thyroid medication because my body now relies on it to function. I take it every day and will need to keep taking it every day, for the rest of my life.

I still wrestle with the fact that I will never know if my health struggles are because of the “care” I received from Dr. Brown or not. But I do know that it took more than a decade for me to see the abuse I went through as an athlete for what it was.

Today, I’m a licensed marriage and family therapist, cofounder of Thrive Mental Health, an outpatient clinic in Bend, Oregon. I’m also the founder of Athletes Mental Health Foundation, a nonprofit organization designed to amplify athletes’ stories and provide mental health resources for parents and coaches. But more than that, I’m a mother. Our three kids, Camden, Brooke, and Gavin, are my entire world. They are my core motivation to ensure sports serve as empowerment for youth and stoke a lifelong love of physical activity. I now know that I was called to this field specifically to help young female athletes, because that is what I needed at their age. I have a relentless desire to raise awareness and prevent unnecessary suffering for others by integrating mental health care into sports.

The more I’ve talked about my experience and processed what happened, the more I’ve realized much of what I went through as an NCAA athlete is not unique. In sharing my story and my expertise, my hope is that parents, athletes, and coaches can find support, advice, and hope for healthier, happier careers in whatever sport they choose, at whatever level they compete.

TIFFANY

My earliest connection to sports was forged over many hours spent sitting on my grandfather’s lap, watching boxing matches, football games, and golf tournaments. Spending time with my Papa, who was a father figure to me, was all about sports. He loved teaching me about the games and the players, and I loved learning. I wanted to understand the rules and the strategy while spending as much time together as possible. Sports became the foundation of our close relationship as I grew up.

I remember watching Chi-Chi Rodriguez, winner of eight PGA events, whose charisma and love of the game captivated me—especially his trademark dance celebration every time he sank a putt. In retrospect, cheering for Papa’s favorite athletes and teams helped me find my own passion for sports, although at the time, of course, they were all male-dominated. I had posters of Shaquille O’Neal on my bedroom walls, and I was a diehard fan of the Portland Trail Blazers. I don’t ever remember turning on a game with female athletes when I was young, though it never mattered to Papa that I was a girl. He taught me to love and understand sports like anyone else, inviting me into a world traditionally set up for men and allowing me to make it my home too. We still talk every weekend, usually catching up on the Oregon Ducks, but more often than not these days our discussions also include the performances of WNBA stars as well.

My relationship with sports wasn’t molded in a traditional way. I don’t remember our family playing catch together. We didn’t go to the park for pickup basketball or spend summers on the tennis courts. Nonetheless, I was drawn to give volleyball and basketball a shot. In truth, I found sports as a refuge—going to practice after school was my way of avoiding loneliness and solitude as a latchkey kid. The adult engagement and interaction with other kids was a means of connection. And as a bonus, I was actually pretty good.

In today’s world, where so many parents are involved in their kids’ athletic endeavors, making big investments in travel, coaching, and gear, I see access and privilege as a big reason why their children can excel. I was not the kid who was able to join travel teams or afford extra coaching. I struggled with finding transportation and having the needed equipment. Still, I persevered in junior high, making my mark as a good teammate and valuable contributor. But once I no longer lived within walking distance from school, staying for practice required more creativity. I had friends who offered rides when I asked, but it became harder to keep up with the schedule. Even though I was passionate about sports, logistics created barriers for me that I could not solve on my own.

I needed more investment from the adults around me to cultivate my talent in volleyball and basketball. I became interested in other activities that were easier to manage. One of the extracurriculars I gravitated toward was speech and debate. The coach, Daphne Sturtz, saw that I had some natural skill during speech class and encouraged me to join the team. I was enticed by the competitive aspect of it, and Mrs. Sturtz was encouraging, positive, and deeply invested in all of us. She took a girl who was fairly worried about the unpopular decision to join the team and led me all the way to the state championships. To this day, I think my joy of teaching came from learning how to speak in front of others.

I vividly recall one speech that garnered the most awards. It was about the Olympic gymnast Kerri Strug, who performed on the 1996 team known as the “Magnificent Seven.” In the final rotation, the United States was on vault and held a lead for the gold over Russia. Kerri was the last to vault for the United States and she fell, badly injuring her ankle. The team was in danger of losing the Olympic title if her second vault didn’t go well. Her coach, Bela Karolyi, told her she had to go, despite her obvious injury. She pulled through for the team but collapsed to the ground. Bela carried her to the medal podium before she went to the hospital for a third-degree lateral sprain and tendon damage.

At the time, Kerri’s performance was heralded as heroic. She was the epitome of a tough athlete. But in my speech, I argued that it was an injustice that she was compelled to compete despite being so significantly hurt. She didn’t have a choice and her coach had made that clear; in his own recounting to the media5 that day, Bela recalled saying, “‘You have to do it, Kerri,’” before going on to explain that “it was a once-in-a-lifetime situation. If it was me, I would go there with a broken leg. I would do anything. This was the gold medal.”

My speech called out and questioned what it meant for young girls not to have a voice in their health and their careers. The world-famous coach had all the power, and he was benefiting from the team’s success. I knew in my gut that what I was watching on TV was not OK, although I didn’t fully understand at that age how many layers of exploitation were at play. I called out the power dynamic and asked fans to reevaluate what we expect from athletes. Little did I know that this speech would foreshadow what awaited me professionally, later in life.

Today, I’m an award-winning senior faculty member at the University of Oregon, in the couples and family therapy graduate program, and a licensed marriage and family therapist, as well as the director of the university’s Center for Healthy Relationships at the HEDCO Clinic. As the program’s clinical director, I teach and supervise graduate students in their pursuit of becoming mental health therapists. My goal is to teach new clinicians to love this field as much as I do, and I’m conscious of the position of power that I hold as a white ciswoman. How I talk to students, the way I approach course content, and how I give feedback is all done with the understanding that each student has more to them than their academic endeavors. Much like a coach, it’s my job to understand the unique needs of each student and adjust. It’s never about giving my students shortcuts or not holding them to high standards; it’s honoring the fact that we all carry a lot and when we work together, we can all find success.

Clinically, I work with people dealing with self-harm, grief, trauma, and issues of substance use and recovery. I’m also part of the university’s athletic mentor program and have served as a mental health consultant for the athletics program and as the chief science officer of the Athletes Mental Health Foundation. In my field, rather than assuming mental health needs mean that something is “wrong” with us, we focus on a systemic understanding. If someone is struggling with depressive symptoms, we explore their relationships and experiences, and often, their circumstances make sense after we understand the larger context. This has led me to think about how, when athletes experience mental health struggles, we can zoom out and see that often they are trying to operate in systems that are exploitative or misogynistic. This perspective adds more to their stories and illustrates why change is not a single person’s responsibility, but that of the entire athletic community.

In my career, I’ve talked with a significant number of athletes, and I’ve consistently heard about how they don’t have the space to discuss their mental health struggles within the systems in which they train and compete. I know that the budgets of most athletic programs don’t support hiring enough qualified mental health providers to meet the ever-growing demand (and yes, the mental health providers are often a different budget line from what the football teams are afforded by donors—a frustrating fact about how funds are distributed in athletic departments). Some coaches and staff have said to me in the training sessions I lead that “we don’t have any mental health issues; we’re all good,” a perspective that I know is false. It’s like denying you’ve ever had any player on your team suffer physical injuries: it’s impossible. Meanwhile, others acknowledge the problem but just don’t know how to help. I have seen firsthand how much athletic programs need from mental health professionals.

It’s these moments that have lit my fire. Athletes continue to suffer as some athletic departments do the bare minimum. Women continue to find themselves mistreated and misunderstood. I may have come to this juncture in a different way than Katie, but somehow we’ve arrived at the same place, and with the same goals and intentions. We want to give women a healthy, supportive place where they are empowered to compete to the best of their abilities, under coaches and systems that foster their success. We can be part of the solution that builds athletes up instead of breaking them down. To do this effectively, athletic systems must acknowledge their power and make space for mental health needs and challenges.
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