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         hree converging shifts are reshaping the operating
environment of European elite sport. First, the
evidence base for athlete mental health has matured:
large studies and consensus statements now treat
mental health symptoms in elite and professional
athlete populations as a population level welfare issue,
not a set of isolated stories. Second, the regulatory
perimeter around the technologies federations are
buying to address that issue has tightened sharply.
Article 4 of the EU AI Act has applied since 2 February
2025, and the supervision and enforcement layer turns
on in August 2026. Third, the validation evidence for
the AI welfare tools being procured into elite sport has
not caught up with the rate of procurement. 

This SF4Sport scan surfaces five Signals, three Trends,
one structural Gap and two Wild Cards across that
landscape. The headline finding is that procurement is
currently outrunning both regulation and independent
validation, and the institutions that act early to close
that distance will set the terms of acceptable practice
for the next decade.
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At a Glance



      he evidence base is now strong enough to treat
athlete mental health as a population level welfare issue
in elite sport, not as a set of isolated anecdotes. Three
sources of different design (the IOC consensus
statement on mental health in elite athletes, the
Gouttebarge et al. 2019 systematic review and meta
analysis, and the Pillay et al. 2024 prospective twelve
month cohort restricted to professional male
footballers) point to substantial levels of symptoms of
depression, anxiety or distress in elite and professional
athlete populations, with rates varying by disorder,
population, measurement tool and study design.
FIFPro’s mental health programme materials carry a 38
per cent figure for depression symptoms among active
professional footballers. What has changed in the last
twelve months is not only the prevalence base. It is
everything around it. Article 4 of the AI Act has applied
since 2 February 2025, meaning AI literacy is already a
legal obligation for providers and deployers of AI
systems. August 2026 matters as a supervision and
enforcement horizon, not as the first date of the
obligation itself. France’s CNIL has issued granular
guidance on how elite athlete health data may be
processed; equivalent depth was not identified in this
scan from other national regulators. AI welfare and
monitoring tools are increasingly marketed and
deployed in professional sport contexts. And
independent clinical validation literature for AI
mediated welfare tools deployed on athletes has not yet
caught up.
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T
Opening: The Moment We Are In 



The AI literacy obligation is already in force. Article 4
of the AI Act has applied since 2 February 2025; August
2026 matters because public supervision and
enforcement rules begin to bite through the national
authority framework. The EU AI Act entered into force
on 1 August 2024 and applies in stages. Article 4
requires providers and deployers of AI systems to take
measures to ensure a sufficient level of AI literacy
among staff and other persons dealing with AI systems
on their behalf. Where federations or clubs use AI
systems under their authority, for example in AI
mental health screening, athlete monitoring or AI
mediated coaching feedback, they may need to assess
whether they act as deployers under the AI Act. The
classification depends on the deployment model,
contractual role and context of use. The boundary is
especially important where federations buy or
configure SaaS tools rather than build systems
themselves.

The AI literacy Clock is
Ticking on Federations

Signal 1
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For federations and national governing bodies in the
EU and EEA, the practical consequence is that an AI
literacy programme should already be in place and
should be documented through training records,
procurement documentation and governance records.
Compliance pace will differ sharply between large
international federations with dedicated digital staff
and smaller national federations operating with limited
paid capacity. The signal applies in the EU and EEA
primarily; the UK has its own framework via UK GDPR
and is not in AI Act scope.

Signal 1
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From where Sport Singularity sits. What this scan finds across the federation level
practice it observes is that the most common gap on Article 4 is not resistance, but
absence of awareness. Senior digital leads tend to know the AI Act exists. The practical
implication for their procurement records, training logs and governance documentation is
the part that has not yet landed. The cost of the awareness gap is small if the
conversation starts now, and considerably larger if it starts after the first national authority
opens a file. 
Sport Singularity editorial voice



Three converging sources of different design (the IOC
consensus statement, a peer reviewed systematic
review and meta analysis, and a twelve month
prospective cohort restricted to professional male
footballers) support the claim that mental health
symptoms are common in elite and professional
athlete populations, broadly comparable to and in
some contexts higher than general population
baselines. The Reardon et al. 2019 IOC consensus
statement, the Gouttebarge et al. 2019 systematic
review and meta analysis, and the Pillay et al. 2024
prospective twelve month cohort of professional male
footballers all point to substantial mental health
symptom burden in elite or professional sport. The
frequently cited 25 to 40 per cent range should be read
as a directional range across selected audited sources,
not as a single pooled prevalence estimate. 

The Numbers Do Not Let
Federations Look Away

Signal 2
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Rates vary by disorder, measurement tool, population
and time window. FIFPro’s mental health programme
materials carry a 38 per cent figure for depression
symptoms among active professional footballers,
originating in a 2015 study by Gouttebarge and
colleagues and cited as it appears in current
programme communication. None of these sources can
ground clinical diagnosis rate claims; they are
symptom self report or screen positive rates, not
clinical diagnoses. The Pillay 2024 cohort is restricted
to professional male footballers; cross walking to all
elite sport requires that football specific caveat. What
this base supports is the institutional claim that mental
health is a population level welfare issue in elite sport,
not anecdotal. What it does not yet support is a clinical
grade picture of female athlete prevalence specifically,
nor a longitudinal picture beyond football. Both are
scan limitations carried forward.

Signal 2
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AI welfare and monitoring tools are increasingly
marketed and deployed in professional sport contexts,
but this scan did not identify equivalent federation side
public disclosure for the AI welfare tool category.
Headspace and Catapult privacy materials describe
enterprise or customer data flows and consent
mechanisms relevant to organisational deployments.
The European Commission’s SHARE 2.0 Initiative
report describes AI adoption across grassroots sport,
professional sport and fan engagement contexts. Tech
Policy Press argues that the disclosure regime around
generative AI and mental health is structurally
underdeveloped at EU level. No equivalent federation
side public disclosure of contract terms, data flows or
consent mechanisms for the AI welfare tool category
was identified in this SF4Sport scan.

Signal 3
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Procurement is Moving
Faster Than the
Paperwork



The procurement and disclosure asymmetry is the
kind of structural gap that environmental scanning is
built to surface. Vendor disclosure is not the same as
federation procurement; the link between the two must
not be overstated. SHARE 2.0 is EU level framing, not
specific procurement evidence. Vendor sources in this
scan can support the data flow and consent mechanism
claims their privacy or security materials describe; they
cannot ground clinical efficacy or cross vendor
generalisations.

Signal 3
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From where Sport Singularity sits. Across the federation level practice this scan
observes, the asymmetry is sharper up close than the data alone suggests. Vendors
arrive with full documentation: privacy policies, security pages, sometimes a clinical
advisory board. The federation side is built around the assumption that a procurement
officer will read all of it and ask the right questions. That assumption is increasingly
difficult to hold when the procurement officer is also running three other workstreams and
the tool is presented as turnkey. 
Sport Singularity editorial voice
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AI systems that infer emotion, distress or welfare risk
from athlete data may need regulatory classification
assessment under the AI Act, even where the
deployment is welfare framed. 
The AI Act’s Annex III high risk categories include
emotion recognition. AI mental health screening tools
that infer mood, distress or risk from athlete
volunteered data may sit close to this category, but the
classification debate is genuinely unresolved. This scan
does not assert that any specific AI mental health tool is
definitively high risk under Annex III. It asserts that the
category sits inside the debate, and that the debate has
practical consequences for federation procurement.
The EU Mental Health Strategy frames mental health
digital tools as part of cross sectoral mental health
policy, but does not address the AI Act classification
overlap directly. Tech Policy Press has argued that the
regulatory regime is underdeveloped on the generative
AI and mental health overlap.

Signal 4
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Annex III May Be Closer
to Elite Sport Than
Federations Think

11



A federation procuring an emotion recognition or
emotion inference adjacent welfare tool may need to
assess whether the system falls within Annex III high
risk categories, Article 5 prohibited practice
boundaries, another AI Act pathway, or a medical
device regulatory pathway. Following the 7 May 2026
provisional Digital Omnibus agreement, the planning
horizon for Annex III stand alone high risk systems
appears to move toward 2 December 2027, subject to
formal adoption. The geographic scope is EU and EEA;
the UK does not apply Annex III directly.

Signal 4
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FIFPro’s mental health programme materials and the
World Players Association’s rights framework are the
two most developed player side institutional positions
in this scan’s audited base. The IOC Mental Health
Toolkit, normally a Level 2 anchor for elite sport
mental health framing, was not cited because it could
not be evidence logged in this scan; the Reardon et al.
2019 IOC consensus statement carries the elite sport
specific framing in its place.
FIFPro’s mental health programme materials and the
World Players Association’s rights framework are the
two most developed institutional positions on athlete
mental health surfaced in this scan’s audited base. Press
coverage of FIFPro findings, including Sky Sports’
reporting on a FIFPro survey and ESPN’s coverage of
FIFPro’s depression and anxiety statistics, amplifies the
union framing to the public attention level. Where
leading visible institutional voices on athlete mental
health in this scan are unions rather than federations,
the structural asymmetry is interesting in itself. 

Signal 5
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Player Unions are More
Visible Than Federations
in the Audited Welfare
Evidence Base

13



The football specific anchoring of FIFPro means cross
walking to non football sport requires explicit caveat;
the World Players Association’s framework is broader
but supports rights framing more strongly than sport
specific mental health programme design. The Sky
Sports and ESPN coverage is trade press; its evidence
value is in showing public attention level, not in
original empirical claims. 
The federation side counterpart on the AI mediated
welfare conversation specifically was not identified in
this scan’s audited base. Federations may be active
internally, and the absence of public disclosure should
not be read as proof of inaction. The signal is narrower:
in the audited public evidence base for AI mediated
welfare, player unions are more visible than
federations.

Signal 5
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From where Sport Singularity sits. The pattern this scan surfaces is that player unions
have moved into the welfare conversation faster because the legal incentive for them is
clearer. Their members are the people whose data is being processed. Federations, by
contrast, are still working through the question of what they want their public position to
be on AI welfare tooling, while their unions already know what their members need
protected. That sequencing is structural; closing the gap requires federations to see the
conversation as theirs, not the unions’ alone
Sport Singularity editorial voice
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Article 4 of the AI Act, GDPR Article 9, CNIL’s athlete
health data guidance, and Annex III high risk
classification together create a tightening compliance
frame for federations that use AI mental health,
emotion inference or athlete monitoring tools.
The feeding signals are S1 (AI Act Article 4 already in
force), S4 (Annex III classification assessment), and the
background regulator action signals from CNIL and
GDPR Article 9. The trend is the convergence of
multiple regulatory pressures landing on the same
operational object: the AI welfare tool deployed on
athletes. Article 4 requires AI literacy measures now.
GDPR Article 9 creates the current health data floor.
CNIL shows what granular sport specific regulator
guidance can look like in a national context. The Annex
III debate may become more concrete for stand alone
high risk AI systems from 2 December 2027 if the May
2026 Digital Omnibus provisional agreement is
formally adopted.

Trend 1
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A Regulatory Perimeter
is Closing Around AI
Welfare Tools in Elite
Sport

15



Federations using or procuring AI welfare tools should
expect to document AI literacy, lawful basis assessment,
records of processing, consent or alternative legal basis,
and procurement due diligence. For most national
federations, doing this all at once requires capacity that
federations may need to build deliberately. Editorial
interpretation: SF4Sport. Compliance pace will differ
sharply between large international federations with
dedicated digital staff and smaller national federations
operating with limited paid capacity. The deployer
interpretation caveat from Signal 1 carries through. The
trend says the perimeter is closing; it does not say any
specific federation or any specific tool is currently in
breach.

Trend 1
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AI welfare and monitoring tools are increasingly
marketed and deployed in professional sport contexts,
but federation side disclosure of contracts, data flows
and lawful basis appears less visible than vendor side
disclosure. 
Vendor disclosures from Headspace and Catapult
supply the data handling and consent mechanism
substance. SHARE 2.0 supplies the EU level cross tier
framing. FIFPro and the World Players Association
supply the player side institutional weight. Sky Sports
and ESPN amplify the FIFPro framing to public
attention. Tech Policy Press supplies the regulatory
shortfall framing for the generative AI and mental
health overlap. The convergence is asymmetric:
vendors disclose, unions advocate, and equivalent
federation side disclosure was not identified in this
scan. Vendor and union sources are global; the EU and
EEA framing reflects this scan’s geographic scope, with
non EU federations out of scope. 

Trend 2
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Procurement is
Outrunning Disclosure
Across Sport’s AI Welfare
Layer

17



Where vendors disclose data handling terms and
federations do not publish equivalent records,
exposure may concentrate at the federation when a
procurement becomes contested. Federations that close
the disclosure gap reduce that exposure; those that do
not may accumulate it. The trend’s evidence strength is
capped at moderate: the vendor sources are Level 4 and
cannot ground clinical claims, only data flow and
procurement asymmetry claims.

Trend 2
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The audited mental health evidence is strong enough
to treat athlete wellbeing as a population level
institutional issue; federation level pathways have not
adapted at the same pace in the public evidence
reviewed for this scan. 
The five source feeder base (the IOC consensus, the
Gouttebarge meta analysis, the Pillay cohort, the
FIFPro programme, and the Henriksen ISSP consensus)
supports the population level welfare framing. Wang et
al. 2025 supplies intervention literature maturity but
does not present AI mediated interventions as a
substantial category. Columbia Journalism Review’s
2021 analysis supplies disclosure shift context around
elite athlete mental health in public discourse. 

Trend 3
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The Mental Health
Prevalence Evidence Has
Matured Ahead of the
Institutional Response

19



The contestable territory in the audited base is the
appropriate institutional response, not whether athlete
mental health matters. The institutional response has
not converged at the same rate across the federations
and national pathways examined in this scan. Where
evidence is firmer than response, the rule of thumb in
environmental scanning is that public incidents land in
the gap. The female athlete specific data and the
Paralympic specific data are scan limitations carried
into the methodology; the Pillay 2024 cohort’s
professional male football specificity is acknowledged
in the prevalence claim’s framing. 

Trend 3
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The Gap
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Independent Validation
Has Not Caught Up with
AI Welfare Tool
Procurement

21



Vendor disclosures describe data handling practice and,
in some cases, internally funded efficacy or wellbeing
claims. The EU AI Act establishes risk classification and,
for some systems, conformity assessment obligations.
The mental health intervention literature is mature and
recent. The EU Mental Health Strategy frames mental
health digital tools at policy level. National regulators
such as CNIL provide granular guidance on athlete
health data processing.
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What Exists

Independent peer reviewed clinical validation
specifically of AI mediated mental health screening or
intervention tools deployed on athletes was not
identified in this scan. In the Wang et al. 2025 review,
the intervention categories identified are psychological
skills training, third wave interventions and positive
psychology interventions; AI mediated tools do not
appear as a substantial intervention category in the
review’s reported typology. No widely adopted
European institutional validation pathway was
identified for the elite sport AI welfare tool category.
SHARE 2.0 frames adoption but does not validate.
Tech Policy Press argues that the regulatory regime is
structurally underdeveloped at EU level on the
generative AI and mental health overlap.

What is Missing

The Gap

22



The EU AI Act addresses risk classification and
conformity assessment, not clinical efficacy of mental
health interventions; efficacy may instead become a
Medical Device Regulation question where a tool meets
the medical device definition. Many AI welfare tools
are positioned as wellness rather than medical devices,
which may keep them outside the medical device
pathway. GDPR Article 9 addresses lawful basis for
processing, not whether the processing produces an
outcome that helps the athlete. The intervention
literature covers the broader psychological
intervention category but has not yet caught up with AI
specific tools. The IOC consensus and ISSP consensus
predate the current wave of AI welfare tool
procurement. National regulator guidance addresses
data handling, not efficacy validation. 
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Why Existing Frameworks Do Not
Fully Cover It

The Gap
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This is an SF4Sport scan finding: no independent
clinical validation layer for AI mental health tools
deployed on athletes was identified in this scan. The
clinical validation layer remains uneven and
underdeveloped in the literature reviewed. No widely
adopted independent validation pathway was identified
at EU level. Federations procuring such tools should
expect to make procurement decisions ahead of
independent efficacy evidence. 
The risk if the gap is unaddressed runs in two
directions. One is federation level reputational
exposure if an undisclosed procurement becomes the
subject of a non compliance challenge or a public
incident. The other is sector level exposure if athletes
who relied on the tool report no benefit or harm and
the absence of validation evidence becomes the story.
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From where Sport Singularity sits. Across the federation level practice this scan
observes, the most consistent finding is the same one this report surfaces: there is no
shared evidence floor. Each federation is, in practice, making the call on its own
information, often filtered through whichever vendor presented most recently. The Gap is
not a research absence; it is a coordination absence. It is achievable to close, and the
institutions that move first will shape what acceptable practice looks like for the next
decade. That is a generational position to hold, and it is currently unclaimed.
Sport Singularity editorial voice

The Gap
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A national regulator opens an Article 9 or Article 4
enforcement action against a European federation over
the data flows of an undisclosed AI welfare tool
deployment. The trigger is a national regulator opening
an investigation against a national or international
federation over the processing of athlete mental health
data through an AI tool whose deployment was not
disclosed in the federation’s records of processing
activities or its consent mechanisms. CNIL is a
plausible regulator to watch because of its athlete
health data guidance. Other national data protection
authorities may also become relevant depending on the
jurisdiction, complaint pathway and facts of the
deployment. The probability is low, well below 50 per
cent within the H1 to H2 horizon, because national
regulators typically take years to escalate from
guidance to enforcement, and because the trigger
requires an observable public catalyst that has not yet
been observed.

Federation Level
Enforcement is Closer
Than the AI Act Timeline
Suggests

Wild Card 1

*Wild card: A low-probability, high-impact event that could 
disrupt the entire landscape overnight.
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The early weak indicators to watch are a CNIL or other
national data protection authority consultation
specifically on sport sector AI welfare tool processing;
an investigative piece naming a specific federation
procurement; an athlete public complaint over an AI
welfare tool deployment anchored in personal data
terms; or a federation’s published record of processing
activities that includes an AI welfare tool as a data flow
without a clear lawful basis assessment. None of the
four has been observed at the time of this scan. 
A first enforcement decision would convert the
regulatory perimeter from a slow tightening pressure
into a discrete event with named institution impact. It
would force European federations using similar tools to
audit AI welfare tool procurement against data
protection, AI literacy and AI classification dimensions
simultaneously. The compliance cost could be
substantial; the reputational cost for the named
federation could be severe. This is a scenario
assessment, not a prediction.

Wild Card 1
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One major AI welfare tool vendor publicly withdraws a
clinical or efficacy claim after independent academic or
regulator challenge, exposing the validation gap
procurement was built on. The trigger is an academic
team publishing an independent assessment of a
named vendor’s AI mental health tool that materially
contradicts the vendor’s own efficacy or clinical impact
framing, and the vendor responding by publicly
modifying or withdrawing the claim. The probability is
low because independent academic challenges to
commercial AI welfare tool claims are rare. Academic
capacity to do the work is small. Vendor framing is
carefully positioned as wellness rather than clinical to
avoid this exposure; the cannot support fields on the
vendor sources in this scan demonstrate the discipline.
Wang et al. 2025 shows the intervention literature has
matured but bypasses AI tools as a category. Until that
bypass is closed, the academic challenge to a specific
tool is unlikely.

A Vendor Steps Back, and
the Procurement
Assumption Collapses

Wild Card 2
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The early weak indicators to watch are a peer reviewed
paper specifically evaluating a named AI welfare tool’s
efficacy against athlete mental health outcomes; a
regulator commissioned independent evaluation of a
vendor’s product; a peer reviewed paper extending the
Westerbeek and van Schaik 2025 sport governance
framing, originally developed for athlete branding and
generative AI content contexts, to AI welfare tool
governance specifically; a vendor’s published clinical
advisory board reshuffle; or a FIFPro or World Players
Association statement specifically critiquing a named
tool. None has been observed. 
A vendor public withdrawal would convert the
validation gap from structural absence to evidenced
specific failure. Federation procurement decisions
made on category level wellness assumptions would
lose their basis when a named tool’s claim is
withdrawn. The category level effect would be a slow
tightening of vendor side positioning toward more
conservative claims. This is a scenario assessment, not a
prediction.

Wild Card 2
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Federations deploying AI welfare tools should treat the
AI literacy obligation under Article 4 as already in
force, not as a future event. Procurement and data
protection functions should jointly document the
lawful basis under GDPR Article 9 where health data is
processed, including whether explicit consent,
substantial public interest, medical care, research or
another exception is relied on in the specific context.
Procurement should anticipate that emotion
recognition or emotion inference adjacent systems
may require high risk classification assessment, with
the Annex III planning horizon now affected by the 7
May 2026 provisional Digital Omnibus agreement and
subject to formal adoption. Vendor cannot support
disclosures should be read carefully; clinical efficacy
claims that lean on vendor framing alone are exposed
when independent validation lands.

For Sport Singularity’s federation, club and policy
partners, three priority areas emerge from the analysis.
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So What Now? 

Procurement Discipline

29
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Disclosure Parity with Vendors
Where vendor privacy policies disclose data handling
substance and federations do not publish equivalent
records, the asymmetry may concentrate exposure at
the federation. Closing the disclosure gap is a high
leverage move available to federations now, because it
does not require a regulatory or evidence change to be
useful. Records of processing activities, lawful basis
statements per tool, and consent mechanism
documentation are the artefacts that come into
question first.



31 SF4Sport | Strategic Foresight Series 

Independent Validation Pathways
The Gap is structural; closing it requires more than a
federation level decision. The EU institutional layer,
member state data protection authorities, research
funders, player unions and sport science institutions
could commission independent validation studies of
the AI welfare tool category. The academic
intervention literature is positioned to extend; Wang et
al. 2025 is a foundation, but AI specific validation work
is not yet substantial in the audited evidence base. Until
that changes, federations procure ahead of
independent evidence and accept the exposure that
creates. 
The five year picture is not yet visible. The two year
picture is the one to plan for. Both wild cards are below
the 50 per cent threshold, but neither is implausible
enough to ignore

Where Sport Singularity stands. Sport Singularity writes these scans for federations,
clubs and policy partners who need a working picture of where the operating environment
is heading, without being asked to commit to a vendor or a programme to receive it. Our
role is not to sell the literacy curriculum, the procurement template or the validation
pathway. It is to map the perimeter clearly enough that the institutions inside it can decide
what they want to build, with whom, and on what evidence. The work we are most
interested in joining now is the work that asks, before procurement, what the institution
wants AI to do for its athletes, and what it wants to be accountable for. 
Sport Singularity editorial voice



“The technology is
moving faster than the
safeguards around it...”
-SF4Sport, 2026

it’s time to change 
the rules.
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