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Schedule __ WEST WINDSOR, NJ 08550

BREAKFAST
8:30 TO 9:15 AM

WORKSHOP 1
9:30 TO 10:30 AM

WORKSHOP 2
10:45 TO 11:45 AM

LUNCH
12:00 TO 12:45 PM

PLENARY
1:00 TO 3:00 PM




Cconference

Playbook




The theme for my welcome to NAMI Mercer's 18th Annual Harvest of
Hope Wellness Conference is obvious: it must be soccer. As | write this
message, Spain is celebrating the victory of its 2026 World Cup team.
According to FIFA, the competition drew 6.6 million people to stadiums in
the United States, Canada, and Mexico and 20 billion digital viewers
worldwide.

Acceptance and support for soccer in our country are very recent
phenomena. When | was a teenager in the early 1960’s, my high school
didn't have a soccer team nor did most other schools around the nation.
We focused on traditional American games like baseball, basketball, and
football. Although soccer was brought here by English, German, Scottish,
and Italian immigrants in the early 20th century, it was not embraced at
the national level. In fact, when the North American Soccer League (NASL)
was formed in 1967, attendance was so low that cardboard cutouts were
placed in empty seats. Interest peaked briefly in 1975, when the NY
Cosmos team recruited Pele (considered the greatest player in the world),
but the NASL folded in 1984.

What turned things around for soccer here in America? It was two defining
decisions—to hold the 1994 FIFA World Cup in the United States and to
televise every game. The tournament captivated millions of Americans who
had never followed the sport before. Soccer now ranks third among
America's favorite sports and has become mainstream for our kids, equaling
basketball as the top youth sport in the US.



What can NAMI Mercer and its mental health community learn from the
trajectory of soccer in our country? The planners of the 1994 competition
were determined to expand attention and support for soccer by bringing it
into every American home and into our personal lives. NAMI Mercer adopts
a similar strategy of increasing awareness, empathy, and camaraderie
through grassroots events, such as the Walk, sharing lived experiences, and
community educational opportunities like Harvest of Hope. Since mental
illness affects almost one in four Americans each year, regardless of age,
gender, geography, or income, we need to bring home our message of
understanding and hope to everyone.

With soccer so much on our minds this year, we invited Landon Donovan
(considered one of the greatest US soccer players in history and the Fox
Sports color commentator for this year's World Cup) to be our special
guest. In an interview with David Lee White, Landon will talk about his new
memoir and his personal battle with mental illness. Retired from active
play, Donovan is scoring new goals: increasing mental health awareness in
sports; normalizing vulnerability; and helping others understand that
mental illness is a disease that can impact anyone, regardless of their
success or status.

IT’S HARD TO BEAT
SOMEBODY WHO NEVER
GIVES UP.

MEGAN RAPINOE

I HOPE TODAY'S CONFERENCE INSPIRES YOU WITH GRATITUDE,

TO GO FOR THE GOAL OF MENTAL WELLBEING
FOR YOURSELF AND YOUR LOVED ONES. M W
















































